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Synopsis:
 
    
 
   Julia Caldwell lies in the middle of a battlefield dying of wounds inflicted by the newest enemy of the Singers—the demonic. When Fae, Were and vampire collide in alliance against a common enemy other than one another, the demonic brings turmoil beyond what any of the supernaturals can imagine.
 
    
 
   After the genocide of the Singers of Region One, they will be forced to move into hiding. Jacqueline has redeemed herself and carries a progeny of importance and strength that the new enemy wants at all costs. Who of the Fae can be trusted after Tharell's treachery—will the rogue Were damage or assist the remaining Region One Singers?
 
    
 
   Can the greatest secret of their blood save the Singers from extinction and close the wound the demonic has made in a world run by humans, and ignorant of what lives among them? Or will fate decide evil deserves to rule instead of good.
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CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   “Jules!” Jason screams, sliding toward her like a runner at home base. 
 
   Julia looks up at him, holding her guts inside her body. “Oh, God—no!”  
 
   Jacqueline rises from behind Julia's torso, where she'd lain to avoid Tharell's body. 
 
   She wears Julia's blood.
 
   “Looks like someone has lost their head,” Slash comments dryly, stepping over Tharell's body. His humor leaks away when his eyes catch sight of Julia.
 
   “Julia—what can we do?” Jacqueline asks, ignoring everything else.
 
   A demonic blurs past them, its tail sailing into the head of a Singer with well-practiced precision. Julia's veins flash golden at its nearness.
 
   “Fuck!” Jason rages, leaping to his feet as he puts his back to her protectively.
 
   “Cyn,” Julia croaks.
 
   Jason whirls around, understanding blooming on his features. 
 
   I need Cyn.
 
   He nods, peering into the thick of the battle. “I can't see her!” he shouts then sprints into the fray. Julia fights to remain awake, but her eyes feel buggy in their sockets, too wide and dry. The pain sharpens her senses, helping her stay alert—and alive. 
 
   A bubble of blood forms from her lips, and Julia feels herself beginning to slip. She's still mortal, still vulnerable—and so very tired.
 
   Her eyes meet Jacqueline's. Julia sees the knowledge of her death reflected in them. Julia holds herself in position, avoiding Tharell's head, which was no longer attached to his body, beside her.
 
   I can hold on a little longer. Julia closes her eyes and concentrates on her breathing.
 
   In.
 
   Out.
 
   “Jacqueline,” Domi says from behind Julia.
 
   Julia cracks open her eyelids, and Jacqueline stills, her eyes growing wide. The demonic rushing toward them is gaining momentum. Julia is vulnerable and wounded—vulnerable to true death, as William would call it. 
 
   Julia’s eyes bulge, and she licks dry lips.
 
   The blood bubble on her lips pops with a soft smack, and she not dare move her hands from where her organs pulsate beneath her fingertips.
 
   Domi turns casually, clotheslines the devil's warrior, and crushes the red flesh around the demonic's windpipe.
 
   As the demonic folds to his knees, the saber in Domi's hand flashes downward, cutting the head from the soldier of their mutual enemy.
 
   The twang of swords and weaponry is the dark orchestra that plays for them.
 
   Jacqueline's mouth hangs slack as she turns slowly to look at Domi, then at the demon lying still at his feet. Finally, her eyes come to rest on Tharell.
 
   Julia knew of Tharell’s comprehensive duplicity against Domi, but there Domiatri stands in emerald splendor, proud and tall. His throat is bisected by a rope-like scar. He steps over the demon, shooting an indifferent glance at Tharell's body before he faces Jacqueline.
 
   Julia swallows her groan—her hands are drenched with her own blood. 
 
   “Domiatri,” Jacqueline breathes in shock as Slash picks up the sword that the castrated Tony let drop. 
 
   “Nice work on the devil,” Slash says casually. But there is nothing casual about his restless gaze as it travels the field, looking for other demonics. He seems resolved to protect her until Jason can get back.
 
   Julia clenches her eyes shut. Where is Jason? Only Cyn can fix the mess of her body.
 
   Slash toes Tony's corpse, and Julia breathes against the pain in her gut. The sounds of men striking each other is like listening to slabs of meat being tenderized.
 
   Julia’s stomach roils against the metallic fragrance of blood and death in the air and the sounds of flesh succumbing to fists and blade. Her limbs grow numb as her vision narrows to gray edges and a black center. 
 
   Julia drags in raw breaths. 
 
   Domi scoops Jacqueline against him. “Tharell thought to murder me.”
 
   “I know,” she replies.
 
   Julia's skin begins to pulse golden-silver, shining like a beacon as one of the demonic approaches.
 
   She tries to roll away and can't manage it.
 
   It hisses, driving its tail toward her as blood pumps out of her body, but Slash turns, catching the end of the whipping rope-like appendage with the borrowed saber and cutting it off. The deep-red stalk fishtails sickly and falls. Inky blood spurts out of the amputated stump as the demonic shrieks.
 
   Jacqueline sinks to her haunches beside Julia as Domi swings his own sword and takes off the horned head. A warm hand covers her own blood-slicked ones.
 
   The sudden silence that falls is peaceful and heavy, like scarlet snow that never lands. The demonic are losing the battle, and the shine of Julia's skin dulls as the second demon's life ebbs as it lies a few feet from her in a pool of black blood.
 
   Julia knows with perfect certainty that she doesn't want to die in this thankless field of war and death. 
 
   The salt of Jacqueline's anguish splashes on Julia’s face. Gasping her last breaths, Julia watches it all as though she's no longer in her own body.
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, Jason emerges like an oasis in the midst of a forever desert. Cyn is wound tightly around his back as he dives between the last brandishing fists. Blood arcs, spattering them as they charge between the opposing forces.
 
   “Do not go, Julia. Your people need you,” Jacqueline says, rubbing Julia's icy hands as though the motion will repair her. More unshed tears fill her dark eyes, which are so like Scott's.
 
   “I do, as well,” she adds in a whisper.
 
   Jacqueline, her enemy no longer, clutches Julia's hands while her fey lover fights off the remaining demonic behind them.
 
   Jason lurches beside her, his wolfen form casting a shadow over her, and dumps Cyn at Julia’s side. 
 
   Cyn's eyes widen in horror at what Julia assumes is the mess of her body. “Jules… oh, God—no.”
 
   Julia closes her eyes and Cyn's presence is a salve to her body, but not her words. 
 
   “I don't know if I can fix this,” Cyn despairs.
 
   Julia's eyes open to painful slits while Cyn's gaze roves her body. Julia’s hope flees when she sees those expressive eyes.
 
   The saber christened with demonic blood is going to slam dunk Julia into death. Tears riot down her face. Jacqueline holds one of Julia’s hands while the other is in Jason's tight grip.
 
   “Come on, Cyn. We haven't come all this way to back out now.”
 
   Cyn drags her finger underneath both eyes, swiping and flinging tears away. She inhales deeply and replaces Jacqueline's hands with her own. With a sigh, Julia lets hers slip apart, and they fall onto the grass. The air is cold compared to the heat of her injury.
 
   “Oh, Jason.” Cyn's voice trembles, sounding mournful.
 
   “Don't you fucking die on me, Jules,” Jason commands fiercely. 
 
   Julia doesn't promise anything—or even speak—because glorious warmth floods her stomach and spreads, leaking through her body like a bath of fire. She feels as though her body is melting into the grass, though the clangs and charge of battle still grow.
 
   Nothing is more silent than death.
 
   “That's it, Cyn!” Jason sounds desperate. 
 
   Julia relinquishes her ownership of this life, which was always a gift, not something she could expect to always have. 
 
   If she's the Rare One, she'll get through this. If she's not, Julia is convinced she was never meant to be anything to anyone. Julia's exhausted to her marrow.
 
   She wants so much more from this life. She knows she has a sister somewhere in the Red Den of Alaska, and Julia wants Jason as a woman wants a husband. 
 
   More, Julia wants to actually live, not merely survive from one catastrophe to another. Like a candle flame in jeopardy of being blown out, she feels her soul flutter with indecision. Julia's will to live hangs in the balance. 
 
   “No—Jules. Help me here!” Cyn screams.
 
   Julia's eyes flutter open to find her people quietly gathered.
 
   “The demonic?” Julia chokes out, her eyes frantically searching for the deep-crimson bodies, black horns, tails, and the soulless eyes. 
 
   None still stand. Their dead bodies litter the ground at her peoplesʼ feet, and the Singersʼ skin doesn't shine. The beautiful veining that surfaced before and during the battle was nothing more than a warning of their mortal enemies proximity.
 
   Cyn's hands clench over the wounds, and Julia's body arches against the grass as she gasps. Life fills her body where death sought to claim her. A thread of warmth runs to her fingers and toes. Her eyes sharpen, and her heart begins to beat a strong rhythm again. She rises up on her elbows, Jason's large hand at her back, and glances down at her belly.
 
   Dried blood flakes on a deep scar that turns pink as she watches. Jason's eyes meet hers over the knitting wound. He puts his knees behind her back, and she leans against him. His hands lock around hers, and he bows his head, unable to hold in the shuddering exhale of relief. 
 
   “Tony has failed.” Domi's lip curls in satisfaction as he looks at Tony's body before moving on to Tharell’s headless corpse. “Tharell failed, as well,” he growls.
 
   Slash gives a satisfied snort. “Still like how he lost his head.” He gives Julia an apologetic glance, and Julia’s lips turn up. 
 
   “It's okay, Slash.” Julia doesn't miss Tony. His demise makes the earth a better place. Bright sunlight splashes over them, making Domi’s deep-green flesh appear to sparkle with luminescence. It's somehow wrong to have a beautiful day as witness over this much death and bloodshed.
 
   Jacqueline's eyes are round, shocked. Julia tries to sit up, but her core flinches at the motion. 
 
   “Julia—no way.” Cyn's hands are splayed on her healing stomach, and Julia chokes up as Jason comes up behind, lifting as he stands with her cradled against his chest. 
 
   His body is covered with the light-red down of his wolfen form. The green discs of his eyes slow their spinning.
 
   “The demon fuckers are gone.” His voice sounds like falling gravel, making Julia flinch. “Our blood won out!”
 
   Julia tips her head back against his shoulder, and he smiles, flashing rows of dangerous teeth.
 
   Julia nods, still weak. “Where? How?”
 
   With laser focus, Slash eyes Tharell's body with a consideration bordering on hate. “I say we pop Tharell's head back on and see if he can't tell us.”
 
   Julia shakes her head, ignoring the pain of yet another betrayal. “Too dangerous.”
 
   Slash pulls Adi from behind him, and she approaches Julia.
 
   “This affects all of us now, Julia. We've won the battle, but not the war. The demonic left and ducked into their little fire hole or whatever. But they'll be back. We got a stay of execution because Tony dropped the ball…”
 
   “Or balls,” Cyn cackles behind her hand. 
 
   Julia smiles. Cyn's already recovering her sense of humor. If she were in Cyn’s position, Julia didn't think she would be capable of laughing at anything. 
 
   “I say we stake him,” Brynn says.
 
   Julia blinks. The sun has sunk behind the trees, but the vampire stays in the shadows, offering his opinion safely out of the dangerous final rays of daylight.
 
   Both Cyn and Jacqueline wear Julia's blood. As if she's made of glass, Jason carefully lowers Julia to the ground. Then Cyn's hands fall away from her body, revealing smooth unscarred skin, healed perfectly except for a black smear to the upper left of her belly button. It itches, but she's alive.
 
   Julia inhales deeply, painfully, as she looks at the loss all around her. The casualties of her people fill the field.
 
   But more bodies of the demonic lay testimony to the Singersʼ victory.
 
   Her eyes come to rest on Tony last. His sightless eyes seem to gaze at her through a fog as if accusing her. 
 
   She tries to feel guilt or remorse, but she can't. This is the being who massacred nearly all the people of Region One. He raped Jacqueline and Lacey Greene. He was the horror that had plagued her and many others from the beginning, and now he's dead. Julia releases the breath she was holding, and the throbbing of her belly is her only physical distraction. She slowly lowers to her butt, exhausted.
 
   Julia turns to Brynn, William's successor. “Stake Tharell?” she asks. 
 
   Domiatri comes into Julia's field of vision as Jason comes underneath her again, and she leans back against his knees. A knotted rope of scar tissue is a light-mint line across his neck. It appears to shine in the whitewashed daylight. Julia realizes it's healing before her eyes. The bumps integral to the scar tissue begin to smooth, and the shine begins to fade. Domi's skin rights itself in color, becoming grass green again where the pale-mint of the scar had bisected his throat. It's hard to look away.
 
   “It will not be true death for Tharell until his body is burnt to ash.”
 
   All who are gathered look at Tharell, whose mouth is a gaping hole of silent screaming.
 
   Julia backs away, and for the first time, she recognizes what she hadn't noticed before while pain rode her.
 
   Tharell's alive. 
 
   She says the thing that damns any chance of her claiming to be the angel she supposedly is.
 
   “Do it.”
 
   The men move forward to collect the pieces of Tharell, stepping over the fallen Tony as they do.
 
    
 
   *
 
   Tharell
 
    
 
   Tharell's agony is so acute that he has no voice for it. No sound emanates from his ruined body to articulate his pain.
 
   Domiatri has pinned his palms and feet to the ground with stakes a full foot in length. The agony of iron courses through his tortured body as it fights to heal the constant affliction of metal.
 
   The scarred Were assists Domi in his torture as, for a fey as pure as Domi, touching iron ore would have been akin to handling acid.
 
   Tharell understands he will reap what he has sown. Intellectually, he understands his part of the deceit. He did not want to do what he did. However, blood dictates all. Humans need it to live, and supernaturals are governed by its crimson pull. 
 
   A crude approximation of a reattachment of his head has Tharell's tendons and muscles stinging as they reassemble pathways severed by the decapitation.
 
   However, the pain is nothing compared to the condemnation he receives from every quarter, every set of eyes set against him.
 
   The blame is deserved, of course. None knew the black blood that flowed within his veins is master over all others because the angelic blood is dominant to those Singers who possess enough of it. Tharell closes his eyes in weary resignation.
 
   A moment later, his face rockets backward with a slap, the sound of which fills the meadow. Though he does not cry out, Tharell groans from the worst physical misery of his life. A Sidhe warrior would rather die than admit weakness.
 
   Tharell meets the dark gaze of the death bringer head on. 
 
   Of course they would use him, the strongest of all supernaturals.
 
   The vampire Tharell had been a part of finding smiles down at him coldly. “Ah, to have a fey to torture,” the vampire muses happily.
 
   Tharell readies himself.
 
   However, Julia is the one who comes to stand before him. His demonic blood riots in warning at the proximity of an angelic, especially one as pure as she is.
 
   Natural-born enemies.
 
   “Blooded Queen,” Tharell manages from his healing throat and around the searing heat of his punctured palms and feet. 
 
   “You've been crucified,” she says almost absently, though her eyes seem dull to any pleasure due to his pain. 
 
   He tries a nod and finds it unmanageable. “It appears that way.” The irony of his physical positioning does not escape Tharell's notice.
 
   Julia's golden hair is plaited, and many of the hairs have escaped the braid. Her eyes flash, and her veins, their power awoken to his ancestry, pulse like liquid gold and silver, mingling at the surface of her skin with every beat of her heart. 
 
   It is a standoff. Tharell knows Julia will want answers. And only he can decide their worth to him. He could always die again by her hand, to be resurrected again and again.
 
   His immortality has proven to be his greatest weakness.
 
   “I will confess the reasons for all my deeds for one thing in return.”
 
   Her eyes hold his in the bright light of the rising moon.
 
   She gives a small despairing laugh. “Like you've got a bunch of options?”
 
   Tharell has never seen so much grief in one gaze. He waits as the seconds pound by.
 
   “What is it?” Julia finally asks with bald distrust.
 
   “Kill me when I am through.”
 
   Julia stares at him for a full minute. She swipes at her face, flicking away a lone tear like a gem of resignation.
 
   “Done,” she says so softly that only the Were gathered nearby could have heard her.
 
   Tharell hears her answer perfectly.
 
   He begins to talk, knowing that a quick death by the Blooded Queen's mercy is better than the torture Praile would inflict upon him.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWO
 
   Julia
 
    
 
   “I am a vessel,” Tharell admits, grimacing. “We who possess the blood of the demonic all are.”
 
   Julia crosses her arms, wincing at her still-tender stomach. Cyn did a lot to alleviate the worst part of the wound, but when she gets closer to Tharell, Julia’s mostly-healed injury flares like a lit match. She tries to dismiss the black smear that remains on her pale skin like an evil smudge. Its presence tugs at her subconscious.
 
   She backs away, and the biting pulse lessens. “Don't lie.”
 
   As Tharell raises his head, the horrible scar like a streak of lavender lightning bulges across his throat, and Julia swallows her gorge.
 
   “The fey do not lie, Blooded Queen.”
 
   “Oh, horseshit!” Cyn yells, tramping over to where he lays. She moves to her knees, careful not to soak them in the continuous seep of blood that courses out of the pads of Tharell's palms. “You lie by omission, you fucking grape. You made us believe there was some kind of treaty between the Singers and fey, and the entire time, you were just some lackey of the demonic, doing the plotting prick program.”
 
   Adi flashes a smile at Cyn. “Not to sound dumb, but who's your leader?”
 
   “That's Michael's line,” Julia says sadly, looking down to hide her tears. Jason puts his arm around her, and she looks up, way up into his changed face. His green eyes rotate slowly, and though it's hard to ascribe human emotion to the partially changed, Julia thinks he looks sad.
 
   None of the Were have changed back to human—that’s too dangerous. Holding the wolfen form doesn't take the energy that full wolf form does. And the majority of Weres can’t achieve full form unless the moon is full.
 
   “Let's not take all day here,” Truman says, dumping another demonic corpse on top of the others. 
 
   We've got a pile of demons. Julia shudders and squelches a bubble of laughter. 
 
   “We don't want to be caught with our drawers around our ankles, swapping spit and shit.” Julia frowns at Truman's comment, though it's the truth. Point for him.
 
   “It does not matter. You can kill me. Burn me to ash and sprinkle my essence in a swift-moving river to rid me from this place.” Tharell’s azure eyes latch on to Julia's, and she shivers in Jason's protective embrace. “But Praile will come for you. He will use whoever and whatever has the blood of his kind to serve him.”
 
   “I'm tired of this douche,” Jason growls in his strange part-animal timbre.
 
   “Why?” Domi asks suddenly.
 
   “We do not have time for this, Domiatri,” Jacqueline reminds him quietly.
 
   “We don't have the time to kill his ass, either,” Truman says thoughtfully. “We need to beat feet outta here.”
 
   “I can do it,” Brynn offers.
 
   Tharell gives him a neutral look.
 
   Julia knows it'd be impossible for her to be as calm as Tharell appears if she were presented with certain torture and death. That composure speaks to the nature of Tharell’s existence.
 
   She pushes stray hairs out of her face, more for an excuse to do something than for neatness. “I promised I would,” Julia says. Everyone looks at her, and she feels her face grow hot.
 
   “He tried to kill Jolly Green over there,” Jason says from above her. Domi frowns at Jason.
 
   “Guys, let's not set up a testosterone palace,” Cyn remarks, throwing her arms up. “We still kill grape-boy, but on our own timeline, Julia didn't say when she'd do him.” 
 
   Julia flinches.
 
   Ignoring her, Cyn goes on, “Let's get together the Singers who want to come back to Region One. The Tony threat is gone, because he got his weenie chopped off.” She flashes a grin and lets out a manic chuckle. “A great trend to dissenting dudes.”
 
   Adi snickers, and Julia dumps her face into her hands. Cyn is alarmingly practical, and it's somehow not cool right now, with Tharell being staked and a bunch of dead demons piled up on a death hill. It's too gross to be real. Yet it is.
 
   Singers need to be buried, and the rest need to get back home, or what's left of their home.
 
   “Cyn,” Julia says.
 
   Cyn lifts her shoulders. “All right, I know the whole dick comment was a little over the top…”
 
   “At least we know where ya stand,” Truman says thoughtfully, shooting her a wary glance.
 
   Adi laughs.
 
   Julia looks between the two. “Enough. Thank you for healing me.”
 
   Cyn rolls her eyes. “Of course, doll. Like I wouldn't have?” Her palms flip out and away from her body. “Doy.”
 
   “But I need less sarcasm and more action.”
 
   Cyn huffs, crossing her arms. “I say leave the demons for the vultures—and wonderful Tony. That's better than that mongrel deserves. We get whatever Singers want to come back to the Region One stomping ground.”
 
   A tear races down Julia's face, and she gives it an angry rub. She has no time for grief. “I want to take stock of survivors.”
 
   Domi turns to her. “I can bury the dead.”
 
   Tharell clears his throat. Domi frowns.
 
   Julia presses the heels of her hands in her eyes, hoping to erase the vision of everyone casually discussing things over Tharell's staked body. 
 
   But he's still there when she lets her hands fall. The bodies of the dead still cant in an unbalanced way in the center of a field that was awash with blood during daytime and is now black tar all around them. 
 
   “No way!” Adi says, looking from Tharell to Domi. “This guy—this guy is such a backstabber.” She narrows her gaze at Tharell, whose expression remains neutral, despite the horrible pain he must be in.
 
   “We need him for speed. To bury the dead.” Domi admits.
 
   Julia rolls her bottom lip between her teeth. It's so unfair. But she can't leave the dead Region Two Singers to have their bones picked clean by scavengers. She just can't reconcile that move, not with everything else. 
 
   “Can he be…” Julia puts a hand on her forehead, tired to the bone. “Can he be contained?” she finally asks.
 
   Brynn steps forward as darkness swallows the daylight and the moon's brightness sharpens above them. The two mingle in a kiss of time, twilight bridging night and day, and a smolder plays over his skin.
 
   “That's better,” he says, looking around at the darkness, where the daylight still leeches at the edges of the field. “I can handle the fey.”
 
   Domi frowns. “What assurance do I have that you'll not make a try for my life or Jacqueline’s?”
 
   Her fingers tighten around Domi's forearm, and Julia's eyes go to Brynn's face. But it’s blank, like William's could be, every feature outlined as if it were carved in bleached ivory.
 
   Brynn's fangs elongate, shining like ready knives. “None.”
 
   “Ah, I don't know,” Cyn says, her eyes following the fey-vamp verbal ping-pong match with interest. “Brynn might not be a team player, Jules.”
 
   “We can't do much better than this. He was William's guy, right?” Truman turns to Julia for confirmation.
 
   “He was William's second from the Southeastern Kiss. There's no motivation for allegiance, really,” she confesses.
 
   Brynn gives her a look so weighted, she stops breathing. 
 
   “What?” Truman barks.
 
   “No vampire would harm the Rare One.” He looks at each one of them, and Julia fights to make out his eyes in the swelling darkness. “In fact, it's my belief that Praile of the demonic is not the only one making a bid for the top echelon of supernaturals.” Brynn spreads his hands to the side.
 
   All eyes move to Tharell. “Let me up, and I will help for as long as my life serves a purpose.”  His bright gaze moves to Julia. “And then you will kill me.”
 
   Julia shakes her head in vague denial and his crisp blue eyes narrow on her.
 
   “It must be by your hand. You gave your word.”
 
   I can't do it. 
 
   Julia's throat constricts, her breaths squeezed like frozen gasps inside her throat.
 
   Domi strides over to stand next to Tharell's prone position and jerks out each stake with a meaty, wrenching suck. Tharell's face tightens but not a sound emerges from his lips. Domi steps away, and Tharell stands without assistance. Holes fill with fresh, pale-lavender flesh, and his unearthly blue eyes blink slowly.
 
   Julia clamps down on her emotions. There’ve been too many traumas in a short span of time. She’d almost been murdered, countless more Singers had died, and that meant the death of so many from the one place where she was beginning to feel as though she belonged. 
 
   She blinks, realizing her lashes are wet. Jason gives a few soft, comforting snuffles against her neck.
 
   Everyone backs away from Tharell as though he has the Black Plague. His eyes meet each of theirs.  
 
   “I deserve your disdain.” His voice is low and full of emotion. “But if Praile comes again, he can force me to do his bidding. He could compel anyone who has sufficient blood of the demonic. And the Red Were are not immune to being used by the Master's summons.”
 
   Truman harrumphs in disbelief.
 
   Tharell lasers a look of pure certainty at Truman. “Believe that I lie—I care not. Why should I warn you? What does it gain me?”
 
   “Why not?” Cyn says. “You're obviously a stand-up dude.”
 
   Tharell’s brows cinch.
 
   “Not,” Adi adds with a smirk.
 
   Domi and Brynn step forward. “We take care of the dead Singers and find the ones who still live and wish to accompany us back to One—and faerie.”
 
   Domi’s and Tharell's eyes lock in a battle of unspoken words.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “Julia,” Jacqueline calls.
 
   Julia stops, Jason a shadow beside her.
 
   “I wish to find Gallagher. Perhaps he survived the blow.”
 
   Her head bows, and Julia knows, as sure as she's standing there, that Jacqueline's guilt is all for Victor. His brother is wounded and possibly dead, and Victor still remains unaccounted for. 
 
   Jacqueline can't atone for all the bullshit of her past. But she has a right to try. 
 
   Julia sighs, knowing she can’t do anything about the epic mess. But Gallagher would be an important addition to One, though his desertion would leave Two leaderless. However, since all of One is decimated, the whole of Two would be better off returning with Julia than trying to piece together the Swiss cheese of their region. Their regions are more protected if they stand together than if they are apart.
 
   “Let's try to find him. And”—Julia's eyes meet hers, though in the thick of the night, she can barely see anything but the whites—“I want a head count of all the Singers who still live and whether they want to come with us or not.” She adds, “Convince them.” 
 
   Jacqueline smiles as though she has a secret. 
 
   Julia thinks Jacqueline is perfect for the job. Part of what made her Jacqueline still peeks out through all of the changes since her time within faerie.
 
   “Jules?” Jason rubs the back of her neck, and she wants nothing more than to sink against him, revel in his closeness, and enjoy the fact that she didn't die today.
 
   But she can't. She has a duty to her people—and maybe a sister she doesn't know. But the thought of finding a sibling is a faraway wish. They're all still in survival mode. 
 
   Not to mention Scott and Lucius. The list goes on. Julia doesn't have time for the pity party she wants to throw for herself. 
 
   The dead are being entombed by a corrupt fey. Though her people have been annihilated, her promise to faerie still stands. 
 
   She's hungry, tired, and still healing. She's also in charge. 
 
   Julia says none of what she's thinking. Instead, she walks after a weary and pregnant Jacqueline in search of the one Singer she believes can help her and whatever Singers they can convince to accompany her.
 
   Julia's not sure she would come if she were in their shoes. Violence holds claim to her, and death follows. 
 
   Not a great combo for a long life.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER THREE
 
   Tessa
 
    
 
   Tessa drives until she's nearly out of gas. 
 
   A 1950s neon sign flashes from a few blocks away as she heads up highway 99. 
 
   Gas-Food, it blinks. Well, part of it blinks. The G is missing in the first word. It's creepy. Tessa is somehow reminded of the Psycho movie from the 1960s.
 
   She was a whelp in those days. Sometimes, Tessa doesn't think the longevity of being a Were is all that hot—like now, when she's hungry, tired, and broke. 
 
   She'll have to steal soon. Tessa hates that routine.
 
   Just because she can take from the humans doesn't mean it sits well with her.
 
   The gravel crunches under soft tires that need air. Tessa squints. Dawn is rolling over the Olympic Mountains, wrapping them in the sherbet tangerine of daybreak. 
 
   She can't believe the place is open. She parks by the air pump. Swinging the door wide, she begins to exit the low-slung car. “Ah!” Tessa turns to pop the glove box and rummages around.
 
   The air pressure gauge in hand, she measures each tire. She fills all four tires, her eyes ceaselessly scanning her surroundings. Things are quiet for the moment as the hush of dawn adds to the false stillness. Tessa suspects the quiet before life begins a new day, is present for another reason besides daybreak.
 
   Standing, Tessa swings her long ebony braid over her shoulder and jams a hand in the front pocket of her jeans. She extracts a crumpled ten dollar bill. She opens her hand, where a fifty-cent piece glows. As she holds it, the flesh of her palm begins to burn as if she’s waving her open hand over a candle flame. Turning, she sets it on top of the roof of the vintage Impala. Carefully, using only her fingertips, she flips it.
 
   The coin has the year engraved on it: 1964.
 
   Silver.
 
   Figures. Tessa can't wait to pass it into the currency of America. She’s amazed it didn't burn a hole through her jeans.
 
   Silver is poison to her kind, but Alpha females have some immunity. If she'd been male, the silver would have behaved like a burning ember inside her pocket.
 
   Maybe their immunity had something to do with the importance of young. Tessa is always partially immune to silver while in quarter-change form.
 
   Female Were are not plentiful, hence, her nomadic lifestyle. As soon as Tessa came of age, her pack began a bidding war for the right to mate her.
 
    Knowing they would fight over her like what they were—a pack of wolves—Tessa decided to split before they had the opportunity. Now she's been rogue for two decades.
 
   She's killed more males that she wants to admit. 
 
   Still, they were all deserving of death. Most were rogue like she was. But that did not give them the right to force her to mate with them. 
 
   Tessa trusts no male.
 
   She exhales in a harsh burst, blowing the tendrils of hair that escaped from her braid out of her face. She can't allow herself to think of her slain packmaster father. He would not have allowed the bidding war.
 
   Sadness tightens her body. 
 
   He would have given his only daughter a choice.
 
   Her pack had robbed her of her freedom, along with her grief over his death. Tessa didn’t have the luxury of mourning her father. He'd been challenged as packmaster by the one male who presumed victory would kill two birds with one stone. Tramack believed he would rule… with Tessa at his side.
 
   As though I could ever forgive my father's murderer. 
 
   Tessa touches the heels of her palms to her drenched eyelashes and breathes deeply until she calms herself from a memory that is twenty years old. 
 
   The pain never seems to lessen.
 
   It could, if not for Tramack's endless pursuit. His scouts seek her incessantly. Tessa manages to stay out of their sight for two years at a maximum before they find her again. 
 
   She lowers her hands and stares at the gas pump without seeing it. Finally, she punches in the pre-paid amount at ten dollars and fifty cents. She slams the old-fashioned lever and begins to pump the gas, her All-Star bright-red sneaker resting on the concrete curb that holds the pumps. 
 
   The gas pump chimes really quickly when all you have is ten bucks. Too quickly.
 
   Tessa sighs, slipping the nozzle back into the holder, and shoves the lever down. A light breeze lifts the small hairs on her forearms.
 
   A bird cries a warning.
 
   Tessa's head jerks up, and her nostrils flare. Tendrils of hair swirl around her face, obscuring her acute vision. 
 
   The tiny hairs that humans ignore as a warning to imminent danger rise at her nape.
 
   She ignores nothing.
 
   Tessa moves away from the pumps, her eyes scanning the pocketed shadows of forest that are everywhere the eye can see. The gas station’s yellow fluorescents cast a sick glow on the sidewalk that creates an uninspired strip at the entrance.
 
   She sucks in huge lungfuls of crisp mountain air, closing her eyes and isolating her senses to just those of scent. 
 
   Tessa holds herself still.
 
   Layered and comprehensive, the smells of cedar and Douglas fir needles, rich earth, lichen, asphalt, humans, and small forest animals drift over the olfactory regions of her nose.
 
   Tessa chuffs in little bursts of air then parts her lips, taking breath through both her nose and mouth simultaneously.
 
    The radar of scent surges out like big ripples and pings out at the odor of the large animals—felines, elk, and mountain goat. 
 
   Beyond that, the Pacific Ocean cleanses her palate, and she exhales.
 
   Inhaling more deeply, she holds the air inside her lungs, and on this exhale, she smells something out of place.
 
   Mud.
 
   Her eyelids flip open. 
 
   Two men exit the forest. Tessa takes their measure, her heartbeat ticking faster. Her nose flares frantically. 
 
   She smells only the mud.
 
   Then she sees them clearly. Beyond the black border of the forest and in the first light of day, Tessa understands why she can't scent them. She would laugh if the situation weren't so dire.
 
   The Were are covered in the mud of the tidelands. That was why the smell of the sea was so strong. 
 
   If she hadn't been so busy cataloging, she would have known the ocean shouldn't smell so close. Tessa had become complacent. She hadn't been thorough and got caught with her panties down. 
 
   “Hello, Tessa,” says one of the two.
 
    They're obviously guards.
 
   Tessa slouches against the car, crossing her sneakered feet at the ankle. 
 
   “Hey, boys.”
 
   The one who spoke raises a brow. “We're glad we could get a chance to talk to you.”
 
   “I'd think my answer would be obvious by now. Or did the other two dogs I put down not let you know my thoughts on the subject?”
 
   He scowls, casting a glance at the dumb pup all but wagging his tail beside him. 
 
   “Byron,” he says, twirling a finger in the air. The quiet one moves wide, making it impossible for her to see them both straight on. 
 
   Dammit.
 
   The handle of the car door is a foot away from her hand. Tessa's palm itches to touch it.
 
   Or her palm itches because of the silver coin she held for a few seconds.
 
   The silver coin!
 
   Tessa's finger twitches. The Were who thinks he can just swoop in and take her notices. 
 
   “Clever camouflage.” She says to distract him, but she means it. She had almost no warning. Birds were sometimes helpful.
 
    Tessa frowns and glances up at the tree for just a moment, catching sight of a snow-white bird. Her frown deepens.
 
   Strange. But Tessa doesn't have time to think about the bird. The two Weres are closing in.
 
   Her gaze finds Byron, who is half her age, inching closer. She looks for anyone who can help her.
 
   The human at the cash register glances outside.
 
   Their eyes meet. 
 
   She hasn’t paid.
 
   Don't come out here, she screams inside her head. Of course, he doesn't listen.
 
   About sixty-five and portly, he shuffles out. “Hey, miss?”
 
   “Yes?” Tessa replies without taking her eyes off the Weres. 
 
   “You gonna pay?”
 
   “Yup,” she answers. But she's not a hundred percent on that.
 
   Byron inches closer. 
 
   Talkative looks at the heavyset cashier and narrows his gaze on him. 
 
   Some people don't have any instincts of self-preservation. This human is definitely one of them.
 
   The cashier's eyes widen. What he sees is a six-foot-three-inch man covered in mud. To Tessa, he reeks of rotting sea vegetation. A human at that distance would have only his sight.
 
    And the Were is a pretty weird view.
 
   “What's going on here?”
 
   Oh boy.
 
   “What's going on, human, is you're going to march your fat ass back into that dilapidated store and pretend you didn't see us.” A cruel smile lights his face like an old-fashioned camera bulb exploding.
 
   Tessa's pulse quickens, and Talkative's nostrils flare as his face briefly turns in her direction. 
 
   She's had calls that were closer, but not by much.
 
   “Listen, you're on my property. She hasn't paid, and I'm not letting two thugs who don't know what the inside of a shower looks like get in the way of me getting gas money owed. Go pack sand.”
 
   Talkative growls, and his skin shifts like liquid. His bones morph into a melting candle wax of sloughing skin as his face changes into wolfen. 
 
   He shakes like a wet dog, scattering clumps of tideland mud, both dry and wet.
 
   Tessa's eyes tighten in pain as she performs her own quarter-change from the sloppiness of her human form. She dropped it once she arrived at the gas station, letting her guard down. 
 
   Instantly her ears, nose, and eyes become more. More sights reach Tessa, who can now pick out seaweed as small as a thread clinging to the Were.
 
   She can smell the soap he uses underneath the sea muck.
 
   His wolfen gaze falls to her as if she’s his prey. The slow spin of yellowed irises rotate faster as he believes his quarry is almost his.
 
   The cashier takes a hard look at the shit going down and hightails it back inside the store.
 
   Smart man.
 
   Talkative turns to her, now seven feet of striated muscle in motion. A coat of nutmeg-colored hair covers every bit of him as his short snout lifts, snuffling a few times to gather more of Tessa's scent.
 
   A bell jangles, and the man comes back out and cocks a shotgun.
 
   Tessa intuits everything. Action. Consequence.
 
   “No!” she screams.
 
   She thought he'd agreed and retreated, finally seeing the potential for his death by their hands.
 
    But he's a typical human. Have gun, will kill. 
 
   Talkative can't move fast enough. The buckshot does, riddling the Were like a seven-foot-tall slice of Swiss cheese.
 
   Talkative slows but doesn't stop. He launches himself at the porky cashier and tears out the man’s neck upon landing. 
 
   Blood shoots up like water from a broken fountain, and bloodlust momentarily distracts him.
 
   Tessa's head snaps to the right as Byron rounds the gas pump island. She moves quickly, snapping her fingers up to the coin on the roof of her car. I might only have one chance.
 
   In quarter-changed form, Tessa has increased senses, speed, and strength. She uses that now, when only the car's length separates her from Byron.
 
   She sprints to the trunk as he's at the hood. 
 
   She launches the coin with everything she has, and her hand-eye coordination is perfect in her changed form.
 
   The edge of the coin slams into the middle of his forehead, and he howls. Instinctively, Tessa slaps her hands over her ears.
 
    The coin burrows, doing the work for her as his skin parts to the most abhorrent substance to a Were. Tessa watches his skin burn, the edges blackening and folding open like the petals of a dying flower.
 
   She backs away as blood spills. 
 
   His brains are next, and the coin doesn't disappoint. Like a horrible flat missile, it keeps seeking its target. There's no great healing that can arrest its progress. Male Weres can't heal from silver damage.
 
   “Oops,” Tessa breathes out as the river of what was inside his skull flows down his face. She begins to back away. Someone suddenly grips her upper arms from behind.
 
   Smelling rancid mud, she slams her head backward. She's almost six-feet tall in her quarter-change form, and she uses that height, hopping as she flings backward. Tessa headbutts Talkative.
 
   He staggers backward and she runs.
 
   Tessa slips in all the blood and falls on her ass so hard her teeth snap together. He lurches toward her, and she rolls to stand.
 
   A snowy bird that looks like a dove but isn't glides down in a loose spiral. The bird is a spot of purity in the blood that covers the asphalt. Talons splay.
 
   Tessa grips the asphalt. The congealed blood is thick under her short fingernails. She pushes off, trying to put distance between herself and Talkative.
 
   The bird screeches, high and brilliant, above and forward of her position.
 
    The talons are sharp and big in Tessa's vision as it swoops closer. She ducks, and the bird flows over her head, lifting the loose hairs on her head and missing her by inches.
 
   The screaming tells Tessa it has found its mark.
 
   She stumbles forward and glances over her shoulder.
 
   The bird's white feathers are covered in blood, and it carries an eyeball hanging by a gruesome tail of sinew.
 
   The bird caws, slinging the orb off its talon. It spins in the crisp morning air and lands with a thud on the pavement. Puke threatens, but right now, it’s survival of the fittest.
 
   Talkative grabs the bird’s body, and it cries in alarm. Tessa rushes the Were, who tracks her with his one good eye.
 
    The bird dips its beak and takes his other eye while he's distracted by Tessa's approach. 
 
   The Were lets go of the bird and drops to his knees, howling.
 
   Tessa hurtles forward, knocking him down. She grits her teeth as she slams his head into the asphalt.
 
   Once.
 
   Twice—bone shatters.
 
   Three times.
 
   His brains spill onto the asphalt.
 
   Tessa wrenches her head to the right and sees Byron lying in his own brains, motionless.
 
   A sigh escapes her, and she stands, trying not to shake. Tessa moves to push hair out of her face, and a bit of skull clings to fingers, which are covered in sticky gore with bits of dirt and granules of asphalt. She gulps. 
 
   Her eyes avoid the bodies. Instead, Tessa looks for the bird—and sees a Were instead.
 
   Barely out of welphood, she stands before Tessa as naked as the day she was born.
 
   Breathe, Tessa.
 
   The day simply can't get worse. “I'm Tessa.”
 
   “I am Tahlia.”
 
   “Are you—did you?” Tessa doesn't know what to say, and it's a damn miracle there aren't more witnesses. At least there's that miracle. 
 
   “Yes. I am a Wereshifter.”
 
   Tessa had heard the legends. She'd just never seen it in the flesh. 
 
   Or feather.
 
   Tessa eyes skate over the gruesome wreckage then return to the naked Were.
 
    “You saved me.”
 
   Tahlia nods. “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   She smiles, and Tessa is struck by the girl's beauty. “I could scent their intent.”
 
   “You're naked.”
 
   “I am,” she gestures to herself. With a little laugh, she adds, “I had to escape something in a hurry, so…”
 
   “You can come with me,” Tessa gestures to the car. “I'll change the plates out at the next larger city.”
 
   She blinks once, very slowly. “Thank you.”
 
   “I have clothes,” Tessa says.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Tahlia is stoic the entire time.
 
   “Do you remember what you do when you change?” 
 
   Tessa doesn't. Once in human form, most Were do not remember what occurred while they were in their animal forms. 
 
   She nods. “Every bit.”
 
    Her full, perfect lips tremble as she shivers slightly in the cool air.
 
   “Come ʼere,” Tessa says.
 
   Tessa wraps her arms around the smaller girl. “It'll be okay,” Tessa says.
 
   “I know.” 
 
   Tessa tries not to feel guilty about the lie she just told the vulnerable girl.
 
   And she fails. 
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER FOUR
 
   Slash
 
    
 
   Slash maintains the rear of their morose little expedition with ease. The Singers and supernaturals alike, who have not seen their fair share of war, look the same: shell-shocked or just plain shocked.
 
   The Homer cop turned Red, Karl Truman, trudges along like it's any other day. Fighting to right the wrong is all that sort of male appears to need.
 
   The Rare One continues on at her husband's side, and he maintains his wolfen form, as all the Were do.
 
   Many of the Singers needed more healing than the handful of Healers could attend to, and they remain in need of more healing, rest, and food. There won't be much of that for the next few hours, though.
 
   Brynn is the only vampire who remains. He’s a shifty fanged fuck if Slash is any judge. And Slash believes he's a fine judge. 
 
   Tom Harriet still lurks in parts unknown, and he will certainly make another try for the Rare One. Julia will not be safe until the threat of the Reds from the Alaska den is over. 
 
   And now the demonic threaten her, as well—the fey.
 
   And as much as Slash is loathe to admit it—the Singers are angelic. Not all, but some. Those Singers who manifested the telltale veining that pulsed like liquid gold and silver have been duly cataloged. It appears that roughly one in three are “angelic.”
 
   The angelic Singers were more successful during the siege of the demonic, and more of them survived.
 
   Slash holds in the sigh of disgust at the memory of the pyre and the thought of Tharell, like a dog on a chain, waiting impatiently for his demon master's return so he can bite the first Singer who is near. 
 
   Slash voted for Tharell's immediate death. Whatever answers the Sidhe can supply are outweighed by the need for the group's safety. Tharell is a loose cannon. It seems more prudent to put him down like the dog he's proven himself to be than to keep him around. And the Unseelie warriors have proven tremendously hard to kill.
 
   Slash spares a glance at the green Sidhe, Domiatri. A thread of scar tissue remains at his throat. Slash guesses that after another day, even that will be gone. Slash didn't ask how he managed to fetch his head after it was chopped off. 
 
   The fey piss him off on principle.
 
   Adrianna pops up beside him, striding quickly, matching his longer gait. He slows for her.
 
    Slash understands she is a crippling weakness in his otherwise-iron-clad defenses.
 
   He is also desperately in love with her.
 
   “Hey,” she says softly. 
 
   Slash says hello back, keeping his face in profile, relieved she’s on the good side of his face. Adrianna doesn't seem to notice that Slash is purposefully hiding his face. 
 
   “What do you think about all this?” she asks.
 
   Slash takes a painful, dry swallow. Her nearness is undoing his thoughts. 
 
   Slash remains vigilant, scanning the surrounding area for threats.
 
   “Slash,” Adrianna says, reminding him that she asked a question.
 
   He forgets his looks for a few seconds and braves a glance at her, his nostrils flaring subtly.
 
   Her hair is everywhere, messy from the battle and their pace. Her hazel eyes are very wide and bright. Slash wants to count the freckles that are so like captured gold flakes in pale skin running over the bridge of her nose.
 
   “Slash,” Adrianna says again.
 
   Slash realizes he stopped walking, and he stares at her. 
 
   “I made my piece known during our brief talk,” he replies, referring to the group decision to bring Tharell.
 
   “Pfft,” Adrianna sounds off, beginning to walk again, and a breath of relief eases out of his tight chest. “You didn't make your piece known. You insulted the vamp and the fey.”
 
   Slash shrugs. The fey? And what of them? They were corrupt, wanting to siphon off the Singers’ numbers and literally bring hell to earth with what Tharell did using his demonic connection. No. Slash is not inclined toward forgiveness or camaraderie.
 
   He smiles, and the scar tissue on his face tightens.
 
   Adrianna, seeing only the good part of his profile, smiles in return. “True. However, I don't care. The fey are a part of anything that involves what they can get.
 
   Slash allows a snort, and it comes out like a snuffle. “And the Were aren't?”
 
   He looks over his shoulder at the Were who survived the massacre and he is not surprised to see Zeke give a microscopic chin lift when Slash's scrutiny rolls over him. 
 
   “We are. But we're cleaner about it.”
 
   A dark-blonde eyebrow lifts. “That makes it better, hmm?”
 
   No, but it is easier. Slash remains silent under what he perceives as her condemnation.
 
   Adrianna sighs, grabs his hand, and slings his entire arm over her shoulders. 
 
   Slash's heart races, and his palms tingle at the unexpected contact.
 
   Her nostrils flare. “Do I scent fear on you, Slash?” Her question is serious, her voice coy.
 
   His feelings are a dangerous game. 
 
   No use lying. “Yes.”
 
    Slash keeps walking, his arm around the female Alpha Were he would mate if allowed, if he were not marred.
 
   “Of me?” she whispers.
 
   He nods.
 
   He guides them deeper into the edge of the forest. The caravan of supernaturals continue to walk toward where members of Region Two are waiting to drive them back to One, to the false perception of safety.
 
   Slash relaxes in the shadows, his ugly mug hidden from Adrianna. 
 
   He turns to face her fully, his large hands cradling her face. “I cannot have you, Adrianna. You must wait for someone from your den who is worthy of you.”
 
   Slash's self-loathing has never been deeper, wider, or more intense. He has to break it off with Adrianna and take away the hope of their being together. Slash can't handle her eventual rejection when another Were decides he wants her. And that Were will be whole and perfect, without the scars of war on his mind—or his face.
 
   “Oh Slash,” Adrianna says softly, cupping her smaller hand over his and he scents things that confuse him.
 
   Truth.
 
   Desire.
 
   “I have found a male worthy of me. And there is no other,” she says in the ancient language, and it fingers a chord like a guitar string inside Slash, as though a melody has begun playing just for him.
 
   The Singers claim their blood sings to the vampire and Were alike. 
 
   Slash believes certain blood ties are just as strong between the right pair—the perfect mating pair. 
 
   “Adrianna, I'm broken. Can't you see it?” His eyes implore her to see what is so obvious, to heed reason.
 
   She shakes her head, sending her ratty hair, stained and dirty from fighting at his side, sliding over shoulders.
 
   Slash smiles.
 
   My brave girl.
 
   “You're not gonna do this, Slash.”
 
   He frowns. “Do what?”
 
   “Hide—sacrifice.”
 
   Her hand leaves his and she slides her arms around his neck as her fingers grip his nape.
 
   “No,” Slash says in a panic, beginning to pull away, his hands dropping from her face.
 
   “Yes,” she says, “a million times, yes.”
 
   Then the softest skin he has ever felt brushes his lips, feathering over the scar tissue like heated silk. The barest breath of moisture flicks at the seam of his mouth, and his lips part against his volition.
 
   Slash forgets the promises made to himself.
 
   He forgets he is in the middle of a dangerous return to Region One and that others besides him are in danger.
 
    And most importantly, Slash forgets how fractured he is. In Adrianna's arms, he is whole.
 
   She moves to her tiptoes, gripping his neck more tightly and hanging off him.
 
    With a groan of consent, Slash bends down and lifts Adrianna off her feet. She's above him now, her legs around his waist, her fingers grasping the fuzz of hair that covers his head. Her thumb lands on one of the horrible scars on his skull, and he can't pull away. He doesn't want to.
 
   She kisses him deeply, her tongue diving inside his mouth, and he moans, hardening helplessly against her. She laughs softly against his mouth.
 
   “I knew you liked me.”
 
   And that's where it ends for Slash.
 
   He loosens her hold on him, gently letting her slide down the front of him, every hard inch in stark relief. He is embarrassed by his obvious arousal, but there's nothing he can do. He is a male Were, and she is the female he desires. 
 
   The only one.
 
   He captures her wrists behind her back as his forehead touches hers. “That's the thing I'm trying to explain.”
 
   She speaks to his chest. “What? What is it Slash. You are the Were for me. You've always been.”
 
   “I don't like you,” Slash says.
 
   Their eyes meet. 
 
   “What are you saying?” Her gaze looks uncertain now, and shadows of doubt linger in the lightest part of her eyes.
 
   “I don't like you—I love you,” Slash says so quietly, his words are barely more than mouthed syllables.
 
   Humiliated, he turns his back on Adrianna. However, now that she knows he's serious over her, she'll back off. He's too much work. Slash understands this.
 
   He feels a tap on his shoulder, and he stubbornly stays facing the woods, his arms folded. He stares, memorizing every furrow of bark, every pine cone, and each needle.
 
   Then Adrianna is standing before him.
 
   “Hey!” she shoves him in the chest, and he takes a step back, frowning. “You”—she pushes—“don't get to play father confessor then give me the cold shoulder.” She slaps his chest again, and he grabs her arms.
 
   She bares her teeth, and his wolf responds, growling. 
 
   Slash tightens his hold, taking deep breaths to steady his animal. The urge to dominate her and take her as his wolf wants to causes him to throb painfully. 
 
   He looks away, but he can't bring himself to let go of her. He doesn't know if he'll ever be able to. Dammit, I’m trying to do the right thing. The honorable thing. Why can't she see it? 
 
   He asks her fiercely, “Then what would you have of me?” He looks down at the beautiful mouth he just kissed and falls off the precipice of reason. “Since you already have my heart.”
 
   She runs a finger down the worst of the scarring of his face and he flinches. “Look at me, Slash.”
 
   He barely lifts his chin, his nostrils flaring at her heady scent. He needs to get the hell out of here, and fast. Or his wolf will act for him. It's so close to the surface of his skin he can see the microscopic movement of his flesh rippling.
 
   Her hazel eyes drill into his. And his wolf likes the dominant display of the female—his female.
 
   “I love you, too, you big damn dope.” She takes her finger away and punches him in the arm. “I'm not going anywhere, and I don't give two shits and an eff if you have scars. Or if you've killed a legion of Were in battle. Or that you're not in my pack.”
 
   Slash's chest is so tight, he can't draw a single breath. His emotions drown him, clogging his airways.
 
   Adrianna puts her hand on his chest then grips his shirt in her small fist. “Hear me, Slash.”
 
   His eyes pull to hers. 
 
   “Lawrence can stick it up his ass. I want you.”
 
   Slash covers her hands with his own, and the steel bands around his chest loosen. She renounced her packmaster so easily.
 
   “Female, you—you ease me.” And she does, so much. If only Slash didn't feel guilty for this moment of stolen happiness.
 
   Adrianna's grin is fierce, and certain. “I know.”
 
   He smiles back, but it feels a little sad around the edges. “For how long will you be with me? I am not casual in my affections.” It's such an understatement, it's utterly ludicrous to voice.
 
   “Duh. Slash, I get this. You're old-school. I couldn't like another wolf if he bit me on the ass.” She laughs.
 
   Slash growls at the thought of any Were touching her, especially there. 
 
   “You goofball,” she sinks against him, laying her face against his muscular chest. 
 
   He holds one of her hands between their bodies and wraps his free hand around her back, pressing her tightly against him.
 
   “Don't you know? I've always been yours.”
 
   He lays the unscarred side of his face against the top of her head.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER FIVE
 
   Praile
 
    
 
   Praile's long ebony tail is held high. It twitches, making a slight whistling sound as it whips to and fro.
 
   That usually happens when Praile's irritated. He's highly irritated now. 
 
   Praile grasps Anthony Daniel Laurent by the hair. He shakes Anthony’s head slightly. The eyes have already glazed over with the whitish icy-gray shroud of death. With a disgusted snort, Praile chucks the severed head onto the pile of bodies.
 
   He sees Tony's prick like a blackened flesh noodle and holds in a laugh.
 
   Not bad. Judging by the wound, it was torn off his body by teeth. Praile snickers, not bothering to contain his glee. He taps a taloned finger on his chin, considering. He might not have done as well. 
 
   Praile is a systematic high demon who is not wont to being dramatic. But jerking Tony's penis off with his teeth would have come with a certain amount of satisfaction, though the action was a tad intimate for his taste, which ran to the female persuasion.
 
   As humans have assumed for millennia, there is no pleasure to be had in Hades. But there is much to be had on this plane. Praile's sharp eyesight takes in the nuances of death all around him.
 
   One important instrument of advancement and justice is missing—the death saber. It brings death to nearly all supernaturals. Praile scans the bodies—they’re all demonic.
 
   The Singers must have buried their own. 
 
   He whistles in the fifty-HZ range of ultrasonic frequencies that only canines can hear, and three demons swivel their heads in Praile's direction. He jerks his jaw, gesturing for them to join him.
 
   They move. They’re obedient. That is good, because the consequence for disobedience is swift and unyielding—very much like hell.
 
   Lazarus comes first. His unflattering pale-red skin and unadorned tail notwithstanding, he is the very best high demon Praile has ever known. He will kill anything, and he is built perfectly for the strenuous physical demands of their kind: to torture anything that breathes. 
 
   And he is so exacting about it all. His name always makes Praile take hidden jest—it’s an apt nickname. Lazarus can bring most back from true death. Oh, the irony!
 
   Praile speculates Lazarus has a little Singer blood. That Healer part of him is handy during torture in the hot place. 
 
   Praile hides his giddy expression with difficulty, loving his own humor. After all, Praile is his own biggest fan.
 
   His brow furrows. The Master will not find the minions’ failure to kill all the Singers humorous or appreciate their inability to capture the two most important females in a thousand years. 
 
   Yet, Praile finds it all so droll. 
 
   He longs for a true challenge and to have more freedom on this plane to torture, maim, and antagonize. After all, what fun is being a demon if one cannot spread darkness and cruelty?
 
   Praile folds his muscular arms. “Speak,” he barks at Lazarus. He smirks at his second-in-command, silently daring him to address his abhorrent interaction.
 
   But Lazarus is too clever to take the bait, which causes Praile a perverse joy. One must take small joys whenever they are presented.
 
   Praile sulks quietly at Lazarus’s utter lack of reaction. Lazarus is self-contained in a way that is rare of the aggressive demonic, and it pains Praile.
 
   “Some of our soldiers have escaped. The others have met true death.”
 
   Praile casts a glance at the low demons who accompany him and Lazarus. He dismisses them when they lower their eyes in subservient deference. 
 
   “What of the Angelic Blood?”
 
   Lazarus heaves an exhale of disgust. “She is not here.”
 
   “Really?” Praile asks sarcastically, stepping into his second's space. Fool.
 
   Lazarus doesn't flinch.
 
   So brave, Lazarus. “I know that,” Praile spits.
 
    I so loathe relying on others, however necessary.
 
   “I scent the High One's blood.”
 
   Praile whips his head back in Lazarus's direction, flaring his nostrils. He tastes the truth of Lazarus's words on his tongue. “Really?” he says without the sarcasm he’d employed earlier.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Praile runs his eyes over Lazarus. What a shame he doesn't possess the fine deep-scarlet skin that his kind finds so beautiful. It’s also unfortunate that Lazarus cannot have the tail that ends with an appendage of weaponry. 
 
   His eyes narrow at Lazarus. It might be just as well that the other demonic is lacking, for Praile would be even more jealous of Lazarus than he already is. Praile hates his own perceived lack of gifts.
 
   Lazarus's keen sense of smell rivals that of the Were. It is so acute, he can scent emotions, where Praile can scent only a lie. Lazarus can take every drop of life out of anything that draws breath and give it back at will. He has also animated the dead for his bidding.
 
   Useful attributes in a demonic. 
 
   That bit was something to see. Commanding the dead, as a demonic, is a rare gift. But Lazarus is ugly. Certainly, with his sculpted face, square jaw, and tall muscled body, he might appeal to some demon females as a pity fuck. 
 
   Praile is picky about his dalliances, though. He cocks his head. Actually, he's discerning about everything. He shrugs. 
 
   “Is she wounded?”
 
   Lazarus nods, serious and, as usual, humorless.
 
   Praile licks his lips. “Do tell.”
 
   Lazarus makes loose fists. “She has a piece of us inside her.”
 
   Praile chortles. “Excellent.”
 
   “The High One is still mortal?” Praile's gaze searches Lazarus's.
 
   Lazarus smiles, showing bright, ugly white teeth. “Absolutely.”
 
   Praile lets out a sigh of relief. All is not lost.
 
    “Idiots, they should have wedded her. Were, vampire, and Singer. And the Angelic Blood would be untouchable. Though it would be a great source of amusement to kill all who served her,” Praile muses.
 
   Lazarus does a poor job of containing his irritation.
 
   “Let us fetch the death saber. We can't have that in the wrong hands, though I am most pleased Anthony managed to pierce the Angelic Blood before his cock and balls were chewed off his worthless body.”
 
   The low demons mewl from their safe position several feet away from Praile. 
 
   His grin widens, showing off his ebony teeth to perfection.
 
   “You two”—he swings a black talon-tipped finger toward two of his minions—“clean up the mess of your kind and go to hell.”
 
   A giggle bubbles in Praile's throat, and he barely suppresses it. He gives Lazarus a sidelong glance to ascertain if his second noticed his slippage.
 
   Lazarus meets his eyes but finally ends the staring contest. 
 
   It is well-known that high demons have a propensity to slide into madness after middle age. At over seven hundred years old, Praile is no exception. Yet he must finish the Master's most important work.
 
   The High One shall be slain.
 
   The abomination growing inside the belly of the mixed-blood royal Singer shall be sacrificed in Hades, as prophesied.
 
    A child destined to have the blood of all cannot be allowed to survive—or save the Angelic Blood through the gift of immortality.
 
   The last task of the Master is a tall order.
 
   Praile is just the demon to fill it. 
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER SIX
 
   Julia
 
    
 
   A mansion even more grand than Region One's rises on a perfectly shaped knoll like a jewel that's lost its luster. Its paint is peeling, and the once-grand dame stands in testimony as a shell of her former self. It deepens Julia's depression. If she can make it through the next day, she'll be so thankful.
 
   Jason and the other Were get practical and melt back into full human form, Cyn and Adi stay in quarter-change form, though. Julia would stay that way all the time if she were a female Were.
 
   She admires Cyn’s and Adi's versatility in a world that is harsh on the subsect of humanity that dwindles under their noses. 
 
   All these groups were co-existing with her for her entire life, and she'd never known. 
 
   Slash and Adi walk together toward the front entrance, where the large oak door stands open.
 
   Slash gives a look at the Were, and the Reds, including the new Alaskan Red, Zeke, jogging to his position.
 
   “What is it?” Julia whispers, suddenly feeling the weight of silence that surrounds them. This, where Jacqueline once reigned, is the first region headquarters Julia has ever been to, other than her own.
 
   She swallows the lump of sadness suddenly lodged in her throat. The one that Marcus put there, the same one she gets thinking of Scott, the sole survivor of Tony’s massacre. 
 
   In truth, Scott survived only if Tom Harriet and his goons didn't kill both him and Lucius. She breathes through the painful thought of Scott being expunged from this earth. Julia can't imagine the world without him in it. Julia doesn't know what that sentiment means for her—or for Jason. 
 
   “It's all about the recon, babe,” Jason says, laying a kiss on her forehead.
 
   She leans against him, her body fitting perfectly against his. 
 
   A whisper of an exhale slides out of her tight body. “Right,” she says, and even to her own ears, she sounds unconvinced.
 
   Jason cups the back of her head with his hand. “I don't blame ya—it's been a thing. This whole entire last week has been nothing but one calamity after a-fucking-nother.”
 
   I agree. Though Julia doesn't bother saying it out loud. There's really no need.
 
   Julia’s tension remains, though she knows she's safe in Jason's arms while the Were file through the house.
 
   Her eyes meet Jacqueline's. Julia stalls when she sees the slight swell to Jacqueline’s belly.
 
   “Hang on,” Julia says, walking toward her.
 
   Jacqueline turns to her.
 
   Domi's silver eyes glitter at Julia, and she decides she won't be unnerved by it. Barely.
 
   “Hey,” Julia says a little breathlessly, her hand straying to where her stomach wound was a day ago.
 
   “Hello,” Jacqueline replies in her smooth voice. She glances at Julia's palm on her stomach. “How does your wound fare?”
 
   “It's okay, I guess.”
 
   Jacqueline frowns. “That's more evasion than reply.”
 
   Julia gives her a crooked smile. “Can't pull much over on you.”
 
   “No.” Jacqueline gives a minute shake of her head. 
 
   “It feels weird to be your friend now,” Julia blurts then almost covers her mouth.
 
   Jacqueline nods. “I know exactly what you mean.”
 
   Domi moves behind her, lifting her dark hair away from her neck so he can lay his palm at her nape, and though Julia doesn't think she's aware, Jacqueline tips her jaw into the small embrace. Domi's eyes soften at the gesture.
 
   Oh, my word, there's some stuff going on there.
 
   Stay on task, Julia. “I noticed you're looking all pregnant.”
 
   Their eyes catch and hold. Jacqueline glances away first. “Yes,” she says in a low voice, “Domi postulates there's an accelerated pace of gestation.”
 
   “Ah. Okay,” Julia replies slowly, looking from one to the other. “Is this normal? I mean, for a fey baby?”
 
   Domi lifts his chin. His navy hair, like midnight liquid, gleams as it slides over his shoulders. Not a hair is out of place. They've battled and haven't showered or eaten. Everyone is beat, yet Domi looks as fresh as a daisy—except for that healing scar at his throat.
 
   Julia tears her eyes away from the scrutiny of his neck and he smiles at her blatant curiosity. She feels her cheeks heat. Nice, Julia. 
 
   She glances at the Were moving in and out of the house then looks back at Domi and Jacqueline. 
 
   “No,” Domi says in a voice so melodic, it doesn't sound natural but like spoken music. “We think the babe is special.”
 
   “Of course it is,” Julia says, giving Jacqueline a tentative smile. 
 
   “What Domi means is that the genetics of the baby are dictating some unusual beginnings.”
 
   Julia stares at Jacqueline. “You mean, like some kind of one-of-a-kind kid?”
 
   Jacqueline smiles so suddenly and naturally, it startles Julia. Sadly, the woman smiles so infrequently that the expression sits oddly on her face. “I forget your way with words. But yes, we believe the baby will be… very unusual.”
 
   “He will be fey, Were, vampire, Singer, and angelic,” Domi says with a casual lift of his shoulder. 
 
   “Oh, well, no big deal then,” Julia says with a small laugh. “Like Heinz 57, guys.”
 
   They give identical puzzled expressions, and Julia laughs again. “You guys. Okay, are we sure all that mingling of cool genes is the reason for Jacqueline to have a speed pregnancy?”
 
   “It is conjecture,” Domi admits.
 
   Jacqueline rubs her cheek against his fingers, and his shoulders relax. “It sounds like the right fit, as you would say,” Jacqueline says.
 
   Their eyes meet again. It is what Julia would have said. Jacqueline's intuition is uncanny. 
 
   “Are you sad about going back to faerie?”
 
   Jacqueline's eyes round, and she grips Domi's hand. His eyes harden, his irises unpolished diamonds.
 
   Whoa.
 
   “No. I can be who I was meant to be in the mound, near the sithen. Without it, I am the Jacqueline of old.”
 
   Don't want that. 
 
   “Hey, Jules,” Jason says from behind her, his eyes wary on Jacqueline, and for good reason. 
 
   “All's clear. They're rounding up the rigs now.”
 
   Julia turns to say goodbye for the moment to Jacqueline, but her dark eyes stay locked on the old headquarters where she formerly reigned. Silent tears are streaming down her face.
 
   Domi turns Jacqueline to face him, lightly gripping her shoulders. He passes one hand over her face, and when it comes away, he cups his palm beneath her jaw.
 
    Her tears fall in perfect teardrop formation, tinkling together inside his palm in hardened clear gems.
 
   “What? What did you do?” Jason asks. The awe in his voice matches Julia’s feelings.
 
   “Tears are precious in faerie. We do not waste emotion. Some can be collected.”
 
   Jacqueline gives him a tremulous smile, rolling her bottom lip between her teeth to stop the shaking. 
 
   “That's the coolest thing I've ever seen,” Julia says under her breath as Jason takes her hand.
 
   Domi gives a small shrug. “It's a parlor trick.”
 
   “No,” Julia say, meeting his eyes, “You took her sadness and made it your own.”
 
   Domi says nothing, assenting to the truth of the words through lack of reply. 
 
   He pockets the jewels of Jacqueline's sadness, and she places her hand over where they lay.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The car ride is terrible. The black, unmarked SUVs are luxurious, built to last, and anonymous. They riot through the night like oil-slicked bullets.
 
   But Julia knows what awaits them at the Region One headquarters—emptiness.
 
    The voices of the children will be absent. Scott and Lucius are unaccounted for. The beautiful lake that is filled with swans, is now surrounded by a mass grave. 
 
   Her only consolation is that the murdering jerk-off is dead. But what's happened to the Greenes? And what about Reagan? Delilah? 
 
   Julia can't sleep on the way home. Tumultuous thoughts spin inside her brain on an endless cycle. Wedged between Adi and Jason, she leans her head against Jason's shoulder. The men have the door, as they so succinctly put it. It was super-funny to Julia when they said the women would be in the middle and they should ride on the outside, in case of disaster.
 
   Uh-huh. Adi said it best: “Me, Tarzan. You, Jane.”
 
   Slash scowled. Then had brightened when Adi scolded him.
 
   Men.
 
   They broke every speed limit and stopped for gas only once. The Were moved around outside, and Tharell lay gagged and bound in the back of one of the SUVs.
 
   Julia swore she could feel his eyes on her through all that disastrous metal that he hated so much.
 
    Domi threw up. Even with Jacqueline and his unborn child offering a buffer of sorts, the metal of the car was too much for him. 
 
   They finally arrive and everyone pours out of the vehicles after they park in the gigantic circular drive in front of the Victorian.
 
   Warm lights don't illuminate the windows. 
 
   The house stands like four corners of stark in the middle of grief. A symbol of what was.
 
   Julia stays in the car. She looks at the training barn, then away. She remembers when Michael made the pile of manure to contain Scott and a smile hovers on her lips without becoming.
 
   Scott.
 
   Julia shivers at the thought of her soul-meld. Guilt and indecision shake her to the core. Getting out of the rig is accepting that she's back, in charge of a new beginning with a future that’s completely unknown.
 
    She doesn't know if it's the beginning she wants.
 
   Jason comes back to the SUV and leans against the open door. He braces his biceps against the door frame and leans in. “What are you doing here, looking all sad and shit? We're here. Let's clean up, eat some grub.” 
 
   Jason reaches forward, cups her chin, then slides his fingertips from her temple to her jaw. She catches his hand as it retreats.
 
   “Come on, Jules,” Jason says, pulling her out of the vehicle.
 
   She follows, his hand warm in hers.
 
   Julia ignores the ache that plagues her belly.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER SEVEN
 
   Tessa
 
    
 
   “Holy mother of the moon, that was a damn mess back there,” Tessa says, throwing her eyes to Tahlia then back at the road.
 
   Tahlia's as quiet as the tomb.
 
   “Hey listen, honey—I'm just running blind here. You gotta give me something to go on.” Tessa heaves a sigh, flipping her wayward braid out of the way. “I mean, who do you belong to?”
 
   Tahlia's fingers worry at her borrowed shirt that’s at least two sizes too big. She's a wisp of a girl. Dark skin and hair frame eyes so deep a blue, they're almost violet. The shock of her curly hair misses frizzy by a millimeter, but her exotic blend is obvious. She’s unique for a Were. There are Were of every race, but it's very rare for a mix. And a mix as lovely as this girl—Wereshifter—is unheard of. 
 
   “Tell me something,” Tessa pleads.
 
   Tahlia seems to decide something, though her face is like carved stone. “I am of the Lanarre.”
 
   Lycan royalty. Good gravy. “What?” Tessa shrieks, gripping the wheel to maintain control and not run the car off the road. 
 
   Tahlia winces. “That is why I said nothing.”
 
   Tessa narrows her eyes on Tahlia. “I understand some of the protocols. You're a whelp.”
 
   Her chin lifts in the first defiance Tessa's seen out of the girl. “I am of age.”
 
   Tessa flicks her eyes over Tahlia once, shifts her eyes to the road, then comes back to her. “No way.”
 
   A light blush spreads across the girl's cheeks. 
 
   “You would be held by human guardians while traveling away from the pack.” The Lanarre often bred humans to act as their guardians from one generation to the next.
 
   Tahlia inhales a shuddering breath that sounds both hollow and grief stricken. 
 
   “What?” Tessa breathes, automatically lifting her foot off the accelerator.
 
   “They were murdered.”
 
   Something doesn't make sense. And we’re going to flesh it right out. 
 
   “A rogue Were…” Tahlia’s wide eyes move to Tessa in apparent apology.
 
   Tessa dismisses her trepidation curtly. “It's okay. I know what I am.”
 
   She sighs in relief then continues, “He came and slaughtered everyone in the rented domicile where we lodged.”
 
   Hotel.
 
    “You speak strangely,” Tessa interjects.
 
   “I speak as I am meant to.”
 
   Okay. Wrong tactic. 
 
   “Go on,” Tessa encourages, rolling her hand in a circle. 
 
   “My human guardians were allowing me to watch the television.” Her eyes spark. “It is strictly forbidden,” she admits in hushed tones.
 
   Unreal. Talk about living in a bubble. But Tessa remains rapt, saying nothing.
 
   “The guardians are just extraordinary humans. They do not share our senses.”
 
   Tessa nods. Of course not.
 
   “We had the television turned up quite loud for my guardians benefit.” That made sense as what humans thought was the correct volume would sting a Were's sensitive hearing. 
 
   “I—” Tahlia wrings her hands, which bleed to white under the pressure.
 
   Guilt, Tessa realizes.
 
    “Don't,” Tessa interrupts, putting her hand over the girl's. “There was nothing to be done, nothing you could have done.”
 
   She bites her lip, and fat tears fall straight from her eyes to her clenched hands. 
 
   “I needed to use the restroom and excused myself to—ah!” She tears her hands from underneath Tessa's and covers her face. “I listened and did nothing!” she yells.
 
   Tessa grits her teeth against Tahlia's shame. She empathizes. Tessa pulls over onto the soft shoulder, letting the old car idle.
 
    She takes Tahlia's hands into her own. “Listen up, Tahlia. There's no way you could have done anything but get dead.”
 
   Tahlia nods reluctantly. “I understand.” She bites her lip. “But it does not make it any easier to suffer the truth. They are still gone from this earth, Tessa.”
 
   “You saved me, and I didn't matter.”
 
   “Everyone matters,” Tahlia answers softly.
 
   They share a look and a sudden laugh.
 
   “You know how to make short work of Weres,” Tessa says.
 
   A tentative smile graces her full lips. “They were not of good intent. And my animal does what I cannot.”
 
   “No shit?” Tessa says, and the girl's eyes bug. She gives Tahlia a speculative look. 
 
   “You know, you're kind of sheltered.”
 
   Tahlia shakes her head. “Not really. My duty is set. It has been ordained since my infancy.”
 
   Tessa wracks her brain for memories of the fabled Lanarre, but all she comes up with is that they are the elite of the Were, all Alphas. Anyone born a Lanarre is automatically an Alpha. 
 
   “What duty?” Tessa asks.
 
   “My duty to the Lanarre,” she replies slowly, as if Tessa is a dim-witted child. 
 
   Tessa relaxes in the seat, giving Tahlia steady eyes. An idea, an ugly one, forms in the back of her mind.
 
    “What were you doing out of the safety of the Lanarre, traveling with your human guards?”
 
   “I was traveling to meet my chosen.”
 
   Oh, my moon.
 
    “What chosen?”
 
   Tahlia tries to put a blanket over her disgust of Tessa's lack of knowledge. “Are the ways of the Lycan so diluted that the packs no longer know how we came to be? Our history.”
 
   Tessa shrugs. “I guess not.” She was usually too busy running from Tramack to concern herself with Lycan history.
 
   Tahlia makes a noise in the back of her throat. “My chosen is the male who will be my mate.”
 
   Tessa gulps back disgust. “You're telling me this is some kind of arranged marriage?”
 
   Tahlia lifts a shoulder and eyebrow simultaneously. “Were do not marry, as you know.”
 
   “Right,” Tessa acknowledges, “but to mate a male Were—”
 
   “Lanarre,” Tahlia corrects.
 
   “Uh-huh. Sight unseen? Do you have a choice?”
 
   The girl’s delicate brows pull together. “Why do I need one? He is my chosen.”
 
   Repeating it over and over again doesn't make it a great plan in Tessa's view. “What if he's a sadistic pig?” Tessa asks.
 
   A laugh erupts from Tahlia’s throat. “Are you having me on? You are very negative, Tessa.”
 
   Yes, yes I am. It kept her butt safe for more years than she could count. And this arranged mating thing? It stinks to high heaven.
 
   “I have a question of you,” Tahlia says.
 
   Tessa hikes her eyebrows. “Shoot.”
 
   The girl gives a slight frown. “May I smell you?”
 
   Tessa's chin juts back. “I guess—but weird.”
 
   “Humor me.”
 
   She sounds so old for a whelp.
 
   Tahlia leans close, rising to her knees as she moves in, then takes a whiff of Tess from neck to crotch.
 
    A human would blanch at such a gesture. 
 
   If asked, it's not an exceptional thing among Were. 
 
   But of all the things the girl could ask about, she chose scenting.
 
   Tahlia sits back against her heels. 
 
   “You smell of him.”
 
   Huh? “Who?” Tessa searches her face in the growing shadows. She sees everything. The time of day or night doesn't matter. 
 
   Gooseflesh rises at the expectation of the revelation.
 
   “The one who murdered my guardians.”
 
   Fuck. Her heart sinks. 
 
   Tessa knew she should have drowned that crazy Were in the ditch. 
 
   She leans away from Tahlia, collapsing against the back of the driver's seat.
 
   Now who's the guilty one? If she had followed her instincts, Tahlia's guardians would be alive. And according to her gruesome testimony, a lot of other innocents would be, too.
 
   Tessa closes her eyes.
 
   “Tell me why the murderer of my human guardians scent is all over you.”
 
   “I should have killed his ass when I had the chance.”
 
   “Tell me,” Tahlia commands intensely. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The women sit in the silent car when the last word from Tessa echoes within.
 
   “That is an awful tale.”
 
   “Not as bad as me letting that screwed up male live.”
 
   Tahlia draws a painful sounding inhale. “You could not have known.”
 
   Tessa shoots a sharp look at Tahlia. “He almost killed you.”
 
   A slight smile lifts the corners of her mouth. “There would have been a wrath unlike any the Lycans would have known at my death.”
 
   Do I hear a smug note to that comment? Tessa searches Tahlia's face. No, she stated it like fact. 
 
   Maybe it is.
 
   “I am the princess of my people.”
 
   High Alpha female.
 
   “Oh, shit,” Tessa breathes in reply.
 
   Tahlia nods. “Yes.” Then, she says, “You have very colorful language.”
 
   “Yup.” Tessa turns to her, ignoring the relevance of that last. “Do you want to mate with this guy?”
 
   “Drek?”
 
   Tessa nods. “Is he the… prince of something.”
 
   Tahlia's lips curl. “High Alpha male.”
 
   Knew it. “Yes, him.”
 
   Her eyes slide away from Tessa. “Of course.”
 
   Hell no she doesn't.
 
   “Is he an okay guy, like…”
 
   “I do not know if he is a ʻsadistic pig.ʼ” She gives a little grin, ducking her head, and Tessa laughs. The girl has a great sense of humor buried underneath all the layers of propriety. 
 
   “Okay, so can we just do whatever? Stick together? Or do you have parents or what?”
 
   Her face smooths.
 
   Tessa knows masked sadness when she sees it.
 
   “I do not know my parents. Only my guardians. One to guard and one to take care of me and teach me the ways of the Lanarre.”
 
   That's awful.
 
   “Okay,” Tessa slaps her thighs, knowing the girl essentially just lost the only caregivers she ever knew. “So let's take the long way.”
 
   “The which?”
 
   Tessa grins, throwing the car into gear. “Let's show up when we feel like it.”
 
   Tahlia bites her lip and Tessa realizes that's her nervous tell. 
 
   “They will search for me.”
 
   Tessa snorts. “Have at it, guys.” She turns and relaxes against the seat. Tessa hears the seatbelt click.
 
   “I think I like you, Tessa.”
 
   “I like you, too, Tahlia. I always think people that save my life are the best.” Tessa winks at Tahlia, and a shy smile ghosts her lips.
 
   Neither one of them have a friend in the world.
 
   But it looks like they have each other.
 
   Things could be worse. 
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER EIGHT
 
   Praile
 
    
 
   The barbed end of the lash checks the top layer of his skin and peels it away like sliced cheese.
 
   Praile gnashes his black teeth together as a layer of smoldering mist hovers above his flesh. 
 
   Praile always smolders when his emotions run high. 
 
   The lash whistles a high note at the return. It sings as it returns to meet his flesh.
 
   Praile bellows as the thirteenth lash strikes deep, ringing its poison-tipped metal on a vertebrae in his fileted back.
 
   “Halt,” a low voice says from behind Praile. His head bows to his chest. Rivulets of sweat burn a pathway through his scalp and pour down to fill the wounds the barbed lashes have made on the entire length of his spine. 
 
   Praile dare not turn. The next lash might paralyze him. Yes, he could heal it, but the vulnerability of not feeling or being able to move would be his undoing as his skills of self-healing were greatly limited. Healing is not one of his gifts.
 
   “I believe Praile has learned a valuable lesson this day,” the Master comments. 
 
   He has learned nothing except if something were to go ill, Praile will suffer. However, The Master has taught Praile well, and he emulates the Master.
 
   “Release him from his bindings.”
 
   Two of the low demons appear at either side of Praile and unshackle him. One dares to meet his eyes.
 
   The gaze of the low contains a measured triumph. He is pleased by Praile's punishment.
 
   Praile grins, marking him for later, and he bows his head, scuttling away. 
 
   Run faster, minion.
 
   The Master slithers to Praile, the swish of his robes is all that Praile hears. 
 
   Praile feels real fear, which is rare. His gaze drops, concentrating on the hem of the Master’s robe. The Master’s feet are grotesquely disproportionate. Long cracked black toenails that are so long, they nearly curl.
 
   The Master always smolders.
 
   A black mist rises from the flesh of his feet. His toes wiggle and Praile flinches.
 
   The Master chuckles a dark note of contentment into the hot cavern where torture, death, and discipline are meted.
 
   “You are a good slave to the cause, Praile. However, when you called the Were to destroy our enemies on earth, the one who was most important to be slain runs about unharmed. And the Blood Babe lives inside the womb of a crafty Singer. One who is a female after my own heart.”
 
   Praile hears a dull thump as the Master’s meaty fist thumps his own chest. 
 
   The lump in Praile's throat shifts, stifling his breathing.
 
   “I am entrusting you to find this Singer that is with child. The child.”
 
   A talon touches the fleshy part of Praile's chin, and he winces, though it does not hurt.
 
   “Bring her to me.” The Master’s rancid breath bathes Praile's face.
 
   Praile turns away, for even he cannot bear it.
 
   The Master laughs at his discomfiture. “Kill the Angelic Blood, the High One. Do not hesitate. Do not tarry. Bring me the whites of the Angelic's eyes.”
 
   “Yes, Master,” Praile whispers.
 
   “I will make your death last for an eon if you fail me in this.”
 
   Praile knows. He nods.
 
   The Master's hands thread through his hair, slowly squeezing like a vise. “Are we clear, Praile?”
 
   His meaning is utterly clear as the Master's fingerprints begin to burn into Praile’s scalp.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   His grips tightens to the point of screeching pain, then he abruptly releases Praile's head.
 
   Praile bites back his relief and begins to control his breathing, concentrating only on that.  
 
   “Lazarus will heal your wounds—yet not perfectly. You should feel the pain as a reminder of what yet needs accomplishing.”
 
   Praile lays his palms against the heated stone in front of him, trying not to notice the lost talons embedded in the wall from failed escapes by the masses tortured before him. The black blood has faded over time to a washed-out charcoal. It fills the grooves and divots of the nearly black rock. 
 
   Praile groans as he straightens, keeping his eyes away from the Master. To look upon him is sure insanity. No one has ever cast their eyes upon the Master and lived to tell of it. 
 
   Their screams were silenced.
 
   Praile shudders as a talon caresses the most grievous wound at his back.
 
   “I will see to it.” Praile's agony drips from each word.
 
   The talon sinks deep, and Praile bites the inside of his cheek until the rich taste of copper fills his mouth as he suffers through the inspection of the fresh wound on his back.
 
   “Good.” The talon lifts, and Praile nearly weeps in relief. 
 
   Praile's shoulders slump as the Master exits the chamber. He stays in the same tense position until Lazarus appears at his side.
 
   Praile's hate for Lazarus burns brightly. But Lazarus does his job. 
 
   “This will be more painful before it heals, Praile.”
 
   “Yes, yes. Get on with it.”
 
   Fingers dig inside the wounds, and Praile squeals like a pig brought to slaughter. The pain is so acute, he forgets to breathe—or think. He arches to escape the probing fingertips, but nothing will relieve him.
 
   “Hold him up,” Lazarus murmurs. 
 
   Low demons, whom Praile does not know, hoist him by the armpits as the searing healing begins. 
 
   “Stop,” he moans.
 
   “No,” Lazarus replies.
 
   Praile is sure he hears a smile in that one-word reply.
 
   He opens his mouth to convey the pain Lazarus will incur for his joy at his master's pain.
 
   But the pain is too great. It rips at his brain, and all falls to blackness. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The demonic can camouflage their bodies. If the demonic did not have this ability, humans could easily call them out. Though Praile's skin is the coveted deepest red of his kind, it is well outside of human norms. And when he is rife with emotion, he smolders and small stubby horns sprout above his head. Though they are a sign of beauty for the demonic, they are an instant warning to humans that he is other.
 
   Lazarus does not have horns, beautiful dark skin, or a tail weapon. He can be camouflaged easily and fit in nicely among humankind. Lazarus, with his horrible white teeth, hornless head, and lackluster tail, has less to hide. 
 
   He is the perfect lackey.
 
   Praile will need to remain calm. High demons have a more difficult time hiding what they are.
 
   Three days have passed since the Master’s punishment. Lazarus healed Praile three quarters to right, and no more, according to specific instruction.
 
   Praile cannot mask his stiffness. Though the deepest wound is sealed halfway, it seeps through the ridiculous human costume he is forced to wear. The cotton button-down shirt is sticking to the wet wounds of his back, and it pulls as he takes breaths.
 
   Praile holds up his palm, and Lazarus slows, putting large hands on his denim-clad hips.
 
   “Wait.”
 
   Lazarus cocks a light red eyebrow. “If you need rest…”
 
   Praile rolls his eyes. “Of course I need rest!” he bellows into the still night air. “It is not about rest, Lazarus. Our Master requires this task completed in a timely way.” Praile pants, trying to straighten. Unable to manage it, he hunches once more. 
 
   “Flag down a human vehicle so that we might make haste to where the Angelic resides.”
 
   Lazarus frowns. “It is a risk I advise you not to take.”
 
   Praile straightens, hissing as the material of the shirt sticks to his tender back. “Duly noted. Now flag. Down. A. Human.”
 
   “What if the human possesses the devices of sanctity?”
 
   Drat. 
 
   “Crosses and the like?” Lazarus prompts as though Praile needs a reminder.
 
   Praile's brows drop like bricks above his eyes, and a lazy smolder begins above the bare skin at the back of his hands. “It is unlikely, with so many humans in thrall with evil, that we will come across the random practitioner.”
 
   “There is the matter of an Angelic among humanity.”
 
   Praile staggers toward Lazarus, looking up at the taller male, hating his stature. “You let me divine which human is a threat to us.”
 
   “My discernment—”
 
   “Your discernment is a tool in my arsenal, Lazarus—do not forget that.”
 
   Lazarus allows a rare show of emotion, his lips curling as he bares his teeth. “You do not let me,” he says.
 
   Lazarus makes his way from the forest where the portal of Hades empties to the highway, and which the human masses use to scurry from one ant hill to the next.
 
   Praile narrows his gaze at Lazarus's broad back.
 
   I will be watching you. Praile follows, making his slow and painful ascent from the gulley toward the highway. 
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER NINE
 
   Slash
 
    
 
   Slash remains on edge. Though the fey disposed of the gruesome remains of the decimated Singer population, the taste of death lingers over Region One like a stench that will never be cleansed.
 
   Zeke of the rogue Alaskan Were stands at Slash's side. “So many dead can't be so easily covered up.” His nose wrinkles.
 
   Slash grunts his assent and paces away. “What are our numbers?” He turns back, and Zeke shrugs. 
 
   “Bad.”
 
   That's what Slash was afraid of. The demonic killed nearly half of the Region Two Singers, leaving roughly fifty behind. And half of those are children. As is typical, Slash wants hard numbers for fighters. Many are unaccounted for.
 
   What of Lawrence and Manny? 
 
   “Do we have a superb tracker? Can we know for certain who is dead?”
 
   Zeke shakes his head. His exotic looks are unusual for the lower forty-eight, though Native Americans were plentiful where Zeke's pack ran in the north. “Our numbers are down by half, too. Our best tracker—gone.”
 
   Slash remembers something. “Jacqueline, the Singer from Two, she's a Tracker.”
 
   Zeke nods slowly, but his brows drop low over his eyes. “Do we want to use her? She is with child and has—what should we say?—bad blood.” Zeke laughs at the inside joke. 
 
   Slash can't bring himself to.
 
   Zeke studies him for a moment. “You're a serious wolf.”
 
   Slash nods. “Serious times are afoot, Red.”
 
   Zeke stares at him for a second more. Instead of answering, he melds into his wolfen form. 
 
   Slash’s laugh sounds like a bark, as he's changed, as well. Athletic pants expand to fit his increased girth and height, though he doesn't wear a shirt. “Perimeter sweep?”
 
   Zeke nods, and his stubbed snout causes Slash to wonder what he must look like in this form. That brings him back to his embarrassment over his scarred face. 
 
   “Let's go,” Zeke growls from a mouth that no longer manipulates human speech perfectly.
 
   Slash swings his snout in the direction of the Victorian mansion, scenting Adrianna through the water as she showers. 
 
   Guards, both Singer and Were, pepper the front of the grand home. The lone fang, Brynn, accompanies them.
 
    Determining Adrianna is safe, Slash nods at Zeke. Then they race to the edges of the hundred-acre property. 
 
   Running the perimeter is the final pursuit of security before each night falls.
 
   Slash can't rest until he knows both his own wolves and his adopted group are safe. Then, and only then, will he lay down his weapons, eat, and clean up.  
 
   Slash blurs through the scenery, his powerful arms punching the lone branch as it sweeps forward to snap at him. Leaves and forest debris pad his swift gait. A fallen old-growth log feeds the saplings that are nourished from its rich decay. He leaps over the belly of bark and wood rot with ease, his keen eyes at Zeke's back as he travels just ahead.
 
   Roads form a crude square around the property. Two parallel side roads run like wide railroad tracks that flank the sides of the land and Highway 101 claims the forward section. 
 
   101 is exactly where they were all picked up by Tom Harriet and his immoral pack of Reds. The only Singer spared was the aura reader, Angela. 
 
   Not a single Combatant remains alive, though Scott and Lucius are unaccounted for. 
 
   Zeke stops so abruptly, Slash all but slams into him. He evades him by inches, rolling into a half-executed somersault and catching his forward momentum with an outstretched arm against a small tree trunk. It bends then breaks, flinging Slash through the undergrowth. He slows and barrels into a massive tree trunk. 
 
   Pine needles rain down, and the scent of the forest is thick in his nose. He breathes, and they choke him. Slash ungracefully spits them out and glares at Zeke. 
 
   Zeke holds out his palm, his talons still short from his change to wolfen. Slash slaps his palm inside Zeke's and rises.
 
   “Thanks for the warning.” Slash glares, baring his teeth.
 
   “If you smelled what I did, your ass would've puckered too.”
 
   Slash ignores him, flaring his nostrils hard. 
 
   No. It can't be.
 
   He turns back to Zeke, who shrugs.
 
   “When was the last time you scented a Lanarre?”
 
   Slash awkwardly folds his arms, and sap causes them to stick together. He casts a sharp glance at Zeke. “Since whelphood.”
 
   “That's right.” Zeke nods, his burnt orange downy hairs making him look vaguely on fire. “I can't say I ever have.”
 
   It's instinct. A Were knows Lycan royalty.
 
   “Female,” Zeke says, and Slash nods. 
 
   “Scenting a Lanarre in this area doesn't make a great deal of sense,” Slash growls. “They're always under guard. They're pure Were, from which we all come.”
 
   Zeke shrugs. “They all take a shit every day like the rest of us. Nothing special.”
 
   Slash's lips pull into a grim smile. “It might be a little more than toilet habits, Zeke.”
 
   “A female doesn't pose a threat, and I don't smell wounds. I say we leave her be.”
 
   Slash cups his chin, fur mashing down under his hand, and slowly shakes his head. “I don't think so. A female out in this rural area is illogical. They lock down their females. No. I say we investigate and make sure she isn't in danger, then we leave it be.”
 
   “Fine, but it could be a can of worms.” Greenish-gold orbs slowly spin, revolving slightly faster with Zeke’s emotions.
 
   Slash chuckles, dropping his hand. “I don't know about the Alaska dens, but when is it not a can of worms?”
 
   “I don't scent any males.”
 
   “True,” Zeke says. His chin lifts as he gazes at the dying sun. “Let's do it quickly and get back to One. I could eat the ass out of a hippo.”
 
   “Nice choice of words.”
 
   “Do you feel less hungry?”
 
   Slash didn't. He thought he could eat the asses out of an entire herd. “No. I'm starved, too. The wolfen form is a bitch to maintain for this length of time. It sucks energy.”
 
   “That's in short supply,” Zeke finishes. 
 
   Slash leads the way this time, scrapes and bruises from his rough landing repair and fade as he makes the steep climb toward the highway.
 
    
 
   *
 
   Tessa
 
    
 
   So much better, Tessa sighs mentally as her urine stream finally ends. She’s had to pee like a Russian race horse for the last hour. 
 
   She smirks at her ladylike thoughts while using a napkin from the last gas station to wipe. She tosses the napkin to the ground and kicks leaves over it. A pang of guilt spurs her to help mother nature in its pursuit to return everything to the earth.
 
   Tessa scans the deep gloom of the forest. Her eyes rise up the small incline to where the car sits on the soft shoulder of Highway 101. 
 
   “Tahlia,” Tessa softly calls.
 
   “Yes,” she answers.
 
   Tessa's shoulders drop. She can't believe how fast she feels responsible for the Lanarre female. 
 
   Tessa needs that like she needs a hole in the head.
 
   It's not enough that Tramack is up her ass, sniffing around for a good place to dry hump her leg. No-oh, I’ve got to take in a stray Were female. Not any Were female, but a Lanarre princess. 
 
   Dumb, Tessa. Really dumb. 
 
   It is what it is.
 
   “Come here.”
 
   Tahlia moves between two huge fir trees. She's so quiet, Tessa's not sure if she would hear her had she not been directly in front of her and within sight.
 
   “You're quiet.”
 
   “Stealth movement is a very important part of my training.”
 
   Tessa cocks an eyebrow. “This is so weird. Really. Forgive me, but if you're this important princess—”
 
   Tahlia folds her arms, looking very close to a rant.
 
   Ignoring her, Tessa goes on, “Then why teach you all this combat stuff?”
 
   “I am female, nonetheless—I have skills the Lanarre wish to develop. Not one Lanarre's importance is ignored. Whatever aptitude they possess is built upon, harnessed.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” Tessa says. 
 
   Tahlia releases her arms and shrugs. “I'm not making this up. The Lanarre feels responsible for all Were. We must be excellent in all things. Otherwise, we're unworthy of the title of ruler of the Lycan.”
 
   Oh, moon. 
 
   “So what happened?”
 
   Tahlia's eyes lower, and she presses her beat-up sneaker into the moss, making a tread indentation. “We cannot be responsible for all wrongdoing or for all Were falling away from the principles of Lycan.”
 
   Tahlia's head jerks up, and she plants her legs far apart, fists ready and loose at her side. She morphs from delicate to fierce in seconds.
 
   Tessa turns around slowly and sights two Were, both in wolfen form.
 
   “Stay behind me, Tahlia,” Tessa warns, her voice low.
 
   “I am a better forward fighter,” she comments casually.
 
   Tessa turns to tell her what's what.
 
    She is gone.
 
    Tessa feels the breeze over her head and as Tahlia flings herself over Tessa's head.
 
   “No!” Tessa screams and charges the males.
 
   Tahlia lands in front of a seven-foot-tall Were whose deeply scarred face has the most tender hard eyes Tessa has ever seen.  
 
   He's seen too much, is Tessa's lone thought before Tahlia launches herself at the other Were male.
 
   Tahlia's hand is a blur.
 
   She steps away from that Were and moves in on the scarred one.
 
   “Forgive me,” he says in the heavily graveled voice of the wolfen form then hits Tahlia at the side of her neck.
 
   She falls in a silent heap.
 
   The other Were is on his knees, four trails where talons swiped across his throat bleeding.
 
   His esophagus shines like a slick cream worm in his throat. 
 
   Tessa moves in before the scarred Were can hurt Tahlia more. The girl is already coming around.
 
    Their eyes meet from her prone position, and she kicks her leg up, narrowly missing the scarred one's nutsack.
 
   Holy moon, this is so bad.
 
   Tessa hits him full speed, and he grabs her forearm, spinning her off behind him with her own momentum.
 
    Tessa lands on her ass with a hard thump. Her wind is gone, and she lies on her back, unable to breathe.
 
   I have to change. Like yesterday.
 
   Tessa's body shifts to the quarter-change seamlessly, and her lungs fill. They’re just slightly bigger, better, and more proficient at oxygen intake.
 
   Tahlia is pinned against the scarred Were, her back to his front.
 
   “Don't hurt her. She is Lanarre,” Tessa says as a last resort. She's not sure what these males know about the species. Her own knowledge was pretty inadequate. But if they know anything, they know not to fuck with the Lanarre—ever.
 
   “We know,” the scarred Were says. “We are not here to harm, but to help.”
 
   “Could've said,” Tessa replies as the deepening gloom tests her improved vision. She does manage to make out that he is Alpha—and a Red. There's no hiding that sunset-colored fur.
 
   “This one didn't give us the chance. My second heals a grievous wound.”
 
   Tessa rolls her eyes. Tahlia's wide eyes are on hers. “He'll live, and my moon, don't you know better than to sneak up on two females?”
 
   His face shows surprise.
 
   “Don't look at me like that, Red. We were out here taking a tinkle, and you guys sidle up? Moon help us.”
 
   He scowls. “If I let you go, are you going to give me a new blow hole?” the scarred one asks.
 
   “What? Are you a whale?” Tahlia asks in a sulk.
 
   Tessa laughs.
 
   The other Were is on his hands and knees, massaging his throat. “That fucking hurt.” 
 
   Tahlia harrumphs, and the injured Were glares at her.
 
   “What pack are you from?” Tessa asks tersely. 
 
   “I won't harm you,” Tahlia says.
 
   The scarred Were backs away so quickly that Tessa can't track the movement, even in her quarter-change form.
 
   “I'm Slash, from the Southeastern.”
 
   Tessa can't hide her relief.
 
   Slash frowns at her curiously. “I take it that's a good thing.”
 
   She nods a little too quickly. “A very good thing.”
 
   “Tramack from the Western hunts me.”
 
   “You're rogue?” the injured Were asks, standing, the surprise evident in his voice.
 
    The furrows from Tahlia's expert swipe fully close, and the skin remains shiny with fresh scar tissue. 
 
   “Are you going to judge?”
 
   His eyes glitter at her. “Not yet.” But his gaze shifts to Tahlia.
 
   “We are here to help. We can't do that when you attack us,” Slash explains logically. 
 
   Tessa puts her hands on her hips. “We are female.”
 
   “Clearly,” the other Were says. His lips pull into a sardonic tilt, and he performs a little bow, though the cough from his abused throat ruins the effect. “I'm Zeke.”
 
   “Well here's the thing, Zeke. Tramack of the Western is hunting me and has declared me his intended. There's a bounty on my head, and he means to collect me. This Lanarre's human guardians were slaughtered by a rogue male that I should have killed. She was traveling to…” Tessa looks at Tahlia, wondering how much she should say.
 
   Tahlia nods. “Go ahead. It is fine that anyone knows.”
 
   “Tahlia is traveling to mate her chosen.”
 
   Both males look at Tahlia. “She doesn't look old enough to mate.”
 
   Tahlia kicks up her chin. “I am of age.”
 
   Slash snorts in the background, and Tahlia gives him her best dirty look, which Tessa thinks is quite good. 
 
   Zeke thumbs his chin thoughtfully, running the digit back and forth across the downy bright-red fur. He's handsome.
 
   He's also Red. Tessa's running for her life without a plan.
 
   I don't need a male.
 
   When she looks up, his thoughtful glance has narrowed to her face. His nostrils flare once, and he smirks.
 
   The insufferable pig. Tessa fumes, thinking he might have guessed her mild interest as she fights to behave casually. 
 
   Slash spreads his arms away from his body. “We can offer you temporary shelter and protection until you figure out what you want to do.”
 
   Tahlia looks her age as she rolls her lip between her teeth, indecision painted on every plane of her face. “The Lanarre will look for me.”
 
   Her eyes slide to Slash then land accusingly on Zeke.
 
   Slash's brows draw together. “And you will be under our protection.”
 
   “You are a stubborn female,” Zeke says to Tahlia.
 
   “You have no idea,” Tessa mutters, thinking about their brief acquaintance.
 
   Tahlia frowns at her.
 
   “It's true!” Tessa defends.
 
   Instead of answering, Tahlia leads the way, heading in the direction from where the Were popped up.
 
   Tahlia gives Tessa the barest smile as she walks by, as if she holds a secret.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TEN
 
   Julia
 
    
 
   Julia has been dirty before. But after being bit, beaten, and bruised, a shower has never felt so good. She dries off and carefully combs through hair, which hasn't seen a brush in a couple of days. Julia tosses on a T, jeans, and shoes that don't aggravate her feet, which are still healing from the cross-country trek.
 
   The few hours since they arrived with the Region Two Singers were not easy ones.
 
    The Were are complaining that the grounds feel like a graveyard. Their acute sense of smell picks up every single thing. Every death. Every wound.
 
   That stirs an idea. Julia can't discern one dead body from another. But it's critical that she know if Victor is dead. And what of Reagan and Delilah?
 
   Then there's Tharell. He claimed he was instructed to deceive the Singers—and ultimately betray William—and, ruled by the black blood of the demonic, he had no other choice. He broke his pact with the Northwestern coven by not delivering Julia to them.
 
   Gabriel, Julia's mind whispers, then on the heels of that name, Julia remembers Claire. A longing for Claire swamps her, as does a yearning for William. He was deeply self-contained. As it turns out, he was her ultimate protector. 
 
   Julia is sitting by herself in the room she's occupied since the first day she arrived at Region One. The cracked doorknob and hole in the wall stand in testimony to tempers—attacks.
 
   Now everything's different. Jen, Michael, and Brendan are gone. 
 
   Scott.
 
   A silent tear files its slow way over her still-warm skin from her shower. It plops on top of her tightly knitted fingers.
 
   She'll never hear a wise-ass Michael belittle someone with his scathing sarcasm in between lollipop licks. Julia won't listen to the sibling fights Jen adored stirring up.
 
   Brendan won't be making any more manure piles or phantom holes for the stray vamp to fall into. 
 
   They were sort of a family; the only one she had. When all hope was lost and she thought Jason was dead, they were there for her in a way only Jason and Cyn had been. 
 
   Julia hiccups, and a sob pops out like a bubble of sadness. It bursts in the silent room, filling the space with her loss.
 
    Now her family is Jason, Cyn, and Jacqueline—of all people.
 
   Julia slowly raises her head and plops her chin in her hand. There is her hidden sister in Alaska. But for now, the people who remain—the Singers—will need her. 
 
   Julia stands at the edge of the bed. After wetting a cold washcloth and blotting her tear-streaked face, she makes her way downstairs.
 
   The kitchen is filled with women and a few industrious guys, making great-smelling food. Dishes being clanked and set out for people are the noises of comfort and gathering.
 
    Saliva pools inside her mouth, and Julia realizes she hasn't eaten in twenty-four hours.
 
   Jacqueline sits at the table, one hand on her belly, her chin perched on her fist.  
 
   Cyn stares at Jacqueline with clear suspicion.
 
   Julia smiles. Some things remain the same.
 
   “Jules!” Cyn cries, running to her. Julia has seconds to see that Cyn has somehow styled her hair, and is wearing cute clothes before she hurls herself in Julia's arms. They dance in a circle and finally Cyn releases her.
 
   “So happy you're finally done wallowing in the shower. I thought you were setting up camp. Is there any hot water left?”
 
   Julia blinks. 
 
   Cyn frowns. 
 
   “Hello. Maybe you need more sleep?”
 
   “On-demand hot water heater,” Jason says, walking into the kitchen and pressing a light kiss on her forehead. Julia glances up, grateful for his presence. He squeezes her shoulder, and Julia still feels as if she's in some kind of shock-induced fog. Julia's hand comes to rest on her stomach, where she was stabbed.
 
   “Food time,” Jason says, striking his palm against his washboard abs. He jerks open the fridge door, hangs on the top, and juts his face forward like a pecking hen.
 
   Julia walks over there and pulls the fridge door out of his grasp. She shuts it, opens it, then shuts it again.
 
   Jason's brows come together, and he retreats a step. “Babe, what are ya doing?”
 
   Julia sucks in her lower lip. “Michael said the key to finding food in the fridge was to look three times.”
 
   The room falls silent.
 
   Julia bursts into tears.
 
   “Come here, babe,” Jason pulls her into his arms and she sobs against his broad shoulder.
 
   Again. 
 
   “Let ʼem go, baby. Let ʼem go.”
 
   Julia sniffs, wiping her tears against his hard chest. “Sorry,” she says, shaking her head, her damp hair making him wet where her tears don't. “I'm having a hard time still.”
 
   “That's okay. It'll take time.”
 
   A big commotion of voices burst all around them, and Julia looks up.
 
   Beaten and torn, Scott staggers into the kitchen.
 
   Without thinking, Julia runs to Scott. He gives her a weary smile.
 
   His lips are cut, one eye is swollen shut, and a deep open wound bisects the other eyebrow.
 
   “Julia,” he croaks, and she wraps her arms around his waist. 
 
   “Ah!” she cries as they begin to topple like a clumsy, half-cut tree, and Julia stumbles under his weight.
 
   “Come on, Hulk. Don't crush the queen, pal.” Jason puts a hand underneath his arm and scoops the larger man to an upright position.
 
   Cyn walks slowly toward them. Her eyes meet Julia's, and she gives a small shake of her head. 
 
   Julia looks down and sees Scott's femur gleaming like a fanged tooth hanging from his upper thigh.
 
   “Heal him,” Jacqueline says from behind Cyn.
 
   Cyn turns, hands on hips. “You're still bossy. And yʼknow? I think I wouldn't be if I were in your position. Like I wouldn't dig in and get it figured out and stuff.”
 
   Jacqueline just stares. 
 
   “Gah!” Cyn says. “Fine, but this is going to be a hold-him-down moment.”
 
   Jason guides a limping Scott to the flowered fainting couch in the front parlor and carefully lays him down. Scott's skin is chalky with a green cast. 
 
   Julia moves to his side, drops to her knees, and grabs his hand. He winces.
 
    She looks down and sees he’s completely missing two fingernails.
 
   “Oh, my God, Scott!” Julia cries, covering her mouth with the hand that's not holding his. “What did they do to you?”
 
   Scott licks his dry lips. One beautiful, dark eye rolls to meet Julia’s. “Less than they did to Lucius.”
 
   Julia's shoulders shake with her effort to be strong. This is what a leader has to deal with, these cold facts. But more tears come, collecting at her jaw and dampening the thin long-sleeved T-shirt she's wearing. 
 
   “Where is Lucius?” Angela asks quietly as she steps up behind Julia.
 
   She didn't hear.
 
   Scott's gaze meets Angela’s over Julia's shoulder. He closes his eyes, and Angela cries out, rushing from the room.
 
   “Okay, boys, hold stud-boy down while I set this break.”
 
   Julia's eyes hold Cyn's. “Are you—do you know what you're doing?”
 
   She smiles, shaking her head. “Hell, no. But my hands do.”
 
   That'll have to be good enough. 
 
   Cyn's expression goes serious. “Take a hike, Jules. You're not gonna like the noise he makes.”
 
   “It's okay, Julia,” Scott says.
 
   Julia leans forward to kiss his forehead, but can't find an uninjured area. 
 
   Scott squeezes her hand, trying to comfort her. 
 
   She covers her ears when Scott begins to scream.
 
   Julia doesn't leave or look away from his uninjured eye.
 
   His screams fall blissfully silent when he passes out from the pain.
 
    
 
   *
 
   Praile
 
    
 
   Praile's wounds weep and fester underneath the ill-fitting human clothes. Further, he must expend an inordinate amount of energy to maintain some form of camouflage. 
 
   He must expend more precious energy than Lazarus, who has only a tail and a minor bit of skin cover to effect. His eyes, teeth, and even his nails fall within acceptable appearance for a human male. How Lazarus manages to look so undemonic is a mystery. Genes—always a crapshoot, as the humans say. 
 
   “Hide the bodies,” Praile commands the two low demons who accompanied him and Lazarus. Hardly more than drones, they can take only one form. 
 
   Praile has chosen homeless men. It is a little bit of an inside joke, but he must take the small doses of humor when they present themselves. They’re like medicine, especially of late. 
 
   If Praile uses his ability to see things through his human eyes, he sees how the demonics would appear to humans.
 
   Lazarus will appear handsome.
 
   Praile grunts as the low demons drag the old couple out of their respective car seats and into the woods.
 
   An age-old trick. Well, not entirely. The tactic is as old as cars, and those have been in existence for just over a hundred years. However, it's been very handy to lie in the center of the road and appear helpless. 
 
   That had been Lazarus's job. Praile was unwilling to re-open wounds that were healing badly.
 
   He is ecstatic the Master cannot access his thoughts. If he could, Praile would be dead twice over. Everything he has thought since the thirteenth lash has been of the most evil and vile variety. 
 
   His thoughts have been especially uncharitable toward the Master.
 
   Lazarus says nothing, cradling his hand, which he broke while stopping the car that last inch.
 
   “That'll set wrong,” Praile says, stating the obvious.
 
   “Yes,” Lazarus reluctantly agrees through his teeth. 
 
   Praile doesn't smile but marginally contains how pleased he is to see the stoic Lazarus feel pain. After all, he is not healing Praile fully. Praile doesn’t care that the Master has tasked Lazarus with doing a partial healing—he still blames his second.
 
   The two low demons return to the soft shoulder, hunched and mindless as the bees he thought of earlier.
 
   “Good,” Praile says. “Get in the back.”
 
   The two slouch inside the back of the car. Lazarus slides behind the steering wheel and just sits there.
 
   “What are you doing?” Praile bites out.
 
   Then he spies a sliver of bone that has punched through the inside and lower part of Lazarus's wrist. Though demonics are brutally strong, the car was going around fifty miles per hour.
 
   “I can set it,” Lazarus says.
 
   Praile grins then winces as his back touches the seat. He jerks upright, glancing at Lazarus. His face is expressionless, as usual. In fact, Praile doesn't find proof of pain except for a certain tightness about his eyes. 
 
   “But you can't heal the injury?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Praile know of no demonic or healer who can heal themselves. They heal only others.
 
   “Too bad,” Praile sings falsely, smoothing his hands down the stiff denim of his jeans. He lets his form go while he's hidden in the car, and a sigh escapes him.
 
   Lazarus puts the car in gear with his good hand, and makes his way toward the region where Praile has been told the Angelic Blood has gathered. The High One will be his in the next day—or lashes will be the least of his concern. 
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
   Slash
 
    
 
   Slash is ready.
 
   Ready to be done. Ready to see Adrianna. He doesn't want two antagonistic females to babysit. He wants one female forever.
 
   Slash is usually more focused on the task at hand. When openings for security detail came up, he and Zeke were the first to volunteer.
 
    Then the impossible happened. A Lanarre female stumbled into the equation.
 
   Slash's eyes move to Tessa, the older of the two. Her thick black hair is plaited in a single braid down her broad back. It's easy to see she's female, but there's not a soft spot anywhere on her athletic frame. Her wide gray eyes are framed by sooty lashes that match her hair. A dusky complexion contrasts to a smattering of freckles over her straight nose. 
 
   The freckles reminds him of Adrianna, and his heart beats harder. 
 
   As is the norm, both females have a healthy dose of prejudice against him and Zeke.
 
   That makes sense, because nothing good circulates about the Reds. Alaska is overrun with Reds, and they don't behave like a proper den. Instead, they run in immature, un-led packs, selecting mates indiscriminately. They've given all Reds everywhere a bad name. 
 
   Zeke keeps a watchful eye on the young female, as he should. She's shown a prowess for self-defense atypical of female Weres, though Alpha females are known for their contentious streak.
 
   Slash grins.
 
   Tahlia notices and asks what's so funny.
 
   “Nothing is funny. I'm thinking about how interesting it will be for you to meet Adrianna.”
 
   Her faces screws up into a frown.
 
   Zeke covers a smile with a cough and Tessa, appearing more jaded than all of them, looks between the two males and narrows her eyes. 
 
   “I know you're not going to hurt us,” she begins, and Zeke's expressive face gives him away.
 
   Tessa stops hiking and crosses her arms. “Listen, I already told you. Two females are alone, then two wolfen males pop up like jack-in-the-Weres and don't let us know if they're friends…”
 
   “We obviously assume you are foes,” Tahlia says with a touch of arrogance in her voice.
 
   Zeke glowers but says, “Obviously. Hated the talon swipe. Hurts like a bitch. Heals like hell.”
 
   Slash chuckles. Zeke rolls with circumstances—a critical component to surviving in their supernatural reality. 
 
   “Anyway,” Tessa drawls, “that doesn't mean I don't need any background about where we'll be taking temporary shelter. What is expected of us?”
 
   Another full look passes between him and Zeke.
 
   “Okay, who stepped on your puppy?” Tessa asks.
 
   Tahlia looks around.
 
    “I don't see any dogs.” Then she smirks, giving a significant look at the two males in wolfen form.
 
   “It's an expression,” Tessa says with a proper amount of impatience. 
 
   Zeke scowls at Tahlia. “You speak your opinion without any fear of reprisal.”
 
   Tahlia clasps her hands behind her back. “And you can speak. I was beginning to wonder.”
 
   Their stares clash, and Zeke marches over to Tahlia. She tilts her face upward. 
 
   An expression of panic washes over Tessa's face. 
 
   Tahlia's either stupid or brave. 
 
   Or both.
 
   Zeke is a foot and a half taller than Tahlia is. He looms over her, and with a low growl, he moves as though to speak.
 
   Tahlia tips her head back, exposing the smooth skin of her throat to Zeke. “You would harm me because of my sharp tongue?” she whispers.
 
   Zeke sways forward, as if he's in a dreamlike state. “Not harm—no.”
 
   He grips her shoulders and sinks his short snout into the crook of her neck, letting out a low growl.
 
   The posturing has gone on long enough.
 
   “Do something,” Tessa says, and Slash sprints the short distance to the pair.
 
   Zeke's snout comes away from her neck, and she sinks against him, sliding her arms around his waist.
 
   Fuck.
 
   His eyes spin like emerald fire at Slash, but the revolutions are too fast to track. “Keep your distance.”
 
   Slash tenses. “Let the Lanarre go.”
 
   Her defiant gaze moves to Slash. “I do not wish to.”
 
   “Tahlia,” Tessa warns, “this is dangerous.”
 
   Zeke presses his snout against Tahlia's hair, scenting deeply of her. 
 
   “She nearly decapitated you,” Slash says.
 
   Zeke ignores him.
 
   Slash exhales in disgust. “You're drunk from her scent. Step away.”
 
   Zeke growls in challenge. Slash has no desire to injure or kill his newest second.
 
   He gives the Lanarre the contemptuous look she deserves. 
 
   Tahlia sniffs at him. “Do not look down on me, Red.”
 
   Slash folds his arms as his second rolls in her scent. Zeke's snout disappears underneath her hair, and he only comes up for air to press his nose in another unscented spot. 
 
   “He is a good Were. Do not charm him.”
 
   Tahlia smiles. “Shall I charm you?”
 
   “Won't work, whelp. You're too young, I'm too pure, and I have a female.”
 
   Tahlia pouts, and the expression makes her look even younger than she is. She plays childish games with dangerous players.
 
   Grudgingly, she loosens her hold on Zeke and steps away. He tries to follow.
 
   “Zeke!” Slash says in a sharp voice. 
 
   The Were’s head jerks. He shakes it as though he were asleep. In a way, he was.
 
   The Lanarre placed at the pinnacle of their species is a danger. With other lesser Were, they are treacherous. Zeke's mixed heritage make him vulnerable to her compulsions.
 
   Zeke gazes at Tahlia. Slash watches his expression change from one of dumb thrall, as he’s seen a human look at a vamp, to one of anger. “That is not right.”
 
   Tahlia shrugs. “It's important you know with whom you deal.”
 
   “Where is the selfless girl that saved my life?” Tessa asks with a touch of sadness in her voice.
 
   Tahlia's expression hardens. “I will not be ruled by males. Or anyone. My chosen, Drek—he is the only male who stands over me. I am Lanarre.”
 
   Tessa makes a sound of distaste. “Well, good for you. I am a rogue Alpha who's been followed for two decades by a packmaster who doesn't care how I feel—that I think independently at all.” Her eyes bore into Tahlia's. “But I'm not going to do a catnip routine on all males because of one male.”
 
   Amen to that. Slash enjoys Tessa's spirit. “Catnip?”
 
   Zeke chuckles. “I like you,” he says to Tessa.
 
   “Thanks, but don't get any ideas.”
 
   Slash laughs and turns to walk back toward Region One.
 
   “How much longer?” Tahlia asks after an awkward silent ten minutes of marching through the woods.
 
   Very young.
 
   “We'll be there when we get there.”
 
   Whelps.
 
    
 
   *
 
   Julia 
 
    
 
   She spots them first, which is amazing, considering all the others in the group have eyesight better than hers.
 
    Julia jogs out to meet Slash and Zeke.
 
   She takes in the two women who they're walking with. Julia doesn't miss the healing talon marks at Zeke's throat, either.
 
   Jason is there before she can open her mouth, his arm straying in front of her. “Whoa, babe. Let's see what's what.”
 
   Of course, he's right, but Julia's emotional upkeep is taking its toll. She doesn't want to follow rules or keep how she feels silent. Scott has returned. 
 
   Her people are dead.
 
   Julia badly wants to be in charge of her destiny. And she will be if it's the last thing she does.
 
   “Don't baby me, Jason,” Julia says, scooting around his arm.
 
   He sighs. 
 
   “Uh-huh, ’cause you're not a danger magnet or some such shit?”
 
   Julia ignores him, and Slash, who's normally quiet, pipes up, “These are some stray Were we picked up on our perimeter sweep.” He jerks a thumb at the young women behind him.
 
   Julia stares openly.
 
    A couple of years ago, she would have made a stab at being polite. Three years in the supernatural world has all but scrubbed away the human niceties.
 
   The younger one is striking. Her large wide-set eyes have the barest almond shape and an almost violet hue. Dark ringlets spiral out and away from her face, overwhelming her slim body. Her nose is straight; her lips, full.
 
   They look fuller for the pouting.
 
   It makes her look about twelve, though Julia is pretty good at guessing age, and she thinks the girl is closer to twenty. But if she's Were, that could be way off. Julia's gaze latches on to the older woman. Her long hair is as dark as night, and her startling gray eyes are not light as Victor's were. They are the color of a coming storm.
 
   She meets Julia's stare unblinkingly.
 
   Alpha for sure.
 
   “I'm Julia,” she says with a smile.
 
   “Tessa,” the young woman replies.
 
   The younger introduces herself as Tahlia.
 
    She has some kind of accent, which Julia can't pinpoint.
 
   “I'm sure that Slash and Zeke didn't bring you back here because everything's all hunky-dory.”
 
   Tessa grins suddenly, and the expression softens her face. “No, you've got that right. But I'll be honest.”
 
   Well, thank heaven for that.
 
   “I don't want to bring what I've got chasing me down on you guys.” Her worried eyes fall on Julia.
 
   Julia frowns. Nope, Region One sure doesn't need any more bad crap. But she won’t turn away defenseless women.
 
   Her eyes stray to Zeke's neck. Maybe not so defenseless.
 
   Jason's strong hands move to Julia's shoulders. “Up to you.”
 
   Isn't it always?
 
   Tessa's expression is neutral and Julia can't read Tahlia's. 
 
   “You're welcome to stay here if you don't mind a little work.” Julia's mouth twists. “Or a lot.”
 
   Tessa's shoulders drop, and she lets out a sigh of obvious relief. Julia turns to Tahlia, who looks untroubled. Her deep poise is weird for somebody so young, and Julia is very interested to hear why a young female Were is away from her den. It makes zero sense. Julia remembers how closely they guarded her when she was at the Northwestern den. 
 
   Julia steps forward and shakes hands with the women. The constant chattering white noise inside her brain intensifies unmercifully for a moment then subsides. She takes a shaky breath and smiles, despite the ESP distraction.
 
   Being a telepath can be a liability. And when it comes to the Were, it's like bad noise that fills her head and makes it hurt.
 
   “You okay?” Jason asks in a low voice, and Tessa's ears perk. 
 
   Julia nods, rubbing her temples. “Yeah.” She shakes off the disquieting telepathic current. “I bet you guys are hungry?” she asks, taking the focus off herself.
 
   “Starved,” Tessa admits with a grateful smile.
 
   “I could eat,” Tahlia says.
 
   “Great, follow me.” Julia turns around and without waiting for anyone, makes her way back to the kitchen.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The guilt is there, but Julia ignores it. She wants to see Scott. 
 
   She's pulled to him like a moth to a flame. Though the soul-meld was wiped out in faerie, Julia wonders if something still remains. 
 
   It's possible the tie is the reason why she never really grieved when Tom Harriet took him. Julia must've known, deep down, that he was still alive.
 
   And she's glad. Julia's married to Jason, but she's happy Scott's alive and that he's here.
 
    Her feelings are still kind of a mess.
 
   Julia gets the women settled and moves quietly through the mansion without a guide, until she reaches a closed door on the second floor. She's never been inside this room before. The house is over seven thousand square feet, probably closer to eight. There are two dozen rooms, nine bedrooms and six bathrooms. 
 
   Scott could be anywhere.
 
   She lays the flat of her palm on the polished wood door. Her every sense has come alive and they're raw.
 
   “Come in, Julia,” Scott says.
 
   She sighs and turns the crystal knob, swinging the door wide.
 
   Scott's propped up on pillows.
 
   Julia doesn't speak to the weirdness between them. Instead, she asks about something safe. “How's the leg?”
 
   Scott shrugs. “It'll be good soon.”
 
   Julia looks at her feet. “How soon?” When she looks up, Scott's right in front of her. In. Front. Of. Her.
 
   Julia jerks her chin back. “What—what are you doing? How'd you move that fast?”
 
   Scott doesn't say anything. His hand moves to her shoulder and floats down to her wrist, then his fingers twine with hers. 
 
   The breath she's been holding slides out in defeat. She forgot Scott is so tall, so big—and so terribly dangerous. 
 
   But he’s not dangerous to her, never to her.
 
   His injured eye has healed enough to open, and his dark gaze finds hers. His hand moves to her jaw, and he feathers his thumb along its edge.
 
   “Did you believe what Tharell told you?”
 
   She didn’t expect the question. Julia shakes her head because she can't think. She's numb with what his touch means. Inert like unshaped clay.
 
   This can't be happening. Julia was so sure she had it figured out. That her path was set. 
 
   Scott grasps her chin, moving it gently so their eyes lock. “That a soul-meld could be thrown away because we were in a faerie mound?” His voice is rife with disbelief. “What in the hell did he think would happen once we left?” Scott's brows come together at the apparent obviousness of it all.
 
   “I guess…” Julia tries to retreat from his embrace, and it's like stepping out of warm bathwater into a cold bathroom.
 
    I don't want to go.
 
    “I assumed…”
 
   Scott's eyebrows jam tighter. “Uh-huh. You know what they say about assuming.”
 
   Julia makes an inarticulate noise as he buries his fingers in her hair. He makes a fist, twisting the tendrils, creating a sensation just shy of true pain. 
 
   “It makes an ass,” he whispers against her temple, “out of you…”
 
   He kisses her there, and she whimpers, “And me.”
 
   Then his lips are on hers, and Julia forgets she's married to another man or that Scott's been tortured by an insane Were.
 
   The wet heat of his kiss is all that exists in the entire universe. And the soul-meld locks into place once more, as if it never left.
 
   Julia should mourn its return.
 
   But when the soul's other piece has found its mate, there is no grief—only joy.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWELVE
 
   Praile
 
    
 
   Lazarus pulls up behind a vintage 1960s vehicle and parks.
 
   Good era, Praile remembers. So much simpler to sway the innocent then. Now humanity is so cynical, he can hardly take pleasure in showing the masses the path to Hades. Happily, many are already on a one-way course.
 
   Lazarus inhales deeply. He rolled down the driver's window as they slowed. “Were. Female.” He closes his eyes. “Two.”
 
   Praile frowns. Those are not the words he was hoping to hear. Praile swings the car door open and winces as the material of his shirt tears away from his wounds 
 
   Fucking lashes.
 
   Gravel crunches under his stiff running shoes as he walks around to the passenger-side door. The car has fins near the trunk and has been well-preserved.
 
   Curiously, it’s abandoned.
 
   Praile does not believe in coincidence of any kind. He pops open the door and peers inside.
 
   “What's happened here?” he fires at Lazarus.
 
   His bright-blue gaze pins Praile from across the seat as he leans in opposite him. Praile has always known of Lazarus's hate for him, but he is oh-so-careful about letting it manifest visibly.
 
   “Give me a moment, and I will try to discern what's happened.”
 
    The thread of irritation buried in that neutral voice pleases Praile. 
 
   “I wish to determine where the High One's hidey-hole is.”
 
   Lazarus gives a mild exhale of utter irritation.
 
   “Problem, Lazarus?”
 
   His eyes shift away, and Praile knows the movement makes it more difficult for Praile to read emotion. Clever demon.
 
   “No.”
 
   Liar. Praile's nostrils flare, smelling the untruth.
 
   Lazarus holds up a palm. “I am aware of what the end game is, Praile.”
 
   “Good. Do not lie to me again.”
 
   Lazarus says nothing. His eyes close, and he inhales in short chuffs. Finally, his eyelids sweep open, icy-blue irises blazing. 
 
   “One female is a Lanarre.”
 
   Praile whistles, delighted at the revelation. Then his eyebrows drop. He palms his chin with undisguised talons. “What is Lycan royalty doing cavorting about?”
 
   Lazarus shrugs. “It's not important, really. What is—is the women marked their territory and left this fine stolen vehicle behind.”
 
   Praile swivels his head to Lazarus in a hard glance of interest. “Really?”
 
   Lazarus nods. “Really. And two Red Weres accompany them.”
 
   “Fantastic,” Praile breathes out reverently. “This is wonderful news.”
 
   Lazarus's lips lift.
 
   Praile waves his palm around. “You know what I mean.”
 
   “I do.” Lazarus frowns suddenly. “Why are you not maintaining your form?”
 
   It's not as easy for me, fool.
 
   Of course, Lazarus is no fool and gives him a knowing look.
 
   Praile shrugs. “I will slip my human shield on when we near Region One. I only need to employ it for a short time. The Angelic who remain will not know of our deceit if we're not in our true from.”
 
   In battle, the demonic must be in their true form. In all other things, the parody of humanity is perfect. 
 
   Praile sighs. “To know that the High One and the blood babe are finally here after all this time.” Praile's gaze spears Lazarus and he gives a smug nod. “The world is our oyster, Lazarus.”
 
   Lazarus is silent. And that silence suits Praile. He mainly enjoys listening to himself. He needs no other audience.
 
   They lock both cars and walk into the woods. Praile knows everything will soon be within reach, even the swollen promises made by the Master.
 
    
 
   *
 
   Julia
 
    
 
   “Scott!” Julia shoves him away, freaking. 
 
   He's been tortured and has a broken leg. 
 
   She's all sorts of miserable.
 
   He laughs.
 
   “Oh, my God.” Her voice trembles, and she puts her shaking hand over her scorched lips. “So not funny.”
 
   Scott sobers. “Sorry. I guess I'm just a little fucking giddy about surviving Harriet's treatment, escaping and coming back here to you.”
 
   His hand finds her nape and applies a tender squeeze. 
 
   Julia moans. “This is so bad. You can't be happy to come back to me. There is no us.”
 
   “No,” he whispers. “It's so good—right.”
 
   He leans down and peppers kisses on her forehead. His hot lips move to each eyelid, and she feels his eyelashes brush against her own.
 
   “And my asshole brothers. I was actually beginning to miss those guys,” Scott says softly with a smile in his voice.
 
   It's cold water on all Julia's senses.
 
   Scott doesn't know about his father. Brendan, Jen—Michael. 
 
   Oh no.
 
   Scott watches emotions run across her face, fleeing for safety from his perceptive gaze.
 
   His fingers tighten on her shoulders, sensing her morbidity. “What the hell has you looking at me like that?” Dark eyes pull at her, and Julia's drowning in all that deep brown.
 
   Lightheadedness swims close.
 
   “Julia, I'm sorry.” Scott drags her over to the bed and gently lays her down. 
 
   She notices his slight limp and smells the soap he's used since his return.
 
   What's wrong with me?
 
   He takes both her hands. “Now tell me what's happening?”
 
   “You noticed we don't have many people?”
 
   “Ah, no. I noticed we have an assload of Region Two Singers. And let's face it. Observation skills were on the down low.” His gaze moves over Julia's face, coming to rest on her eyes. 
 
   Scott stands up, realization making swift work of his face. “Dad?”
 
   Julia doesn't look away. 
 
   She counts it as the hardest thing she's ever done. “I don't have a good way to tell you.”
 
   His expression morphs to granite, and he touches the top of her head lightly to take the sting out of his words. “Spit it out.”
 
   “He's gone, Scott. Tony killed him.”
 
   “Tony? The apeshit Were that tortured my—Jacqueline?”
 
   Julia nods miserably. “Yeah,” she answers softly.
 
   Scott slowly lowers himself to the bed and puts his face in his hands. A full minute pounds by silently. 
 
   He rolls his face in his hands to look at her. The bruises are already fading, but they're gruesome splashes of dying yellow on his skin. “I'm not ready for this shit.”
 
   Julia sits up, feels like puking, swallows, and plows forward. “What shit?”
 
   Scott gives a wan smile. “If he's gone, I am the head of Region One. Only royal blood can rule. And—” He clears his throat. “He will be missed. I can't believe he's gone.”
 
   They stare at each other. 
 
   Scott's face changes as the wheels of his fine mind turn, no doubt thinking about what it would mean if Marcus were gone. She sees when he realizes her omission, and that his siblings are absent from the mansion.
 
   “Don't tell me, Julia.”
 
   Julia's tears don't even burn to warn her. Like escaped convicts, they run down her face, away from the prison of her eyes, then conspire together at her collarbone.
 
    She cries for them both, and it's still not enough. 
 
   “What happened? What the fuck happened to my family?” He cups his large hand at the back of her head, keeping a grip on her nape.
 
   Julia begins speaking.
 
    When she's done, there's a void in her that wasn't there before.
 
    Julia recognizes it for what it is—that part of Scott that she owns, just as he owns a piece of her.
 
   He's empty, and now, so is she.
 
   So empty. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “Do you want something to eat?” Julia finally asks.
 
   Scott shakes his head.
 
   Julia puts a hand over her stomach. It still hurts. She looks at Scott.
 
   “I feel your hunger under all this.” Julia waves her hand around, symbolically encompassing all the weighted grief that's been aired between them. 
 
   “Maybe,” Scott replies ruefully. “But who cares about the hole in your gut when the one in your heart's twice as big? Who gives a fat fuck?” he yells.
 
   Julia yelps in surprise, scooting back from him. 
 
   Scott picks up the nearest thing and hurls it into the wall. Then he throws another. Glass shatters and flies. Shards embed themselves into whatever they can.
 
   One spears Julia's palm as she hides behind her hands.
 
   She hears a gasp but doesn't move. Julia rides out his justified rage in a safe spot against the headboard of the bed.
 
   “Oh, Julia, I'm sorry,” he says, plucking out the glass.
 
   A teardrop of blood wells from her palm.
 
   His eyes are bright with his sorrow. His cheekbones flame with the blood pumping so freely with the river of his anger. 
 
   “It's okay,” she whispers.
 
   “No, I—let me heal this.”
 
   Scott breathes over her hand and the blood stops flowing. He kisses the center of the wound and it begins to close.
 
   “Oh, wow… wow.”
 
   “It's a bennie,” Scott says. 
 
   “It's real, isn't it?” she asks, scared to look at his eyes for what she'll see there. She looks up anyway.
 
   He nods. “No one can heal you beside a Singer Healer.”
 
   She swallows painfully. “And… my soul-meld.”
 
   Something occurs to Julia, something besides the new mess she currently finds herself in.
 
   “You just made a bunch of noise.”
 
   He blows out an exhale, ripping a hand over his short hair, clearly not getting the relevance. “Yup.”
 
   “Nobody came.”
 
   Scott cocks his head. “You're right.”
 
   He stands, towing Julia with him. “You said Tony”—his chin dips, and Julia tries to notice everything but the standing water in his eyes—“killed everyone?”
 
   Julia nods. “Well, there were a handful of Region One Singers, but…” She spreads her hands away from her body. “I'm sorry,” she barely gets out.
 
   Scott's brows knit. “I don't understand why no one hid in the bunker?” He shakes his head.
 
   Pain flares in Julia's chest. Instant and sharp, it pierces her. 
 
   Scott grabs her. “What? What is it?”
 
   “What bunker?” she whispers urgently.
 
   Scott blinks slowly. “The bunker that stays vacuum-locked for seventy-two hours after entry. No one gets in. No one gets out. Period.”
 
   “Julia!” Jason yells, rushing into the room.
 
   She turns with a guilty jump, and his eyes travel from her to Scott. They narrow, missing nothing and seeing stuff she can't explain. She doesn't want to.
 
   Scott drops Julia's hands, and she's grateful, even though she feels as if they've been amputated without his touch. 
 
   Oh, God.
 
   “What—” She clears her throat, barely able to meet the eyes of the man she loves—or thought she loved. “What is it?”
 
   Jason walks to her and takes the hands Scott just dropped. “There's more survivors.”
 
   Scott says nothing. His silence speaks for him.
 
   Jason flicks a glance Scott's way and Julia notes the chill in that hazel glance.
 
   “Scott knows.”
 
   “Right. Well, his sister and Michael are alive. And Victor too. They were stowed away in some nuclear shelter thing.”
 
   Scott's instant grin is contagious. 
 
   Before she knows it, Julia can't wipe its twin off her face. 
 
   Jason throws an arm around Julia's shoulders. “They're prepared. I'll give them that.” His hand flips up, and his fingertips curl around her shoulder. “Victor says he gathered the royalty together, and as many women and children that he could. They've been down there three days.”
 
   Julia makes a face thinking about that—but they're alive.
 
   Jason laughs. “Don't get all grossed out, Jules. They had a bathroom, food, running water. It's a damn underground Hilton.”
 
   Scott says, “I wouldn't go that far. It has only the supplies needed for the seventy-two-hour time frame and no more.”
 
   “Still!” Jason swings his hands up, piercing Julia with his hazel gaze. “Great news, huh?” He grabs her neck and pulls her against him, pressing a gentle kiss against her forehead, right over the crescent-shaped scar.
 
   It is great news.
 
   So why do I feel so sad?
 
   Jason keeps one of her hands and tows her out of Scott's bedroom.
 
   Julia glances over her shoulder. Scott's lips are in a flat hard line; his eyes are fixed on their joined hands.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
   Slash
 
    
 
   Slash is vaguely pessimistic by nature, but he would admit that seeing those Singers, twenty in all, climb out of a trapdoor in a well-hidden spot under the mansion lifted his sagging spirits. With so many Singers gone, there was no one left to alert them to the survival quarters. Scott returned, and the surprise existence of additional survivors brought levity to a grim climate.
 
   Anthony Laurent moved through the Region One Singers, using his demonic saber like a knife through butter. Tony struck down Victor, but the Were was apparently in a rush—he missed Victor’s carotid artery by a fraction. Victor laid in a pool of his blood while the Were kicked him in the balls. 
 
   Thinking about Tony makes Slash's blood boil. He would kill him again if the chance was served up.
 
   Fortunately, he's gone, and Victor has mighty recuperative powers.
 
   Slash had barely managed to heal himself enough to function when he saw what Tony was doing to the others. Victor cut his losses.
 
    Cold but pragmatic, Victor headed straight to where he assumed the most important Singers would congregate. He was able to save Jen and Michael.
 
   Slash scans the faces of those who survived. Everyone is somber, as they should be. 
 
   That's how Slash would feel if he'd listened to the screams, begging, and pleas for mercy while Tony rained death down upon their heads.
 
   “This is so sad,” Adrianna says and he takes her hand in his.
 
   She squeezes Slash's fingers. Unfamiliar heat blooms in his chest where an emptiness was before. It hurts, though it feels right. 
 
   Slash won't discuss their evolving relationship. He can't. It'll make the hope into solid reality by speaking of it. Instead, he discusses more neutral matters. “It's better that they're alive. More Singers survived than we presumed, important ones.”
 
   He studies Julia as she greets everyone, and Slash inhales sharply. Something is off with her scent—he can't place it. He takes in the survivors, and his eyes come to rest on Jason, who was formally feral. He frowns.
 
   Finally, his attention shifts to Scott as he scoops his sister into a tight embrace. Slash smells healing injuries. But they're faded, scenting of old wounds, though Slash knows they're not. A Combatant can heal almost as quickly as a Were. Good thing for him. 
 
   As if Scott intuits Slash's thoughts, Scott gives a chin lift over Jen's shoulder, meeting Slash’s eyes. He bares his teeth slightly, sucking in a few quick chuffs. He scents something that makes his eyes snap to Julia.
 
   Their scents have mingled—Scott and Julia's.
 
   Slash's chin lowers, and he breaks eye contact, exhaling in frustration. This will complicate things. And he knows just the person to discuss it with. The others probably haven’t scented anything yet. As a pureblood Red, Slash’s scenting abilities far surpass anyone's. 
 
   Julia and Scott will already be aware of what's happened. Whether they've told anyone outside of their pairing, Slash doesn't know. He glances at Jason again, and the tight set of his jaw and his standoffish posture tells Slash that Jason suspects something is brewing.
 
   “What is it?” Adrianna asks, searching his face, following his gaze like a tennis match gone wrong.
 
   He cracks a smile. 
 
   “Besides the obvious?”
 
   One side of her mouth lifts, and he's reminded of why he loves her. She's not classically beautiful, more like a pixie—cute and feisty. Still, she's the female for him. Blood calls to blood. There's no denying the primal absolutism of blood.
 
   “Yeah,” she replies softly. “You're looking awfully down for a buttload of Singers to have been found. I mean, this is great news. A Combatant is alive. Scott's brother and sister…”
 
   “Michael's an asshole,” Slash says without rancor.
 
   “True.” She smirks. “But we need all the color we can get right now. He's a smart ass, and he's obsessed with candy, but there's worse things.” She shrugs.
 
   Julia disengages from the little circle of rejoicing Singers and slowly walks toward Slash.
 
   “Hey,” she says with a smile.
 
   Do you know your soul-meld is back online?
 
   “Hi,” he replies.
 
   Adrianna looks between the two of them. “Got some serious shit to sling? Okay, I know when I'm not wanted.”
 
   “Adrianna—” Slash begins.
 
   She twirls around, grabbing his hand. “It's cool, stud. Chill. I'll make myself busy.”
 
   That's what I'm afraid of.
 
   Julia watches his eyes on Adrianna as she walks off. “She'll be fine, ya know.”
 
   He nods. But because he’s an Alpha Red male, his instinct isn't a light switch to flick on and off. He will worry. When Adrianna is not in his presence, she will be on his mind.
 
   Slash gives a rueful smile. “The wolf in me can't accept that.”
 
   Julia nods, frowning. 
 
   “What's on your mind?”
 
   “Scenting,” she replies immediately.
 
   Slash's eyebrow jerks up. “For what?”
 
   He smells her nervousness like a faint perfume in the air. He wonders if Julia knows his suspicions or if she’s come to him for something entirely different.
 
   “I—I need to know who is actually dead. A head count of sorts.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   Julia's face becomes apologetic. “I know it's a gruesome request…”
 
   “Yes.” It's the truth, and Slash won't sugarcoat it. 
 
   Julia's face falls.
 
   “But I'm the Were for the job.” His eyes scan the grounds, instinctively looking for Truman. He finds him hanging around with the sharp-tongued Singer-Were, Cynthia. 
 
   “Truman would be an excellent choice—or Zeke. Between the two or three of us, I think we can account for the casualties.”
 
   “I need to know, for closure,” Julia explains in a voice ground down by tears and heartache. 
 
   “I understand.” His face smoothes as he changes the subject. “Good news about the Singers.”
 
   She nods, and a soft sigh escapes. “It is, but—” She runs a hand over hair that's still damp from a shower. “I don't want any more surprises.” Her luminous, cat-like eyes lock with his.
 
   Slash folds his arms and dips his chin with acquiesce. “If there are supernaturals to find or save—ones who may still be living? We'll find them.”
 
   Another relieved breath leaks out of her. “Thank you, Slash.”
 
   “Welcome.”
 
   His eyes narrow on her. Anxiety fills his nostrils. “I know,” he admits quietly.
 
   Sudden color splashes against the pale skin of her face. “Oh.” 
 
   Julia's head lowers, and long, champagne-colored hair swings forward, obscuring her expression.
 
   “When will you tell him?” Slash asks.
 
   She glances at him. “Pretty soon. He'll eventually scent the change anyway,” she mutters.
 
   Slash tenses. Serving up raw truth always feels wrong, but he doesn't know another way. “That's not what I'm asking.”
 
   Her chin jerks up, eyes fierce. “Do you think I like this back-and-forth shit? I hate it.” Her voice hits the last word like a punch to the gut. “But there's nothing I can do. Tharell told us that the magic of faerie negated the soul-meld.”
 
   “Tharell's a liar, fey or not,” Slash grinds out, still pissed the Sidhe was allowed to live. Better to lop off his head and burn his ass to ashes.
 
   Julia meets his eyes. “The fey don't lie.”
 
   Slash jerks his head back at those words and the silence stretches between them.
 
   “So you think he told you what was true for that time?”
 
   Julia nods. “Exactly. By the time faerie's proximity was less, so was its hold on our bond. Then Scott was taken. We never found out until now.”
 
   Julia grapples with her emotions like a wrestler losing on the mat. 
 
   Finally, she appears to win the momentary struggle with her feelings. “And when Scott came back, I believed I was just glad to see him. Yʼknow—relieved.” She twists her hands.
 
   Slash's lips lift, painfully pulling the pucker of scar tissue in his cupid's bow. “But you were too relieved.”
 
   Julia bites her lower lip and nods. “It's terrible. I'm the worst person on the planet.”
 
   Slash doesn't comfort others. He receives no comfort, either. He tries something new. “Maybe not the very worst.”
 
   Julia laughs. “Gee, thanks. You're a real prince.”
 
   Slash frowns. “I was trying to offer a little…”
 
   “Salt in the wound?” She laughs, and it sounds like despair making a run for it.
 
   “No,” he says gravely. “I don't take pleasure in your pain. For someone so young, you have a lot on your shoulders.”
 
   Slash steps closer, putting a light hand on her upper arm, in defiance of his earlier sentiment. “Listen to me. These huge responsibilities won't lessen. They'll grow more complex, bigger. Take a mate.” His eyes implore her to see reason. “Drop this human attitude and culture. It doesn't apply to us. You need a mate to help you carry these things that need attention.”
 
   “I can't choose between them, Slash.” Her eyes meet his, and he's momentarily startled by the swimming bourbon irises. “I can't believe I'm blabbing all this stuff to you.” She heaves a little self-conscious laugh.
 
   Slash shrugs. “I scented it. There's no denying”—he taps the side of his beak—“the discernment. Besides, I'm not a chatty guy.”
 
   Julia breaks into a grin. “That, I know.”
 
   “Good.” 
 
   They stare at each other for a handful of seconds. “I'll let you know. I have my own reasons to want to know who lives.”
 
   Julia's eyebrows pop. “Can I know what those are?”
 
   He deliberates, unsure about whether to confide. 
 
   Slash is not an easy male. 
 
   He looks at Julia. Yet, she is not an easy female. 
 
   They make quite a pair.
 
   “If Adrianna's packmaster is dead, she is free to mate with me.”
 
   “Wow,” Julia says softly, seemingly stunned.
 
   Slash feels his face heat. He understands her surprise, of course. That one as ugly as he would even imagine a life with a female like Adrianna is foolish.
 
   But love is foolish. Love knows no bounds or reason. Love simply is. It grows from the fertile garden of the heart like a stubborn flower, to be adored by the recipient or rejected so the blooms can wilt in the shade of unrequited love.
 
   He casts his eyes to the ground. “I don't deserve her.” His voice is gruff, and Slash hears the shrug of dismissal in his own words.
 
   “No, Slash. That's not it,” Julia says, lightly touching his arm.
 
   He looks up, seeing the compassion in her face, and looks swiftly away. 
 
   Slash doesn't need anybody's fucking pity. “I understand how I look. I get that I'm not a prize to be won.”
 
   “Hey,” Julia says in a sharp voice, and he reluctantly turns to face her again. “Scars do not define the man, Slash.”
 
   He heaves a painful breath, jerking it from air that's grown thick with his regret about confessing to anyone. He should have kept his own council.
 
   “She's from another pack. The home den mates with their own females,” he explains.
 
   “Pfft,” Julia says with obvious disdain. “That's dumb.”
 
   Slash smiles blandly. “It is what it has always been.”
 
   “Well, if Lawrence isn't here to lay down the letter of the law, who's to stop you from marrying Adi?”
 
   “Mating,” he corrects.
 
   “Right,” she says with a smile. 
 
   Slash taps his temple. “You're still very human in your thought process.”
 
   “Maybe, but all that stuff is on my mind at the moment.”
 
   He nods. “No one is here to stop us. That's exactly my motivation for seeing it through. Though I would have done it for the asking.”
 
   Julia squeezes his forearm. “I know it. And I know Karl will help. He was a cop, after all.”
 
   Julia steps closer, and he looks down into her face—a face without guile. It makes him anxious to see someone so fragile lead so many.
 
   “Does Adi know how you feel?”
 
   His eyes don't flinch under Julia's intense scrutiny.
 
   “Unfortunately, yes.”
 
   “Why, ʻunfortunatelyʼ?”
 
   Slash drags a hand over his short hair as he gives a harsh exhale, and Julia steps back, sensing the space he needs. 
 
   “She could do better. I am selfish in my pursuit.”
 
   “You're honest. And that's what Adi needs. You forget, I lived in that den for a while, and they were letting Tony rule the roost. Jason was locked up like an animal. If it hadn't been for Manny, I don't know what would have happened. Lawrence, in my opinion, was a weak leader, letting the Were kill each other for their stupid rites and treating the females like a commodity. I wasn't a fan.”
 
   Slash is troubled but not surprised. There simply aren’t enough females. It's a cross-species dilemma. Slash has often wondered if the dwindling number of females is a type of natural selection in the supernatural realm. Nature does population control while affording extra protection for the females by making sure there were more than enough males to provide that protection. But it leads to corruption within the Were leadership.
 
   “If Lawrence is gone, there will be no opposition. If he is not, I will appeal for the right to mate with Adrianna. In the meantime, Truman, Zeke and I will scent the deceased. I don't know everyone's unique scent, but I can identify the Were and give a count of how many Singers—”
 
   Julia holds up her hand. “Thank you. Please, don't tell anyone what I've asked you to do. It's a grisly task, and emotions are already running high. People are just waiting for something else to wail and gnash. And”—Julia's eyes fill with tears—“I don't blame them one little bit.”
 
   Salt permeates the air, and Slash speaks to a point above her shoulder. “There is good in all of it. More Singers are alive. Tessa and Tahlia are solid additions.”
 
   Julia's brows furrow. “Yeah. What's their story?” She wipes tears from her face.
 
   Slash throws a hard glance her way, his hands going to his hips. 
 
   “Whoa—that bad?”
 
   Slash shakes his head. “No. It's not bad, but it's not perfect, either. The whelp—”
 
   “Tahlia? Is she really a whelp?”
 
   Slash's mouth twists into a smile. “No. But she is hardly more than one. She is Lanarre.”
 
   Julia's looks surprised. “I remember what that is. When I was bored out of my mind and semi-prisoner at the Northwestern pack, I read the Lycan history.” Her frown turns to a confused scowl. “But a female Lanarre running around without guardians? From what I can recall, they are not unguarded until mated.”
 
   “Her guardians were murdered.”
 
   Her scowl deepens. “By who?”
 
   “Who do you think?” Slash asks.
 
   Julia shrugs, her expression puzzled. “I have no idea.”
 
   “Tony.”
 
   “Oh crap.” Julia shudders. “What an evil guy he was.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Julia cups her elbows. “So, we're taking care of Tahlia until the Lanarre find us and kick our asses for having her?”
 
   Slash barks out a laugh. “Pretty much.”
 
   “Great.”
 
   “It gets better.”
 
   Julia groans, and he's sympathetic.
 
   “She was traveling to mate with her chosen.”
 
   Horror bleeds over Julia’s face, her eyes widening. “Oh, wow.”
 
   Slash nods. “Basically, he's the prince of another Lanarre pack.”
 
   Julia's arms fall by her sides, palms out. “Does she want to marry this guy?”
 
   “Don't you have enough politics to worry about?” Slash asks.
 
   “Are you teasing me?”
 
   Slash nods, allowing a smile to touch his lips. “A little.”
 
   “Hell, yes, I have enough. But, I don't want to just deliver Tahlia to this arranged-marriage dude—”
 
   “Drek.”
 
   “Okay, Drek. No, I want to her to be willing.”
 
   Neither one talk about the parallels to Julia's own circumstances. They don't need to.
 
   “Not our business. It's a Lanarre issue.”
 
   Her face puckers with distaste. “Uh-huh.”
 
   They're quiet for a time while Slash thinks. The Singers have moved inside the house to presumably eat and catch up more. Slash feels eyes on them, nonetheless. 
 
   He's sure Scott would not be out of eyesight, but within earshot. He doesn't scent Jason.
 
   “And Tessa?” Julia inquires suddenly.
 
   “She's on the run from the Western pack. Tramack.”
 
   “Weird name,” Julia says. “Why is he after her?”
 
   “Old-school pack.” Slash knows of the Western. They border the Northwestern's territory, though they don't co-exist well. 
 
   Julia's eyebrow lifts and she tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “What, like the Northwestern?”
 
   Slash shakes his head. “No. They hold to very old principles that are dangerously outdated. But again, it's not our pack. I don't have jurisdiction there. Tessa says she's been running for twenty years.” Slash gives her a sidelong glance. “There's a lot of dead Were in her wake.”
 
   Julia pulls a face, giving a surprised jerk of her chin. “Really?”
 
   “Yes. She's learned to survive and the males aren't allowed to use deadly force. Tramack wants her for himself.”
 
   Disgust replaces surprise. “What a mess.”
 
   I agree. “She'll be here temporarily then she'll have to move on.”
 
   “Why doesn't this dweeb give up?”
 
   Why indeed? Slash laughs abruptly then cuts it off. It's too somber tonight when he's on the brink of searching out death scents. His smile vanishes. 
 
   “Some Were become obsessed with a certain female, usually an Alpha. They can't think of anyone else. And, remember, there isn't a plethora of females.”
 
   “True, but who wants someone that doesn't want them?” Julia asks.
 
   Slash gives a hard smile. “Plenty.”
 
   He allows his expression to convey that she should have known the answer to that question. 
 
   Her face tightens when understanding dawns. 
 
   “Right.”
 
   Neither mention Tony.
 
   “I'll find the dead,” Slash says, ending the conversation.
 
   Julia nods sadly, giving him her back as she walks away.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
   Praile
 
    
 
   “Do it.”
 
   Lazarus lays his palms on Praile's ruined shirt. He hisses from the light contact.
 
   “The Master has commanded a three-quarter healing,” Lazarus reminds him.
 
   “I will deal with the Master. I cannot feign being a recovered Singer without this, Lazarus.”
 
   Seconds tick by, and Praile groans when the power of Lazarus’s healing washes through the rough cotton, seeping into the rawest part of the torn flesh. 
 
   Vapor rises as the bloom of health surfaces to the newly healed skin.
 
   Praile's head sinks forward, and he groans with relief, shuddering as the worst of the torment falls away. 
 
   Lazarus's hands lift, and Praile steps away, jerking the shirt from his skin.
 
   It's the equivalent of ripping off a Band-Aid. Fresh scabs come away with the material, and he howls.
 
   “Praile,” Lazarus begins to reprimand, and Praile turns again.
 
   They repeat a short bout of healing, and finally, Praile steps away the second time. His eyes search the woods, commanding the minions. 
 
   They slither out of the forest, tails high, horns long, their skin so dark it is black shadowed by red. 
 
   “Clothes,” Praile instructs with a bark.
 
   Lazarus quietly observes Praile making his way stiffly inside a new shirt. The waistband of the denims are drenched in his blood, and those must be replaced as well.
 
   “Make haste. The perimeter is guarded.”
 
   Praile rolls his eyes. “I know that. We must make the most of this charade. The pretense will only need to be maintained for a day, perhaps a few hours more. We move in, kill the High One, and steal the blood babe and its mother from under their grieving noses. It's glaringly simple, Lazarus.”
 
   Doubt lingers at the edges of Lazarus's altered face. “I don't have time to convince you.”
 
   “You are here to scent track every supernatural in the area. I want Tharell if he's still alive.”
 
   “He is.”
 
   “The Master will take great pleasure in a promise broken by the Sidhe. Tharell can be fileted over and over and shall never die.”
 
   Lazarus's expression is carefully neutral, but Praile can see what swims beneath: loathing mixed with a glimmer of fear. 
 
   “It will keep the Master very occupied.”
 
   Lazarus raises a pale-blond eyebrow. “And his lashes off your skin.”
 
   Praile gives Lazarus a considering look. “Precisely.”
 
   Praile turns and commands the low demons telepathically. They retreat into the woods to blend with the organic matter until summoned once more. They're barely sentient, but they have their uses. 
 
   Grunts for his bidding. Demonic meat shields in battle. 
 
   The demonic low females have even more diverse uses. Praile licks his lips with his forked tongue in both memory and anticipation.
 
   Soon. Soon he will leave this place and go back to his hot slice of dark heaven. There, he will feast at the Master's side once more, glowing in the adoration of a task well done. Tharell will be the literal whipping boy, the High One will be dead, and the last hope of the Singers will be snuffed out like a dying flame.
 
   Praile cackles in joy. His deeds are nearly done.
 
   He slips his cloak of false humanity over himself, rendering his skin, horns, and tail invisible. His tongue proves the most difficult. All his consonants come out with a hiss. He is a handsome demon. Yet—all the attributes of his attractiveness are a challenge to hide. Nevertheless, Praile makes short work of cloaking his true being.
 
   He will have to be constantly vigilant whenever he speaks. It wouldn't do to sound like a snake when he’s remanded to Region One.
 
   Just as he thought that, two Singer guards came upon him and Lazarus.
 
   Fortuitous.
 
   Praile and Lazarus raise their hands in an obvious gesture of truce.
 
   The Singer at the left asks, “Who are you?”
 
   “I'm Laz, from Region Two, and this is Peter”
 
   Praile contains his irritation at being given the ill-suited name he did not agree to.
 
   Good Lucifer. 
 
   The two Singers exchange a thoughtful glance. “How'd you get separated from Two?”
 
   Lazarus smiles, and Praile bites his lip to keep from laughing. His mirth would certainly reveal their deception. 
 
   “We became separated during the battle and have just made our way here.”
 
   The Singers look suspicious, but the story agrees with everything they know thus far.
 
    The Singer guards are not Angelic enough to have the veins that would alert them to the presence of cloaked demonics. 
 
   Fooling the High One will be a special bit of business.
 
    The faster I end her, the better for us all.
 
   “All right. We can use all the Singers we can get. You two follow us and shack up at Region One for the time being.”
 
   “Is the Rare One there?” Praile is dizzy with excitement about her impending death at his talons.
 
   Mild puzzlement knots the Singer's brows. “Of course.”
 
   “Good.” Praile nods, sensing Lazarus's discontent. “At least we have leadership after all the deaths.”
 
   The Singer's face smooths out, all suspicion gone. “Yes. It's the one positive in all the misery.”
 
   Praile gives a sad nod, as false as anything he's ever manifested. 
 
   They move ahead. He and Lazarus share a look of readiness behind their backs.
 
   They're nearly there. 
 
    
 
   *
 
   Tessa
 
    
 
   Tessa feels like a million bucks. A hot shower and some food have made her wolf want to roll on its back and have its belly scratched. However, Tessa doesn’t know anyone and decides it's better to take a walk down to the lake she spied earlier from a window instead of wallowing in her temporary reprieve.
 
   Tessa feels night pushing at the edges of the day, pregnant with yearning to birth the stars. 
 
   The moon beckons, just out of range, and Tessa sighs with longing. She can’t count how many months have passed since she was able to just be her animal without fear of capture.
 
   She has a chance to defend herself against males in her human form. But when in wolf form, the difference of genders is at its glaring fullest. In Tessa's opinion, the best advantage a female Were has going for her is the quarter-change. They look no different, but have heightened senses, strength, and speed. It's meant to be a protection against losing a whelp while pregnant, but the form can be conjured at will, without the moon.
 
   She's never attacked Tramack’s hounds while in human form. She met them all head on in her quarter-change form. They were at a disadvantage without their wolfen forms engaged. 
 
   And she brutally exploited it. 
 
   Tessa has no remorse. If Tramack allowed her freedom, she would no longer have to run. Sleeping in a different bed every two weeks, eat whatever she can forage—Tessa is merely existing. She simply takes sustenance, and breathing has begun to make her weary. 
 
   Pushing air in and out of her lungs is simply not enough in this life. Her will to live is slipping as Tramack gains ground in his chase. But as the moon begins to peek through clouds stretched thin like milky wounds, Tessa is happy for this moment. She is protected, and she has a full belly and a lighter heart than she's had in years.
 
   She's not a great musician, but she begins to whistle a melody—a tune she remembers from when she was a whelp.
 
    Her mother and father raised her from whelphood before they were killed in one of the tragic wars of her kind. Being an orphan is not unique to the Were.
 
   Maybe Were would be more fruitful if we stopped killing each other. Tessa thinks women could stop the wars if they were allowed to hold leadership roles. 
 
   The thing is, there simply aren't enough females to fulfill all the positions they should. Females are so scarce there's nothing soft to balance the hard. It's all raging testosterone. Battle, then sex, eat—rinse and repeat. 
 
   I know there's more.
 
   A bird lands on a branch not too far away and twitters a last song. He stays long enough to offer solace then leaps off the perch to roost just as true night lands with a soft sigh all around her.
 
   Tessa shivers inside the cooler nocturnal embrace, moving smoothly into quarter-change. Instantly, her higher body temperature warms her, and she rolls her shoulders back with an exhale of relief, comfortable again. 
 
   Her ears prick at the sound of approaching footsteps. She moves behind a tree that feeds directly from a lake, which is little more than a large pond. The water is beautiful, but the smells of death strangely linger. Her nose twitches with it. 
 
   Weird.
 
   Tessa sights four figures walking toward her position and moves deeper into the shadows. 
 
   In this form, her eyes function as though its daytime, and she's grateful anew for the blessings of the quarter-change.
 
   Two Singer guards, whose names she doesn’t know, move with purposeful strides toward the Singers’ large mansion. It looms at the top of a small hill, and Tessa watches lights pop on inside like many eyes, casting false warmth against the grounds. 
 
   The two men walking behind the Singers catch Tessa's interest. 
 
   They move stiffly as though unaccustomed to their own gait, especially the bizarre-looking one to the right. Tessa flares her nostrils but doesn't catch a scent. The man is like a vampire, who doesn't carry a scent. Though sometimes, vamps do smell vaguely like earth and snakes. Tessa frowns. 
 
   The one to the left is tall. His pale hair is some shade of blond in daylight, but in the moonlight, it is silver.
 
   His gaze flashes in her direction. His eyes are also light. 
 
   Tessa's heart thuds. He can't see me.
 
   Maybe he's a Tracker? Tessa doesn't enjoy being noseblind. No Were does. 
 
   Clearly he doesn't belong here, and neither does she.
 
   So they're equal. Tessa decides not to worry about it for now. 
 
   Something snaps behind her, and she whirls, talons spiking out of her fingertips in a painful burst. She's still in quarter by a thread. Tessa doesn't make a sound, planting her feet wide and crouching.
 
   Then she recognizes Tahlia.
 
   Tessa's embarrassed. She made a novice mistake by becoming so engrossed that she forgot her surroundings.
 
   “You're defending yourself against me?” Tahlia asks in disbelief.
 
   Tessa straightens, feeling a new flush of stupid. “No.” Her talons slide back, and the fine hairs at her nape smooth against her sensitive skin. “I didn't scent you.”
 
   “Sloppy,” Tahlia remarks with a little smile.
 
   Tessa scowls. 
 
   “Thanks for nothing.”
 
   “Don't be cross. I think it's odd you missed me, is all.” She hikes an inky eyebrow.
 
   “Yeah. I was concentrating on them.” Tessa points to the four males who are almost to the front porch of the mansion.
 
   She twists in their direction, her eyes narrowing at the men. “Hmm. Who are they?”
 
   “Don't know.”
 
   “You don't sound as though you're too thrilled.”
 
   “Nope. Don't like it.”
 
   Tahlia turns back, her eyes are navy pools of midnight. “Why?”
 
   Tessa blows out a frustrated breath. “Listen, you seem like a nice kid. But it's only a matter of time until Drek finds you and it's faerie tale time.”
 
   Tahlia blinks.
 
   “For me?” Tessa plants her thumb between her breasts. “I have to consider everyone to be a threat. And it's just a little bit too convenient those two show up right after us, from the same direction we came from. Nah, I don't like it on principle. Plus, I can't scent them.”
 
   Tahlia's quiet.
 
   Finally, Tessa says, “Well?”
 
   Tahlia gives her a sidelong glance, her lips pulling into a small smile. “I think we should find out who they are. I have to keep busy with something.”
 
   Tessa lets out a breath, feeling as though she just passed a test. “Thanks.”
 
   Tahlia shrugs. “For what?”
 
   “For being my only friend.”
 
   Tahlia's smile widens and she lifts a delicate shoulder. “You're my only friend too.”
 
   Tessa's grin slips. “Why? Didn't you have some whelplings to hang out with among the Lanarre?”
 
   “Common Were? Certainly.” Tahlia's smile is a flat line. “Now ask me if I was allowed to belong? To be a part of anything?”
 
   “Were you?”
 
   Her voice goes low as she answers, “No. Never.”
 
   “Why the hell not?” Tessa shakes her head in mild disgust. “Yʼknow, for being it for Lycan kind, being Lanarre sounds pretty sucky.”
 
   “It wasn't my role.”
 
   Tessa gives her a sharp look. “What is then?”
 
   Tahlia eyes fall away from Tessa's to train on the perfect half-moon. “Whatever they have of me.”
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
   Julia
 
    
 
   Though Julia's circle of trustworthy supernaturals grows, it's still small.
 
   Scott and Jason stand at her side while she tries not to let the strengthening soul-meld out of the bag like an escaped cat.
 
   Tharell needs to be questioned.
 
   The scar at his throat pulses like a lavender creek that runs with thin blood beneath it. Julia's own throat tightens at the sight, and she couldn't swallow if her life depended on it. 
 
   Scott takes her hand, and the knot in her chest loosens. She can breathe—and think. And she'll need to because Tharell holds answers to important questions. His knowledge is one of the key reasons she didn't have him killed as so many wanted.
 
   She hides her gratefulness for Scott's gesture, and he squeezes her hand when he feels it course through him. Their bond makes secrets impossible. It's a relief, and a curse, to have it back.
 
   Jason stiffens and Tharell smiles from his bound position at the ground.
 
   “Trouble in paradise?” he murmurs, his beautiful turquoise eyes bright, though hardly any light reaches the deepest part of the Singer training barn. 
 
   A small window, too tiny to fit anyone older than a nine year old through, allows pale moonlight to slant inside. The illumination strikes Tharell's deep-purple hair, turning it into a spoiled-plum color.
 
   Julia doesn't bother with fabrication. “Yes.”
 
   She grabs Jason's other hand, and he looks down at her, his eyes shadowed. 
 
   “I already know, Jules.”
 
   She bows her head, and Tharell laughs. Welling despair rises inside Julia like a geyser, threatening to burst from her mouth and force her to verbalize things she would rather not say. 
 
   Tharell quips. “So human—yet not.”
 
   “Shut the fuck up.” 
 
   “Can't argue with that, Caldwell,” Scott adds.
 
   Tharell grins at their discontent, and Julia is plagued with second thoughts about letting him live and the shame of thinking it. 
 
   Jason tenses. “No—Scott, kicking his teeth in won't solve anything.”
 
   “But it'll make me feel so much better,” he says.
 
   Jason barks out a laugh. “Amen to that.”
 
   “You wouldn't be so sure of yourself if I was unbound and deep within the arms of the sithen. There, it is I who maintains all the power,” Tharell says in a bald voice.
 
   Jason shrugs his words away. “You're a dick.”
 
   Tharell turns his penetrating glare to Jason. “Your crude names do not move me, Singer.”
 
   “I can think of something that will,” Scott says and steps forward.
 
   Something painful flares inside Julia's gut, and she gasps.
 
   Scott stops mid-stride, and he whips his head around to look at her. Jason's hand moves to her back. “What?” they ask at the same time.
 
   The three of them look at Tharell.
 
   His veins glitter black beneath his plum-colored skin, rising to the surface to pulse in time to his heartbeat.
 
   Julia's mimic his, but hers are golden-silver and perfect, like jeweled lace.
 
    Her belly begins to throb with the beginnings of something that pulls her toward Tharell. She takes a single, staggering step toward him.
 
   “Ahh…” he says, relaxing against his binds.
 
   “What. The. Fuck?” Jason yells, dropping her hand and going for Tharell.
 
   Scott grabs his arm. 
 
   Jason whirls, narrowly missing Julia as his fist reactively plows toward Scott's jaw.
 
   Scott jerks his face away, barely missing the blow intended for Tharell.
 
   Tharell chuckles as Julia drops to her knees, cradling her stomach with both arms.
 
   “What have you done?” she whispers. Scott and Jason turn, their hands fisted in each other's shirts.
 
   “It is not I who has done anything. But the saber.”
 
   Julia forgets that her soul-meld with Scott is suffocating them, falling back two-fold as it pours into the crevices as though it never left. 
 
   She doesn't recall that her husband is ready to come to blows with Scott again or that Tharell should never see her bare skin.
 
   Julia rips off her shirt. Scattered buttons fly like plastic raindrops. She throws the long-sleeved shirt to the bare cement floor.
 
    She tears her cami sky high, looking down at the horror on her stomach.
 
   Scott falls beside her, his large palm covering where the saber struck and Cyn healed her.
 
    His eyes bulge. “Ah!” he says in a hoarse shout. 
 
   But his palm can't hide the damage. A comma-shaped whip of black stands above her belly button. Where she was pierced with the blade, spiderweb-fine threads spread from the deep blackness, lined in red. 
 
   This morning, the mark appeared to be a bruise. It pulsed and itched, and Julia had assumed the sensation represented residual healing. Too many things clamored for her attention for her to worry about a healing wound.
 
   But this wound isn't healing. It's spreading like a contagion.
 
   The finer ends of the ebony threads extend to her ribcage.
 
   “You sicken,” Tharell says with utter certainty, eyes on the spreading black highway of encroaching marks. His eyes alight on Scott's face like blue fire. “She slows its progress but not the inevitable.”
 
   “Why?” Julia cries.
 
   “The blood of the demonic has entered your system. Even as the Blooded Queen and your precious angelic blood combat the spore—it is insufficient protection.”
 
   Scott lets go of Julia's skin as if it burns him, and he grabs Tharell off the floor, hiking him until their noses meet. 
 
   He shakes Tharell. “Tell me how to undo this?”
 
   “No,” Tharell says with a cunning smile.
 
   Scott drops him with a grunt of disgust, and Tharell stands, though his feet and hands are bound.
 
    Scott retreats one step and clocks Tharell in the face.
 
   The blow rocks the Sidhe warrior back against the wall, and he spits black blood onto the concrete between them. “Strike me all you wish, but it will not save her life.”
 
   “What will?” Jason asks.
 
   Julia lifts her head at the sound in his voice—inescapable consequence.
 
   Julia totally knows the answer. 
 
   “Give her up, Were.”
 
   Jason whirls, beating the wall with bruising force. “No!” he bellows.
 
   Julia covers her ears. 
 
   Hot tears roll down her cheeks and splash at her knees, dampening her jeans like drops of sorrow in a sea of denim.
 
   Her heart thumps against her calm, eating at it with each beat. Resignation crushes her spirit.
 
   “This isn't what I planned, Caldwell,” Scott says. “I'd never cause her this kind of sorrow if I had a choice.”
 
   On her knees, Julia looks up at Scott. 
 
   Jason turns, fists at his side, veins standing out like stark pathways of rage on his flesh. 
 
   Julia quickly gets to her feet, standing between them.
 
   Tharell remains silent against the wall. His swollen lip heals as he watches the emotional war between the three of them. 
 
   “Julia,” Scott says in a low voice, gently moving her so that she is no longer between him and Jason, setting her farther away from Tharell. The growing evil in her belly quiets at Scott's touch.
 
   “I feel it,” he says quietly.
 
   “I know.” Julia can't keep the relief out of her voice when the seed of evil flinches from her soulmate's touch.
 
   “Stop talking in fucking code,” Jason yells at them and Julia flinches. Spittle stands at the corner of his mouth. 
 
   As Julia gazes at Jason, she realizes for the first time that maybe, what's happened to both of them separately in the last three years, might make it impossible for them to be together now, with or without the soul-meld. What Julia needs is to take care of her people, not walk on eggshells around Jason. She needs someone who thinks of others first and doesn't react with anger whenever something doesn't go his way. Those revelations move through her mind like a flash flood.
 
   Jason sees them anyway.
 
   “What? Is this it, Jules? You get a little soul juice back, and it's all about Scott again?”
 
   Julia's silent. Finally she shakes her head. “I don't feel like having this discussion in front of Tharell.”
 
   “Do not mind me,” Tharell says unhelpfully.
 
   “Shut up.” Jason shoots him a hard look, and Tharell smirks, shrugging.
 
   Jason turns back to Julia and she sighs. “I am sick. There might not be any me to have.” Julia's eyes search his wild ones. “You're so caught up on having me like a favorite bone you can't see the bigger picture.”
 
   He folds his arms. “Nope. Don't see it.”
 
   Where has Jason gone? More than that—why haven't I noticed?
 
   Maybe she hadn't wanted to. “Tharell's awful, but he's right. There was demon's blood…”
 
   “A high demon. The lowly would not have adequate power to sicken the Blooded Queen.”
 
   “What?” Julia asks.
 
   Tharell hops a step away from the wall, and Scott moves protectively in front of Julia. She grasps his biceps, feeling the hard muscle beneath.
 
   “Say what you have to say from there, asshole,” Scott says.
 
   “There are high demons. I have demonic blood, as we've already determined. The high demon in charge of these matters is called Praile. He is who would have instructed Tony to slaughter the Singers of this region, weakening them so the Blooded Queen might be unguarded. It was a stroke of luck for the demonic that Julia was pierced with the saber.”
 
   “No Combatant to help her,” Scott says thoughtfully.
 
   Tharell shakes his head. “I was called upon when the lowly appeared for battle. I partook because I had no choice.” 
 
   Tharell lifts his healed chin, his disdain clear. “Blood rules all.”
 
   Julia believed it. If she'd learned nothing else within the last three years, it was that. 
 
   Blood governs us all. 
 
   “So I die?” Julia whispers, fighting tears. After coming all this way, some demonic blood is going to kill me. She's been poisoned, hunted, kidnapped, and stabbed. But this? 
 
   She has people to rule, things that matter beyond her own self. 
 
   For the moment, she will have to ignore the underlying tension between Jason and her. The Singers come first. But she can't rule if she dies.
 
   Then Tharell surprises her. “No. You will not die from this alone. But a high demon can finish the job.”
 
   “Fat chance.” Jason gestures around him. “We've got plenty enough guys sitting around, waiting for the chance to kick some demon ass. The fire dicks missed their window. Too bad, so sad. ”
 
   Tharell inclines his head. “No one would be a proper match for the likes of Praile.”
 
   Jason's jaw works back and forth. “Some kind of fire prick struts in and kills Julia?”
 
   “He will be able to sense our blood within her body.”
 
   “So we're screwed?” Jason presses.
 
   “What? Is he our advisor now?” Scott stares at Jason, palm flung toward Tharell. “This fey is the one who betrayed us, tried to kill another Sidhe warrior, and we've kept alive only for answers I'm not even sure we want or should listen to.”
 
   “Kill me and take away more answers,” Tharell comments in a sage voice. 
 
   Julia asks, “Why, Tharell? Why would you do this?”
 
   Tharell's face shuts down. “You are a true and honest leader, Julia. However, in faerie, I am merely tolerated because my blood is not pure. When Queen Darcel was murdered by the lovely Delilah, I was free of some of it. But I will never be released from the prejudice of the pureblood Unseelie in a place where I must dwell to flourish. Further, my actions are moderated by my mixed genetics—I must do exactly as I am told. And”—his eyes sink into hers like barbs—“no one has asked the right question.”
 
   Julia moves toward him, and Scott tries to stop her.
 
   “No, Scott—”
 
   Tharell's so tall, she cranes her neck to meet his eyes. Her mind turns over the facts of how Tharell has behaved. Suddenly, she hits on the reason. The answer was in Jacqueline from the beginning.
 
   “If you were to never leave faerie—the sithen—would you be okay?”
 
   Tharell smiles. “That, my Blooded Queen, is the right question.”
 
   Their gazes lock as though no one else exists. Right now—for Julia, no one does. The world consists of only her and Tharell. 
 
   “What's the answer?” Julia keeps her eyes on his face  as if it’s a target. Before he replies, his expression gives away the answer—and something else.
 
   Relief. 
 
   “Yes,” he answers.
 
   She can see that he’s relieved that someone could look beyond his deeds. Jacqueline isn't the only one who's crazy outside of faerie. 
 
   For some, insanity is the gift of leaving the sithen. 
 
   For Tharell, with his demonic blood, it was a death sentence.
 
   But Julia's willing to offer a stay of execution—if she lives long enough.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Julia is glad when they leave Tharell in his cell. The two men wish for his death while Julia longs for less suffering.
 
    She strides toward the one person she knows is insurance against Tharell. She needs to get him to faerie, but she can't have him doing more things against her while he’s under the influence of demonic intent and insane due to his distance from faerie. 
 
   The only one who's a threat to him will be his guard, if she's willing. Julia hopes for Tharell's sake that she is. 
 
   Julia's nearly at a jog, but Jason and Scott are walking fast, easily keeping up to her five feet four inches. 
 
   “We haven't figured anything out, Jules.”
 
   Julia whirls on him, jabbing her finger into his chest. “My life is a mess. I'm sorry. But I didn't ask to be taken back in Alaska any more than you asked to be attacked and turned.” Her eyes blaze into his, and Jason doesn't drop her stare. 
 
   “Why is the answer to saving you always me letting you go?” he asks softly. His response deflates her anger.
 
   Julia's finger drops as her top lip rolls between her teeth. Seconds later, she replies, “I don't know.”
 
   She stares at him, looking over a man who, by human standards, she's married to. He’s handsome, protective, and smart. They have a long history together. They've been through so much—too much.
 
   Her heart feels like it's in her throat, and Julia stifles a sob when she realizes she’s fallen out of love with Jason. 
 
   She tries to rationalize her feelings. Maybe it's the soul-meld.
 
    But maybe it's just life, the life she did not choose.
 
   “I can smell it on you, Jules.”
 
   She startles as though she spoke her horrible epiphany aloud. But she didn't.
 
   “What?” she asks softly.
 
   Jason flicks a glance at Scott, who's stood by her side silently for the entire thing.
 
   Scott steps toward Jason. “Fuck you, Caldwell.”
 
   Julia wants to scream at them and beat on their chests. But they're doing such a great job of it without her.
 
   Jason heaves a sigh of utter disgust. “Take off. Give us a minute. I'm not going to hurt Julia.”
 
   Scott folds his arms across his muscular chest. “You don't have a great track record, Jason.”
 
   He nods. “I know, but I have a handle on my shit. Just—God, do you have an ounce of compassion?”
 
   Scott stands there for a moment then gathers Julia against him. He kisses the top of her head and says softly, “I won't be far.”
 
   Julia nods and feels a sensation like physical tearing when he leaves. The demon's blood pulses back to sick life with each step he takes away from her. Julia folds her arm over her stomach and reluctantly turns to Jason.
 
   He plows his fingers through his longish hair, and Julia notices it needs a trim. “I can smell him.”
 
   “I didn't know.”
 
   “I know. It's never your fault.” He gives a little crazy nod. “But this time, I can't do it. To save your life, I could pull through like I was going to before.”
 
   With William, she thinks but doesn't say.
 
   “But I can't stand by and watch some other guy have you. It's not right.”
 
   “Are you standing by us being married?”
 
   He shakes his head, and Julia can see his sadness even in the weak artificial light cast between the barn and the mansion. 
 
   “Nah. I know none of that matters a damn to these people.” He laughs, swinging out a palm. “That's right—we're not really human anymore. All the stuff of our past, the shit that mattered? Gone.” He throws his arms up into the sky, beseeching a break that'll never come.
 
   Julia doesn't say anything, because he's right. Their past is just that—the past.
 
   “So, I'm going to stick around until we know you're okay. Then I'm outta here.”
 
   Julia steps forward. Jason retreats a step, hands up in mock surrender. “Don't touch me, Jules. I can only take so much.”
 
   She stops. Her belly hurt, but her heart hurts more.
 
   Julia doesn't allow more tears to fall, but she feels sick as she watches Jason walk down to the lake and away from her.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   Julia grows chilled as the night deepens. Long after his broad back disappears from view, her eyes remain on the empty spot where Jason disappeared by the lake. 
 
   Julia feels him before Scott moves behind her and wraps his strong arms around her. The top of Julia's head tucks easily beneath his chin, and Scott lays the side of his face against her hair.
 
   “I can't say I'm sorry, and for that, I'm sorry.”
 
   Julia nods at his contrary statement because speaking is too difficult. The demon's blood growing inside her recoils inside her body at his nearness, and she feels momentary relief from its insidious progress as it grows sluggish.
 
   “That's not really an apology, ya know,” Julia manages to whisper.
 
   “I know. I'm a real ass. But you're aware.”
 
   “Yes,” she says, mad at him though she's a part of him now—again.
 
   Scott turns her to face him. “Listen to me.” His eyes seem to search every pore of her face and finally settle back on her gaze. “It's like I told Caldwell—if I had a choice, I'd allow you to be happy. I can't stand the idea of your sadness.”
 
   “Especially now,” Julia says.
 
   He grips her upper arms, pulling her tightly against his chest and cupping the back of her head. “Especially now.”
 
   Their foreheads touch, and his scent overwhelms her, engulfing her senses. 
 
   Julia swims through the headiness of his nearness enough to say, “I need to talk to someone. She can be a guard for Tharell. Get him back to faerie before something else happens and we're forced to kill him.”
 
   Scott pulls away, staring at her. “Killing Tharell would be awesome, Julia.”
 
   She gives a tight shake of her head, whipping her long hair back and forth. “Not for me.” 
 
   Scott studies her then bends over. He kisses her forehead then moves to her eyelids. Her breaths begin to come deep and even. She feels as though she's always been in his arms.
 
   “You're soft in all the places that matter,” he whispers against her temple, “but I'm not.”
 
   Julia opens her eyes and his are liquid night. “I'm trying to look for something good here, Scott. Something that doesn't involve me hurting, killing or otherwise causing harm to someone else.”
 
   “We're good.”
 
   “Why?” Scott asks, squatting down to look into her eyes. He traps her face with his palms. “Why are you so afraid of the soul-meld?”
 
   “Because it's wrecked Jason. And that's the last thing I'd never want to do, especially to him.”
 
   She wraps her arms around her torso, and Scott’s palms slip from her face to thumb the back of her skull, stroking her neck. “He knows, babe. He knows you weren't trying to hurt him. He just can't let you off the hook.” His hand flips open. “Jason's got to blame someone—and you're it.”
 
   “What do you mean you're hard and I'm soft?” Julia asks suddenly, ignoring his last comment.
 
   Scott sighs, stepping away. He takes hold of her hand as his other drops from her nape. They begin walking toward the mansion.
 
   Scott's lips quirk.
 
   “Mind out of the gutter, Scott.”
 
   “You did say I was hard.”
 
   “You called me soft,” she counters.
 
   Scott gives her a speculative look. “True.”
 
   “I can't believe we're talking like this,” Julia admits with a touch of shame. 
 
   “It's hard to keep up the pretense when we're connected like this. It's a tie at the molecular level. No one could resist it.”
 
   Julia stops.
 
   “Wait.”
 
   Scott's dark eyebrow lifts. 
 
   “The soul-meld didn't reconnect until after…”
 
   “I was tortured.”
 
   A lone tear slides out of her eye at the thought of anything hurting Scott.
 
   Scott thumbs away the wetness. “Shh, babe, come here.” He pulls her into his body, and Julia sobs. “I'm okay. I'm here—don't worry.”
 
   “What would I have done without you?” she whispers as she clutches at his shirt.
 
   “What you've been doing.”
 
   Julia pulls away, her gaze riveted on his, debating about how much she should admit. “I wanted you when you were missing.”
 
   Scott's surprise is plain to see. “Without the meld?”
 
   Julia nods. “Yeah,” she whispers. “Yeah, I did.”
 
   Scott pulls her hands away. “I wanted you, too. I knew that you'd chosen Jason and we had figured the soul-meld was exactly what it was, a magical blood tether, meant by some kind of natural design for us to connect. But the distance away from you made me realize some stuff.”
 
   Julia's face is wet with tears, but she makes no move to wipe it dry because Scott shocks her again.
 
   “I realized when they were peeling my body apart—”
 
   Julia covers her mouth and grabs his shirt, laying her face against his chest. His heart beats against her cheek, and an exhale shudders between them.
 
   “I realized that I actually loved you, without the meld. Just me—Scott.”
 
   Julia nods against his chest. “But I love Jason, too.”
 
   Scott stills and takes her away from him.
 
   “You love him?”
 
   She nods.
 
   Before he has a chance to react, Julia puts one hand on his shoulder, and the other on his face. “It's you who I'm in love with.”
 
   He grins. “Figured.”
 
   Julia snorts, a sad smile plucking the corners of her mouth and she pinches the cleft in his chin together. “Arrogant, more like.”
 
   “Yeah,” he admits. His face sobers. “But my dad didn't die for nothing. I'm older, I'm Singer royalty. Our union makes sense in the cosmos.”
 
   Julia's smile twists. “You didn't think so when we first met.”
 
   He ducks his head. “A classic case of asshole-itis.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   Scott pecks her on the lips and with a little groan he whispers against the corner of her mouth, “Just so you know, I'm holding back. Giving you time.”
 
   To reconcile things with Jason. “I know.”
 
   Julia puts her hands on the hard planes of his chest and gives him a little shove. 
 
   He grabs her around the waist. “You're not getting rid of me that fast.”
 
   Julia wrinkles her nose and he kisses the tip. 
 
   “I need to see Delilah.”
 
   Scott jerks his chin back. “No shit?”
 
   “Yes.” She laughs. “She'll be Tharell's guard.”
 
   “My half-sister?”
 
   “She's like Madonna.” She disengages her arm and puts a hand on her hip. “Is there another Delilah?”
 
   Scott releases her, acting as if he's thinking about it. Putting a finger to his chin, he rolls his eyes skyward. 
 
   “Knock it off.” Julia smacks him on the arm and he picks her up in his arms again.
 
   “Scott!” she laughs. “Can't—breathe!”
 
   “Quiet,” he says, pecking her on the lips again.
 
   She looks up at him and his eyes are dark with something besides color.
 
   Desire clouds them, vying for position in all that brown.
 
   “Probably another Delilah somewhere in the world,” he says in a voice choked by restrained emotion.
 
   “Did someone call me?”
 
   “Speak of the devil,” Scott says in a dry voice. He carefully sets Julia on her feet.
 
   Delilah looks between the two of them skeptically. “What's going on?”
 
   “Soul-meld's back,” Scott says without preamble.
 
   Delilah's eyes widen ever so slightly. “Ouch—settle down, brother.”
 
   He scrubs his head. “It's been a long night.”
 
   Delilah's chin kicks up, and she saunters closer, looking them over so closely that Julia can feel the blood rush to her face.
 
   “Waste of blood, that,” Delilah comments, and Julia's hands automatically move to cover her cheeks. 
 
   Delilah giggles, and Scott moves between them.
 
   “Don't worry, big brother. I don't like girls, though her blood does sing.”
 
   Julia's face snaps to Delilah's. She hasn't heard that expression since William said it. A stab of pain pierces her with the reminder. Her ultimate protector, William had nothing to gain from saving her life, but the love he held for her. It was a pure sacrifice, and she'll never forget it. 
 
   Delilah gives her a quizzical look. “Yes. Though I am meant to take a male's blood, yours does hold a… certain appeal.”
 
   “Keep the appeal to yourself,” Scott says in warning that borders on a growl.
 
   Silence sits heavy in the pause.
 
   “Noted.” Delilah answers then turns to Julia, clearly dismissing Scott. An inquisitive expression rides her face.
 
   Now that Delilah stands before her, Julia’s request seems like too much to ask.
 
   Delilah studies her face. “Ask.” 
 
   Julia sees the resemblance between her and Jacqueline, though she doesn't think mentioning it will ingratiate her to Delilah.
 
   “I—can you escort Tharell to faerie?”
 
   Delilah gives an abrupt laugh. “The murdering Sidhe?”
 
   Julia instantly feels dumb for asking. Said like that, there is no way to deny that he’s more than a murderer. 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Delilah laces her fingers together in a gesture hauntingly like Jacqueline’s. Scott's hand kneads her shoulder gently. 
 
   Julia gulps then pushes forward, “I don't want to kill him,” she admits in a low voice. Though God knows, Tharell deserves it.
 
   Delilah rolls her eyes, and Julia quickly continues, “And it has come to my attention that he went bonkers because he was outside the sithen and his demonic blood became dominant once he was far enough away from faerie to negate the effect of faerie's proximity.”
 
   “Ah,” Delilah replies noncommittally. Her dark eyes, so similar to Scott's, sparkle like black diamonds. It's disconcerting how little Julia can read her expression.
 
   “And I'm his natural enemy, so I will be able to keep him in line?” Coal-black eyebrows arch to her hairline.
 
   Julia nods tentatively. “That's the idea.”
 
   Delilah's ebony gaze finds Julia again. “What does everyone else think?”
 
   Julia bites her lip.
 
   “Oh, this is funny. You've told no one?”
 
   Julia shakes her head. I knew it wouldn’t be a popular idea. 
 
   “She doesn't need to, Delilah. She's the Rare One.”
 
   “That's not it though, is it?” she asks softly, giving Julia an appraising look.
 
   Julia shakes her head. “No. I don't have the energy to defend my theory to everyone who wants him dead. Not now. Not with everything that's changed recently.”
 
   “Ah. And Jacqueline—my mother—does she influence you in this?”
 
   Delilah is no dummy. “Yes, in a way. I've seen the huge change since she spent time in faerie, and I have to assume—to believe—it could be true of Tharell.”
 
   Delilah's brow furrows as Julia holds her breath. 
 
   “Fine, I'll do it.”
 
   “She wasn't really asking,” Scott says.
 
   Julia lets tense breath out. “Shh, Scott.” She puts a finger to his lips, and her eyes move to Delilah. “I would never issue an order. Tharell could harm you.”
 
   Delilah yawns. 
 
   “Not likely.”
 
   Huh. Julia doesn't know what to say to that. “Okay, what do you think?”
 
   “I'll take the naughty Sidhe.”
 
   Thank God. Julia stretches out her hand, and Delilah takes hold of it, slowly shaking it to seal the deal. Julia pretends to ignore the hint of fang showing in her smug smile.
 
   Her nostrils flare, and her fangs grow a touch longer. “My control is not limitless. Your blood is quite—” She stills, her hand clutching Julia's in a grip she could never break from. “Tasty.” Delilah gives a nervous little lick of her lips.
 
   “Back off, sis,” Scott says. His words are light, but the meaning behind them is dead serious. Julia doesn't have to look at his face to know it. His feelings tear through the meld and hit her own.
 
   “So yummy,” Delilah says then appears to snap out of it, dropping Julia's hand and moving back a few steps out of the vague light between the two buildings. The shadows consume her form. “Where's Tharell?” 
 
   “I'll take you to his cell.”
 
   Scott, Julia and Delilah make the short trek to Tharell's cell.
 
   Julia screams as Tharell comes into view, blood pouring out of his body. 
 
   Someone has executed vigilante justice.
 
   Delilah blurs to his side, dropping beside him. A crimson pool leeches into the long skirt she wears, dying the gauzy fabric red. The small bells sewn into the fabric no longer ring as they clog with the Sidhe's blood. 
 
   Tharell turns his head. “Do not bother to heal me. It is a fatal blow.”
 
   Delilah gives an exasperated snort. “Nonsense, Sidhe. You've claimed immortality. Do not make yourself a liar.”
 
   “No,” Scott says in a low voice.
 
   “Yes,” Julia returns like a volley.
 
   Scott glowers at her, but Delilah turns her head away from them to look at Tharell as her delicate fangs slide out. “Trust me,” she says awkwardly.
 
   Julia should stop this, but she doesn't. She lets Delilah do what she does next.
 
   Delilah tears open her own wrist.
 
   “Drink from me, fey.”
 
   Tharell regards her.
 
   Julia looks away from them as the noise of his suckling reaches her ears. Bright shame and memories well inside her. Images of William and her time in the coven are mixed with her relief to no longer be there. She comes back to the present with a start as Scott holds her while Tharell feeds from Scott's sister. It is one of the weirdest sights she's ever witnessed.
 
   The blood flow slows from the gap in Tharell's body then stops.
 
   Tharell sits up, unbound, and Delilah's wrist falls limply, her eyes at half-mast.
 
   She's vulnerable. Tharell could kill her.
 
   “Scott?” Julia's voice is full of fear. 
 
   But Tharell doesn't hurt Delilah. He gathers her against him. Her pale skin and dark hair look so beautiful against all his violet flesh. 
 
   When Tharell strikes her in the neck, Scott doesn't react at first.
 
   But Delilah does.
 
   Her head rolls away, and Tharell grunts, jerking her more tightly against his muscular body. His violet fingertips bit into ivory flesh.
 
   What the fuck is happening? “Stop!” Julia shouts, adrenaline kicking her in the butt.
 
   Then something wonderful happens. Tharell threads his fingers into the long strands of Delilah's hair, and his blue eyes regard Julia over Delilah's shoulder.
 
   Sanity has returned and he is Tharell again—not the murderer, but the Sidhe warrior he was when she first met him.
 
   He is also more than he seems, not just fey or demonic: a vampire, awoken by another right before their eyes.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
   Praile
 
    
 
   Praile feels right at home, taking in the elegant headquarters of his nemeses. Instinctively, he senses the lack of high Angelic blood quantum in the Singers present. 
 
   He and Lazarus will not be outed. The revelation relaxes him. 
 
   He frowns again. The single thing that could get their collective geese cooked would be the appearance of Region Two Singers who do not recognize them. 
 
   Ultimately, Praile and Lazarus are in a race against time to locate the High One and the one who carries the blood babe within her before Region Two Singers trip across them.
 
   Lazarus gives him a full look of warning, and Praile scowls at him.
 
   Praile does not need prompting from anyone, especially another high demon who is second to him. Praile functions with perfect autonomy. 
 
   The two Singer guards leave them inside an impressive foyer, with a mention that someone will be with them shortly. 
 
   Praile sighs with boredom, surveying the age of the structure. It is too modern for his taste, but he always liked the medieval times. Late nineteenth century is just not for him. Too much artifice. He’s a sucker for the medieval torture racks—and the despair that permeated the air like a fragrance. Now that was living. 
 
   Praile hears footsteps approach then his blood rushes to the surface of his skin. Just when he believed he would get away with everything, an Angelic enters the foyer.
 
    He is a handsome specimen. As Praile looks on with distaste, he must concentrate to keep the manifestation of his demonic blood from being obvious. 
 
   Praile is hanging on by a thread.
 
   His pure demon blood is an oil-slicked cauldron boiling beneath his false human flesh. Lazarus copes better. However, Lazarus is a high demon, as well. Their blood is designed to serve as a natural alarm to their worst enemy's presence. The Angelic share that defense mechanism.
 
   The effort of maintaining his camouflage makes sweat break out on Praile's skin, and his fingertips tingle as the large Singer approaches.
 
   With each step the Singer takes, something primal and deep within Praile tightens. His teeth clench with the effort to retain his form.
 
   “I am Victor,” the Singer says. Eyes like pale gray storm clouds stare with disconcerting intensity on Praile. He is not intimidated by anyone.
 
   Praile's situation is precarious. 
 
   He must persevere and use the speech that might be expected. “I'm Peter and this is Laz,” Praile replies, swinging a casual thumb toward Lazarus. 
 
   Victor's perfect brow puckers. He looks from Praile to Lazarus. Praile's disquiet deepens. He feels strongly that it is critical this one must accepts them. 
 
   Kill him if he does not believe, he sends in telepathic command to Lazarus.
 
   Praile does not want to show their hand at this juncture. However, they might not have a choice. 
 
   Yes.
 
   “I do not know you,” Victor says with quiet certainty.
 
   For Satan's sake, he's Region Two.
 
   Praile spreads his hands away from his body, cursing the horrible clothing. “We came as the battle commenced.”
 
   Understanding lights Victor's eyes. “Ah, I see.” Victor knots his hands behind his back then glances at Praile. “I was not a part of the battle with the demonic.” Praile gives a covert glance to Lazarus. “I was here when a Were went berserk and slaughtered Region One.”
 
   “How was it you endeavored to escape?” Lazarus asks.
 
   Too formal, make your speech casual. Use slang, fool.
 
   Lazarus flinches slightly from the mental plow Praile uses on his mind. 
 
   He is not subtle. 
 
   Victor's laser attention moves to Lazarus—through him. “There is a life bunker below the headquarters. All Regions have this safety contingency. I gathered whoever was royal, the females, children and secured them. We were automatically released earlier today.”
 
   Ah, makes perfect sense. Praile enjoys knowing the secrets of his enemies. Though before the High One came into being, it was of no purpose to pursue them in this way. The attempts of the demonic against the angelic would have been war without reason. 
 
   The Master is pragmatic, among other things.
 
   Praile lifts his chin. “We survived the battle but were separated from the main group and made our way back here just now. We had only a vague idea of where Region One was located.” He whips a casual palm around. “We're transplants,” Praile embellishes.
 
   Victor's eyes rest on his form. Praile notices Victor is not subtle, either, taking in Praile's stiff denims, shoes too bright a white, and ill-fitting shirt. 
 
   Praile sweats without his vapor to assist off-gassing his naturally searing skin. He uses every ounce of subversive magic to cause his clothes to appear as though they're worn, but he can only do so much. Splitting his concentration among the call of the blood, and his tail, his horns, and his skin color, he is leaking his effort everywhere.
 
   He sees Lazarus tense nervously. Praile's machinations are obvious to him—but Praile doesn’t know if they are as transparent to Victor.
 
   Victor's face breaks into a smile. “Excellent. You are welcome here. We've lost so many of our kind it's a gift to find Singers who survived the siege.”
 
   Victor's skin glitters with blood reacting to the demonic within Praile and Lazarus.
 
    However, he has not noticed. Lazarus's eyes widen as Victor claps Praile on the back, and he stumbles, forgetting the strength of a Singer with enough Angelic blood to be problematic. 
 
   Victor quirks a brow. 
 
   Praile raises his lips in the parody of a self-effacing smile, trying not to gaze at the Singer’s veins. “I'm not known for my grace.”
 
   Victor shrugs. “That's fine. I don't know my own strength.” He winks and begins to walk away, motioning for them to follow.
 
   Praile wants to bash the Angelic's head in with his spiked tail. 
 
   A hand appears at his elbow. 
 
   Lazarus.
 
   He gives the minutest shake of his head.
 
   An exhale whistles out between Praile's teeth, regulating his anger. Strong emotion will make hanging onto his cloaking more difficult. Already he's lost enough control that the Singer's blood has risen to the top of his flesh. 
 
   How long will it be before he sees his own body's defenses and takes action?
 
   Praile seethes and rails against the Singer who casually walks in front of them. 
 
   Victor enters a kitchen and spins around suddenly.
 
   Praile smiles falsely.
 
   Victor's words freeze on his tongue. “What is wrong with your mouth?”
 
   Demon dammit. His teeth and tongue are exposed.
 
   Lazarus moves quickly, bashing the Singer in the side of his neck with his forearm. He crumples.
 
   “Come on, Praile,” Lazarus urges.
 
   Praile moves in quickly, grabs the Singer by the armpits, and drags him off. “Where did he say the bunker was?”
 
   Victor's heels make black marks on the oak floors. 
 
   Praile rolls his eyes, looking around frantically.
 
   Faint voices reach his ears.
 
   “Lucifer help us,” Lazarus bites.
 
   “Think,” Praile hisses, his forked tongue shredding the word.
 
   Lazarus yanks the semi-conscious Singer toward the center of the hall, tearing an expensive oriental carpet from the middle and exposing a trapdoor.
 
    Praile pops it open with a twist and a pull. A vacuum lock wheezes air.
 
   They gaze down a dark hole with ladder-type steps.
 
   A shuddering exhale blows out of Praile. Lazarus gives him a nod, and together, they roll the Singer toward the hatch then push him inside. The body of the unfortunate Angelic clunks down the short flight to land with a thud below.
 
   Praile straightens, and Lazarus closes the circular portal. It makes a beeping sound and five shrill chimes, then a great suction sounds off for half a minute. All the while, they check that others don't wander in during the middle of their subterfuge. 
 
   No one does. 
 
   The portal locks, and a timer appears on its smooth surface. It’s some kind of countdown clock. 
 
   Perfect.
 
   It reads seventy-one hours and fifty-seven minutes. Plenty of time.
 
   Praile is not humorless. After all, having a sense of humor is critical to surviving life in Hades and surviving the Master. 
 
   He grins. “One Angelic down.”
 
   “The rest to follow,” Lazarus finishes grimly.
 
   “Lighten up, Lazarus.”
 
   Lazarus cocks an eyebrow at the foreign expression. “I don't think this is a ʻlightʼ mission, Praile.”
 
   Praile glances down at the carpet covering the trapdoor.
 
   “Probably not.”
 
   Lazarus does not point out the obvious. If he had just kept his anger in check, the Singer would not have seen his black teeth or forked tongue. 
 
   It's just so difficult to hide the devil's beauty. It's meant to be seen—even by angels. 
 
    
 
   *
 
   Tessa
 
    
 
   The two men move away from the hall, and Tessa sinks more deeply into the shadows of the room where she’s hiding.
 
   Who are those two? And why in the hell would Singers hurt another Singer?
 
   She’s confused, but in her twenty years of running, Tessa has learned to stay out of business that's not her own.
 
    She bites her lip. Tessa doesn't like repaying hospitality with silence. There's got to be someone in charge who should know what she saw. Tessa paces out of the shadows.
 
   She’s thinking of staying for a couple of days and making sure Tahlia gets picked up by the Lanarre. Then after she’s foraged for whatever supplies they'll allow her to take, she'll mention the guy the newest Singers chucked down the chute.
 
   What if the Singer is hurt? Fatally wounded? It feels wrong not to divulge this bit. 
 
   Shut up, Tessa. Not your gig, you're a Were for moon's sake. 
 
   “Hey,” Tahlia says from behind her, and Tessa jumps, hand to her chest.
 
   “Moon! You scared the shit out of me!”
 
   Tahlia grins. “I do adore your expressions. There's no poo anywhere. Yet, you say there is.”
 
   “Cut the crap,” Tessa grumps.
 
   Tahlia shakes her head, her smile widening. “No, I think you have a fixation with excrement.”
 
   Maybe. Tessa scowls, crossing her arms. “What are you doing lurking around here?”
 
   The girl's eyes are round and innocent. Tessa gets a sudden image of her talons ripping out the Were's eyeballs.
 
   Not so innocent.
 
   Tessa might bust if she doesn't tell someone.
 
   Tahlia smells the story before Tessa speaks. “Tell me, Tessa.”
 
   Tessa does, and Tahlia's expression mirrors Tessa's thoughts. 
 
   She doesn't reply right away. Instead, she jerks her head to the side, and Tessa follows her into a long, narrow room small enough to be a closet. Adjacent to the kitchen, it's lined with glass-fronted cabinets. Fine dishes are stacked inside.
 
   Tahlia shuts the door behind Tessa, then palms behind her butt, she leans against the solid wood.
 
   “Promise me you will say nothing until we depart this place.” Her large dark bluish-violet eyes don't look away, compelling Tessa to say yes.
 
   She frowns. “I don't know,” she answers slowly. “They've taken us in.”
 
   Tahlia gives a small shrug. “I am grateful. But this thing you witnessed? It is a Singer matter. They are not even Were.”
 
   She's right, of course. 
 
   Still, it feels wrong. Tessa worries at her bottom lip. “Some share our blood.”
 
   Tahlia folds her arms, lifting a shoulder. “Not Were enough to change, not Lycan enough to count.”
 
   Tessa's gaze narrows on the younger girl. 
 
   “That's cold.”
 
   Tahlia's chin lifts. “It's the truth, and you know it.”
 
   Tessa nods. She does know it but can't shake the feeling of wrongness. “I can tell the Rare One.”
 
   Tahlia grabs her arms as Tessa turns to leave. “When we leave this place. No sooner.”
 
   “What about the guys? The new Singers.” Especially the blond one. He was kind of cute before he put the drop on the Singer. 
 
   What is wrong with me?
 
   Tahlia's hand falls. “It shows they're capable of violence for its own sake.”
 
   Tessa nods. “Yes, it does.”
 
   “Simple. We avoid them.”
 
   Thalia gives her a sharp look. “You haven't told everyone about me, have you?”
 
   “Enough,” Tessa admits. It's sort of important everyone knows she's Lycan royalty. It's not something to screw with.
 
   Tahlia rolls her eyes. 
 
   “Well forgive me, your highness, but it was top on the list to find some sanctuary.”
 
   Tahlia strips a hairband from her wrist and twists her curly hair into a topknot at the crown of her head. Her eyes find Tessa again. “Not much of a sanctuary if Singers are willing to beat and hide their host in a hole.”
 
   That was Tessa’s thought, but she won't say it aloud. Instead, she says, “It's a helluva sight better than Tramack getting his paws on me.” The reconciliation feels weak.
 
   “Why is he so bad?” Tahlia cocks her head. “Why not mate with him and avoid all this chasing?”
 
   Tessa's abrupt laugh echoes in the small butler's pantry. 
 
   “I am not Lanarre.” Tessa stabs a thumb into her chest. “I wasn't groomed to be mated with some unseen male.”
 
   Tahlia's expression moves to hurt, but Tessa doesn't pause. “I want to choose a male who complements me. Who I actually want.”
 
    A tear struggles out of her burning duct, then another follows.
 
    “Don't you see? I am a prisoner if I stay with the Western pack.”
 
   “And now we're just murderers,” Tahlia says, her hands slapping her jean-clad thighs.
 
   Shame burns through Tessa. “Yes,” she hisses defiantly. “I am guilty of murder. Many times over. And they are guilty of robbing me of my freedom.”
 
   “I am guilty of it, as well.”
 
   Tessa steps into Tahlia's space. “Then why did you help me? If you are so dead-set on being ʻowned,ʼ why would you help me?” 
 
   Tessa searches her midnight blue eyes.
 
   “Maybe I want you to be free because I never will be.”
 
   Tessa jerks back as though she’s been slapped. 
 
   “What?” she whispers.
 
   Tahlia wrinkles her nose, and Tessa realizes she's in quarter-change form, subtly breathing in available scents.
 
   “You heard me,” Tahlia whispers, ending the conversation as she turns and jerks open the door.
 
   She'd heard her all right. And there was no way to un-hear her.
 
   Tahlia felt as trapped by convention as Tessa did. But unlike Tessa, Tahlia gave up hope. 
 
   Tahlia doesn't fight for herself. 
 
   But she'd fought for Tessa. It's what she could do.
 
   Loyalty doesn't go unnoticed by Tessa. It's such a rare commodity. Servitude won't be over just because the Lanarre come to collect Tahlia.
 
   It'll be over when Tessa thinks it is—and not a minute sooner.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
   Julia
 
    
 
   “What the hell was that?”
 
   Julia backs up and bumps into Scott. His hands grip her shoulders to steady her. 
 
   Tharell rises, unbound, with Delilah in his arms. Scott moves protectively in front of Julia.
 
   Tharell takes in Scott's stance. “I do not plan to injure the Blooded Queen.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” Scott says, disbelief thick in his voice.
 
   Delilah stirs, and Tharell caresses her face.
 
   “What did you do to her?” Julia asks, her eyes bouncing from the wounds at Delilah’s throat to the incisors that have sprouted inside Tharell's mouth. 
 
   “It is she that did ʻsomething.ʼ”
 
   “Well, shit,” Scott says. 
 
   “Yup,” Julia agrees. She looks around. First things first. “Who attacked you?”
 
   Tharell shrugs. “It is someone who is invisible to me.”
 
   “Illusionist?” Scott asks.
 
   Julia paces away, casting a glance at Delilah. “So someone comes in here, cuts away your bindings…”
 
   “I did that.”
 
   Julia whirls around to face him. “What?”
 
   Tharell smiles, and Julia shivers at the sight of the perfect bead of blood seated on top of his cupid's bow.
 
   Tharell rolls his shoulders in dismissal. They move awkwardly as he holds Delilah. “I could escape at any time. Only iron bonds could hold me. And even you are not as cruel as that.”
 
   Julia frowns at his choice of words, ignoring the implication. “I heard it acts like an acid.”
 
   Tharell nods.
 
   “Why is Delilah so out of it?” Scott asks, stroking Julia's shoulder. It's so natural to have him touching her, but not without a price. Julia tries to wipe thoughts of Jason from her mind, but she can't quite do it. Scott gives her a sidelong glance. She's not entirely sure how the meld works, only that he's getting leakage.
 
   “Blood exchange.” Tharell's lips quirk, his answer breaking though her morose contemplations. “That is my supposition. To be honest”—he smirks—“I did not know that any part of me was vampire. I should, in theory, have been ʻfound outʼ during my one thousand years in the sithen—in faerie.” Tharell widens his stance, shifting Delilah's slight weight. He lifts his chin.
 
   “Vampires are the fey's mortal enemies. As I have mentioned previously, they bring true death.”
 
   Julia stands slightly behind Scott's broad back as he folds his arms. “So how did you manage, having vampire blood when they're the only supes who can do you guys in?”
 
   “I do not know.”
 
   “You're not knowing a helluva a lot,” Scott says.
 
   Blue eyes unflinchingly regard brown. “True.”
 
   “How come you're not all noodling out right now?” Julia asks.
 
   Tharell smiles. “I assume you mean why have I not lost control over my senses?”
 
   Delilah's arm takes that opportunity to dangle. Tharell absently tucks it back inside his tight embrace.
 
   Ahh. “Yeah,” Julia says, her eyes pegged on the gesture.
 
   “Unlike the other supernatural groups, the fey know the history of all. We make a point of learning.”
 
   Scott grunts.
 
   “You have a vampire here. You might ask Brynn if there is validity to my suppositions. My understanding is when a female and male vampire come together in blood exchange, it leaves the female vulnerable. The male remains alert to defend her against all comers. In this way, he fulfills his duty as the stronger of the two, protecting the weaker.”
 
   “Makes sense,” Scott says.
 
   Julia's brow cinches and she gives him a sharp look, pinching the bridge of her nose. Her brain hurts. “Okay. Say that's true. How was Delilah to know that you wouldn't hurt her?”
 
   “She did not. Delilah only knew that she would heal my injuries with her blood. I have so little vampire genetics that she must have been unaware. As I was.”
 
   Scott palms his chin. “Maybe she was aware. I thought she agreed to take your ass back to faerie awfully quick.”
 
   Tharell moves forward, and Scott tucks Julia behind him tighter. “It's okay, Scott. He wants to go back, not hurt us. If he released his bonds, he could have done whatever.”
 
   “Your magick will not contain me this close to faerie. Your lock manipulator cannot change the magick of faerie, not when the music of the sithen plays. However distant its melody, it is just for me.”
 
   “And me,” Domiatri says in a droll voice from the door.
 
   Tharell's head whips to the warrior he fought beside for centuries, whom he decapitated while under the pull of the demonic.
 
    The air grows heavy—full.
 
   “It's a symphony for me.”
 
   Tharell's brows jump above his icy-blue gaze. “Well, wonderful for you, Domiatri.”
 
   A staring match ensues, and Julia speaks in the middle of it. “Listen, Domi, I didn't want you to find out like this, but someone…” 
 
   She gives Domi an inquisitive look.
 
   “It was not he who put the hole inside my body,” Tharell says.
 
   Julia's shoulders slump in relief. She would have to act if Domi had defied their joint decision to hold Tharell. 
 
   “How do you know—brother.” Domi says brother like fucker. Julia hears it plain as day.
 
   So does Tharell.
 
   “Because I know that however much you hate me for my actions, to come to me in stealth rather than in plain sight would go against everything you are.”
 
   “It would,” Domi states. His jaw clenches defiantly.
 
   Julia's brows come together. “Then who hurt you?”
 
   “Who cares?” Domi says.
 
   “Who, indeed?” Tharell agrees severely.
 
   “I do,” Delilah says from his arms. 
 
   Tharell's face slips into a tender expression before he checks it. 
 
   “Can you stand?” Tharell asks gently.
 
   “I think so,” Delilah replies.
 
   He sets her carefully on her feet. The brutal splash of blood over her skirt has mucked the area where her knees are underneath the layers of fabric. 
 
   Julia's throat convulses. Gross.
 
   “Okay—” Julia begins.
 
   Domi interrupts harshly, “What have you done?” 
 
   Domi looks from Delilah's healing throat to the new fangs Tharell seems to have suddenly have trouble hiding. “What came naturally?”
 
   Jacqueline rushes in behind Domi, and he stays her with a hand.
 
   Julia gasps at the size of her belly. “What on earth is going on?” she asks Jacqueline.
 
   Jacqueline ignores her. “What is—oh my.”
 
   That's so it.
 
   Jacqueline's eyes take in a pale Delilah leaning against the much taller Tharell. Her fingers loosely wrap his forearm as it crosses her chest and he pins her against his body. 
 
   The scar at his throat is gone.
 
   Julia glances at Domi. His scar is no longer there, either. Amazing.
 
   “It appears as though Tharell is more mongrel than even I knew. He has taken blood from your vampire daughter.” Silently, he meets Tharell’s gaze.
 
   “Blood exchange?”
 
   Tharell nods.
 
   “Really,” Jacqueline breathes out, her hand absently going to stroke the swell of her body.
 
   “What now?” Scott asks.
 
   “It doesn't really change things,” Julia says, “except that—God, Tharell's a vampire. I want Brynn here. He can tell us more.”
 
   “Tharell cannot go back to faerie. He must atone—”
 
   “There is no atonement, Domiatri. I will be put to true death once I arrive. But to stay outside”—Tharell grips Delilah more tightly—“is insanity.”
 
   Domi scowls. “This is insanity.” His hand gestures to Delilah.
 
   “I thought, since the fey and vampires are natural enemies, that Delilah would be the best choice to get Tharell back to faerie,” Julia explains.
 
   Domi turns the silver of his laser stare at Julia. She swears it burns. 
 
   “Why?” he barks at her.
 
   Scott steps between them. “Watch it green man, or I'll see if your guts match your skin.”
 
   “Scott,” Julia begins.
 
   “Nope. He doesn't get to talk to you like that.”
 
   Domi and Scott stare each other down, then Jacqueline rests her hand on Domi's arm. He flicks his eyes at her touch, and Julia watches him build himself anew, into something more reasonable.
 
   “You are right,” Domi concedes. “I am—this entire murder situation has been distressing.”
 
   Distressing? Uh, yeah.
 
   Julia nods. I guess when you've lived a thousand years, an attempt on your life just isn't that important. 
 
   “Wow,” Delilah says.
 
   Julia ignores Domi and walks to her. They're about the same height, so she meets eyes that are so like Scott's she has to remind herself they just found each other. Technically, they're half siblings. 
 
   “Wow—what?” 
 
   “She has never exchanged blood,” Tharell appears to guess.
 
   Delilah pushes away and staggers forward. Tharell catches her with a blinding swipe of speed.
 
   Julia gasps, jumping backward. “Holy crap! I didn't see your arm move!”
 
   “Yes. An advantage of the vampiric, apparently.”
 
   Delilah rolls her eyes but doesn't make a second move to get away. “Of course I've taken blood from a male before.”
 
   Tharell's brows come together. 
 
   Delilah folds her arms. “I suppose you think you're so vital that I'm just blown away. You don't suppose it has anything to do with the Heinz 57 that I am? If I've taken from a pure vamp, it just—well it didn't feel the same.”
 
   Tharell's expression turns smug.
 
   Delilah huffs, crossing her arms. The blood moving up the sleeves is distracting. “Your penis—did it just grow or something?”
 
   Tharell blanches and Scott snorts.
 
   They glare at each other. “Because unless that happened,” Delilah continues with slow deliberation, “you shouldn't be behaving as though you are the second coming of Christ.”
 
   Tharell flinches at the name of God. Demonic blood is more than blue liquid that runs inside black veins. 
 
   There are qualities to it, like there are distinctive elements inherent to her own blood. 
 
   Domi dismisses the sparring with an easy hand whip in the air. “Tharell will be executed in faerie.”
 
   Julia turns to him, and Jacqueline is unusually quiet.
 
   Julia says, “I can't have him here. Most of my people didn't want him alive. And obviously, someone tried to kill him in secret, against my express order—which we all agreed on. Tharell fought in a battle that killed many of the Region Two Singers. He wasn't here when Tony—when Tony did what he did.”
 
   Jacqueline moves deeper into Domi's tall body. He wraps an arm around her shoulder.
 
   The mention of Tony's name was enough to make her shy from it. 
 
   Julia understands—too well. “Then there's Tharell making a deal with Gabriel.” 
 
   Julia shifts her accusing gaze away from Tharell and looks at the others. “We need him to go. And if Delilah could get Tharell to faerie unharmed herself, he would be the fey's problem. Not mine.”
 
   Tharell claps. “Well done, Julia.”
 
   Julia lets go of a hard sigh. “Listen. I don't have great choices here. My soul-meld with Scott is back. My people are dead. Jason is pissed at me. And you’re some kind of new vamp.”
 
   “And that's a new item on the agenda. Soul-whatever?” Delilah asks, glancing at Scott.
 
   Julia ignores her. “If Tharell can return to faerie, along with you and Jacqueline, all the fey people will be back where they belong and I can begin to rebuild Region One with who's left.”
 
   “And if I refuse?” Delilah asks and Scott's eyes narrow, but he makes no move to leave Julia's side.
 
   Tharell turns Delilah's face to his with a soft touch to her chin. “Would you deny what is between us.”
 
   Delilah jerks her chin out of his grasp. “Yes,” she hisses. “A little blood bind doesn't mean we're getting married, Sidhe. I never forget that you are fey.”
 
   Tharell's hand slowly drops and Julia can't read his expression. 
 
   Bad.
 
   “But I concede I'm the logical choice to get your criminal rear end back to the mound. I can do it—Brynn could as well.”
 
   “Brynn is pure vampire, the sithen will not allow him inside.”
 
   Delilah's face thins to feral sharp, a slight tremor can be seen in a shaky hand as she swipes a stray hair away. “I can. I did kill Queen Darcel, if you remember.”
 
   “Unforgettable,” Domi says in quiet consideration.
 
   “Thank you, Delilah,” Tharell says, changing tactics.
 
   Her eyes narrow to slits. “You're welcome, Tharell of the Unseelie.”
 
   He gives a little bow then uses his newly acquired vampire speed to jerk her to him. 
 
   Delilah yelps in surprise and Tharell gasps as her talons plug him, the tips exiting out of the wound she just healed. 
 
   “That is not the way to thank a woman.”
 
   Tharell's pain-filled gaze moves to hers. “Then enlighten me.”
 
   Delilah jerks the talons out of his body and Tharell slumps forward. “Next time you bite me—you ask.”
 
   Tharell's breaths come fast and hard, his body using what energy he gained from the first blood-letting to assist with the new wound.
 
   But Tharell does not heal himself. Instead, his fingers trail a pathway of chemistry so obvious its flame to flesh. The delicate touch runs from Delilah's cheekbone to jaw and her breath catches.
 
   Delilah's vein at her throat rises to the surface under his fingertips like a succulent rope and her heartbeat pushes the lush pulse like a magnet to his touch.
 
   Tharell's gaze latches onto the precious blood source where his fingers rest.
 
   Scott moves Julia behind him again.
 
   A pin could be heard if one were to drop.
 
   “May I?” Tharell asks, but his lips already hover above her throat, his strong hand craning her jaw so the long line of her neck is exposed, his prior wounds stand as twin stark holes against snowy flesh.
 
   Julia can see the immense strength in that grip. Tharell could snap her neck. Instead, he cradles her head as if it were a revered and fragile egg. Five spots of scarlet spread in a red pool at his back where her talons speared him
 
   “You may, you insufferable hybrid.”
 
   Tharell's lips twitch as he strikes before any of them can take their next breath. 
 
   Delilah doesn't flinch. Instead, she relaxes into his embrace.
 
   When Brynn enters the barn no one hears him. 
 
   He attacks Tharell in a smear of rolling bodies. The movement also tears out half of Delilah's throat.
 
   Jacqueline screams and moves to go to her daughter.
 
   Domi seizes her, swinging the mother of his child away from the fray.
 
   Scott likewise holds Julia.
 
   I can't breathe.
 
   Brynn knocks his fist into Tharell, and the Sidhe vampire catches the strike. Tharell's wounds close as Julia watches their movements, their clothing like spinning streamers.
 
   Tharell leverages the fist meant for him and tosses Brynn into the concrete wall behind him. The building shakes from the impact.
 
   “Brynn!” Julia screams. 
 
   “No,” Scott says, “Yo—you're so not going near them.”
 
   Brynn rolls away from the concrete wall gracefully, and Julia gasps when she sees the indent of where his body struck the cement.
 
   Julia points to Delilah, but Scott is unyielding armor around her.
 
   Delilah grabs at her throat, eyes wide, gurgling.
 
   Brynn leaps beside her, scooping her off the cold floor. His eyes move to Tharell. “Stay back, newling. You've done enough damage.”
 
   Tharell surges forward.
 
   “Tharell! No, wait,” Julia cries.
 
   Brynn ignores everyone. His attention is only for Delilah as she drowns in her own blood.
 
   “Shh, you will live, young female.” Her flailing arms find his shoulders and latch on.
 
   Brynn grits his teeth against the strength of her hold and folds the mutilated flap of flesh back against her throat.
 
   Delilah bucks, starved for air.
 
   Brynn tears at his wrist. Then balancing her head on his knees, he squeezes the blood out drop by drop.
 
   Her mouth opens, and his dark lifeblood drips inside. Delilah's eyes close. She begins to make mewling sounds like a kitten with its first saucer of cream. 
 
   Delilah grabs the wrist above her and latches on with a contented sigh.
 
   Brynn gives Tharell a look of unadulterated disdain. “That is how it's done, infant.”
 
   Tharell squats beside them. “I am not an infant, and if you do not disengage yourself from her mouth, I will put my fist through your head.”
 
   Brynn smirks. “You will try.”
 
   Unreal.
 
   “We don't have time for this,” Julia says.
 
   “Nope, let them figure this out, Julia. Sometimes men just have to beat the shit out of each other to make sense of it all,” Scott says.
 
   That's so illogical.
 
   Neither of them acknowledges Julia or Scott. They're too busy with their testosterone-laden stare fest. 
 
   “It is I who saved her. You're too much of a novice to release her from the feed when another vampire attacks. You almost killed a helpless female as she entrusted you to feed from her vein. You. Are. An. Infant.”
 
   Tharell's eyes are like dead marbles in his face. “And you shall die if you don't take your wrist from her mouth.”
 
   Delilah ends the argument when she releases Brynn, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.
 
   There aren't many blood-free spots on Delilah anymore. Brynn and Tharell look down at her at the same moment.
 
   She glares at them both. “That hurt like hell.”
 
   Looks like they've bitten off more than they can chew.
 
   Literally.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
   Drek- Lanarre prince
 
    
 
   “This is absurd.”
 
   “They're dead, Drek.”
 
   “I can see that.” Drek holds out his palm, where congealed blood collects.
 
   “The human law enforcement has already combed the establishment.”
 
   Drek's eyebrows lift. “And?”
 
   “They have found nothing we didn't want them to. The human guardians were in bad shape.”
 
   “Eviscerated.”
 
   “Yes,” Bowen answers tersely.
 
   Drek shoots out an exhale like a bullet. “And Tahlia is out there somewhere—a Lanarre princess, unguarded.”
 
   “She is skilled, Drek.”
 
   He whirls on his trusted guard. “I'm aware she is skilled. However, she will be my queen, Bowen.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   Drek kicks the cheap bamboo couch in the hotel room. It flips then hits the wall so hard that the peg legs embed into the drywall.
 
   The room still bears her scent, which is strongest in the bathroom. Drek walks the length of the room and passes through the narrow bathroom threshold. 
 
   A faucet drips loudly. Drek has never wished more to change to wolfen than he does in this moment.
 
   He could be so much more aware. 
 
   But a seven-foot-tall wolfen will attract too much attention. As it is, it's taken all they could manage to get inside the room without alerting the authorities of their presence. 
 
   What I wouldn’t give for my wolfen snout—or animal's eyes. Without them he has only his slightly heightened human senses. 
 
   Then his eyes catch something that's fallen behind the dingy commode.
 
   It looks like snow.
 
   No—it's a feather. A pure white feather. And balanced on top, is a drop of blood.
 
   Drek stands so quickly his head spins. 
 
   “Bowen!” he yells.
 
   Bowen rushes inside, hands gripping the doorjamb. “What is it?”
 
   “She changed into bird form.”
 
   They come to the same realization simultaneously. 
 
   “She lives.”
 
   His gaze moves to the small bathroom window above the shower stall. The window stands open. The opening is just large enough for a bird to move through.
 
   “Yes,” Drek answers, clutching the feather.
 
   It breaks under his grip.
 
    
 
   *
 
   Slash
 
    
 
   “Hey,” Adrianna calls out softly.
 
   Slash jerks up from the ground in a semi-pushup leap. His black nylon athletic pants leave little to the imagination, and he watches Adrianna take that in: his lack of shirt—and underwear. 
 
   It's simply not practical for him to be wolfen and not have pants that accommodate his increased girth. Underwear would literally strangle his nuts. The athletic pants are the best he can do, and they’re more modest than anything most would partake in.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asks.
 
   Slash can't resist a small chuff to scent her. 
 
   Adrianna is nervous. Her emotions fuel a quick scan of the environment. 
 
   “Nothing's wrong Slash. I'm just—I'm seeing how you're doing. You've been gone all day.”
 
   He moves toward her.
 
   Fear washes over her features.
 
   Slash stops, stunned. “Are you afraid of me?”
 
   Adrianna quickly shakes her head. “No. But, you're big in wolfen form.”
 
   He grins. He forgot what he looks like. For a full second, he forgot about his scar.
 
   His smile disappears at the thought but Adrianna is already slipping her arms around his waist, nuzzling against the downy hair that covers his body in this form. 
 
   His hand awkwardly cups her small skull, and he thinks of all of what he loves contained in the fragile container of her head. He swallows painfully. 
 
   She is so vulnerable. And he can think of nothing else but her protection.
 
   He voices different thoughts, though. “Julia tasked me with scenting the dead.”
 
   Adrianna tips her head back. “Kind of shitty.”
 
   Slash shakes his head as his mouth pulls into a thin smile and flattens his scar. “No. It must be done. I'm a pureblood Red. Truman, Zeke, and I are making short work of it.”
 
   Adrianna looks out over the small lake then glances at her feet.
 
   Slash nods. “The fey were able to get all the… pieces.”
 
   Adrianna nods at the word for the torn bodies of the dead.
 
   “They put them in a mass grave. It's up to us to exhaust the tally of fallen Were.”
 
   Understanding lights her expression. “Lawrence.”
 
   Slash nods, unable to tell her just how selfish his motivation is. The packmaster is the one true obstacle standing between Slash’s union with Adrianna. 
 
   “If he's gone, then we can be together.”
 
   Emotion overcomes him and Slash can't keep form and bleeds to human.
 
   The short coat of red hair that covers his body disappears and only the barest grunt whistles out of him as he shrinks to the shorter stature of six foot four. 
 
   Adrianna is still her fierce tiny package of female.
 
   Slash moves his fingers beneath her jaw and tilts it up, looking deeply into her eyes. 
 
   “Adrianna.”
 
   Her lips twist. “Just kiss me. I'm dying here.”
 
   A hint of a smile pulls his mouth, and then it's on hers. Slash has been with many females.
 
   They never saw his face; he made sure of it.
 
   He never loved them, but a male has needs. 
 
   But everything he needs is now here inside his arms. 
 
   The sunlight warms his face and sparkles off the water.
 
   It showcases his scar.
 
   Yet, he allows Adrianna to pull him down to meet her soft lips. 
 
   Slash is not starved for sex, but love is a different matter. And Slash knows that sex will be consuming when love is a part of it.
 
   And he loves Adrianna so much, it's a type of sweet agony.
 
   It hurts him deeply because he gave up some of his self-preservation to feel it.
 
    Then her small hands slide just underneath the waistband of his pants and Slash is lost to her touch.
 
   Just lost.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Slash leads Adrianna by the hand. The woods deepen around them. The trees grow thicker and broader. 
 
   “I'll be cold, Slash,” Adrianna says with just a touch of coyness to her voice. 
 
   But she does not say no.
 
   “Let my body warm you,” he says.
 
   She lifts his hand and kisses each knuckle, never looking away.
 
   Slash sucks in a breath. “Lawrence is dead,” he confesses.
 
   “I thought he might be,” she says, giving a significant look around the woods. “You wouldn't take me as mate unless he was out of the picture.”
 
   Slash smiles, and Adrianna grins back.
 
   “How do you know I am taking you as mate?” he teases.
 
   Adrianna's hand is suddenly cupping his balls, and he gasps. “You better be, buster. I'm not doing the nasty with just anyone.”
 
   Slash seizes her wrist. “You are mine. There will be no other who knows your body, Adrianna.”
 
   A slow smile spreads across her full lips, and her hazel eyes sparkle. “Just the way I want it, stud. Now let me do something more fun with these.”
 
   Slash isn't shy, but when the one woman he loves has him by the balls, it's a strange position to be in.
 
   “Adrianna,” he calls softly as her fingers cup him intimately.
 
   “Yeah,” she replies. Her half-hooded eyes widen slightly. 
 
   “I know what you're going to ask.”
 
   “Then you know it will be better in quarter-change.”
 
   She nods. “I'm young, not dumb.”
 
   Slash wants her. Badly.
 
   He doesn't want to hurt her, but he will. There is no reversing it. Virginity is the one thing that unifies all the species. Females who are pure will experience pain at the loss of it.
 
   Slash takes her in his arms. “I would do anything to spare you.”
 
   “Slash, stop. I've always wanted you. I couldn't do this with anyone else.”
 
   Slash growls.
 
   Adrianna's eyebrows pop. “Don't go all Alpha on me.”
 
   Slash doesn't answer. He bends over, taking her earlobe deeply inside his mouth and nips it, drawing blood.
 
   Adrianna whimpers. 
 
   Slash hardens against her. “You can't go back, Adriana. Once we are mated, whatever I have is yours. Whatever I lack, will remain.”
 
   Her hand moves to him again, gently squeezing and he groans.
 
   “You lack nothing,” she whispers.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Adrianna kisses what she can reach, moving her lips across his unscarred chest. His nipples harden inside the cool interior of the woods. 
 
   “Where are the guys?” she asks against his hot skin.
 
   “They won't disturb us.”
 
   “Better not,” she says, giving his nipple a hard nip.
 
   Slash pulls a sharp inhale that's a half-moan. 
 
   “Don't, Adrianna.”
 
   “Were like teeth,” she says as though reading from a textbook.
 
   “Perhaps too much,” Slash says, knowing where that can lead.
 
   Adrianna takes his pants down to his ankles.
 
   Slash stands before her, unashamed by his nudity, hoping she forgives his face for what his body offers.
 
   Adrianna stares at him silently for so long he can't fight the heat that spreads from his neck to settle at his face. He physically restrains himself from jerking the pants back on and walking off.
 
   Adrianna finally looks at his face, which only makes his shame burn brighter.
 
   “You are the most beautiful man I've ever seen.” Her lips part, a flush rivaling his own spreads across her cheekbones and Slash's nostrils flare at her arousal.
 
   Slash grins so he won't cry and grabs her in a hug so fierce she taps out on his shoulder.
 
   He pulls away, and her face is purple. 
 
   “Maybe a little too tight,” she squeezes out, her fingers barely apart.
 
   Slash can't stop smiling. Adrianna called him beautiful. 
 
   Then she takes off her clothes, and Slash knows his beauty is merely a shadow of hers.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWENTY
 
   Julia
 
    
 
   “No, absolutely not.” Julia looks from Brynn to Tharell, then her gaze goes to Delilah. “I asked you to go with Tharell. Back when he was a fey-slash-demonic. Now he's a vamp?” Julia throws up her hands, and they slap down on her thighs.
 
    “And can I mention, for the record, that you guys shouldn't even be standing with all the blood that's lying around?” Julia crosses her arms, fuming. 
 
   “Julia.” 
 
   She turns reluctantly to Scott.
 
   His eyes beseech her to listen. 
 
   “Brynn was William's second, right?”
 
   She throws a look at Brynn. “Yes,” she answers slowly, “after he was tortured at Merlin's orders, Brynn and the handful of other vamps are all who survived.” It's important to clarify everything. 
 
   Scott nods. “Okay, so he's the only vamp around that you trust.”
 
   Julia supposes that's accurate. “Yeah.”
 
   “Delilah's already decided to go. Brynn can supervise. Two vamps against the big bad fey.”
 
   Scott winks at her and Julia steps into his arms and hugs him around the waist. “You're so funny.”
 
   He strokes her back. “I know.”
 
   “Hmm,” she says against him, but she's smiling.
 
   “Tharell can do nothing to us. Two against one. Plus,” Brynn says, “it's against vampire nature to kill or harm a female. And it's not about gallantry, Julia.”
 
   “What is it then?” she asks, frowning as she tosses Tharell a surreptitious glance. Disgruntled doesn't cover it.
 
   “It's about self-preservation. If the males are chasing around and killing all the females, where do the new vampires come from. Offspring.”
 
   Jason strolls into the open barn door, hands stuffed inside his pockets, his gaze moving to where Julia stands beside Scott. “Don't you just latch onto someone new and change them, blood sucker?”
 
   He smirks.
 
   Great, Jason's going to be himself, when we really need this. Tharell needs to get gone so tempers can cool.
 
   Scott takes her hand, and Julia tries to pull away, though she wants nothing more than to collapse against him in relief. 
 
   Jason notices the subtle tug-of-war and his smug expression turns to the hard edges of rage.
 
   Julia is intimately familiar with that expression. Julia stops struggling. She is the rope between two men, and she's fraying quickly.
 
   Brynn glances between all of them. “Yes, we can change some humans into vampires, but they must already be vampiric. They must have the blood of a vampire to change.” He glances at Tharell. “As the Sidhe warrior did.”
 
   Jason's eyebrows hike. “Really? So Tharell's gone all vampy. Well, isn't this just fucked.”
 
   Jason's got it right. It's a mess. 
 
   “So”—Jason taps his chin—“let me get this straight, as I've just been invited to this little party.” When his eyes find Julia's, she doesn't look away. “You three vamps are going to the fey mound, and you'll take your chances there.” His eyes move to Delilah's still-healing neck, and he checks a snort. “And Tharell is going to hope the fey just welcome him back with open arms? Not fucking likely.”
 
   Jason walks slowly over to Julia and Scott. His eyes rake down her body then move back to her face.
 
   “And Julia's all entangled with Singer royalty again, while battling a demonic spore.”
 
   Jacqueline glances at Julia and she casts her eyes to the floor. 
 
   “Is this true, Julia?”
 
   “Yes.” She gives a sharp exhale. “The saber—the demonic blood can't kill me, but I'll just get sicker.”
 
   “Until a high demon comes along and finds Jules. Then he can do her in.” Jason looks at her coldly, but Julia knows it's his anger talking. He’s angry she’ll grow sick, and the situation with Scott has only renewed that rage.
 
   Jason licks his lips. “All Jules has to do is hook up with Scott here, and the high demon can pack sand, right, guys?”
 
   Julia's miserable. A few short years ago, she couldn’t envision a life without Jason. 
 
   Now she knows that'll never happen. 
 
   Brynn fills the awkward silence. “Then it would make sense for Tharell to be gone from here, so if the demonic return, he can't be commanded to act on any direction given by them.”
 
   “Won't he be too vampire to be driven by demonic directives?” Jacqueline asks.
 
   “I think demonic trumps vamp,” Julia guesses.
 
   “I know it does,” Domi says. 
 
   Jason turns to Brynn, Delilah, and Tharell. “Then you better go. Because even though I'd love to kick some ass, I don't want one chance for some devil guys showing up and hurting Jules.”
 
   “But you are allowed to hurt her by staying?” Tharell asks, getting to the heart of it.
 
   Jason smiles and it's more a baring of teeth. “Yeah. I've earned the right, purple dick.”
 
   Tharell moves in a streak of lavender. He slams Jason against the wall, holding his hand at Jason’s throat. “Courtesy, Were.”
 
   “Fuck you, grape.”
 
   Julia runs to them. Scott reaches to grab her.
 
   No, please, Scott.
 
   He stills at her telepathic missive.
 
   Be careful.
 
   She turns and puts her hand on Tharell. “Please, just go. Don't harm Delilah.”
 
   Tharell looks down at her, his fingers like steel at Jason's throat. “I will die inside faerie.”
 
   Julia squeezes her eyes shut. “You will die here.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Julia opens her eyes and watches as Tharell drops Jason. 
 
   He massages his throat then looks at Julia.
 
   She lowers her eyes before what she sees in his, feeling sick. 
 
   “I'll get my shit. It seems to me you have plenty of protectors here, Jules. I'm just in the way.”
 
   Julia grabs him, latching onto his arms. He flings his arms wide and her hands fly backward. “Don't,” he snarls. 
 
   Scott is suddenly in front of her. “It's all about you, Caldwell.”
 
   Jason's eyes are all for Julia. 
 
   “Not always.”
 
   Jason stalks off, not giving anyone anything but his back and the dust off his feet.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Thankfully, Delilah has time to put on fresh clothes for the journey to the mound. They didn't announce her departure.
 
    Brynn and Tharell wait at the stand of trees that bisect the lake from Highway 101. The mound is beyond even that, west toward the Olympic Mountains at the edges of the Hoh Rain Forest. 
 
   “I feel bad,” Julia says, reaching for Delilah's hand. “I know we're not close, that we don't even really know each other.”
 
   “It's fine.” Delilah gingerly lays a hand on her throat, where the faint scarring is nearly healed.
 
   Julia breathes a sigh of relief. 
 
   I think we'll have to do a hazmat clean of the barn floor. She shudders at the recent memory. 
 
   “It changes things,” Julia says.
 
   Delilah nods. “It does. I know he could kill me if the right devil shows up.” The corner of Delilah's mouth lifts.
 
   “Not. Funny,” Julia says but she laughs.
 
   “Nothing is certain, Julia—that's why Brynn is going.”
 
   “Another complication—”
 
   “A contingency,” she interrupts. 
 
   Neither one of them mention Brynn's actions in saving Delilah in what looked like an attack by Tharell. Protective vampire instinct or something else? 
 
   Julia shoves her hair behind her ears. Her head hurts with all the thoughts piling up inside it. 
 
   Delilah shrugs. “I'll be fine.”
 
   “You're still a girl—like me.”
 
   “A woman who killed the Queen of the Unseelie.”
 
   A shaky laugh escapes Julia. “Right. I know.”
 
   “You requested I take him.”
 
   Julia stares into Delilah's black gaze. “Before Tharell vamped out.”
 
   Delilah crosses her arms. “Brynn and I will return. Once Tharell enters the sithen, he is a problem for the fey. Not us.”
 
   “It's like a death sentence.”
 
   “It's as you said. He waits, demons will come, and then he is an addition to the army.”
 
   “A possible addition.”
 
   Neither of them enumerates the possibilities of how that particular event could spin out. 
 
   “True. However, this gets him away from whoever usurped your authority.”
 
   Dissent in the ranks. 
 
   Julia throws up her hands. “Okay, you win.”
 
   “Of course.” Delilah grins, and the dimple she shares with Scott winks in and out of existence.
 
   “What about Jacqueline?”
 
   Delilah sighs. “I'm not sure which I like better,” she admits quietly. “This soft, pregnant Jacqueline or the tough monarch.”
 
   Julia jerks back. “What? Jacqueline without the moderation of faerie tried to murder me. She was a bitch on wheels.”
 
   Delilah nods. “Yes, but a little bit of that is needed now. And she's just too broken to give that side of herself. What if something horrible happens? And you need what Jacqueline can bring?”
 
   “I think she'll rise to the occasion.”
 
   Delilah gives a quick nod, looking over Julia's shoulder. “She's here to see me off.”
 
   Julia's mouth makes an O, and she turns in the direction Delilah is staring.
 
    Jacqueline moves out of the shadows. Neither Scott nor Domi is in sight. 
 
   Julia knows it's an illusion. Domi is protective over Jacqueline. 
 
   Scott would never let anything happen to Julia. However, she appreciates the illusion of privacy.
 
   “I wished to tell you goodbye.”
 
   Delilah lifts a shoulder. “It doesn't matter.”
 
   “It does. I have something to tell you. It might make a difference—it might not.”
 
   Julia begins to back away, thinking she doesn't need to intrude on their private moment.
 
   “No—stay,” Jacqueline says.
 
   Julia stills. Jacqueline’s face is so grave, Julia's pretty sure she doesn't want to hear the words that Jacqueline will speak. 
 
   “I know that I have been an absent and neglectful mother, as I was with Scott.”
 
   Delilah says nothing, and Julia's impressed. Most would rub in the obvious.
 
    Julia studies Delilah's face and comes to the conclusion that maybe her vampire nature offers a sort of natural indifference. If so, Jacqueline can't mend that bridge.
 
   “You have asked, and I have refused.”
 
   Julia's ears perk as she looks between the two. What?
 
   Delilah's skirts swish at her ankles as she moves forward suddenly. She takes Jacqueline's hands in her own.
 
   “My sire?”
 
   Julia holds her breath as the two women face off. Both are dark and severe as well as cunning.
 
   “He does not know of your existence.”
 
   “And I do not know his identity,” Delilah replies. 
 
   Jacqueline takes a deep inhale, letting it out slowly. “It is Gabriel of the Northwestern Kiss.”
 
   Delilah backs away, dropping her mother's hands as though she were burnt. “No.”
 
   Julia's breath escapes in a rush that makes her dizzy. Her hand hits the side of the barn. 
 
   Delilah is the daughter of a Rare One, the very leader who tried to get into bed with Tharell to reacquire her.
 
    Now his own daughter will travel with Tharell.
 
   “He is merciless!” Delilah cries, and Julia watches Brynn and Tharell make haste to their positions. 
 
   “It is a trait I desired in the fathers of my children.”
 
   Uh-oh.
 
   Delilah's frantic eyes meet her mother’s. “Why?” Her voice is as sharp as a blade.
 
   “Survival of the fittest,” Jacqueline admits in a vacant tone.
 
   “For whom?” 
 
   Jacqueline's eyes shift to the left. 
 
   “For me.” Her voice has dropped to a thready whisper.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
   Slash
 
    
 
   “I'm not playing the role of blushing virgin.”
 
   Adrianna is suddenly shy, and of course, that makes Slash go from hard to soft in an instant. 
 
   Slash is stalled but not done. In two strides, he stands in front of her. 
 
   “Adrianna?” 
 
   She glances up at him then away.
 
   “I'm going nowhere.”
 
   She takes a deep breath, and he scents her anxiety. He also sees the muscle definition in the tenseness along her thighs. 
 
   Slash wraps his hands around her upper arms. “I'll be gentle.”
 
   “That's not in question.”
 
   “What is it then?”
 
   “Tony.”
 
   Slash's hands convulse around her arms.
 
   “He didn't—I thought.” Slash touches his forehead to hers. “Tell me he did not do what I'm thinking. Because he'd need to die again.”
 
   A sad smile touches her lips then disappears. “No, but it was close—so close, Slash.”
 
   “I don't want to harm you, but the first time will hurt.”
 
   Her breath is warm against his skin. She’s frightened. 
 
   Slash can't back down, even now, despite knowing her trepidation. 
 
   Her small hands float to his hips, and just like that, he's back to unbearably hard. “Adi,” he breathes against her, and his lips are at her temple. “I can't not want you, female.”
 
   “I want you, too, Slash.”
 
   He bends at the knees, and her hands fall away. Slash glories in the sight of her for a full thirty seconds then scoops her into his arms. 
 
   Slash didn't plan on this. 
 
   But the moss of the forest is dry. He kicks their small pile of scattered clothes with a single swipe, and they fall on top of the dry spongy floor. He arranges Adrianna on top of the bed of moss and clothes.
 
   Adrianna turns her head, and her nostrils flare, her senses heightened in her quarter-change form. “They smell of you.”
 
   Slash's eyes run down the length of her body. Her beauty is subtle—perfect. 
 
   Round breasts fall softly to the sides of her chest, and her ribcage narrows to a waist he can span with his hands. Her hips flare just wide enough of a woman just past whelpling age and far enough to be ready for what Slash offers. His eyes move to her perfect toes, and she wiggles them under his scrutiny.
 
   Her face flames when his eye come to her sex.
 
   “Show me, Adrianna.”
 
   Her thighs tremble, but she parts them. Slash falls to his knees to lay the side of his face against the inside of her thigh. His nose is inches from the most secret part of her. 
 
   “Am I…” Adrianna's voice shakes, and she clears her throat. “Okay?”
 
   “Okay is not a word I would ever use to describe you, Adrianna.”
 
   He can feel her heartbeat through her femoral artery. 
 
   Slash turns his face, laying a heated breath at her core.
 
   She arches her back, “Slash!” she says in a whisper-shout, grasping his hair with her hand.
 
   “Do you like it?” 
 
   “Love,” she replies breathlessly.
 
   His voice rumbles against her wet heat, “Do you want more?”
 
   “Is there—more?”
 
   “Yes.” He places his hands at the apex of where thigh meets her center, and he spreads her like a flower.
 
   Adrianna tenses.
 
   “Trust me, Adrianna.”
 
   “You know I do.”
 
   “I will prepare you.” Slash waits, and when she relaxes, he moves in deeper between her legs. Using his tongue, Slash begins at one side of her and sucks the sensitive flesh deeply into his mouth. 
 
   “Ahh,” she says, and fingers that had previously bit into his scalp now rub through the stubble of his hair. 
 
   “That's it. Open yourself to me.”
 
   Adrianna's knees fall apart, and he tucks his hands underneath her hips, cupping the globes of flesh, lifting as he pulls her more deeply into his mouth.
 
   She whimpers, and he licks her from entrance to clit, using the flat of his tongue to rub back and forth on the sensitive nub. Adrianna begins to make little sounds of pleasure, coming undone from the attention.
 
   Slash's erection is a painful, throbbing mass. He denies himself, giving pleasure to the only female he could ever consider mating. She begins to ride his mouth with eager hips, and he matches her rhythm with his own.
 
   When he pierces her entrance with his tongue, she cries out, and Slash does it again and again, holding her bare ass with one hand as the other strokes her slick clit rapidly with his thumb.
 
   Adrianna's body tenses as her head whips violently back and forth. She screams, her body an arc, and Slash slows his tongue penetration then stops it, carefully lowering her to the soft forest floor.
 
   Her eyes are spinning gold, and every feature of her beautiful face glows in stark relief. 
 
   “Take me,” she says, and Slash is unsurprised by the growling quality to her voice.
 
   Slash lines himself up with her center.
 
   Adrianna gives silent consent with the widening of her legs, letting her arms fall behind her head. Her generous breasts lift, the nipples pointing at his body.
 
   Slash enters her with a single, hard shove. He tears through her barrier and meets the end of her in a quivering thrust of flesh married.
 
   “Oh my—moon!” Adrianna gasps, struggling not to tense against his entry. 
 
   Slash feels horrible, but her slick heat and the way her body welcomes his as though he never left, is too much, and he begins to move gently within her.
 
   His head hangs as he lifts his weight from above her, working deeply in and out. “I am sorry—you are—I am lost in you.”
 
   She rocks back against him, “Nope, I have you, Slash.”
 
   “You do, every part of me,” he whispers with clenched eyes. 
 
   His eyes snap open as her hands rest on his hips, guiding him—encouraging him. “Do not. I can't hold back, Adrianna.”
 
   “I don't want you to.”
 
   He freezes above her, his gaze searching hers in the shadows. “Have I hurt you?”
 
   “Not like I'll hurt you if you stop.”
 
   Slash smiles, and she grins back, her teeth very sharp. He begins to move with purpose, using long gentle strokes. She fits him like a hot slick glove as he bottoms out to kiss her womb.
 
   “Take me, take me, take me, Slash.”
 
   Slash studies her expression, and when he's satisfied it's what she wants, he does what his body has been longing to do since she came of age. He buries himself to the hilt inside her.
 
   They grunt at the deep joining, and her legs fold over his back. He lifts her hips, tilting them forward as he begins to pound inside of her.
 
   “Please,” she whispers, and Slash can hold back no more. She is tight and untried by all but him. He plunges in a final time and unloads his seed into her depths, simultaneously scent-marking her.
 
   She milks him, pulsing around him as she makes little grunts of satisfaction. They are music to his ears. That he could possibly satisfy this female who's entrusted him fills Slash with an unaccustomed sensation.
 
   It's beyond the momentary contentment of this act between them.
 
   Beyond that, he has claimed a mate.
 
   More than fleeting happiness, Slash feels true joy—his and hers.
 
   Their own.
 
    
 
   * 
 
    
 
   Slash scrolls a fingertip down Adrianna’s naked side and watches the trail of gooseflesh rise in its wake. 
 
   Adrianna giggles. “Stop. You're tickling me, ya butt.”
 
   Slash gives a lazy smile. “Butt, eh?”
 
   Adrianna rolls onto her back, and his hand rests on her naked hip. 
 
   Her eyes twinkle. “You're so old, Slash.” 
 
   His eyebrow raises. There is a great span between their ages. “Does that bother you?” Slash asks, hoping it does not because there's no rectifying it. He has taken her as mate.
 
   She raises her hand, and he doesn't flinch when she touches the small unsavory mound of flesh that sits in the center of his upper lip. Instead, he catches her hand with his own and kisses her finger. 
 
   A long shuddering sigh eases out of her, and his gaze catches on Adrianna's gorgeous breasts.
 
   “You like looking at me.”
 
   Slash's eyes move to her face. “Yes,” he admits. “Now that I can, I cannot look away.”
 
   “You're a romantic, Slash.” There's surprise in her voice. He hears pleasure, too.
 
   His brows quirk and the heat of embarrassment rises to his face. 
 
   “Don't deny, buddy—I can tell.”
 
   Slash mounds her breasts, and her breath catches, her hazel eyes darkening like the threat of a storm.
 
   “What else can you tell, Adrianna?” he asks softly, never looking away while rolling her pebbled nipple between his thumb and finger. 
 
   “I can tell that I want to go again.”
 
   Slash smiles, cupping her heat with his other hand, and she spreads her legs. 
 
   “Are you sore?” he asks, kissing first one thigh then the inside of the other. He rolls his face against her flesh, taking the skin deep between his teeth, smelling her blood and his seed mingled together.
 
    Ambrosia.
 
   “Not enough,” she says in a voice gone low with need.
 
   He releases the flesh of her thigh. His teeth leave indentions, but the skin is unbroken. The marks plump and smooth out as Slash watches.
 
   “The quarter-change is helping to heal me,” she says, relief in her voice.
 
    “It was smart, Slash.” She laughs, and he looks up from where he just pleasured her to her expressive face. “But I think there was an ulterior motive.”
 
   “Oh?” he asks, his fingers caressing her entrance.
 
   “Yes,” she says, her voice breathy, “I think you just wanted me as much as you could get.”
 
   Slash's fingers stop. He glides up her body, caging Adrianna with his arms, placing his hardness against her soft slit. He cradles her face with his hands, elbows planted on either side of her.
 
   He kisses her forehead, each eyelid, then her mouth. 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Ha! I knew it.”
 
   He brushes his lips against hers. 
 
   “I knew once I started loving you, once would not be enough.”
 
   Adrianna wraps her arms around his neck. 
 
   “For me, either,” she whispers.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
   Drek
 
    
 
   “That was a round about,” Bowen snorts, twirling his finger in the air.
 
   “We are Lanarre—we can scent the rain on the wind.”
 
   Bowen rolls his eyes. 
 
   Drek scowls. “What is that look for?”
 
   “We may be Lanarre, but when Tahlia takes flight, there's no scenting her.”
 
   Drek hates to admit any failure, but Bowen is right. If the other Alpha female's ground scent hadn't been nearby, they might have missed Tahlia altogether.
 
   “Interesting scent mix at the gasoline station,” Bowen remarks.
 
   Drek gives him a sharp look. About half of all supes, even vampires, could have scented the mess Tahlia made. He didn’t know why Tahlia was with another female Were, but he suspected the second female was rogue. Drek understood the implications of an Alpha female running solo. None were good, certainly not once Tahlia was added to the equation.
 
   Did the female help Tahlia?
 
   Drek doubted that. Tahlia's scent was mingled with the blood of the males. That could mean only two things.
 
   They had harmed her and Tahlia had defended herself. That option was highly unlikely. No average Were would harm a Lanarre. 
 
   The second option: she had attacked them in defense of another, most likely the second female. 
 
   From all reports and his abbreviated correspondence with Tahlia, he suspected the latter to be the most probable. 
 
   Drek smiles, palming his chin.
 
   “You've thought of something?” Bowen asks. The Were has been Drek’s friend and guard since whelphood. Bowen's family has been the guard of the Lanarre royalty for a thousand years, an anomaly, for they are not human.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Bowen's dark eyebrows rise, his light brown eyes steady on Drek. 
 
   “I think she defended the Alpha female.” 
 
   Understanding lights Bowen's expression. “Good call.”
 
   “There's a remote possibility that she was defending herself against the two males.” He gives Bowen a sharp look.
 
   He immediately shakes his head. “Absolutely not. A Lanarre female just out of whelp? It'd go against every precept in Lycan culture.”
 
   “There's precedence.”
 
   Neither of them speak of the scent of the Alpha Were who has murdered over nine humans, including Tahlia's guards.
 
   Bowen lifts a shoulder. “Who knows what that Were was made of? If he was being tasked by a packmaster or acting of his own volition?”
 
   “True.” But Drek is troubled. A Were who would rampage through a human establishment like that was capable of other deeds.
 
   He and Bowen exchange an uneasy look. “He would not kill her but might do other unsavory things.”
 
   A flutter appears in Bowen's jaw, and voices what has occurred to them both. “He would not rape a Lanarre female. She's barely more than a girl.”
 
   Drek's stomach does a slow, heated roll. “He is not Lanarre. It would go against our instincts to protect females. But as you've said, we can't be absolutely sure.”
 
   Bowen throws his hands up in the middle of the parking lot of the decaying gas station. “Let's run with the assumption that he missed her. That she hid herself. That the slaying of her guardians wasn't for nothing.”
 
   Drek's eyebrows jerk up to his hairline. “An Alpha male would scent a Lanarre.”
 
   “Not if she was in bird form.”
 
   Drek puts his hands to hips and walks off. He paces back and forth. Ignoring the coming dawn and the coolness, he scents the ocean in the distance. 
 
   His nose is at the scene, and he can't get out of his head. He whirls and looks at Bowen. “Then we make haste. We scent where their car has gone and follow.”
 
   Bowen walks to him then grips him by the arms. Though Bowen is only a fraction shorter, Drek is built for war. All Lanarre are. The royal line is the most barbarically fashioned. Both men stand nearly eye-to-eye at six feet five. 
 
   “Don't lose faith. This crazed male missed her once. It's clear Tahlia is now with the Alpha female we presume she helped.”
 
   Bowen wrinkles his nose. “Those males were from the Western. Easy to scent.” 
 
   “Possibly drones sent by Tramack?”
 
   Bowen rolls his shoulders into a dismissive shrug. “I don't keep up on common Were politics.”
 
   Drek grins suddenly. “And you accuse me of being a snob?”
 
   “Ha!” Bowen replies, dropping his hands from Drek's arms and walking toward the gas pumps. “No accusation necessary. You're an elitist.”
 
   Drek can't deny it—the common dens don't adhere to the ways of Lycan tradition enough to earn his respect. A few dens still cleave to the traditions of old, but they are few and far between. 
 
   Bowen drops to his hands and knees on the ground, dirtying the knees of his well-worn jeans. He turns his face and hovers above the damp asphalt. He flares his nostrils once then makes several small chuffs.
 
   His head snaps up.
 
   “I have it.”
 
   Metal is especially hard to scent, but Bowen has made a little game of it. He can usually get the decade of a vehicle from scent alone. Bowen is good enough at tracking that he can determine what year the car is. 
 
   “Older model, 1960s Chevy—heavy.”
 
   “They're all heavy from that era,” Drek says with a touch of humor. “Really old model.”
 
   Bowen rocks back and sits on his heels, nearly yanking his shoulders to his ears. “Perspective. I was a whelp in that day, but you were already thirty-five.”
 
   Drek smirks. 
 
   “One hundred percent original components,” Bowen says triumphantly.
 
   Drek's jaw drops. “Really?”
 
   “Yes, probably an old couple, had it since the day they got married. Grocery-getter for the woman.” His eyes glitter. “It happens.”
 
   “Rarely.”
 
   “Better for us, the signature will be clean to follow.”
 
   “What are we waiting for?” Drek says.
 
   Bowen bounds to his feet in a single leap from his toes. “Nothing, let's roll.”
 
   Drek gives him a tolerant look. Bowen loves human slang. Drek finds it tiresome, though he's adopted a few key phrases himself.
 
   Drek grits his teeth, angry over the loss of Tahlia's human guardians with an undercurrent of acute anxiety for her. The humans who serve the Lanarre are greatly loyal, with generations upon generations of service. 
 
   Drek would dismember the male who slaughtered them if Tahlia hadn't already. Any male who would touch a Lanarre female deserves death. Drek is keenly aware of Tahlia's proficiency in defense. However, she is still female. And judging by the remains of the humans, the male who is responsible for the massacre is strong.
 
   He seems stronger than most Were, but he’s not Lanarre-strong. If the male were human, Drek would have assumed he'd been taking some artificial enhancer, like PCP.
 
   Bowen turns, giving Drek a considering look. “Stop thinking. Let's go.”
 
   Stop thinking. Easier said than done. 
 
   Drek glances over his shoulder, noting the neon sign that reads gas switching on.
 
   They'll track during the beginning of day and find Tahlia by nightfall. Drek is optimistic.
 
   Just beyond the tree line, Bowen and Drek morph into quarter-change. The ability that is generally reserved for female Were is available to all Lanarre, male and female. Still, so far from the moon's fullness, the ability comes at a cost to the males. 
 
   Bowen and Drek race parallel to the road, following the scent of the car. They slow as the scent stops, then they climb the embankment that leads to the highway. A car passes, and they freeze, waiting for the scent to waft back.
 
   It floats down to rest.
 
   Drek moves to the shoulder, sinking to his haunches. He touches the impression of deep treads biting into the soft dirt and pebbles. He closes his eyes, inhaling deeply. 
 
   The car was parked here. Tahlia was inside.
 
   His eyes seek Bowen, but he's already at the edge of the woods. 
 
   “I have her.”
 
   Drek looks, hoping that Bowen literally has her.
 
   “Her scent, Drek.”
 
   Drek's shoulders drop. “I know,” he replies and glances behind him. 
 
   Two cars were parked at the shoulder. He's scented them both.
 
   Where did the other drivers go? Why were they here, parked behind my chosen? Drek doesn't like it, and he can't dismiss the possibilities of what it represents, especially the scent.
 
   The ones who were here beside the unknown female and his chosen—they are scentless.
 
   Bowen motions impatiently.
 
   “I am a prince, you know,” he reminds Bowen.
 
   “Uh-huh, get your princely ass over here so we can find Tahlia.”
 
   Drek smirks. “You don't show proper respect, Bowen. And no one cares more about finding Tahlia than I.”
 
   Bowen pegs his hands on his hips, one foot in the woods and one on the slope. “And you clearly don't give a shit about anything but finding Tahlia.”
 
   Drek grins. “Yes, but we have a problem.”
 
   Bowen's brows come together, all humor gone, and his posture tenses. “What?”
 
   “We have scentless followers.”
 
   “Vampire?” Bowen asks instantly, his nostrils flaring and a scowl forming on his face. “Can't scent a thing.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Doesn't feel right, Drek.”
 
   Drek nods. Vamps would avoid daylight for obvious reasons and especially Lycan females. That interaction is a mess waiting to happen. Vampires employ stealth. It is their nature.
 
   No, the followers are not vamps. 
 
   Drek studies the impressions at the shoulder again. His eyes move restlessly over every groove or tread. His mind touches on an idea and instantly dismisses it.
 
   There has not been a tangible appearance of cloaked demonic in centuries. There would not be one now.
 
   Still, it strikes a discordant note deep within Drek. He doesn't favor the idea of Tahlia with an unknown female while a deranged Were with a penchant for murdering innocent humans is on the loose. And now this new potential threat…
 
   Drek doesn't trust anything he can't scent. No self-respecting Lycan would.
 
   “Drek?” Bowen calls from the bottom of the embankment. 
 
   “I don't like it.”
 
   Bowen throws his hands up in the air, disbelief saturating his features. “What's to like?”
 
   “These other scentless beings changes nothing,” Drek says slowly. Except his chosen is vulnerable and is probably not experienced enough to understand a hidden threat is closing in. She is very young.
 
   Drek jogs down the small hill to the forest's edge to join Bowen, who's already racing ahead of him. They run side by side, shoving aside alder branches like ready whips in front of their faces.
 
   “Wolfen,” Bowen gasps.
 
   Their clothes shred. Drek's more prepared than Bowen, who is left in his expandable underwear. Drek specifically chose the plain athletic pants because they would accommodate his change to wolfen form.
 
   The Lanarre all possess coats of silver. A light downy mat of hair like gray smoke covers Bowen as he runs, and Drek knows he looks nearly identical. In wolf form, his coat is tipped in silver but otherwise black. In wolfen form, they both move with power that they could not spare while in quarter-form.
 
   “Wait!” Drek calls, stopping so quickly that he snatches at a trunk to arrest his progress. The tree groans with the impact as his talons punch into the bark. A fine spray of needles falls softly, and the smell of pine is pungent.
 
   Drek flings them out of his hair, but some remain tangled in the fine hairs that cover his body
 
   “What?” Bowen asks, jogging back to Drek's position.
 
   “I scent Blood Singers.”
 
   Bowen nods, unsurprised. “This is close to their territory.”
 
   Drek inhales deeply, his eyes widening. “Tahlia,” he breathes her name reverently.
 
   “How did I miss that?” 
 
   “Chasing the ball!” Drek answers with a healthy dose of sarcasm.
 
   Bowen flips him off. “I did not ignore scenting to chase the one scent.”
 
   Drek snorts, his snout wrinkling. Bowen always has trouble multi-scenting. He gets one scent and gets obsessive.
 
   An irritated exhale rushes out of Bowen. “Okay, maybe a little.” 
 
   Drek's talons click as is thumb and index come together. “All the way.”
 
   “Right—go on,” Bowen replies impatiently. 
 
   “They're not enemies of the Were,” Drek comments significantly. “They would take in two lone Were females.”
 
   “Yes,” Bowen admits. 
 
   “So Tahlia must have found refuge in their territory.”
 
   Bowen sighs and shoots a glance Drek's way. “That's a reach.”
 
   “I don't believe in coincidence.” His eyes lock on the slowly spinning mercury orbs in Bowen's face. “An Alpha female, my chosen, and two Singer males—together?”
 
   “You're right. But this will have to be handled with a degree of diplomacy you lack, Drek.”
 
   Drek's face tightens. “I have certain inalienable rights here.”
 
   “Of course. But they're a different species, with different rules that govern their kind. We might not be able to just waltz in there with nary a care and grab Tahlia. There might be a protocol in place.”
 
   Drek's face whips to Bowen's and he feels his eyes spinning in response to his heightened agitation.
 
   “Fuck protocol.”
 
   Bowen's chin dips. “I was afraid you'd say that.”
 
   There are no words after that, only speed.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
   Cyn
 
    
 
   Cynthia folds her arms. “You have got to be kidding?”
 
   Jason whirls around, punching the wall. Plaster flakes float to the floor. “Do I look like I'm fucking kidding?”
 
   Cynthia studies his tense body as if he were a coiled snake. She sighs. “I'm not gonna lie. This sucks donkey dicks.”
 
   Jason snorts. “Yeah.”
 
   “What are ya gonna do?” 
 
   Cynthia feels for him. He's so raw. The last three years have been a torture. And in a way, it never stopped. Jason's been on a perpetual roller-coaster ride like an emotional junkie with no fix in sight.
 
   “What do you think?” he asks, disdain thick in his voice.
 
   Cynthia looks down at her feet, momentarily taking note of her shitty footwear. Why does that matter? She doesn't know, but in this crazy-ass new world of hers, she just wants something cute, goddammit. 
 
   Instead, she faces Jason—and reality. “You're going.”
 
   He jerks his head in a nod. “Hell, yes. I'm not sticking around to watch Julia do Scott.”
 
   “God, that's crude—even for you.”
 
   He strides toward her, but Cynthia holds her ground. Jason's volatile, but she doesn't think he'll melt down all over her.
 
   Jason sees something in her and slows, his expression like thunder. “What? You think I'd put my hands on you?”
 
   Cynthia quickly shakes her head. “No, but you're—you're not yourself, Jas—” 
 
   “No shit?” He rakes a hand through his sandy hair. “My wife”—he thumbs his chest hard enough to leave a bruise—“is all soul-tied…”
 
   “Meld.”
 
   “Whatever-the-fuck!” he roars, and Cynthia's mouth snaps shut.
 
   “With Scott,” he spits. 
 
   Cynthia's in full-diffusion mode. “Listen, Jason, I know you're freaking out right now…”
 
   His hands clench into fists, his jaw goes hard, and his eyebrows yank in blatant disbelief. “Yeah. Ya think?”
 
   Cynthia blows out a tight breath, crossing her arms. “But you'll never forgive yourself if something happens to Jules.”
 
   He meets her eyes, his hazel irises turning green.
 
   “You're not going all wolfy on me, are ya?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   Cynthia fold her arms. “Well—don't.”
 
   The green bleeds back to his human hazel, and Cynthia lets a sigh of relief escape. Jason as human is bad enough. Wolfen is just plain dangerous.
 
   “I already can't forgive myself,” he confesses harshly.
 
   “Why?”
 
   Jason turns, and both of his fists come down on the wall. Cynthia yelps, retreating a step as her hands go to her chest, her heart bouncing around like a ping- pong ball. 
 
   They sure do a lot of wall repair here.
 
   Jason turns away, speaking to the wall he just ruined, “Because of my clueless ass, Julia was taken, Kev was killed—eventually, you were turned.”
 
   “No, God—Jace!” Cynthia cries, moving behind him and putting her palms on his muscular back. “This is not on you.” She slaps him lightly. “We didn't know this was even a part of our world.”
 
   Jason turns to face her. “But if I was always Singer, why didn't I have a gut instinct to protect Julia? Shouldn't I have known something?” His voice cracks, regret shattering the timbre into brittle glass.
 
   “Remember the shooting, Jace?” Cynthia's eyes search his. “If that wasn't protecting her from that fuckwaffle teacher, I don't know what is.”
 
   Jason stares at her for half a minute, then he hugs her. “I gotta go, Cyn. I can't be here. I don't want anything bad to happen to Jules, but she's got Scott.” 
 
   Cynthia pats his back then grips his T-shirt. “I know it's selfish, but I don't want you to leave. It's like breaking up the three musketeers or something.”
 
   Jason touches her cheek as he steps away. “Yeah. It is. But I'll hurt her worse if I stay. I can't stand that prick.”
 
   “Because he has Julia or something else?”
 
   A rueful smile crosses his lips. “I don't have lofty principles. He's taking my wife, and that's all the reason I need to hate his stinking guts.”
 
   Cynthia can't respond to that. She understands. It's not reasonable, but it's real. And that's what matters to her.
 
   She raises her eyes to meet his. “When?” 
 
   “I've got my shit packed. I'll say goodbye to Jules and get the hell out of here.”
 
   “What if there's, ya know, authorities hunting your butt?”
 
   “Let ʼem.” He stuffs his hands in the pockets of his jeans but not before Cynthia catches sight of his scraped knuckles.
 
   “There's nothing I can—” She wants to beg, to reason with him. There has to be a way.
 
   “No.”
 
   She sees the determination on every tenacious line of his face. “ ʼKay.” Cynthia blows a stray hair out of her face, glancing down. “I'm sorry.”
 
   “Not your fault.”
 
   “It feels like it's all our faults.”
 
   Jason plows his fingers through his hair. “Maybe.”
 
   Cynthia jerks her face up. 
 
   Jason shrugs. “Feels like someone stole my life then gave it back to me like ground beef. And it's spoiled now.”
 
   “Gross analogy.”
 
   He lifts his shoulders. “Tell me I'm wrong?”
 
   Cynthia shakes her head. 
 
   “Can't,” she whispers.
 
   Jason steps into her space and kisses her forehead, briefly cupping the back of her head. “Take care, Cyn.”
 
   She nods. There's no talking, too many tears and no decent words.
 
   It sucks.
 
   And that is all.
 
    
 
   *
 
   Julia
 
    
 
   Her guilt is an endless swamp. Hot and rank, it washes around her legs, threatening to drown her with its smell and heat.
 
   She knew he would come, but as Jason moves toward her, Julia still tenses in surprise.
 
   “Hey,” she calls out. For once, she's blissfully alone, yet she feels the separation from Scott like a weight.
 
   Jason moves faster, and her eyes widen as he crashes into her and his arms snap around her smaller frame.
 
    Julia opens her mouth to scream, and his lips smother hers as they smash into a wall in a tangle of arms and legs. His hands brace Julia before her head hits, his body pinning her against the exterior of the barn. 
 
   Jason kisses her fervently, desperately, and she opens her mouth to his. The kiss deepens, their tongues twining in a passion at once familiar, but now somehow wrong.
 
   Though married, they're separate.
 
   His assault on her mouth cools to pecking. Reluctantly he releases her. Jason grasps Julia's jaw, forcing her to meet his gaze.
 
   Fear, sorrow, and adrenaline combine in a dizzying cocktail that surges through her and the tie she shares with Scott. “He's coming,” she whispers.
 
   Jason pulls a face of disdain. “Of course he would. Let him come.”
 
   Julia cups his face. A face she loves. A face she'll have to let go.
 
   “Why, Julia?” he asks, slamming a palm into the wall next to her face, and she flinches.
 
   She doesn't answer because Scott's pulling him off. 
 
   He hurls Jason ten feet, and he lands, his clothes bursting off his body as he morphs into wolfen.
 
   Scott changes into his Combatant form in the time it takes her to expel the air from her lungs.
 
   “No!” Julia screams. 
 
   Scott and Jason collide midair.
 
   They land, and Julia steps between them. Strong hands latch on and fling her away, sending her airborne. Julia tries to work her telekinesis but fails as her emotional snare intensifies.
 
   Scott catches her.
 
   “Stay here,” he growls, and Julia cringes when she sees his form. He whirls around, and there's empty space where Jason just was.
 
   Vanished.
 
   Julia doesn't know if it's forever. But it feels like it is.
 
   Scott straightens from his crouch. The monster slowly melts back to human. Teeth like a saber tooth tiger’s retract, talons as long as fingers slide to nails, his stature shortens, and his eyes stop glowing.
 
   Julia takes a shuddering inhale and sits on her ass, dumping her face in her hands. 
 
   “That was awful,” confessing the words as she fights sobbing and loses.
 
   Scott doesn't agree, say he's sorry, or make excuses for himself or Jason. He scoops her off the ground and carries her to his bedroom. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Cyn puts a wet washcloth on Julia's forehead.
 
   Bliss.
 
   “That went well—not.”
 
   Julia's eyes roll to meet Cyn's gaze. “Yeah. I felt like an ass.”
 
   “Jason's not really all there,” Cyn says, tapping her temple. She plops down, perching at the side of Scott's bed. 
 
   “Wow, that sounds bad. Like I think Jace is nutso. I mean…” She sighs, wrapping her long hair in a fist and tossing it over her shoulder, “He's not crazy. He's just frustrated. But I think he finally made the right choice.”
 
   Julia's all talked out.
 
   “He left so you could have a life, Jules. Jason left so he might, too.”
 
   “But he never came to terms with it—with us.”
 
   Cyn's eyes drift up to the ceiling then pierce Julia when they move back. “How could he? You're the one with the soul-meld—not him.”
 
   “With this thing”—Cyn swings her finger back and forth—“that you and Scott have—you have to move past memories. Jason doesn't have that buffer, the chemical things happening. He just has memories and devotion.”
 
   Julia dies a little inside at her words.
 
   “And the fact that neither of us knew we were Singers. And the fact that he's a Were now. I mean, we're so far from being human anymore, it altered everything.”
 
   “I know,” Julia concedes softly. Logically, with everything that's changed in their lives, there is zero chance that they, or their relationship, would have remained the same. 
 
   “I hate to say this, but you'll have to think about annulling the marriage.”
 
   Julia shakes her head, lacing her fingers tightly. “I can't. That would lead someone straight here.” And on some level, she feels like shit for even contemplating it.
 
   Cyn allows a smile. “Let Truman do it.”
 
   Julia crosses her arms. “Oh, yeah, that's so gonna work, Cyn. There's a manhunt gunning for Truman.”
 
   “Not so much, Jules. He's been gone awhile. Homer, Alaska, doesn't have the resources to look for a cop a year away from retirement age.”
 
   “A year away from retiring,” Julia repeats in awe.
 
   “I know, right?” She looks away, and color floods her cheeks. “He's like so not looking his age.”
 
   Julia scrutinizes her expression. “Do you kind of dig him?” 
 
   Cyn looks at her knotted hands. “Don't say.”
 
   Wow, Cyn is crushing on Truman.
 
   “I thought we were talking about Jason here.” Cyn huffs, swinging her leg.
 
   “I think we've discussed him long enough. I don't—I can't deny I love him.”
 
   “But you're not in love.”
 
   Julia shakes her head. “I thought I was.”
 
   “Too much water under the bridge?” Cyn asks.
 
   Julia gives her a defeated look. 
 
   “Too much blood.”
 
   Julia catches Scott's eye as he dips his head into the room. 
 
   He leaves without a word, allowing the women their grief for the past without him as an audience.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
   Slash
 
    
 
   Slash loops his arm around Adrianna, drawing her against his body and kissing the top of her head. She smells of woods and him. 
 
   Slash likes it. 
 
   His wolf gives a joyous roll just beneath the thin layer of skin that makes Slash look human. 
 
   His animal is pleased by his choice of mate. 
 
   “You're all mushy and soft now, stud.” Adrianna pokes him in the side. “Ooh, maybe not too soft.” 
 
   She steps away and looks at his stomach, cocking her head. “You must have a twelve pack there. That's hot.”
 
   Slash raises his eyebrows, and he glances down at his flat stomach. “A what?”
 
   She smacks him, and he catches her hand so quickly, she gasps softly. He flips her hand over and kisses the center of her palm.
 
   She gives a contented sigh.
 
   Slash could get so used to the noises she makes. 
 
   Adrianna blushes at the look he gives her. 
 
   “I thought you said you weren't the blushing virgin.”
 
   She looks up at him through her long eyelashes. “I'm not, anymore.”
 
   It's Slash's turn to feel a touch of embarrassment. He pulls her back to him, holding her close. “It was a precious gift you gave me.”
 
   “Slash,” she says against his bare skin, “you don't have to be so serious all the time. Life's not so bad, yʼknow.”
 
   She is very young. Sometimes Slash forgets. He memorizes every line of her face and her every curve. Life is an ever-changing tide. When he navigated the current alone, it was manageable. Now there are two of them. 
 
   And someday, there may be a whelp. His chest swells at the thought of something he assumed would never be a part of his life. A thrill moves through him like an electrical current.
 
   A twig snaps and Slash whirls, shoving Adrianna behind him. 
 
   His eyes skate across the woodland. All is in order, and he can vaguely see the dark outline of the Singer's mansion in the distance. 
 
   But Slash is Red, so he maintains his alert posture. He never dismisses his instincts. His eyes belie what his nose tells him is true. Adrianna's fingers grip his flanks, and he flexes in preparation for a change in form.
 
   It is not necessary for a Were to change to full wolf except for that time the moon calls. A quick glance tells him the moon is half-gone. There is no wolf at the ready. And he would be horribly vulnerable when he changed back, leaving Adrianna unprotected. 
 
   No, determine the threat and go from there. 
 
   “Come out. I hear you,” Slash announces loudly.
 
   “Slash,” Adrianna says. He can scent her fear as if it were his own. He shares it. 
 
   Slash didn't know fear before Adrianna. With a mate, it is part of the fabric of his thought process. Her welfare is a priority he can't deny even if he wanted to.
 
   A large Were moves from a thick stand of trees and walks toward them gracefully. That is quite a feat, considering his size. 
 
   Instantly Slash intuits he's not from a nearby region. 
 
   Their nostrils flare as he approaches and both Were covertly scent the other.
 
   Warily, the other Were circles Slash and Adrianna. 
 
   His eyes take her in as she stands behind Slash.
 
   Slash growls low in his throat. “Do not look at her.”
 
   The strange Were cocks his head to the left as though considering it as a request. Of course it is not a request. Slash doesn't make those. 
 
   “She is yours?”
 
   Odd phrasing. 
 
   Adrianna sucks in a breath. “Weiner,” Adrianna mumbles quietly.
 
   Slash ignores Adrianna's indignation. “She is my mate.”
 
   “Most recently, by the smell of it.”
 
   Slash stiffens, locking down his expression. “Voice your concern and business, Were.”
 
   “I am Tramack. And I believe you have something that belongs to me.”
 
   It's impossible for Slash to contain his confusion. His mind sprints through the possibilities and finally lands on the vague memory of two females arriving the day before. Could that…?
 
   No. One is Lanarre. This Were is common, not a spot of either, Red—or Lanarre.
 
   He is Alpha. And Slash senses he's a packmaster. He has that air of expected obedience about him.
 
   Slash is obedient to no Were. “I don't have anything that belongs to you.”
 
   “I seek a female Alpha.”
 
   Slash shrugs, giving him nothing. “There are none but my mate, who you see here.”
 
   Tramack makes a show of scenting Adrianna from his distance of twenty feet. 
 
   Slash decides he doesn't like him. Of course, that's not atypical. A sudden thought occurs to Slash.
 
   Where is Zeke?
 
   “She is Alpha, but not who I seek.”
 
   His attention returns to Tramack. “I understand that.”
 
   “With whom do I speak?”
 
   “Slash.”
 
   Tramack dramatically runs his eyes over Slash's scar. 
 
   “You know, you're a first-rate chode. Why don't you go hunt around for your chickie somewhere else,” Adrianna comments.
 
   Slash sighs. She'll be the death of me.
 
   Tramack gives Adrianna a considering look. “You know”—his eyes flick to Slash's—“an insubordinate female from our pack would be handled before her behavior got out of hand, as it appears to have with your female.”
 
   Slash's patience thins. “She isn't from your pack.”
 
   “From which pack does she hail?”
 
   Unease washes over Slash, and he squelches it before it can be scented. He deliberates whether he should answer or not. He decides against it. The less this Were knows, the better.
 
   “Northwestern,” Adrianna says.
 
   Slash groans inside his skull. 
 
   Tramack gives a horrible smile of triumph that clenches Slash's guts. “Ah. That explains things.”
 
   Slash's frown turns to a scowl as his hands fall to hang at his sides. He doesn't like surprises. “Oh? Enlighten me.”
 
   “That packmaster is gone. The rumor mill's rife with stories of his death, along with his second’s.”
 
   Tony.
 
   And Manny. Slash had scented Lawrence and Emmanuel. They were buried beneath his feet. How would Tramack know what Slash just confirmed?
 
   “We of the Western are tight sister dens with the North.”
 
   Chicken flesh rolls out like the red carpet across Slash's skin. Adrianna lays her face against his bare back, breathing in his scent. 
 
   Her uncharacteristic silence speaks for her fear. Slash hates that their tender moment together has been followed up by an unplanned meet with this power-hungry Tramack.
 
   “If she is Northwestern, then automatically she is part of the Western if Lawrence is declared dead. You know this.” Tramack tosses his hand out as though his words are a matter of course.
 
   Slash's gut does a slow revolution. “I do.”
 
   “And you—you are not a part of the Northwestern.” Tramack laughs.
 
   Slash does not see the humor. All he can do is scent his female's fear mixed with misery behind him. 
 
   “You are Red. I'd know that taint anywhere.”
 
   Slash moves toward him and Adrianna grips him by the hips with slick palms, like an anchor at his back. “No, Slash. He's baiting you.”
 
   “Listen to the little woman, Slash,” he jeers, “and enjoy what time you have with her before she is absorbed into my den.” He thumps his chest.
 
   “I'm not a ʻlittle woman,ʼ you neutered dog.”
 
   “Adrianna,” Slash says like a slap, and she chokes back a sob.
 
   Tramack gives Adrianna a thoughtful look. “I shall enjoy giving you a lesson in manners.”
 
   Slash shakes her hands off and dives against Tramack. They hit a wide trunk behind them with a crash. Slash lifts the other Were by the neck. “You will not touch her, look at her, or take her anywhere. There will be no lessons learned by your hand.”
 
   “You know Lycan law, Red. She cannot mate outside the pack. You thought yourself clever, that you could circumvent the law where it suited you.”
 
   Slash lowers Tramack to the ground, his anger clouding his scenting too late.
 
   Four Were move out of the wood.
 
   “Slash!” Adrianna yells.
 
   Slash's face swivels to look at her. Alone and small, she’s unprotected. “Stay there!” Slash roars. 
 
   Two of the Were split from their position, each one walking toward Adrianna.
 
   Her quarter-change morphs to wolfen. Talons tremble at the tips of her fingers, and she whips them to her sides, the air whistling between the bony knives.
 
   “Who's first to lose their teeny penis?” she growls, her talons clicking.
 
   Slash loves her more than the moon.
 
    
 
   *
 
   Tessa
 
    
 
   Tessa's been edgy all day. There was a huge ruckus when the Rare One and her human husband had a falling out, then he split. Her Singer soul-meld is now at her side, a bunch of misplaced Region Two Singers are here, and Tahlia's not happy with her.
 
   And the two Singers she witnessed tossing the other Singer down a trapdoor chute in the middle of the hall… well, it feels like a fine time to go. 
 
   Tessa jogs down the hall to Tahlia's borrowed room, and with a quiet knock, she enters. 
 
   It scares the hell out of Tessa to see Tahlia packing.
 
   “What is it?” she asks, looking from the bag to her exotic face.
 
   Tahlia looks up from her packing. “I have a strange feeling.”
 
   That makes two of us. 
 
   “I'm already packed,” Tessa admits.
 
   “Do you—” Tessa sighs, giving her braid and irritated fling behind her shoulder. “I mean, I know you said you don't really own your life. But do you want to not wait for the Lanarre rescue committee, and just come with me?”
 
   Tahlia bites her lip. After a full minute, she lifts her head. Her deep-blue eyes darken with a violet wash when her mood turns contemplative. “If he were wonderful, I would go with him.”
 
   “But that's the thing—you don't know.”
 
   Her curly hair bounces as she shakes her head. “I do not. He could be a tyrant. He could be arrogant.”
 
   A Lanarre who isn’t arrogant. Tessa smirks at that. 
 
   “He could be hot.”
 
   They turn and the Rare One stands in the doorway.
 
   Startled, Tessa says, “No offense, private conversation.” 
 
   Julia spreads her hands away from her body inoffensively. “I understand. But if we're talking destiny here, I might have a clue.” She gives a short laugh.
 
   Tahlia nods. “I do appreciate your kindnesses.”
 
   “But…”
 
   Tessa looks between them and is struck by their eyes—ancient eyes held prisoner inside their young faces. They've had to live too much for ones so young. 
 
   “But in this, I must choose,” Tahlia says.
 
   Julia glides through the door and walks to Tahlia. “You're brave. You survived your guardians being killed. You're in some kind of arranged marriage—”
 
   “Not unlike your soul-meld.”
 
   Julia lips tip up. “Very unlike it. I feel love for Scott because it's actually in my blood.” She puts a loose fist against her chest. “He's a part of me.”
 
   “Thank you, Julia.” Tahlia leans forward to hug her. 
 
   Tessa watches the two women, who are so dissimilar, finding common ground.
 
   “Stay,” Julia implores, “The Lanarre guy—”
 
   “Drek,” Tahlia interrupts.
 
   “Drek will show up. And you can be here, safe.” Julia presses her hands against Tahlia's. “If you go, he'll have to look for you. And this guy Drek, he's not going to hurt you, is he?”
 
   Shock spreads across Tahlia's features. “Absolutely not. A Lanarre would never hurt a female.”
 
   Julia looks down. When her face rises to meet Tahlia's eyes there's a wealth of sadness there. “Let me tell you about a Were named Anthony Laurent.”
 
   When Julia is done, Tessa thinks there's more to the story. 
 
   Tahlia sits down at the edge of the bed in defeat. “It was he. He was the Were who murdered my guardians. It could be no other.”
 
   This just gets worse and worse.
 
   “I know it's rare for a Were to attack females, but this Were?” Julia shudders. “He also had demonic blood. He killed my people. He didn't spare anybody.”
 
   “He is dead?” Tahlia asks.
 
   Julia nods.
 
   Tahlia's eyes close, and a wrinkle of worry settles between them. Her eyes open slowly. “Yet… did he act under orders of another?”
 
   “Yes, a demonic named Praile.”
 
   Tahlia works her lip between her teeth. 
 
   Julia leans forward. “We understand there's potential for retaliation. What are you thinking?”
 
   Tessa's sense of foreboding kicks up a notch and her eyes bang around the room anxiously. “We need to go if we're going, Tahlia.”
 
   Tahlia nods. “My thoughts are only the legends I was raised with. The demonic are a race to be feared.” She gives the smallest lift of her shoulders. “However, you are angelic here, so you have a powerful built-in opposition.”
 
   “And what about Drek?” Julia asks.
 
   Tahlia gets a wistful look, gazing out a window without sight. Darkness has claimed the day.
 
   “I'm not ready. I—” She gives Tessa a look. “I think I was just following what others thought was best for me. And now I know I can be something other than a mated Lanarre princess.”
 
   Her voice sounds uncertain. 
 
   “Are you sure that's what you want?” Julia's face looks pained. “What if he drops by and he's all kinds of amazing and kind and super handsome.”
 
   Tahlia's face breaks into a grin. “Well, he'll be worth being patient for. I'm just not ready, and Tessa wants a companion.”
 
   Julia gives Tessa a look that clearly says she's filled the girl's head with thoughts.
 
   “Listen”—Tessa holds up her hands, glancing quickly at the window—“I'll check in after a couple of weeks once we're settled somewhere.” She hikes her shoulders, sweeping a palm out in supplication. “And if Drak is here….”
 
   Tahlia giggles. “Drek of the Lanarre, Tessa.”
 
   “Ah-huh. If Drek drops by, then by all means, let me know what your opinion is of him.”
 
   “I'll tell him I tried to talk sense into Tahlia.”
 
   Tahlia purses her lips. “I have an inordinate amount of sense.”
 
   Julia's face took on a sad cast. “I thought I did, too. Once.”
 
   Tessa's eyes swept the mostly empty room, landing on a duffel. “That it?”
 
   Tahlia nods. 
 
   “I'll be back in a minute.”
 
   Tessa turns back from the doorway. “Thanks, Julia. For everything.”
 
   Julia stares at her with those unnerving eyes, like golden whiskey. “You're welcome.”
 
   It'd felt like home for a day.
 
   Now the road would be home again.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Tessa tiptoes through the huge mansion, making a beeline for the kitchen. 
 
   She carefully packs two days’ worth of food and loads a large hot-cold lunch bag full of food stuffs.
 
    Tessa sets the thermos gently inside, careful not to crush the rest, and silently thanks Julia again for sharing.
 
   The hairs at her nape suddenly lift, and Tessa curses herself for being too slow as a hand clamps over her mouth.
 
    She kicks out, knocking the lunch sack over. A single orange pops out of the bag and bounces across the granite butcher block. It rolls all the way and lands against the wall. It ricochets off the wall and lands with a thunk as Tessa is drug off into the butler's pantry.
 
   Her heels squeak against the wood floor as she quarter-changes and moves to lock teeth over the hand that grabs her.
 
   “Do not.”
 
   That voice.
 
   He jerks her over the pantry threshold and throws the door closed. He turns her in a blur of speed and slams her against the door. Tessa is momentarily stunned when her head thumps the wood.
 
   It's the Singer, the lighter of the two who plunged the unconscious Victor into the hole.
 
   Moon.
 
   “I am here to kill you.”
 
   Tessa's never been a slave to her emotions. She's never cared about a male. She's been hunted, beaten, degraded and never, ever cherished.
 
   In the middle of all that, she survived.
 
   So when her heart races and her limbs go weak, she can't possibly grasp what this is about. 
 
   Smokey eyes gaze down into hers, and a light vapor rises off skin that has the faintest touch of red. 
 
   He smolders—his eyes, his skin… everything.
 
   He is so hot, she can feel the heat emanating from his skin.
 
   “So kill me,” Tessa whispers. 
 
   She is weary.
 
   She is finished with running. If she dies, then Tramack can never have her. In a bizarre way, Tessa wins.
 
   He shakes his head, the ghost of a smile touching his lips. “No,” he says, his fingers tightening against her throat. “I think not.”
 
   Tessa's confusion deepens.
 
   He could take her down piece by piece. Somehow, this weird-looking Singer has the strength to outdo a quarter-changed female Alpha Were.
 
   So why doesn't he?
 
   “You saw what we did to the Singer.”
 
   I should have told Julia. 
 
   She licks her lips, and his eyes latch on to the movement.
 
   “So, you're not going to kill me?” Tessa's thoughts spin.
 
   He shakes his head. “I knew what you were to me the instant I scented you.”
 
   This guy's certifiable. I'll humor him.
 
   His fingers loosen but don't drop from her flesh.
 
   She hears herself asking, “Scented what?”
 
   “My Redemptive.”
 
   Okay—really crazy. 
 
   He bends his much taller frame over her, but his hand doesn't let go. His thumb moves to her jaw and as his lips draw closer she tips her face up to give him better access.
 
   I’ve obviously lost my mind, too.
 
   This guy drug her inside a closet and told her he was going to kill her, and now he's going to kiss her. 
 
   And Tessa's going to let him. 
 
   Scorching heat sears through her lips as his land on hers. Tessa groans as if she's just awoken from a delicious sleep. Her every nerve ending fires. She doesn't realize her arms have encircled his neck until she molds herself against him like a second skin.
 
   “So hot,” she breathes against him.
 
   He lifts her by the ass and buries himself against her.
 
   “Ah,” she moans and kisses him back. “Oh, moon, you feel right.”
 
   “As do you.” Peck, lick, suck.
 
   Tessa tries to pull back, and he sucks her lip deeper into his mouth. The sensation is wonderful, like heated bathwater concentrated into a single wonderful sip of sex on lips.
 
   A surge of horrible disquiet flows over her and wakes Tessa from her sexual thrall. 
 
   She gasps. 
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   She doesn't even know his name. And he is a Singer without a scent. He's no Singer. 
 
   An unknown male I'm making out with.
 
   He allows Tessa to slide down the door but stops her momentum before she's a puddle of melted wax on the floor.
 
   “They call me Lazarus.”
 
   “I mean—what—are you?” 
 
   He smiles, and Tessa is suddenly fascinated with a tongue so red it looks like it's on fire. It was just in your mouth, dumbass.
 
   She swallows.
 
   Lazarus brushes a hair away from her face and tucks it behind her ear. “I am demonic.”
 
   Tessa's hands slap the door behind her. 
 
   “Shh, do not fear me.”
 
   She nods. “Sure. Sounds like a great plan. I just made out with the devil, and you're telling me to calm down because things are so peachy. Right.”
 
   He ignores her words. “Do you know what a Redemptive is, Tessa of the Were?”
 
   “It is my other half. Most demons do not have that potential. But demons of mixed parentage can be given this gift.” His eyes skip away from hers to return a heartbeat later.
 
   “I'm a Were. You're a demon.” She points from her to him. “It's not a match made in—”
 
   He presses a finger to her lips, and Tessa watches the light steam rise and evaporate from his skin.
 
    Her throat feels tight.
 
   “None of those words, Tessa.”
 
   “Okay,” she squeaks, her eyes flitting to where his hands are. “It's been ah—great—to make—I mean—meet you, but now it's time to go.”
 
   Lazarus shakes his head again. “You are my only chance. If I take you as my bride, I will never have to return to Hades and suffer under the Master again. We are meant to be together. Only my Redemptive can free me from the bonds of hell.”
 
   Tessa finds air isn't reaching her lungs. “What about your partner or whatever?”
 
   He scowls, and Tessa finds her out. 
 
   “He won't like it. You just let me go, and then everything will be okay. You can keep on being evil and that, and I'll keep on…”
 
   What will she keep on doing?
 
   Oh, yeah. Running.
 
   Lazarus moves in tight against her body. “I cannot force the Redemptive. She must be willing.”
 
   His hands slides behind her neck, and she groans against his touch. She’s lost to it. 
 
   So lost.
 
   What is wrong with me?
 
   “Do you not feel the pull?”
 
   Tessa does, right between her legs. 
 
   “Yes,” she admits. “But it's not enough. I mean, you're not even a Were? I can't just up and go with you.”
 
   Tessa gets an image of a future whelp. A hotdog comes to mind. She shivers.
 
   This isn't going to work. Tessa needs space—right now.
 
   She shoves him, and he steps away, every hot inch. His six feet four-ish of hardened muscle is scentless but oh-so fragrant anyway.
 
   When her gaze reaches his lips, Lazarus twists them into what she guesses is his version of a smile. His gray eyes storm at her.
 
   His light-blond hair begs for her fingers.
 
   She blushes hard when she thinks of the other things.
 
   “I can scent your arousal, Tessa.”
 
   She backs up a step.
 
   Too dangerous. Just too everything.
 
   “I can't do this, sorry. You're so tempting. Like a pile of chocolates that'll never make me fat.”
 
   “I won't stop,” Lazarus says.
 
   Tessa blindly finds the doorknob behind her then opens the door. “Stop what?”
 
   “Wanting you.” He grabs the door as she tries to swing it shut between them.
 
   “Ever,” his deep voice rumbles.
 
   She jerks it closed and sprints away. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

TWENTY-FIVE
 
   Scott
 
    
 
   Scott would be happier without the soul-meld. He has no doubt. Right now, things suck.
 
   His dad is dead. Most of Region One is dead.
 
   And Julia's emotions constantly batter him. He can't blame her. Her selfish asshole of a husband dumps his baggage at her doorstep to figure out while every stinking supe demands guidance from a twenty-two-year-old woman. 
 
   His heart aches where it never did before. 
 
   Scott figures there's one asshole down and a few more to go. He strides to the barn. Julia should be back there now.
 
   He knows she is. He can feel her like a beacon inside his body. She dealt with Tahlia and Tessa while he broke the shitty news of what happened in the seventy-two hours his siblings were locked up in the bunker.
 
   And Victor from Two? Where the hell did he run off to? Scott is pissed. He saves who he can, rises from the ashes with Scott's sister and brother, then disappears. Not cool. Scott needs his stuck-up ass. 
 
   Lucius and he were separated after the torture he escaped from. The other Combatants were killed in the battle of the demonic. And Julia has a demon spore making her sick. 
 
   The trouble never stops.
 
   But after holding Jen while she cried on him for an hour, Scott is ready for the healing the soul-meld will provide him. If he can just lay hands on Julia, all will be well, as his father would have said.
 
   Scott pinches the bridge of his nose. Even smart-ass Michael, when faced with one of his junky suckers, couldn't bear to pop one in his cocky mouth. 
 
   They're in shock, he tells himself. 
 
   That's all well and good, but for two guys who wear their sister's grief on their shirt, logic and explanations just don't fucking cut it.
 
   If he can get Tharell and his own evolving bio-mom out of here, so much the better.
 
   Speak of the devil.
 
   Tharell comes into view, along with Brynn, Delilah, Domiatri and Jacqueline. 
 
   Now that he thinks of it, Scott isn't quick to shake his prejudice against vamps. The only good vamp is a dead vamp. At least he and Caldwell agree on that. 
 
   Or they did. 
 
   That powder keg is gone now. 
 
   He feels the bond grow snug with each step he takes toward Julia.
 
   Julia's head turns, and his body weeps to connect with hers. As though he’s moving through quicksand, each step he takes is heavier than the last. She moves to meet him. 
 
   They collide softly. She whimpers against his chest. “It's so hard.”
 
   “Yeah,” Scott agrees, touching her everywhere and scenting deeply of her hair as Julia molds her body to his. Seconds pass into a minute while everything rights itself.
 
   His body grows stronger, and the fog of lethargy clears from his mind. All his senses come online and sharpen. Scott can think again.
 
   “We can't be away from each other that long,” Julia says with a shaky exhale.
 
   “Feel better?” he asks, looking down at her.
 
   She nods. “Much.”
 
   Scott looks around him, and the others stand silently.
 
   “You're going?” he asks Jacqueline.
 
   “Don't sound so happy, my son,” Jacqueline says.
 
   Scott threads his large hand through Julia's smaller one and she stands at his side. “I've had enough bullshit and strife to last two lifetimes. I'm good with the fey going back where they belong, and no offense—I don't think vamps for hire appeals much either.”
 
   “No offense taken, Singer.” Brynn hisses, his fangs sprouting like dual razors.
 
   “Right,” Scott drawls.
 
   “Scott,” Julia says in a low voice. “Let's just let them go, and when things settle and hell's not chasing our butts, we can make good on the promise.”
 
   Scott turns to Julia, his gaze intent on hers. “There might not be enough Singers to make good on that exchange, Julia.”
 
   She bites her lips, and Scott smooths them with a tender finger. “No, Julia.” He shakes his head and addresses Tharell and Domi. “You guys”—he swings his finger between the two—“there will be some Singers who want to live in faerie.” For the life of him, Scott can't come up with a single name. “But I don't know when, or who.”
 
   “Do not break a promise to the fey, Scott,” Tharell warns.
 
   Scott moves to the Sidhe warrior. “I'm well aware of the promise Julia made. But you're a traitor. And as such, I feel I'm being pretty fucking charitable to honor anything.”
 
   “Scott.”
 
   He turns to his mother, whose belly is swollen with Domi's child. He can't wrap his head around it all, so he doesn't bother.
 
   “It's a promise to faerie, not Tharell. Faerie sends justice to oathbreakers.”
 
   “We won't break our promise.”
 
   Domi steps forward. “See that you do not. Make haste in an alliance between the fey and the Singers. Quickly.”
 
   Scott feels Julia's fear, and he wants to knock some rainbow heads together. But he's not going to pull a Caldwell. He's going to think things through. What's best for Julia. Them. The Singers.
 
   Fuck the fey. Yet… Scott is old enough to understand the consequence of ignoring magic set in motion. 
 
   Instead of voicing his heated thoughts, he says, “We'll be in touch.”
 
   Julia squeezes his hand and he pulls her against him. 
 
   Jacqueline moves from Domi as his hand reluctantly slides down her arm. She stands before him and for the first time Scott looks at her, really looks at her.
 
   She has changed. Julia is right. Her eyes no longer hold that vacant indifference. It has been replaced with cautious hope. 
 
   Jacqueline doesn't move to take his hands, but Julia elbows him, and he feels what she feels for Jacqueline—forgiveness.
 
   He can't hate her anymore if Julia doesn't. And she is his family.
 
   Scott doesn't know what family they will all end up being to him but when he looks over at Delilah, she is already making her way to him.
 
   Julia steps away so he can embrace his mother and sister.
 
   A small tear in his psyche begins to mend as his eyes hunt and find Julia.
 
   She smiles, and it lights him from within.
 
   And Scott knows everything will be all right.
 
    
 
   *
 
   Praile
 
    
 
   Praile is as mad as he's ever been. Where in Hades is Lazarus? Praile has sighted the High One with the one who carries the blood babe. And Lazarus is where?
 
   Holding his hot dick while he takes a sizzling piss? 
 
   Praile writhes with his anger. 
 
   He gave Lazarus explicit instructions to meet with him in this exact spot. Then they would take the women at one time. The High One had not divulged her scheme to return the Sidhe and the others to faerie. 
 
   It's a perfect situation for Praile, though. The fewer supernaturals to deal with, the better. However, killing the High One would be tricky.
 
    She has a formidable arsenal at her disposal. Hopefully, she isn't fully aware of all the strengths she possesses.
 
   And she and her soul-meld are fools. If they have not consummated their relationship by coming together, she is vulnerable. Praile and Lazarus have not been at the compound long enough to understand the entire story, but he understands her human marriage has delayed her consummation with the soul-meld. 
 
   Praile makes a disgusted noise. Some kind of illogical, emotion-based nonsense. This gives Praile the advantage. 
 
   Julia would be invincible if the soul-meld were consummated. 
 
   It should be an impenetrable golden circle. 
 
   Praile would find the chink in her unfinished armor. Praile leaks vapor then clenches his teeth until it subsides. He hates the human shell. 
 
   It is as ugly as sin.
 
   The thought makes his face break into a grin.
 
    
 
   *
 
   Tessa
 
    
 
   Tessa drags both duffels and settles them into the back of a borrowed SUV. It's as old as hell but runs true.
 
   Well, that's what one of the Region Two Singers said.
 
   He palms the keys in her hand and smiles. “Julia says to get it back when you come back.”
 
   Tessa is so unaccustomed to kindness that she blinks back tears. 
 
   Tahlia squeezes her arm. Their eyes meet, and Tessa glances away before revealing too much.
 
   Tessa thinks of Lazarus and his threat. She shivers, despite feeling the heat of him against her.
 
   Then, with a shudder, she remembers who chases her. 
 
   She stiffens her spine. Don't be a baby, Tessa. Get your ass in gear. She can't be with a demonic, no matter how amazing that interlude was back there. 
 
   She can't stay here and endanger the Singers, because sadistic Tramack is chasing her. 
 
   She glances at Tahlia, who slides into the car. And she can't leave a young woman barely out of whelp for a mystery match.
 
   Tessa closes the back of the late-70s Chevy Suburban and makes her way toward the front.
 
   “Tessa,” a low voice commands from the woods, and on reflex, she looks up.
 
   Tramack smiles.
 
   Two Were drag a badly beaten Were between them. Shackled in silver, he can barely open his eyes. 
 
   The sight of the female takes her breath away. Her talons are broken, many at the base, and one eye is swollen shut. A third Were carries her in his arms.
 
   She doesn't move.
 
   Tessa scents they're alive. She also has a vague recollection of meeting them and doesn't know what happened.
 
   What Tessa knows is she's seen so much worse than this. 
 
   The female will survive.
 
   I'm so sorry, she whispers in her mind. If she helps, Tramack will win.
 
   She will be his victim, along with the Were he's already captured.
 
   Tessa glances at Tahlia, and the girl turns the keys in the ignition. The engine roars to life, and Tessa grasps the handle.
 
   Tramack bellows, charging toward her, and Tessa whimpers. A body is suddenly pressing behind her, a hand covering her own.
 
   Light-red flesh warms her hand, making the metal too hot to touch, and Tessa snatches her hand back as strong arms hold her still as Tramack bears down on her. She knows the embrace. Her soul recognizes him as though she's been waiting her entire life to be held by him.
 
   Lazarus.
 
   She's not scared.
 
   For the first time, Tessa feels safe.
 
   


 
  

TWENTY-SIX
 
   Julia
 
    
 
   Julia's arm encircles Scott's waist, and she lays her head on his bicep. 
 
   They watch the group walk away.
 
   “You're relieved,” Julia says.
 
   “Yeah, can't you feel it?”
 
   She nods against him, and he closes his hand around the back of her head. He would glue her to him if he could.
 
   I heard that.
 
   Scott deliberately inserts the image of super glue, and she giggles. 
 
   He strokes her hair. 
 
   They have a minute of peace before the nasty wound inside Julia begins to pulse and throb. 
 
   “What is that?” Scott asks.
 
   Julia groans, her hand going to her stomach. “It's that demon's blood.”
 
   “Oh, babe,” Scott says, kissing her mouth. “We'll figure that out.”
 
   Gravel crunching under a footstep causes them to look up. Julia forces a smile through the pain. “Hi, Peter,” she says.
 
   “Hey,” Scott says, but Julia feels a mild trepidation leaking from him. He's so paranoid. The guards actually found more Region Two survivors, and all Scott can think of is finding Victor so he can verify their identities. Julia's mind gets fuzzy as the demonic blood surges as though it's a magnet set on something outside her body.
 
   “Where's the other guy?” Julia asks. She snaps her fingers with a small grimace as the pain intensifies. She ignores it. “Laz?”
 
   Peter smiles, and hers falters. There's something there.
 
   Julia's skin begins to crawl as though a million biting insects are swarming over her flesh.
 
   “Julia!” Scott yells from somewhere far away.
 
   Peter strolls slowly to her and she's slipping. She falls to the ground and Scott is writhing on the floor.
 
   Why is he half-changed into Combatant form?
 
   There'd have to be a direct threat to her life.
 
   Peter grins. His teeth are black.
 
   Julia screams. 
 
   Then she screams louder when the cloak of his humanity falls away, and his true form stands before her.
 
   “Tony did well after all.”
 
   “Scott,” Julia whispers.
 
   She'd asked for privacy to say goodbye to the fey.
 
   “Julia!” Scott crawls to her, his veins pulsing gold and silver. 
 
   His skin smolders.
 
   As does Peter’s. Or whoever he is.
 
   He sinks down beside her.
 
   Julia cringes, trying to scrape together her powers, but nothing comes.
 
   The demon places the flat of his palm on her stomach, and pure agony surges through her. It feels like he's commanding her spine to come through her stomach, and she opens her mouth to scream. No sound comes out. The pain is so total, so awful that there is no breath to wail. 
 
   She contorts, her back arching.
 
   “I am Praile. And you will die, High One. And then I will capture the mother of the blood babe.”
 
   Scott crawls closer.
 
   “Jacqueline,” Julia instantly squeezes through her pain-addled brain.
 
   Praile's inky brows tug together.
 
   “No, part-demonic and fey, part-vampire and angelic, enemies of blood, and born of strife.”
 
   Julia's head goes in the direction of where the party of fey traveled.
 
   Ice slides up her spine. 
 
   Delilah!
 
   Her attention snaps back to Praile as a gruesome tail settles above his head. His palm is fire against her flesh, and the light of her blood is blinding.
 
   But the spore of the demonic has allowed entry to degrade her body, she realizes. 
 
   The ball at the end of his tail is spiked. It whips above his head more quickly than she can track, and he brings it down just as he lifts his palms.
 
   Her eyes meet Scott's as he takes her hand.
 
   A club swings through the air, whistling, then hammers into the ribcage of the demon bent on ending her. Praile staggers back.
 
   Spinning green discs meet her gaze, and she can't move.
 
   Jason's wolfen form bends and scoops her into his arms. He reaches behind him and grabs a semi-conscious Scott. He drags the other man behind him as he jogs toward the mansion. 
 
   Scott's head bounces over the terrain and Julia lays like a bag of rocks as Jason makes his way into the house.
 
    He sets Julia down gently and releases Scott, who groans when his head hits the carpet. Jason throws the carpet off, and Julia watches him enter a series of numbers into a door in the floor. Air hisses, and Jason's long fingers tear open the top. 
 
   Victor's head is out in an instant. 
 
   Jason turns and hands Julia to Victor, who takes her below. 
 
   Next Scott tumbles inside, and Victor catches him badly, the two of them rolling into a pile on the cold floor. 
 
   Julia drags herself to the bottom of the ladder and looks up to meet Jason's eyes.
 
   “I love you, Julia.”
 
   She opens her mouth.
 
   Praile appears behind him, his tail swings high, and the mallet connects with Jason's head, shattering his skull as she watches.
 
   Julia releases the last rung and falls to the floor.
 
   Jason loses his hold on the hatch, and it closes as Praile's hands frantically claw at the metal for purchase and miss.
 
   Julia escapes in the only way she knows how, an unconsciousness of necessity sweeps over her, and she falls into an unnatural sleep of survival.
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
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CHAPTER ONE
 
   Tessa
 
    
 
   Tramack's claws stop his forward momentum abruptly. 
 
   Exhaust from the suburban plumes toward him, and Tessa sees his effort to stifle his violent reaction to the nauseating smells of gasoline. Fossil fuels act like poison to a werewolf. 
 
   But Tramack is Alpha, so he can withstand a lot of unpleasantries, like the rogue female Alpha who has outfoxed him for two decades, leaving a legion of Were corpses in her trail instead of bread crumbs. 
 
   Nevertheless, he's followed the trail, and here he stands. Tessa can't believe Tramack's finally gotten off his ass and stopped sending lackeys to get their butts handed to them by a female. 
 
   She shoots a covert glance at Lazarus. 
 
   He's calm.
 
   Hot, but Zen. His skin emits a subtle vapor, in the same way hers holds a layer of anxiety-laden sweat.
 
   “Tessa,” Tahlia calls from inside the truck. Her tone says it all. But if that weren't enough, Tessa tastes her own trembling fear on her tongue.
 
   Fuck. 
 
   Tramack's dark brows drop like bushy caterpillars over eyes the color of flat pewter as they fall on Lazarus. “Go to hell, demon.”
 
   Lazarus smiles, his eyes alternating between an icy blue and the palest shadow of gray. “Make me.”
 
   “What are we? Three?” Tessa mumbles. But inside, her guts flip-flop like overdone pancakes.
 
   Tramack's wolves circle their Alpha, flanking him in practiced smoothness.
 
   Tahlia guns it. The fumes from the vehicle make Tessa cover her mouth to keep herself from puking. Fucking Chevys always burn rich.
 
   Tramack coughs. “We have no quarrel with you, demonic. Leave the female—she belongs to me.”
 
   Tessa gives an indignant snort. Lying asshole. 
 
   Lazarus turns to regard Tessa as though counting every pore of her skin, then turns his attention back to Tramack. “I do not see a label of ownership, dog.” A lazy smile hovers at Lazarusʼs mouth. 
 
   Tramack growls. 
 
   “Do not think it, mutt,” Lazarus says. “Tessa is my Redemptive, and as such, she has certain inalienable rights.
 
   I do? “Oh… boy,” she mutters.
 
   “Nonsense,” Tramack states as though whatever drops from his mouth is absolute fact.
 
   For him, it is. 
 
   “That is a myth. Demons stay in hell, and the Were roam the earth unimpeded by your kind. You are not allowed to play in this realm.” Tramack's large hands fall to his sides.
 
   Lazarus cocks his head to the left, appearing to contemplate Tramack's justification bullshit. Lazarus raises a finger, and Tess is mesmerized by his skin tone.
 
   Who knew sunburnt skin could look sexy? She shakes her head. Murderous Were are on the prowl, bearing down on them. Lazarus’s little chat with Tramack is just a verbal dance. Tramack will spring. He'll kill Lazarus then take Tessa. She needs to think of contingencies. For example, Tahlia is already in a running car. Tessa sights the positions of the other Were as they move wide of Tramack. They're too close to the Suburban. They'll pounce. Tessa shudders. She can't stand the thought of Tahlia falling into the hands of the Western pack.
 
   “Normally, that is true,” Lazarus says, “but we've been given a certain latitude from the Master for a time.”
 
   “I don't give a ripe, hairy shit how flexible the devil has been. This is where we live, feed, and fuck. So, go to hell.” Tramack's lips pull back from his teeth, and icy fear slides down Tessa's spine.
 
   The other three Were growl low in their throats.
 
   This is getting saucy. Tessa quarter-changes to wolfen instantly, grimacing slightly at the rapid shift. 
 
   Her head whips in Tahlia's direction. 
 
   Burning eyes like silver discs rotate slowly in a return stare. A voice like gravel grinding together says, “Time to go, Tessa.”
 
   Shit! Tahlia's already wolfen—and ready to drive a vehicle. 
 
   Tessa begins to back away from Lazarus. He's on his own. 
 
   Lazarus whirls to face her, his eyes like mercury-laced glacier blue.
 
   Her eyes widen.
 
   His gaze changes to obsidian. “Do not leave my side.”
 
   “They'll kill us,” Tessa blurts. “Lazarus!” she screams as Tramack flings himself forward, landing on Lazarus.
 
   Tramack is dirty, through and through.
 
   Tessa breathes through the pain, bursting to wolfen in a slide of tendons and bone-breaking shift of her quarter-change form to half-werewolf.
 
   Hurts, her beast says.
 
   The first wolfen male comes for her, and she tamps her fear. Despite her alpha-female status and awesome skills, she's outweighed and outreached. 
 
   She growls, crouching low, and flicks her hands out. Talons fling the residual skin from the change like strips of sloughed snakeskin. 
 
   He follows through in a hard charge, wrapping his arms around her like steel bands.
 
   Tessa gasps, struggling for oxygen. 
 
   Fuck breathing. She swings her head forward, head-butting the large male in the forehead. Stars burst, and Tessa groans. Fantastic.
 
   His hold loosens, and she plunges all eight talons into his back, unwittingly marrying the two of them together.
 
   He roars, jerking backward and taking Tessa with him. 
 
   She flips over the top of him and corkscrews her talons with a turn of her wrists.
 
   Scrambled muscles! Tessa jerks her talons out, staggering backward. Another Were attacks from behind, but she's ready, throwing her skull back into his face.
 
   He howls. This time, she gets lucky and he drops her.
 
   She lands with bone-jarring impact. The exhaust pipe is right in front of her face, but the engine's no longer running. Oh shit. A huge shadow passes over her head. Tessa knows it's not a cloud.
 
   A bird of prey hovers, legs like stiff planks as it sails down in a spiraling circle of speed, talons spread. 
 
   Here comes Tahlia.
 
   A scent she can never forget swamps her nostrils, and her beast rebels. Tessa's tossed over onto her back.
 
   A look of triumph covers Tramack's ugly face, his dark-pewter eyes spinning. “Bitch.” He grates, all teeth.
 
   “Douche!” she screams, trying to crawl away.
 
   Tramack grabs her ankles, half-flipping her. She stabs the ground with her talons, arresting her backward progress, and turns to her side, throwing her forearm in front of her face.
 
   A pale-red appendage bursts through Tramack's torso. A ghostly worm of intestine slips out of Tramack in a slimy loop. He releases her ankles, and she yanks her legs away.
 
   “Ahh,” Tessa says, adrenaline surging through her body as she scuttles in a backward crab walk.
 
   Tramack's eyes go round as the fleshy weapon exits his body with a meaty suck.
 
   Her gorge rises. Don't have time to puke, Tessa. 
 
   Tramack falls hard on his ass, hands grappling with his slippery guts. He can't quite manage to collect his intestines and drops them with a slapping smack.
 
   Dirt and debris coat the pulsating organ.
 
   She looks up from the sight, swallowing vomit as gravel and grass jam into the tender flesh of her palms. 
 
   Lazarus stands above Tramack, surveying the destruction of the Alpha Were and his writhing posse, his tail rising above his head. Tessa's eyes catch on strings of gristle and a tendon.
 
   “Any takers?” he asks casually and Tessa makes a small sick sound.
 
   His eyes laser to hers. Coal black softens to a pale gray then flips to a sky blue. 
 
   “Ahh,” Tessa says again. 
 
   The bird of prey lands to peck at Tramack's exposed intestine. He looses a high, keening scream.
 
   Lazarus nods in apparent approval.
 
    Tessa's mouth opens and closes as if she’s a fish out of water. 
 
   Beady black bird's eyes turn and survey Tessa's stupidity. They blink like two bottomless wells of oil, then the bird goes back to pecking.
 
   Tramack’s bellows fill the air.
 
   “Ahh,” she says with soft redundancy. Tessa's been reduced to a one-word vocabulary.
 
   Lazarus studies her for a moment, frowning. “We do not have time for a breakdown, Tessa.” He reaches for her, and she beats at his hands, her talons automatically retracting. With a sigh of pure frustration, he scoops her off the ground. His tail, mercifully, is gone.
 
   Tramack begins to howl in earnest, trying to swat at the bird while his body furiously heals the wound Tahlia inflicts in her bird from. 
 
   New skin grows over the dirt and the intestine.
 
   Tessa looks away before she barfs. “What is that?”
 
   Lazarus looks more human. His pale-blond hair is a perfect complement to what a human being would recognize as a ruddy complexion.
 
    Then the tail rises above his head once again.
 
   So much for human. Tessa gulps back the lump of crazy in her throat. The ball of fear settles in her stomach, spreading out in dangerous tendrils of hysterics. 
 
   “This?” Lazarus asks casually. The tail flicks.
 
   Tessa nods, hiccupping. She claps a hand over her mouth, unable to take her eyes off the perfectly formed hammer head at the end of a six-feet-long reddish tail. 
 
   Tessa tries to ignore the chunk of intestine that Tahlia slurps down her throat like a succulent oyster. 
 
   Caw.
 
   “Oh Jesus, let me down.”
 
   Lazarus bends slightly and sets Tessa on her feet, smoothly kicking the twitching Were trying to heal at his feet. He makes the wound more severe, and brains leak out where only a fractured skull had been before.
 
   Tessa runs to the bushes and heaves her guts into the greenery, never more thankful she’d worn a braid. Leaning on a tree trunk, she stands, wiping a shaky hand over her mouth. 
 
   Turning, Tessa sees the Were are repairing themselves. Tramack looks at her with hate.
 
   Tahlia is back to wolfen now, but she’s still covered in the grime of her deeds as a bird of prey. A pure-ebony feather lies at her feet.
 
   Tessa shudders. Gross.
 
   “We need to go,” Lazarus says. 
 
   Now he wants to go somewhere? 
 
   He looks at Tramack with utter indifference. “But first we kill this Were,” Lazarusʼs tail swishes above his head like an agitated feline appendage.
 
   Tessa looks at the tip. How can that plow through a body? Do I want to know? Tessa turns, her long braid flopping at her back as she clenches her eyes shut.
 
   She should be happy that the misery of Tramack will be at an end. She can leave and be free of him. Avoiding the inevitable skirmishes while traveling as a rogue female would be nothing if he weren’t after her. 
 
   “What in the hell are you doing, Lazarus?” roars a voice that sounds as though it's on fire.
 
   Tessa's eyes fly open. A man stands at the edges of the mess, as shouts and screaming begin to filter toward their position. 
 
   It's that other guy—the one who came with Lazarus. But he looks nothing like he did in what she could only call a human costume.
 
   He's tall, like all male supernaturals. But there, the similarity ends. Sleek deep-red hair, a shade or two darker than his skin, is slicked back from a high, broad forehead above merciless eyes so black, she couldn't find the pupils if she tried. Black horns sprout from his head like bony flower stems without heads. 
 
   Then she gets a load of the tail. Tessa backs up a step. 
 
   Lazarusʼs eyes flick to hers then back to this new threat. She'd thought Lazarusʼs tail was something.
 
   But this guy—this guy…
 
   His tail whips above his head, and spikes, all black, extend from a deep-red bulbous end. The tail end looks like a f fleshy medieval flail.
 
   Tessa backs up another step, burning to turn and see how far the Suburban is from her present position. She flares her nostrils, trying to locate safety that way.
 
   “I have the Blooded One contained. We only need kill who we can then proceed to wipe her out of existence. Why you are wasting your time with antagonizing”—his nose wrinkles, vapor exits his nostrils in smoky spirals that drift away, and a strangled sound of fear squeaks out of Tessa—“these ridiculous beasts?” He tsks, a forked tongue flicking out at the last syllable. “You are not staying on task, Lazarus.” The snakelike tongue snaps back into the black interior of his mouth.
 
   Oh, baby Jesus, a forked tongue.
 
   His inky brows come together in a clear frown of chastisement. He takes in the bleeding but healing Were at his feet. Then he stomps Tramack’s head into the ground, crushing his skull instantly. Brains ooze out from underneath his shoe.
 
   Lazarus doesn't even flinch.
 
   These demon guys mean business. Tessa dares turning, seeking Tahlia. As if in total sync, Tahlia bleeds back to quarter-change and races to the passenger side of the Suburban. Tessa breaks, ignoring the demon interaction, and runs to the driver's side. She hops in, starting the engine.
 
   “Or are you doing something else?” the other demonic asks Lazarus. His voice sounds closer.
 
   Tessa tries to squish the panic. Could this dude be even worse than Tramack? She can't unhear their conversation. She closes her eyes, remembering the feel of Lazarusʼs hands on her body and his mouth on hers.
 
   “Come on, Tessa—what are you waiting for?” Tahlia hisses.
 
   Tessa pauses, noting a string of gristle dangling off Tahlia's chin. 
 
   “I need to know he's going to be okay,” Tessa says.
 
   “What!” Tahlia shouts. “Leave him. He is a horned one!”
 
   I can't. 
 
   The other demonic stands before Lazarus, who is shaking. The other one has him around the neck by the tail. His face intent, he squeezes Lazarus around the throat like a python. 
 
   “Tell. Me.” He shakes Lazarus.
 
   Nope. Can't do it. Tessa exits the car, stepping over Tramack. His hand snakes out, grabbing her ankle, and she kicks him. He grunts.
 
   “Don't, Tessa.”
 
   “Fuck off, Alpha,” she replies without glancing at him.
 
   The second demon's eyes move to her, unnerving and flat black. Soulless. Obviously. 
 
   Tessa shivers. 
 
   Evil radiates from him, coating her through the layers of skin, muscle, and organs, making her insides quake in revulsion. Still, Tessa moves forward against the horribleness of the creature before her.
 
   His black eyes widen in surprise. “Who is she?” His tone is somewhere between shocked and affronted.
 
   “Get your tail off him, jerk!” Tessa shouts.
 
   The demon smiles. Black teeth. 
 
   He slowly unwinds his tail from Lazarusʼs throat. A mark like a rope burn twines around his neck.
 
    Lazarus drops to his knees choking, clawing at his throat.
 
   That pisses her off even more. Why can't anything ever go right? Why can't fucking males just leave me alone? 
 
   And, for the love of the moon, why must she do the white knight shit? And the one male, albeit a demon, who's actually treated her decent, is busy getting his assed kicked by his own kind.
 
   No. Something deep slips inside of Tessa, like a mudslide in her brain. She rushes forward, red-hot.
 
   Lazarus bellows, “No!”
 
   And then the demon is on her, wrapping her with his tail. That's fine. Tessa's talons are at the ready. 
 
   She slices off his dick.
 
   All guys have one.
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   Call me old-fashioned. But I'm probably the last counselor in the world who uses a pad and pen. 
 
   Everything is Brain Impulse Technology now—thought-to-device driven. 
 
   Any other counselor would have their pulsepad out, ready to record their thoughts and insights directly.
 
   But that method feels so detached to me. So my pen sits poised in my left hand above recycled ecru-colored notepaper.
 
   I'm fighting a lot of urges today. The urge to swing my foot as I listen to the hundredth same line out of a different mouth.
 
   I can't take my life. 
 
   Counseling is unfortunately only rewarding when a client comes along who really wants to be happy. Who's willing to be dragged through the muck of their dysfunction sufficiently long enough to find themselves coming up for air on the other side—and discovering it to be fresh. 
 
   Of course, it's a case of physician, heal thyself. Talyn Phisher isn't happy.
 
   I'm content.
 
   And that's a big-ass difference.
 
   “Dr. Phisher?” 
 
   Oops. I jerk my head up, caught. “Yes, Beatrice?”
 
   “Bea,” she replies sullenly.
 
   God, where is my head? Clearly—up my ass, is my mind's immediate response.
 
   “Yes, Bea,” I duck my head in shame, take a deep calming breath then meet her eyes.
 
   They're large and dark, one of the unusual people where the black dot almost blends with the brown iris swimming around the island of their pupil. 
 
   “I was discussing my argument with my foster dad.”
 
   I nod, dredging sympathy when what I really want to say is, pull up your big-girl panties and deal, for fuck's sake.
 
   But that's entirely un-counselor-like of me. 
 
   I shut my mouth and purse my lips for a moment, desperately wishing for some lip gloss. Instead I say, “Well, let's address things in order of priority.”
 
   “Okay.” Bea crosses her skinny arms below fifteen-year-old breasts. Gaged ears wink at me like two additional mouths. A tattoo climbs the delicate column of her neck, the tail of a snake appearing to strangle her.
 
   I'm unmarked. 
 
   Tattoos are the height of popularity. They lost their stigma in the beginning of the 21st century. It's actually more rare that someone doesn't have ink than those who do.
 
   I tamp down on my sudden compulsion to crack my knuckles.
 
   “This is what we have, Bea.” 
 
   Her eyes dart around my office as though looking to escape another dry lecture.
 
   But I'm never dry. That's part of my problem. Sometimes, my unorthodox methods get results. “You have to make marked progress, or the courts will toss your ass straight back to juvie.”
 
   Her head whips back to me, shocked by my frankness—my use of language, I'm sure.
 
   Her black lipsticked mouth pulls into a smile. “You're cursing, doctor.”
 
   I smile back at her, old enough to be her mother, though God knows that'll never happen.
 
   “And you're listening,” I point out.
 
   She flops back against the couch. “Okay, lay it on me.” Bea's slim arms rest on the back of the sofa, her face carefully schooled into neutrality.
 
   Also a defense mechanism.
 
   “This is your tenth session, and you spew the same crap every time. Child Protective Enforcement suspects there's something wrong, and they have ordered counseling. I will get to the bottom of it, no matter how many layers you erect.”
 
   Bea doesn't look especially surprised at the gauntlet I've thrown down between us.
 
   My teeth begin their normal, midday throb and I apply pressure by clamping down. They don't hurt so bad that I'm ready to go in and get them checked, but the muted pain is a distraction I don't need. 
 
   “You're asking me to get along with a guy who's not my dad.”
 
   I lean back, forcing a casual disinterest that is the opposite of what I feel. My limbs begin to tingle.
 
   I get that special feeling. 
 
   Breakthrough, baby.
 
   Jesus, I thought it'd never happen.
 
   “Tell me a reason you can't get along. Besides him making you eat food from a certain shelf. Or a curfew of eleven at night.”
 
   Many foster families have assigned food shelves for non-biological children. It's a form of silent prejudice. But that's not enough to nail this guy. I need more. I suspect there is more. But ten sessions is a long damn time to hold out on my gut instinct. I do listen to my gut more than most.
 
   My instincts never let me down.
 
   The ticks from my archaic clock swallow our mutual silence. 
 
   Bea leans forward, jagged short hair dyed an inky black sweeps forward to cover an eye.
 
   She rests her forearms on her thighs.
 
   I wait.
 
   A minute goes by. Two.
 
   “Tell me what he does to you, Bea.” I feel the compulsion in my voice, and let it thread its way to Bea with soft and deliberate insistence.
 
   My teeth ache a tiny bit less, and I release an almost silent but grateful sigh.
 
   Her face lifts, the pierced bottom lip trembling with the effort to keep that stoic expression glued in place.
 
   I sit up straight, pen and paper forgotten—breath held.
 
   Then she carefully unbuttons the cuffs of her unseasonably warm long-sleeved shirt.
 
   Healing lines of varying depths litter her skin.
 
   Cutter.
 
   Her sad eyes find mine. My heart is in my gaze, there for the taking. She reaches for it with such hesitation. Then crushes the pulsating mess of my feelings with, “What he does to me at night, or during the day?”
 
   At night.
 
   I don't plant my face in my hands but it's close. I know what happens at night.
 
   I've heard it before.
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   Being a councilor probably isn't a great career choice for me.
 
   Too empathetic.
 
   I carefully shut the door after Bea exits, leaning my forehead against the other side. 
 
   She won't be going back to that foster family. Even now the cops are on their way to arrest that sick excuse of a human being. He's done enough to Bea to get an immediate lock up.
 
   I'm not going to cry, I tell myself as the first, hot tear worms its way down my face.
 
   I press my face against the expensive door inside the clinic I share with other doctors and bite my lip.
 
   Pain sears where my teeth touch and I yelp, immediately touching the tender spot with my finger.
 
   What the hell?
 
   I walk swiftly to the bathroom and gaze into the mirror, looking closely at my teeth.
 
   I don't like what I see. 
 
   My canine teeth, as they're called, seem to be performing some kind of circus act and changing.
 
   Unbelievable.
 
   As if that twenty plus extra pounds I'm running around with isn't enough to worry about. Or my lack of A Man in the picture.
 
   Or my status of barren. Yup.
 
   Now I've got a case of skank mouth to top off the misery cake like a spoiling cherry. Swell.
 
   I step away from the mirror with a shaky laugh, tonguing off the bead of blood I put there. I'm sounding like some of my patients who have nothing wrong with them except a bad attitude.
 
   I dab at my sore lip with a bit of damp toilet paper and toss it in the commode. 
 
   Blood and tissue flow down in a swirl of water as I flush. I watch it disappear as though transfixed.
 
   I need to get out of here. 
 
   Bea's story of molestation isn't something that will be out of my system tonight. Or tomorrow night. 
 
   Or the next.
 
   I'll head to the gym and burn off some steam.
 
   I use the bathroom and turn off the light. I walk silently around my small office, doing the shut-down routine by rote. 
 
   I turn off the desk lamp.
 
   I upend the ashtray into the separator. The illegal cigarette smell puffs up the nauseating after-odor. 
 
   I waft a palm. God, gross.
 
   Another horrible habit. But one I've found is not something people can give up while also being challenged with obtaining emotional wellness.
 
   Nope, they need the cigs. So I write the prescription that waives the legality part of it. The lesser of the two evils.
 
   I work my jaw back and forth, notice I'm doing it and stop. My joints protest as I bend to pick up some fallen threads and I sigh.
 
   More working out, I'm only thirty-seven—not seventy-seven.
 
   Lastly, I scoot around the coffee table and squeeze behind my couch for patients.
 
   The slatted blinds are already tilted up to allow in light but offer a feeling of privacy for clients. 
 
   My fingers wrap the little knobs. I'm a flick away from closure.
 
   My gaze sweeps the narrow slivers of the outside I can see.
 
   The bluest eyes I've ever seen blink back at me from paces away.
 
   I scream, falling backward over the couch and hitting my head on the coffee table.
 
   Stars burst in front of my vision and I groan.
 
   I roll over on all fours.
 
   Somebody's out there, Talyn! Get your ass moving!
 
   I shake my head to clear it. I lurch and clutch the material of the couch, heaving myself to my knees. My heart feels like it's trying for escape but I'm not some sissy.
 
   Except for the scream. 
 
   I lean my torso against the back of the couch, and peer out of the still half-open slats.
 
   A semi-underground flight of concrete stairs leads up to a busy metropolitan sidewalk where walking legs greet me. Pant legs, bare legs and many different kind of legs flow past. 
 
   There are no eyes. 
 
   I want to lie to myself. Shake it off as though I was just seeing things.
 
   But I'm not like that. In reality, I'm a scientist. I study the brain. I study people.
 
   I like it—self-delusion isn't my game. 
 
   I yank the blinds shut, releasing the cord with a flip. The plastic knobs at the end of the cord slap against the dark walnut-colored faux wood slats.
 
   The knot on my head begins to throb in time with my dumb teeth. 
 
   Shit. 
 
   I slide out my new pulse, and place my thumb on the dock pad. It's the approximate size of the old credit cards before everything allowed a thumb swipe as payment. 
 
   Green characters swirl on the dark screen as though moving to the surface of inky water.
 
   The time glows softly. 7:40 PM.
 
   “Shit,” I repeat softly and with feeling. Can't I just ever get out of here on time?
 
   Clearly not. 
 
   I grab my gear bag and move through the office door, locking it behind me.
 
   I swing my keys (eschewing the locksmith his five hundred credits for revamping my security bolt to pulse) and dump them in my handbag. 
 
   I trot up the concrete stairs, vaguely thinking it's time for a power wash. Slimy mildew is getting a foothold. 
 
   I reach the top, grabbing a lungful of fresh midwestern air. Heat, farm and the vague smells of prairie without the blood vats of the nearby meat plant assail me in the comfort of having always lived here in Sioux Falls. My comfort scent combo lasts for the blink of an eye.
 
   My ears perk.
 
   Not for noise, but for the quiet. The throbbing of my teeth and head—the funky squawk of my joints—recede as I scan my surroundings.
 
   I don't admit I'm searching for blue eyes.
 
   The small hairs at my nape lift.
 
   I see nothing, but remain disquieted. Finally, I walk out into a day that is fast losing its claim to night.
 
   My footsteps take me the mile to the gym. My thoughts stay in the office and with the revelations Bea shared.
 
   Blue eyes haunt me.
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   Merck
 
    
 
   I watch the change, enjoying her wariness as her soft gray eyes pierce the shadows, searching out my presence. Her slightly reflective irises don't make me out in the gloom.
 
   She's old for a hybrid. It's a mystery to me why a rare female would change so late. 
 
   My nostrils flare.
 
   I smell a small wound and a recent injury. An involuntary low growl seeps from between the tight line of my lips. 
 
   Did someone cause the injury?
 
   No, I immediately soothe my beast. Probably that tumble she took over the couch.
 
   I chuckle. Wasn't sure if I'd have to wade in there, and save her from herself before it was too late. I had been a little sloppy with my presence. But Talyn Phisher is very practical. She's probably already talked herself right out of very good instincts.
 
   Talyn walks off, and I take a second to lust after her. 
 
   The practice of coveting the changes is strictly forbidden, of course.
 
   Our job's now doubly hard. Vamps and Turners have been outed, and now they're cruising the same hunting grounds we do.
 
   The Lanarre, as the Lycan royalty is named, doesn't want a vulnerable hybrid Lycan running into a vamp that likes their tasty werewolf blood.
 
   Nor do the Lycan want a war. But a war they shall have, if they fuck with our females.
 
   This one especially. 
 
   My eyes follow her rounded backside. A more scrumptious ass I have never beheld. Oh for the days when a little extra flesh was considered a mark of wealth, health and attractiveness. 
 
   I like my women with ass cheeks that overflow the hands—tits as well. A waist I can span with my hands.
 
   I lick my lips, turning away from the enticing sight.
 
   Women are fine for carnal pleasures, but that's not the job of a Changer—Lycan warriors—who seek female hybrids hiding among humans. Like their vampire counterparts, hybrid females will die without a strong male to see them through their transition to full Lycan.
 
   Unlike the vampires and their blood exchange, the Lycan must sex it out of the hybrids. 
 
   I smirk. I can't say I hate the process. 
 
   Though that is all that is allowed. A transition, and then Changers find the next target for transitioning. Any Lycan should be proud to change a female.
 
   I find it lonely. Tasting of their lush bodies, only to never share in their lives. It's a form of torture. But the Lanarre is deaf to their own warriors. 
 
   It's a numbers game.
 
   And the possibility of a human female of royal lycan blood hiding in plain sight. 
 
   I roll my eyes at the unlikelihood of that. It's a wonderful bit of werewolf lore. But I don't know that I've ever met a Changer who has encountered a hybrid with that unique Lanarre component. 
 
   I've been watching Talyn Phisher for two months. I know where she's going. I don't even need to follow. 
 
   But I do. 
 
   Just being thorough.
 
   Or at least—that's the line of bullshit I feed myself every day.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Talyn puts herself through the same laborious paces five days per week. The mile-long walk to get to the gym.
 
   The elliptical.
 
   The hand weights.
 
   It's the squats that get my full attention. Her ass cheeks splitting like twin goodness as she gracefully drops into a deep plunge then comes up to repeat.
 
   I watch every repetition. 
 
   She moves like the Lycan she'll become. I randomly wonder if she's ever noticed she's faster and stronger than other females. That her sense of smell is almost painfully acute.
 
   My eyes narrow as a human male approaches her.
 
   Growling begins from deep inside me, humming through my chest like my very own motor. 
 
   Then a vibration begins inside my pocket so high only dogs, and a few other fine-hearing creatures can hear the buzz. I slip my pulse device out of my pocket without looking.
 
   I watch the mundane human try to put the moves on Talyn. One of our future females. 
 
   Move on, douche.
 
   I tap my pulse to activate with my thumb.
 
    
 
   Charles: status.
 
    
 
   Status? Status is: Talyn is not changing. She smells like a sweet piece of fruit that's just on the cusp of ripening.
 
   But not yet.
 
    
 
   Me: negative. Still under surveillance.
 
   Charles: maybe too old—past her prime. Possibly a false read?
 
    
 
   No! I calm my shit, and prepare to think my response. But first, I set my pulse to low emotive transference.
 
   Yeah. Don't need Alpha Lycan Boss to get that I'm sort of wrung out over this change. 
 
   Fuck no.
 
    
 
   Me: possibly, but because she's older, standard protocol might not apply to her.
 
   Charles: can't afford to waste manpower on a dud.
 
    
 
   Talyn is no dud.
 
    
 
   Me: give me a couple more weeks. Once I see physical degradation, I'll move in.
 
    
 
   The wait of almost a minute is an uneasy one. What if Charles terminates the mission? That Talyn doesn't deserve the time—that a hybrid female pushing forty is too much of an anomaly to waste time on?
 
   Sweat beads on my forehead. I swipe it away in irritation. 
 
   I glance at Talyn.
 
   The human has his hand on her forearm.
 
   Talons burst from my fingertips, and I groan at the pain of the partial change. 
 
   The high hertz frequency buzz alerts me to Charlesʼ reply.
 
    
 
   Charles: two weeks then it's a wrap. There are other hybrids waiting and too few Changers.
 
    
 
   My breath leaks out of me in relief.
 
   I don't even realize I'm across the street and peering none-too-subtly inside the window. 
 
   If I could wish that human to death with my stare, he'd be zombie food right now. 
 
    
 
   I think into my pulse device with the side of my thumb. 
 
    
 
   Me: Roger that. 
 
    
 
   I palm the slim communicator, sliding it into my pants pocket. 
 
   Talyn disengages from the ballsy fuck inside the workout room and walks away. 
 
   Her look of mild and dismissive disgust makes me smirk. Especially when the human looks after her with pure lust. And something else.
 
   My nostrils flare to catch the scent of his emotion.
 
   Glass is no barrier for a Lycan warrior.
 
   Violence.
 
   Violence is mixed with his lust. 
 
   My growl is not soft anymore. But a warning nonetheless. 
 
   He doesn't hear it, his ears are far too human—too dull to the danger I've just offered.
 
   But the small creatures of the nearby forest halt the busyness of their lives and listen to the sound I've made.
 
   They heed the danger with their communal silence.
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   Talyn
 
    
 
   Jerk. 
 
   I rub my arm where he touched me. Do I have a sign that says, desperate tattooed across my forehead? 
 
   Why can't the decent guys that I hear about show up at the gym? Oh-no, it's got to be the pudwacker types.
 
   So when is: I love the way you fill out your yoga pants—a healthy intro?
 
   One answer: never.
 
   I stomp into the women's locker to grab a shower. I take off my yoga pants, athletic top and kick off my shoes. I strip my socks and toss them to join the damp pile of clothes. 
 
   I slip into my flip flops and shuffle to the faucet, jerking it to H. 
 
   I wait, the old pipes groaning in resistance. When steam begins to rise, I step beneath the spray. The hot water flows over my dark hair that needs a trim. I let its heat pour over my face where it beats softly against my parted lips, the water cleansing and hot inside my mouth and on my skin.
 
   Water runs out my mouth and dribbles down the front of me. It's the only thing I can stand right now on my sensitive skin.
 
   My flesh burns, my teeth and joints are back online, hurting like forgotten wounds. 
 
   Damn.
 
   My palms hit the tile, my chin lowering to my chest. Tears burn behind my eyes. 
 
   I can help anyone, no matter how big the problem. If it's real, I can puzzle out the solution that's meant for them.
 
   So why can't I fix my own chaos?
 
   I must love it.
 
   I palm my soaked hair off my face and flip it behind me. The wet strands make a smacking sound as they hit between my shoulder blades and I flinch, my skin's so hyper-sensitive. 
 
   The flesh of my exposed back, buttocks and legs rises into gooseflesh, the small hairs running across my skin becoming spikes of alert.
 
   I scan the locker room, taking in the vast shower stall. Aqua tiles from the fifties stare back at me with wilting indifference. I fully revolve, the hot water now soothing my back. My breasts tighten, the nipples becoming completely erect. 
 
   My vagina comes alive, throbbing between my legs.
 
   What the hell is going on?
 
   A wave of heat flushes over my skin as if kerosene is pouring over my body. And a match is struck.
 
   I gasp, trying to breathe through the heat engulfing my body. 
 
   I manage to turn and slap the lever to C. 
 
   Barely. 
 
   I tighten my thighs, squishing my pussy lips together to stop the ache. Nothing works. 
 
   God!
 
   Icy water pours over where hot water just flowed. Moving from under the spray, I walk away without turning it off, and grab my towel I flung over the tiled half-wall, wrapping my drenched hair.
 
   My body is radiating heat, but I'm shivering.
 
   Something is really wrong. First my fangey teeth, now I've got hot flashes.
 
   I stop in the middle of the tiled floor. My raspy breathing echoes back in the strange acoustics of an all-tile room with high ceilings as icy water sprays down the drain. 
 
   “Hot flashes?” I sing in a half-yell into the room. “This is dumb!” I scream like a juvenile delinquent. In fact, they behave more maturely than I'm acting. 
 
   My teeth and crotch are throbbing, my nipples ache, and I feel like someone's lit a torch inside my body.
 
   I need a doctor. There's no denying that. Maybe this is early menopause? The thought makes me want to cry. 
 
   I don't. 
 
   I do the most unhealthy thing I can. The one thing I caution my patients to never do.
 
   I stuff it.
 
   That stupid emotion of helplessness will not defeat me.
 
   I bite my lip, drawing blood. I suck on it.
 
   The overwhelming feelings of sexual need, mixed with burning alive begin to subside while I stand naked and dripping cold water into a puddle at my feet.
 
   Finally, I grab my second cheap towel and cover my body. With slow deliberation I walk to my gear bag and carefully pull new clothes out of the soft duffle. 
 
   I don't tremble as I dry off then put on my clothing or stuff my dirties inside a plastic grocery sack. 
 
   I turn off the water with a guilty twist. The sound of water dripping follows me as I leave the gym. 
 
   When the night air hits me, tears begin to pour out of my eyes. 
 
   I don't know what to do. Even trying to turn the tables, and intellectualize how I'd handle this from a client's perspective doesn't help.
 
   Because I've never had these symptoms present in my room. My world. 
 
   My face rises, tears of frustration tremble on my chin as I look at the crystals of brightening stars, sprinkled like chunks of raw sugar in the deep twilight blanket of the sky. 
 
   I wipe away my wet anger with a hasty stroke. I'll get to a doctor. Figure out what my stupid problem is. 
 
   I forget about the blue eyes. The lame come-on from the guy in my gym.
 
   I walk the mile back to my car alone, lost in my thoughts—buried in my uncertainty.
 
   Two sets of eyes follow me. 
 
   One as protector, one as predator. 
 
   If I'd been more aware, and less caught up in my emotions, I'd have forgotten all about what was to come—and rather, what was already happening. 
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   Merck
 
    
 
   I feel the knot form between my brows.
 
   I'm not emotional. You can't be a Changer and get all buried in superfluous bullshit. Lycans are an economical group. We don't take time to feel. 
 
   But I'm feeling Talyn. When she exits the gym and just stands there by herself, looking so—lost—I have to smother my instinct to go to her.
 
   She's not ready.
 
   If she were, all this restraint would be a moot point. I'd introduce myself, tell her she's a human-werewolf hybrid, and guess what? You've won the jackpot of becoming a Lycan. Congrats.
 
   Wrong.
 
   Every change is different, but I've never had a female I couldn't subdue. I've always been Alpha. 
 
   I hold still while silent sobs fall out of Talyn like pieces of a broken heart. 
 
   Moon dammit. 
 
   My fingers tense, my talons making crescent-shaped marks inside my palms. 
 
   Talyn puts herself back together piece by piece. Her efforts at resurrecting her aloof exterior are hard to witness.
 
   But I do. 
 
   A branch groans. I drop to my haunches, surveying the immediate environment. Nothing.
 
   My eyes swing back to Talyn. She's already making her way back to her office. 
 
   I follow, and though I can't scent anything threatening. My instincts are blaring an alarm.
 
   Something's out there. 
 
   But I'd sure-as-fuck like to know what could be out there in silence and without me scenting it.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   I love the challenge of my wolfen form. Half-lycan, half-wolf, I lope after Talyn, using the forest's border as a sort of superficial cover.
 
   If humans knew what to look for, they'd see us.
 
   But they don't. They only see what their mind will allow them to easily explain. 
 
   My pants are of the stretchy, black athletic variety. A zippered pocket at the side of my thigh keeps my pulse at-the-ready for contact with my superior. Charles keeps tabs on all his Changers. Or he's more like our warden. 
 
   It's a fact in my life that I don't like. 
 
   But I love what I do. There's nothing more rewarding than saving a hybrid from a mundane existence, and inevitable early death. 
 
   I had been tasked with Talyn Phisher because she's considered a complicated change. 
 
   She might be more complex because she is a full fifteen years older than our average change. But she's only female. She will want to transition just like the dozens I've helped before her.
 
   I slow to a jog as Talyn draws nearer to her vehicle.
 
   Counselors must make good money. 
 
   She pulses her lock to open, and slides into her fully loaded beamer. I watch her car buckle her as she pulses the engine to life.
 
   The soft purr is impressive. My acute hearing, made even more so by my wolfen form, tells me she's a regular at getting her ride serviced. 
 
   So many little details about Talyn Phisher. 
 
   None of which matter right now.
 
   I follow her departure until her car is a bright red dot in the last of the  early summer twilight. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   I'm not winded as I sprint through the forest. Leaves churn with my passing, branches appear to lift and I recognize it for what it is—velocity. I'm sure there's an explanation of physics somewhere in there, but I never was a school boy.
 
   Rather, I've been self-taught through the school of hard knocks. 
 
   Talyn Phisher's probably never had the challenge like a Lycan of the pack would. Of beating—and being beaten—until your life hangs in the balance of forfeit to another.
 
   Females do not fight for Alpha status. They are born Alpha—or not. Males must prove their Alpha role.
 
   I proudly wear the scars of my position. It was an even fiercer test within the warrior ranks of Changers. Lycan Changers must be ready for the challenges that present in acquisition, in transition. And the very real possibility of aggressors who would take who we seek to change.
 
   I hunker down, grabbing a low-lying branch in a rare patch of conifers. In Sioux Falls, there's not sufficient forests to cloak me. It's an urban oasis. Islands of trees, mostly deciduous, rather than true swaths of trees allow a sort of complicated stealth. 
 
   I manage.
 
   Near Talyn's small craftsman bungalow, great trees stand in a vacant lot, and I use those as habit. They dance above my head, a testimony to the plains wind, sweeping without obstacle of mountain or sea to stop its assailment of everything in its path. 
 
   Her sleek luxury BMW creeps along the antique cobblestone alley and the garage door lifts. The car slowly rolls inside. I hear the muted click as she slides the gear into park and the shuffling descent of the garage door. 
 
   An exhale of relief slides out of me. 
 
   My change is safe.
 
   I've already been through her home. It is scentless. Absent of danger.
 
   That is—if you're looking for threats. Her house is filled with the exotic scent that is Talyn.
 
   Her house cat stays on the top of the fridge during my illicit visits. Long tail shaking high above its head like a snake shaking its rattles. 
 
   Still my disquiet is not completely put to bed. My talons are full of bark from nervous motion. I've made a bare spot on the trunk of the tree I lean against. 
 
   My eyes see nothing.
 
   I shut them and let my sense of smell do its job. I scent the pine needles beneath my feet. Below that, the decay of last autumn's leaves reek of earth and musk. Further away, blacktop from five years ago still smells like it was laid yesterday, fresh rain slicking the surface like oily water.
 
   Further I smell Talyn.
 
   My eyes open as I suck in a deep breath. It expands my lungs, and I hold the many scents that present themselves inside me. Engaging, identifying and cataloging
 
   I exhale slowly.
 
   I'm pleased she's finally degrading. I'm not thrilled with what I think I'm scenting.
 
   It's rare, but not unheard of that a female hybrid can transition and go into heat at the same time.
 
   But it's not a good development. It's calling the dinner bell for any werewolf within a hundred miles. 
 
   Lycan Changers hunt their hybrid females in secret. 
 
   Humans are already a problem. But they're not the number one problem.
 
   My own kind is the real threat.
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   Talyn
 
    
 
   I slop to the bathroom—do my business.
 
   Then do the worst thing I've done since getting up at six a.m.
 
   I look in the mirror.
 
   Oh shit—I look like roadkill. 
 
   My face is flushed red like I have a sunburn. My normally clear gray eyes are slightly shiny and bulge in my pinched face like poached eggs with muddy glass dotting the center. 
 
   The best news—I have a big zit on my chin.
 
   I am way too old for pimples.
 
   My head slumps. God, it's like I have a wart. All I need is a pointy hat and I'm good to go. 
 
   The hell with it. I jerk open the medicine cabinet, grabbing the zit zapper astringent and nail the boil. 
 
   I used to have perfect skin.
 
   Not anymore. Now that my crotch is imploding, my skin is boiling from the inside out and my teeth are aching—it's a whole new reality.
 
   I slam the medicine cabinet shut, ignoring my urge to take a second glance at my reflection. Instead I stalk to my pulse. 
 
    
 
   I swipe the thumb dock and initiate, thinking voice call.
 
    
 
   I probably shouldn't do general for this, but there's too many symptoms for me to play around. He's diagnostic, at least. And I know him.
 
    
 
   The canned female voice comes online, telling me to think my message after the chime.
 
   A musical note sounds. I wait. When it ends I think:
 
    
 
   This message is for Dr. Colbert. This is Dr. Phisher. I'd like to schedule an appointment for a full physical and blood work set. Please phone back with a time that is mutually beneficial.
 
    
 
   I think end message.
 
    
 
   The screen of my pulse darkens, slowly fading to the deep black of hibernation.
 
   Some of the tenseness leaves my body. 
 
   I don't know why I put that off. Oh yeah, because going to another doctor is always awkward when you're one yourself. 
 
   And it's a big time-waster. 
 
   I guess it won't be a waste of time if there's something to be done. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   I pet Pooky's head, and she meows her acceptance of my gesture of affection then turns, giving a dismissive tail flick as she jumps to her favorite perch on the top of the fridge. 
 
   She gives another plaintive meow.
 
   I put my hands on my hips. “I don't know what you're saying. But I do know you're making me late. It's Friday and we already have our date of Pride and Prejudice, and Ben and Jerry are coming for ice cream.”
 
   Large greenish-gold cat eyes give an unimpressed slow blink. Another meow. The orange that covers her left eye looks back at me like a pirate's patch. Wrong color, same effect.
 
   I sigh. “You haven't forgotten, have you?”
 
   This is normal for me. Talking to my cat. Pooky. 
 
   And I'm the counselor. 
 
   She gives a really sharp meow and I frown. I toss my pulse inside my handbag. “What's up, Pooky? It better be good. I'm late now because of your shenanigans. I don't know how many more behind-the-ear scratches I have left.” A total lie, of course.
 
   Her paw swats the top of the fridge, and something hard drops to the floor with a sharp clatter.
 
   “What is that?” I ask softly. I bend over and pick it up.
 
   Drop it again as though I touched a flame. 
 
   I race to the bathroom, ignoring my blotchy face, and open the medicine cabinet. I push aside Midol, two-year-old mascara and find the tweezers.
 
   I snatch them, leaving the door ajar and run back. 
 
   I pluck the object off the ground at the pointy end with the tweezers. I grab a magnifying glass out of my catchall holder of miscellaneous crap.
 
   I hold it above the object to see the detail.
 
   My heart thuds at the realization of what I'm holding. 
 
   I have a minor in Biology. Useless in some ways, but I loved learning about all things living. 
 
   This is no exception. It's a tooth. 
 
   Canine.
 
   Though it looks like a regular wolf's—it's not. I was fascinated with wolves when I was an intern. And I remember holding a wolf canine. Root and all, maybe it was two inches, plus. 
 
   But if memory serves, it was certainly not the four and a half inches that sits inside my palm. 
 
   The tweezers aren't wide enough to accommodate its length or girth and as I try to examine it, the tooth slips out of the too-small pincers. 
 
   When it hits the floor a small bit breaks off. I scoop that from the floor and haul out a plastic zippered bag, dropping it inside. I lift the baggy, shaking the bit of tooth inside.
 
   I think I'll be calling in a favor from my favorite lab geek best friend. 
 
   I can't even speculate what I have here. I look up at Pooky. “Who was here, girl?” I ask the cat that can't talk.
 
   She purrs, chartreuse eyes gazing back with typical casual indifference. 
 
   “You're no help,” I mutter.
 
   Meow. 
 
   I grunt my response. I use tongs this time and clamp the mostly intact large canine and put it in the junk drawer.
 
   Nice way to contaminate all your stuff, Talyn.
 
   And the mystery deepens. 
 
   I drop the baggy with the strange piece inside my purse, and swipe my pulse. 
 
    
 
   I think a message to Arden that I've got something really unusual to show him.
 
    
 
   He lives for The Weird.
 
   He'll get right back.
 
   I don't have time to wait. I give a last thoughtful glance at Pooky and go to the garage. I toss the baggy into my post chute and thumb in Arden's full name. The whir of the chute engages, whisking the bit of strangeness to his home directly.
 
   I walk quickly to my car. I'm already late for work. But for once my life's taken an exciting turn.
 
   If one considers finding a five-inch long canine tooth in their home exciting.
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   Merck
 
    
 
   There she is, right on schedule.
 
   I dip my head, eyeing my archaic wristwatch. Nope—she's a few minutes late. My brow furrows.
 
   If there's one thing I've noticed about Talyn Phisher in the last two months of tailing her—she's punctual.
 
   Once she's out of her garage and leaving for work. I move to my old-fashioned mode of transport. 
 
   I can't be my good wolf self in broad daylight. Someone would take note. Or many someones. 
 
   Instead I hop on my fatboy Harley and turn over the engine. Low purring pipes, specially outfitted sans the classic eardrum-splitting wail. Loud noises are hell on Lycan hearing.
 
   I pull away from the curb three blocks from Talyn's little bungalow and make steady progress to her downtown office. I like where it's located.
 
   Phillips street is now a mecca for the vamps. It's been months since the vamps were outed and mundanes are just now appearing at night again. 
 
   The Final Enforcement saw to that. And shit, wasn't that something. A fully hybrid vamp/human still works there along with another enforcer who is full vamp. 
 
   I shake my head in wonder with a chuckle. They'll let anyone in. 
 
   However, gotta count my blessings. It takes the heat of being observed by the astute off my shoulders. Before the vamps were discovered in plain sight, the Lycans were vigilant in their concealment. 
 
   Now—with the vamps swinging their dicks in front of the world—the Lycans have a temporary reprieve, even Changers. 
 
   My bike rolls down Phillips, and I glide right past the Carpenter Hotel. It's not really a hotel anymore. That was the building's original distinction when it was built over a hundred years ago. Now it's a holding tank for Hunters and others of the supernatural persuasion.
 
   It also houses four business suites on the ground level.
 
   One of those is Talyn's cozy shrink-tank.
 
   That goth female teen who'd come out of there yesterday as Talyn's last patient of the day had the smell of revelation all over her.
 
   When Talyn followed a few minutes later, her smell had been despondent. 
 
   The girl had talked, and whatever Talyn had heard was bad. Very.
 
   That's the nature of her work. Talyn will enjoy leaving that behind. Her solitary life of work, home and work again, will end. 
 
   She'll join the Midwestern pack and find something she loves to do.
 
   My hands tighten on my grips. They squeak in protest. 
 
   And a mate. Don't forget that, Merck—she'll be fucking some other Lycan and having his whelps.
 
   We need all the females we can get, I reason. And the Lanarre pick the Lycan who have the skill set to sniff out the hybrids among the human mundane population. 
 
   Whether it be a heightened scent range, protective abilities, discernment. Hell, I still don't know why they picked me. Fifty years I've been on the prowl for transitioning females and I still don't know. None of the Lycan males understand the selection process. And it's a dual-edged sword. 
 
   You're like a priest, you serve something honorable, but you can never have that which you honor. 
 
   I sigh, pulling into a slot across the street, hogging the entire parking space for my bike. 
 
   I grin.
 
   I feed quarters into the meter. They're slow to be received. I won't be swiping my thumbprint for credit payment. That's what Lycans want: a record of my presence to be traced by the mundanes for later reference.
 
   What if someone needs killing? Or something. No—better to be mainly invisible.
 
   I hop onto the street, light pedestrian traffic moves around me like a living river around am immoveable boulder.
 
   The mundanes do so unconsciously. Them deferring to me. Somewhere in all that rudimentary DNA they are aware of their place.
 
   Below. 
 
   I stroll causally to the building across the street from the Carpenter Hotel and pretend to investigate the new construction.
 
   I've done this several times. I already know these loft condos will be five in the unit with an elevator for the richies that can shell out the dough to live in the heart of downtown's up-and-coming. Underground parking—pet area—the works. All yours for five hundred K.
 
   I allow a low sound of disgust. 
 
   I use the dirtied windows layered in construction dust to watch Talyn in the reflection.
 
   She exits her car, closing the door carefully and stretches.
 
   My brow creases. I catch myself before I can turn but my fingertips tingle with the low-level adrenaline that courses through me.
 
   I flare my nostrils hard. 
 
   Heat.
 
   Sex.
 
   Her feminine scent hits me like a sledgehammer between the eyes. 
 
   My eyes travel her form, the reflective qualities leave much to be desired.
 
   I can see her unrested eyes, flat and dull. Her skin has all the markings of the turbulent events that will no-doubt transpire. Her gait looks impeded by stiffness.
 
   There's no doubt Talyn's old for a change. 
 
   I know that. But she's not moving like an almost thirty-eight year old. She's moving like she's on the good side of seventy.
 
   I bite my lip to keep from grinning.
 
   Joint pain? Check.
 
   Unless she's suddenly developed arthritis then she's degrading. 
 
   I lift my nose, scenting hard a second time. I was right. Smelling her sweet pussy isn't distinctive. I've been smelling hers and every other female within a mile my entire life.
 
   Smelling the onset of heat is another matter entirely.
 
   I turn around just as her hand touches the knob.
 
   Talyn hesitates, gripping the handle.
 
   Suddenly she whirls as though sensing me.
 
   Of course she's too slow.
 
   I'm already at my bike and feigning a once over at the throttle and gears.
 
   Her eyes burn over me and my breath boils inside my throat.
 
   My cock hardens against the uniform of denims I wear to blend with the humans. 
 
   Talyn's scent sharpens, drifting over the cars that move past—the fifty people that mill between her and me. 
 
   I crouch down, wincing at the pinching of my dick, shifting to relieve the pressure.
 
   Talyn's heat engulfs me as though she's standing beside me. Suffocating me.
 
   I don't look up, I pretend to check my bike.
 
   A full minute passes.
 
   When the sensation of her eyes are gone, and more importantly—the exquisite smell of her scent has faded, I rise.
 
   Looking both ways, I cross the street.
 
   I don't move toward the Carpenter Hotel, but towards the back.
 
   Soon, I vow through gritted teeth.
 
   


 
  

8
 
   Talyn
 
    
 
   The small hairs at my nape rise. The skin feels as though someone is directly behind me, exhaling their hot breath on my neck.
 
   I spin.
 
   And gaze across Phillips street.
 
   Okay—I'm well and truly crazy. Using a word in my mind that is so much more than a swear word in my profession. 
 
   Bonkers. Crazier than a loon. Insane. Nuts. A fry short of a Happy Meal.
 
   Yup. 
 
   But then my eyes find him.
 
   I blink.
 
   He's busy. Every inch of him. Encased in tight jeans and a black t-shirt.
 
   I lick my lips. Instant lust is not something I'm prone to. I still have a set of D batteries for my favorite dildo lying around. But now with pulse tech, everything is charged via pulse power.
 
   Right now I'm really pulsing. 
 
   The same wave of heat washes over me. But instead of me thinking it's a hot flash, I recognize it for what it is.
 
   I'm in lust. For a complete stranger.
 
   A biker, by the looks of it. 
 
   I bite my lip, squeezing my thighs together for the second time in twenty-four hours. 
 
   I remember that pair of blue eyes from the other night. The ones I didn't imagine.
 
   The guy that came on to me at the gym last night had blue eyes too—Jimmy, Johnnie? I can't remember, he was so underwhelming. 
 
   Look up.
 
   He doesn't.
 
   He's crouched down, his muscular ass holding the rest of his hotness just above the ground as he checks the engine on a sleek black Harley. His head dips as he inspects the bike. I pick out the highlights the sun casts in  his military short, nutmeg-colored hair.
 
   Come on, Talyn.
 
   Still, I can't take my eyes off him. Every time he leans forward to check another thing, a tricep or bicep bulges cooperatively.
 
   And I find myself latching onto the bulge in his jeans. Which seems pretty large for a guy doing a little engine perusal.
 
   The more I stare, the more I flush with desire. My knees literally weaken, my heart speeds, palms dampening.
 
   I wipe them on my short skirt.
 
   Get a grip.
 
   He obviously won't look at me.
 
   I give a shaky laugh. You're not that interesting, princess. Move on.
 
   I turn and finish opening the door. My damp skin chills as the AC hits me as I move inside the building.
 
   I feel foolish.
 
   That doesn't stop me from hanging back in the shadows and watching him another three full minutes.
 
   Nor does the gasp from my mouth get stifled when he rises. 
 
   He's tall—a brick house of a man. Broad shoulders shift as he strides into two-way traffic, deftly dodging impact by two cars with only inches to spare.
 
   His fingers flex as he hops with a fluid grace to the curb then marches around my building, going toward the back. He doesn't turn in my direction. 
 
   Does he have blue eyes? 
 
   Those blue eyes.
 
   I rush into my office and catch sight of Patty, the assistant who serves both offices on this side of the building.
 
   “Hi!” I call out breathlessly.
 
   She sees the look on my face and begins to rise.
 
   I immediately feel ridiculous. “No, sit! I'm just checking on something.”
 
   Someone. Some total stranger who couldn't care less about me.
 
   But I have to know why I had that spark of intuition. There were fifty people on the street. Why did I take note of only him?
 
   Because he's hot as hell.
 
   There is that. But I know it has got to be more.
 
   I rip around to the back, fling open the shade with a yank of the cord and a face fills the glass.
 
   I scream.
 
   It's the guy from the gym.
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   Patty and I sit together in two chairs.
 
   Across from Jamie. 
 
   This is how bad of a counselor I am: I can't even remember the guy's name who tried to ask me out.
 
   However, I do recall the yoga pants comment and cringe. I'm being kind, thinking he was asking me out. I'm not a Gold Gym Body Babe. I'm a late-thirties, curvy-to-the max, bookish type. 
 
   I don't do casual. I don't do losers. I think Jamie's really barking up the wrong tree. 
 
   “Listen, I appreciate your interest,” I begin.
 
   Patty's eyes are very large in her face as she sits beside me with her hands tightly clasped.
 
   I'm tense, but direct. I can do this. “But you can't visit my place of work for reasons other than business.”
 
   Jamie leans back on the lobby couch. I'm just waiting for him to pitch a tent.
 
   Immediately I assess him. Arrogant, cold—indifferent. He has my psyche flags rising and bonking me directly between my eyes.
 
   His fingers drum on the back of the couch and he cocks his head, dirty blond hair overshooting the tips of his ears. “There's no law against showing up here and getting a little emotional help?” He smirks, his teeth are very white. A tad sharkish. 
 
   I suppress a shiver.
 
   He's kind of handsome. When he doesn't open his mouth. That seems to be the main problem. 
 
   And I don't think I can help him with that.
 
   I smile politely. The effort feels like a Ronald McDonald mask. “You're right of course.” 
 
   Placate.
 
   His grin escalates to condescending.
 
   “However, after our interlude last night at the gym, I thought I was quite clear that my interest in you doesn't extend beyond friendship.”
 
   Distance. 
 
   He nods as though thinking it over. I'm pretty sure he's not. “Oh you were, there's no doubt.”
 
   I rise to physically cue the conclusion of the impromptu meeting. 
 
   Patty takes that as a hint, and with her wide eyes bulging out of her face, she rounds the corner of her desk a few paces away.
 
   She'll be pulsing the police about now.
 
   I form puzzlement on my features as I turn to face him.
 
   Jamie stands, uncomfortably close to me. I fight not to back away.
 
   No negotiation.
 
   “Don't look confused, doctor.”
 
   My palms dampen.
 
   Inform.
 
   “I'm just uncertain as to why you've come here.”
 
   His hand locks around my wrist like a snakebite. 
 
   My pulse obligingly pushes against his fingers as they tighten around the small bones. Fear grips me and I instantly bury it in a deep grave.
 
   I inhale slowly and let it out, making no move to fight his grip.
 
   Diffuse. I open my mouth and he interrupts, his eyes flicking to my parted lips.
 
   Adrenaline expands like an air bubble in a vast ocean.
 
   “Now let me be clear. I want to be seen—in a professional capacity, Doctor Phisher.”
 
   Terror smothers me. My lips part in readiness for a scream, and my expression of neutrality slips.
 
   His grip imperceptibly tightens. 
 
   I can't help the whimper of pain when my already tender joints suffer from his hold. 
 
   “Patty,” I murmur quietly, desperately hoping she's followed protocol. No one who enters from the back is considered friendly admittance. 
 
   She doesn't reply and I say the thing that I haven't been trained for. I say the human thing, “Please, don't hurt me.” My voice is low and calm. My heart pounds. I jerk my wrist and he clamps down.
 
   I moan at the pressure, sweat popping out on my forehead, upper lip, my palms are slick with it. I look at my hand. It's mottled from his vice-like grip. 
 
   A cruel smile fills his face like water pouring into a cup.
 
   Suddenly the door he came through slams open, and the stranger walks through as the knob buries itself in the wall.
 
   I look at him, startled, and immediately drown in the sea of his eyes. They're more blue than a summer sky.
 
   That gaze travels to where Jamie's hand latches my wrist. The edges of those azure eyes tighten like a wrench. “I've lost my way,” he says. 
 
   I blink stupidly. His voice captures me, soothing the frayed edges of my nerves.
 
   How did I know if he spoke it would be a melody only I could hear?
 
   Jamie jerks me closer and a small pain sound escapes before I can stop it.
 
   I don't catch what happens next, it's too fast. He's soundless—the stranger's attack.
 
   Patty screams. 
 
   It's the blood, I think numbly.
 
   I'm covered in it. It smells like metallic rain and I stumble back, the soreness of my wrist lost to what's in front of me. 
 
   Jamie's nose is broken—not a little. Shattered like a crimson pancake in the middle of his face.
 
   He howls and releases me.
 
   I sit down hard on my ass, giving a sob-like laugh that all those squats must be working because there's no butt bone to jab me as I fall. 
 
   I look up and the stranger raises his fist to strike a bloodied Jamie again.
 
   “Don't,” I call out softly, my injured arm rising.
 
   His intense gaze looks at my bruised wrist. Then he captures my eyes.  My core clenches with a responsive clench and I involuntarily moan.
 
   Not in pain.
 
   His eyes slim on me as though he knows my body's reaction to him. “Why?” he grits. His gaze pierces me.
 
   I wet my lips and he tracks the movement. “Because violence won't solve anything,” I manage.
 
   He hesitates, his balled fist is as big as a dinner plate, his bicep is almost the size of my waist.
 
   Instead he grabs Jamie's shirt and easily hauls him to his feet.
 
   I crab walk backwards. 
 
   He scares me. 
 
   I close my eyes as brilliant, raw shame has its way with me.
 
   I want him.
 
   “Don't touch her again—ever.”
 
   My eyes snap open as he throws Jamie before he can reply. Of course, he has to breathe through his mouth now so maybe that's a little complicated.
 
   He slams into the wall. Drywall dust plumes as his body slides down and the clear outline of his body is embedded in the wall.
 
   I giggle, and vaguely recognize I'm in shock.
 
   The stranger's eyes run over me from head to toe, as though taking a damage assessment.
 
   He heaves a sigh of disgust, and strides out the way he came in.
 
   Probably doesn't like what he sees. I'm instantly ashamed. I want to lose my old insecurities, not nurture them.
 
   In the middle of the chaos, I'm worried about his opinion. A man I don't even know.
 
   Patty helps me get up as sirens fill the distance. 
 
   “Thank you,” I tell her. Thanking her for pulsing the police.
 
   Just then my first appointment, and a new patient walks in—surveys the carnage, and walks right back out. 
 
   He won't be back. 
 
   I sink back down on the lobby couch and put my head in my hands as police pour through the doors. 
 
   My last thought before things go to hell is: did he ever find his way?
 
   Because he sure as hell didn't seem lost to me.
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   Merck
 
    
 
   Fuck me.
 
   And fuck me again.
 
   Talk about blowing it big time. Couldn't I have just let the cops come and haul that dumb mundane thug away? Why did I have to white knight the thing and run in there?
 
   Because I'm letting my emotions rule me like a bitch. Yeah.
 
   I revealed myself to the change before her time! 
 
   I could kick my own ass.
 
   I pace back and forth inside my condo. If there were carpet it'd be threadbare where I tread.
 
   I force myself to stop, leaning a forearm against the window trim, trying to come down from my mistake. 
 
   The wide and fast-flowing Big Sioux river flows below. Water muddied from a late spring deluge runs alongside a path I jog on. Close to where the former underground meetings took place in Falls Park. Before Marc was eliminated. I miss the prick. He made shit interesting.
 
   I give a savage kick to the wall, leaving a hole where my foot just connected. A rage-filled exhale sounds like a hoarse shout in my sparsely furnished condo. 
 
   I like it that way.
 
   Just Me. By myself. Not a lot of shit to take care of. No pets. No nothing.
 
   My emotions burn, lodging tightly inside my chest.
 
   Her fear.
 
   I close my eyes, pinching the bridge of my nose. 
 
   Talyn's fear forced me.
 
   I was right outside the Carpenter Hotel, per usual. Watching the mundanes scurry around like ants going to and from their various hills. 
 
   I'm accustomed to her scent. She's a change. I know it intimately. 
 
   Then it morphed.
 
   I somehow missed numbnuts as he charged down the back entrance to the old hotel and Talyn's office. 
 
   My fault—that complacency.
 
   What had Charles been drilling into our heads for centuries? Never let a change be unsupervised before transition.
 
   They are at their most vulnerable.  
 
   Then the scent of her fear swamps me. If I can break this apart intellectually I'd realize I never had a chance.
 
   I reacted as though we were mated. 
 
   I've had plenty of changes get into a tight spot, some sensitive human males can sometimes scent something. They don't know what it is about the female that's so enticing. But they do know they want to fuck them. Maybe they have a trace of Lycan. I don't give a rat's ass. Those mundane males who take leave of their senses after a brief acquaintance with yours truly end up canned.
 
   In the garbage.
 
   Rivers.
 
   Coffins. 
 
   Yeah. Their disposal isn't a concern. It's about the timing—executing them after they've been sniffing around but the change isn't there. 
 
   I've only had to exterminate one mundane in fifty years in front of the change. I was disciplined. In control.
 
   Not this time.
 
   I didn't give two shits and a fuck if the world was sitting down watching with a bowl of popcorn in hand. 
 
   Talyn needed me. Her scent demanded it. And I came running like her well-trained dog. I'm disgusted with myself and my utter lack of control.
 
   And her eyes after I was done looking her over—making sure that stupid male's blood was the only blood on her.
 
   I had to fight every instinct not to heal the mark on her body he put there. 
 
   But her eyes had been wounded—so wounded. 
 
   And I'd been disgusted with my actions. The action of interfering when the danger to her hadn't escalated. And that I stopped beating the male on her request. 
 
   Her voice had undone me like a ball of twine rolled down a hill. 
 
   I should have finished that male. 
 
   I will finish him. 
 
   When Talyn isn't around. Unfortunately, she's on guard now. 
 
   I jerk away from the window, my tongue moving to the hole in my mouth where a missing incisor is regrowing. Hurts like a bitch. Funny thing is, it's like hitting a piece of furniture then showing up with a bruise later. Who the hell ever remembers how they got it? For the life of me, I can't remember when I tore the sucker out—or it fell out.
 
   I hate not having all the teeth in my head. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   A low buzz vibrates in my pants pocket. I pluck my pulse, careful not to inadvertently thumb it open.
 
   I read the message and grunt.  Perfect. 
 
    
 
   Charlesʼ name flashes for accept voice call.
 
    
 
   I think ignore.
 
    
 
   The flashing name vanishes.
 
   I can't deal with my Alpha right now. He'll shit a granny smith if he finds out the colossal fuck up that was me today. Worse, he might think I need a babysitter in the form of a second Lycan.
 
   I haven't had that dubious dishonor yet. And I don't want it. 
 
   The thought sprouts my talons and hair bleeds like spilt water over my skin in a downy coat of brownish-red. 
 
   I can't tolerate the idea of another Lycan being within one hundred miles of Talyn.
 
   She's a bitch in heat, and on the verge of degrading for the change. 
 
   Talyn is very attractive right now to a certain percentage of the population. 
 
   A very small but dangerous one. 
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   Talyn
 
    
 
   “I'm sorry, ma'am—there's nothing we can do. As far as we can see, this man is the victim.”
 
   Ma'am. 
 
   I can hardly breathe I'm so angry.
 
   Jamie is playing victim like a Broadway-trained actor. He's rolling around on the gurney, moaning about his nose while medics try to patch him up
 
   I fold my arms. “Listen, Officer,” my eyes flick to his badge and the luminescent characters flash his info: Cochran, Twelve-year veteran, Psyche profile clean. I ignore the rest of his flashing stats on the live badge, “Cochran.”
 
   He smiles tolerantly.
 
   I am so far from tolerant right now I can hardly stand myself. “That man accosted me. He touched me.”
 
   Maybe I'm being too sensitive.
 
   He smirks. “Touched you?” 
 
   Nope. Not too sensitive.
 
   I take a deep breath. Another. “He barged in through the back of my office, demanding to be seen without an appointment, and then when I made it clear he was to leave, he grabbed my wrist.” I hold up my arm where a vague red outline, and the beginnings of a bruise can be seen.
 
   Cochran nods indulgently.
 
   I want to hit him. In fact, I'm in a very violent mood today. 
 
   Cochran jerks his thumb behind him at Jamie. “He said you two had a falling out at the gym last night?” His eyebrows rise.
 
   What? Clearly he's delusional. 
 
   I spread my fingers on my chest, intuiting his inference. “We are not together.”
 
   He nods, eyes glued to my chest as he hooks his thumbs inside the pockets of his deep navy uniform trousers.
 
   Unbelievable.
 
   I think steam is escaping through my ears. The hell with counseling, I think I'm becoming a she-devil.
 
   “Patty!” I call out loudly.
 
   She runs to my side. 
 
   “Did this guy not come in the back and grab me?”
 
   She nods quickly.
 
   Finally. I turn triumphantly to Cochran and swing my palm out as if to say, see?
 
   Cochran turns to Patty and says, “Now Miss Hershey, you remember stating that you opened the door and invited Mr. Duncan inside.”  
 
   Miss. 
 
   His eyebrows rise. That must be the only look he has. Perpetual question mode. 
 
   Patty nods. Her eyes dart to me.
 
   I die a little inside. 
 
   “Further, you mentioned that Ms. Phisher, and the victim, Jamie Duncan, know each other.”
 
   Victim.
 
   She nods more slowly this time.
 
   “It's Doctor, Officer Cochran,” I correct through clenched teeth.
 
   He gives a vague nod. “Right.”
 
   I cross my arms again, stepping into his personal space. I'm not a small woman. I stand every bit of my five foot nine inches, staring him down. “Is this it then? I can't get a restraining order?”
 
   Cochran spreads his arms away from his body as though I am the one being unreasonable.
 
   Holy mother of God.
 
   “If there were probable cause. As it stands, from my perspective as a police officer, there's a guy that you know, whom your secretary invited in. Then he gives you a little squeeze and you're crying foul.” He shrugs, giving a minute shake of his head. “You understand we can't get in the middle of lover's quarrels.”
 
   My eyes move to Jamie's.
 
   He smiles through the drying blood on his face.
 
   My head starts to throb then my teeth. When the flush starts, I give up.
 
   “Fine,” my face is on fire, “if you won't help me, I'll go to someone who will.”
 
   Cochran's eyes narrow. My subtle threat and dis being clearly received. “The law doesn't look kindly on any form of vigilante justice, Ms. Phisher.”
 
   “Doctor!” I yell into his face. 
 
   He smiles benignly. 
 
   I itch to slap him, and he knows it. 
 
   “Final Enforcement, you weak man,” I seethe.
 
   “Talyn,” Patty says in a timid voice at my elbow.
 
   “You can insult me all you like, Doctor Phisher.” His tone of voice tells me how much he doesn't want to acknowledge my status. 
 
   But he will. I've earned it. Especially today.
 
   “Yet the facts are what they are. Do not take matters into your own hands. Further, an unknown assailant attacked Jamie Duncan—yet, somehow he's not a problem?” 
 
   Cochran shakes his head then taps his thumb to his pulsepad.
 
   Cochran's silent for a few seconds as he communicates into his device. 
 
   Then he turns it around for my perusal. “Both Miss Hershey and Jamie Duncan have thumbed their unique memory signature into the police record.”
 
   He steps closer. Uncomfortably so. 
 
   I don't give an inch. 
 
   He notices, looming over me. “Is this the man who attacked Jamie Duncan?”
 
   There he is, in living pulse color. The stranger.
 
   His eyes are green in the colored rendering from the short-term memory fragments the pulse device sucked from the two witnessesʼ brainwaves.
 
   Sometimes I loathe technology.
 
   I glare up at Cochran. “His eyes are blue.”
 
   I walk to my office and slam the door, ending his inquest. He moves to the outside of the wood and says, “We'll be in touch, Doctor Phisher.”
 
   I don't reply.
 
   I pluck my pulse from my pocket and contact Final Enforcement. They'll find my stranger, and maybe do something about Duncan. 
 
   I get my message sent even with my fingers quaking. 
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   Talyn
 
    
 
   I drive my car home like a zombie. Go through the motions of feeding Pooky (who doesn't care that I'm half-dead and stupid; the miracle of cat ownership), and take off my blood stained mess of an outfit. I hesitate between the laundry hamper and the trash.
 
   I pitch the gory clothes inside the separator. I don't even recycle them. I pulse the part of the separator labeled solid waste, and listen to the whir and grind as it evacuates the chute of the proof of my day. 
 
   I open my freezer and snag a pint of ice cream. I plop down on my couch with a spoon stuck in a Ben and Jerry's carton of Chunky Monkey and sigh with bliss. 
 
   At least some things remain the same.
 
   My hair hangs in wet strands from a scorching shower, Pooky has taken up residency at my feet and the flush comes and goes like a malfunctioning stoplight. My female bits are crying out for attention of the male variety, but they sort of ache too.
 
   I'm a mess and Cochran rubbed me the absolute wrong way. No pun there!
 
   I give a vicious stab and swirl inside the container. 
 
   And Final Enforcement left me a canned message about a rep coming by to see me in the next twenty-four hours.
 
   “Pfft!” I pierce the ice cream again with my spoon, swirling the slowly melting pint of goodness. “That dumb butt wouldn't know a crime if it bit him on the ass,” I mutter.
 
   Pooky meows her assent. 
 
   I stroke her behind the ears and she moves her paws back and forth, purring.
 
   “Cats should rule the world,” I say absently.
 
   The doorbell rings. 
 
   I toss my head back on the couch and groan.
 
   Can't I just lick my wounds in private?
 
   Apparently not.
 
   Pooky appears affronted, and scats to jump on top of the fridge. I look at her with longing. That'd be wonderful. I want to disappear? Fine, a leap on top of the fridge takes care of all my ills.
 
   Instead, I sigh, setting my now-melting ice cream on my glass topped coffee table. I walk to the door, and disregarding the peephole, I swing it wide.
 
   Arden stands there blinking rapidly behind his old-fashioned owl glasses. Too cheap to get his peepers lasered. 
 
   Him I'm glad to see.
 
   “Hey Talyn, I got your sample.” He swings up the baggy with the  canine chunk I sent via post chute. 
 
   “Oh!” I say, slightly giddy for anything positive to grab onto.
 
   His face falls. “It's really not that great of news.”
 
   I deflate. “Oh,” I repeat in a completely different tone. 
 
   I open the door wide, swinging my palm to indicate entry.
 
   He enters, taking in the small living room. His eyes light on the pint of B&J.
 
   He puts his hands up underneath his chin and does a fake puppy dog pant and beg. 
 
   “Okay, you jerk—but you can't have the Chunky Monkey.”
 
   “Ah-huh.” More owl blinking.
 
   I jerk a thumb toward the kitchen. “You know where it's at.”
 
   Arden walks to the kitchen and begins rifling around in my silverware drawer. I listen to him not finding a spoon and he opens up the dishwasher, grabbing a clean spoon. He hunts in the freezer and I give a little groan when he comes out with the Cherry Garcia.
 
   “Dick,” I say, but I'm smiling.
 
   He points the spoon at me. “And you—Counselor Phisher—are very unprofessional.”
 
   I laugh. “Off the clock, Arden.”
 
   His smile is soft. He knows me. We've been friends since high school. Different paths—kindred souls. 
 
   I watch him consume half a pint. I give a lustful glance at his slim figure. He eats twice what I do and doesn't deign to work out. I shake my head. Some people.
 
   “So,” I say, licking my spoon and recapping my pint.
 
   “So—you're right, Sherlock Holmes—canine.”
 
   “Don't go all Latin on me, Arden—just give me the skinny.”
 
   He laughs. “Haven't heard that one in awhile.”
 
   I hold up my palms, my long-sleeved shirt cuffs of my pajama top sliding away from my hands. “I'm getting old.”
 
   His face changes to one of concern, his eyes latching onto my arm. “What?”
 
   “Your wrist. What happened, Tal?”
 
   I glance away then look back. “It's a long story.”
 
   He leans against the sofa back, crushing the carton of ice cream in his hand. “I've got time. I always have time for you.”
 
   A hot tear rolls unbidden, and definitely uninvited down my face.
 
   “Hey. It's okay.” Arden doesn't move to comfort me. He knows better. He just waits.
 
   Finally, I tell him. 
 
   When I'm done his face is grim. “Well, there's no way in hell that these things are related but I'm not a big believer in coincidence either. Because statistically—there's no such thing.”
 
   I swipe at my eyes. “Yeah.”
 
   “So I'm going to give it to you straight. Final Enforcement's got a big time rep as being a sort of—how can I put it nicely—a last resort, and they have a few vamps fanging around there.” 
 
   He cups his chin. “And this tooth?”
 
   “Tooth?” I repeat stupidly, still coming down from the mess of retelling my day.
 
   “Fang,” Arden corrects. 
 
   “Okay, so—how did a wolf tooth get in my house?”
 
   “Let's do an Occam's razor on this.” He lifts his shoulders. “The most simple answer is usually correct.”
 
   I huff and feel my face redden. “I'm not a dumb ass.”
 
   He nods. “Let me just say the words. This creature would've had to be inside your home, right?”
 
   Of course. “Yes. How did a wolf get in my house? And better yet—why—and no damage?” I shake my head at the lack of sense the entire thing makes.
 
   “No.” His light brown eyes meet mine. “Wolf-like.”  
 
   “What?” My jubilant mood at seeing Arden disintegrates, the ice cream beginning a slow reverse churn in my stomach.
 
   “If that tooth is indicative of size, and I assume it is, this is a nearly seven-foot creature, which has wolf characteristics.”
 
   I'm holding my breath.
 
   Arden continues, “And the other characteristics are canine. So no. Not really wolf.”
 
   My breath releases in a rush.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “We know that vamps exist now so it got me thinking—” 
 
   I cover my mouth with both hands, guessing through my fingers, “Lycanthrope.”
 
   The word pounds the silence inside my house to dust.
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   Talyn
 
    
 
   “Say something, Talyn.”
 
   I feel like a fish chucked out on a sand spit. Gasping and squirming.
 
   I open my mouth to reply and the doorbell rings.
 
   Arden and I jump at the same time. I give a nervous laugh, and he bounces to his feet. “Let me get that.”
 
   I stand as well. “Don't play protector. You're a lab geek, not a super-hero.”
 
   Arden gives me a crooked smile. “Let a guy pretend, Talyn.”
 
   Someone on the other side of the solid wood door pounds with a fist. A women's voice yells, “Final Enforcement.”
 
   Oh good. “I'm expecting them,” I explain to Arden as I rush to the door. 
 
   I swing it open and blink.
 
   A tiny woman stands in front of me, picking her nail with an illegal switch blade.
 
   I swallow hard. “Identification, please.”
 
   She turns to face me, and flicks her flashing badge with a finger. Narah Adrienne, age twenty-four, One citation—Exonerated, 2022, vampire hybrid, Level 10 proficient.
 
   I feel my eyes widen, and back up a step. The whole vampire thing still gives me pause.
 
   Adrienne moves in, giving a small shiver as she crosses my threshold. “Seen enough?” Her voice is as tart as a lemon.
 
   I nod, remember who the hell I am, and straighten my spine. 
 
   “I'm Enforcer Adrienne, assigned to case number,” she recites in a bored voice, “1001.”
 
   “Nice to meet you,” I manage. “I'm Doctor Talyn Phisher.”
 
   “I know,” she says, sharp eyes taking in my home. She spots Arden, narrowing her golden-green gaze on him.
 
   Arden had backed up when he read Adrienne's badge. Her body is a deadly weapon. Not her weapons.
 
   Her. 
 
   “Who are you?” she shoots at him, her voice like a club.
 
   “Arden,” he replies quietly. “Who are you to the client,” she rephrases, walking around me and going straight for him. 
 
   He retreats.
 
   A ghost of a smile rides her lips.
 
   “He's my friend. He was here for a visit. Can we get down to the brass tacks, Enforcer Adrienne?”
 
   She spins. It's so fast a movement I can't track it. More like a blur. “Brass tacks, huh?”
 
   I'm unnerved and determined not to show it. I nod. “I think there's something stalking me.”
 
   Adrienne flips long corn rows of platinum hair over her shoulder. Her inked body is lithe, sensuously muscled. Not from artificial time in the gym, like what I do just so I'm not a complete flab monster—but from her daily job. 
 
   “Something?” she asks, but not like she's really listening. Her catlike eyes flash to mine like twin suns washed by emerald. “Tell me.”
 
   I blink. Seems like I've been doing a lot of that lately. 
 
   I recount everything. The blue eyes appearing. The creep from the gym, the stranger who I believe to be the mysterious blue-eyed man appearing—and beating the hell out of Jamie Duncan. When I finish with the way Cochran dealt with everything, Adrienne gives a low chuckle.
 
   I frown. Cochran wasn't even vaguely amusing. 
 
   Her finger runs along my sofa table. I notice she's strategically placed herself between my front entrance, and the French glass doors leading to my small patch of back yard. She wants both exits in sight.
 
   “What's your confidentiality policy?” Arden asks suddenly.
 
   She cocks a pale eyebrow. “Are you speaking for Dr. Phisher?”
 
   “Talyn,” I say.
 
   She gives a tight chin dip in acknowledgment. 
 
   “No, but I was wondering.” I look at Arden and we exchange a look of understanding.
 
   “I don't tell anyone anything.” Narah Adrienne doesn't over-explain things. She's a fact-stater. It makes me curious as to her background. 
 
   I'll pulse Google her later.  
 
   She cocks her head, eyeing me. Her eyes glitter like peridot jewels. I can't see fangs, though I'm ashamed to admit I have an almost freak show-act curiosity about vampires. Reality pulsevision just isn't enough.
 
   Arden holds up the baggie with the canine.
 
   Narah tracks it with eyes like a predator. She snatches it before he can take his next breath. We simultaneously gasp.
 
   Adrienne ignores our reaction.
 
   “Where's the original piece that this came off from?” Her eyes light on me with new interest.
 
   Maybe I'm not some quack after all.
 
   I walk to the junk drawer and slide it open.
 
   I step back, sucking in air.
 
   The tooth. It's gone.
 
   Enforcer Adrienne must see my panic and she's by my side in a blur of pale flesh before I can form a question. “What is it?”
 
   I feel clumsy—thick. “I had it right here—in my junk drawer.”
 
   Narah asks, “How big was it?”
 
   I widen my index fingers to about five inches apart.
 
   Narah's low whistle threads through the kitchen like a creepy string plucked. “Looks like you've got yourself a Lycan problem.”
 
   Arden gives me another look.
 
   Her gaze moves between us, noting the glance. “What's with all the surreptitious looks, guys?”
 
   “We wondered,” Arden says.
 
   Adrienne's lips tilt. “You wondered, huh?”
 
   “What with the world all vamping out,” he says then gives her a guilty look.
 
   “It's okay, Arden—there's a lot of miscommunication.” She seems resigned to that fact. 
 
   Arden smiles slightly. “I don't know. You're as lethal as I thought a vampire would be.”
 
   She grins. Fangs appear like sharp little pearly curved claws. 
 
   We back away. 
 
   “Chill out. I can't smile without some fang.”
 
   I'm as tense as I've ever been in my life. 
 
   Arden recovers first. “So you're saying there are Lycans.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   I'm pretty sure the world at large doesn't need to know that yet. 
 
   We look at each other again, he shrugs. “So what can you do?” I ask, frustrated.
 
   “Depends on what our boy wants.” She lifts a shoulder, black tank perfectly matching black combat pants. Weapons stud her belt, hanging off her like deadly jewelry. Except for her gage plugs in her earlobes, she doesn't wear any. No—I take that back—a slim metal band of Tungsten encircles her left ring finger.  
 
   “That's it,” I fling my hands out. “I don't know what he wants.”
 
   Her pupils dilate, capturing my gaze. A weird sensation like static electricity flows over me and is gone. “Quack like a duck.”
 
   “What?” I reflexively laugh.
 
   Adrienne frowns.
 
   Arden cooperatively quacks behind me. 
 
   I whip my head in his direction. I'm a little alarmed at how realistic he sounds.
 
   His face is slack, eyes glazed.
 
   I turn back to Adrienne and she says, “Okay—so here's the news: you're a hybrid.”
 
   “A what?” I ask in a choked voice.
 
   “Part-human, part-Lycan.”
 
   I shake my head. It was a mistake to call in Final Enforcement. 
 
   She nods. “It's okay. A doctor will find abnormalities during a rudimentary physical. They're really looking for that now.” She chuckles again as though sharing a personal joke with herself. 
 
   I'm not laughing. I sit on my bar stool by the kitchen peninsula. Hard.
 
   She continues. “That's why you've got a Changer sniffing around.”
 
   “A Changer?” I ask through numb lips.
 
   “Yup. You're Lycan enough to be changed and he's probably the boy assigned to do it.”
 
   “Blue-eyes?” I ask, though I don't feel like I really need the confirmation. 
 
   “How bad did he tear up the asshole—Duncan?”
 
   I don't even pause, “Badly. And fast.”
 
   She nods thoughtfully. “Okay, so he won't hurt you.” She throws up her palms.
 
   A quack sounds.
 
   Adrienne's face screws into annoyance. She looks at Arden. “Stop quacking.”
 
   Arden wakes up.
 
   “That didn't work on me,” I note.
 
   Adrienne looks at me, and I notice for the first time she's sort of pretty beneath all the piercings, tats and gage plugs. 
 
   She shakes her head. “A little test of mine. Lycans are resistant to vampire thrall.”
 
   God. “Well that's something, I guess.”
 
   We glance at Arden. He looks insulted. We ignore him.
 
   Adrienne puts hands to hips. “So you're calling me in to—what?” 
 
   “He's stalking me—this Lycan man,” I explain to her slowly.
 
   “Don't condescend to me, Dr. Phisher.” Her voice is instantly cold.
 
   “I apologize, that wasn't my intention.”
 
   “Might be natural,” she says coolly, her pale eyebrows rising slowly.
 
   We stare at each other.
 
   Finally she says something that gets my full attention, “He is a protector—not a stalker.”
 
   “I don't want—if I am—Lycan, to be changed or whatever he's planning. He has no right.”
 
   Adrienne's head dumps to her breastbone, and she speaks to the floor. “This isn't about rights.” Her face rises, eyes locking with mine. “You will die without him.”
 
   “Die?”
 
   She gives a sharp nod. 
 
   “What's his role?” I ask. I have to ask.
 
   “It's different for Lycans, I guess. For vamp female hybrids, a male Turner brings you over through blood exchange.”
 
   Gross.
 
   She reads my expression and laughs.
 
   “So he's going to fang her?” Arden asks with a nervous chuckle.
 
   “Nope,” she says, “he's going to fuck her.”
 
   


 
  

14
 
   Merck
 
    
 
   I scent the female vampire hybrid the instant she slides out of her vintage Mustang.
 
   I don't attack for a couple of reasons. One: she's female. Two: she's Final Enforcement. The word on the supernatural street is she has two males. Vampires—one a former Hunter.
 
   My female would never be in a job as dangerous as this one.
 
   I hang back, watching their conversation from my vantage point in a huge ash tree. My talons bite deeply furrowed bark, readying my stance in case the truly bizarre happens.
 
   And Narah Adrienne decides to go berserker on my change.
 
   When Talyn collapses, Adrienne reaches for her, and I jump from my perch.
 
   I loathe what I'll have to do but I can't have anything happen to Talyn.
 
   I rush the back door, shouldering through the glass in a ball of speed. It shatters into tiny pieces.
 
   Non-tempered glass shreds me into ribbons.
 
   A human male shrieks, pinwheeling backwards.
 
   Hair sprouts from my skin as I go wolfen. I shake hard, the glass clinks to the ground as my skin repairs the shallow cuts that cover my exposed flesh.
 
   Narah Adrienne looks up from an unconscious Talyn.
 
   “Get the fuck away from my change, vamp.”
 
   She rises smoothly, a wisp of a female and hisses, standing protectively over Talyn's body. “Do your worst, wolf.”
 
   My eyes flick to the naked silver hardware in her hands.
 
   I charge anyway.
 
   I'm almost on her when two vampires plow through the glass carnage. 
 
   Narah's gaze shifts to their presence, and that's all the distraction I need. I backhand her, her head whipping to the left.
 
   Her foot also connects with my chin but she's going down.
 
   The two vamps close in.
 
   They're her mates, I realize through scent alone. Their claim is all over her, knitted between them in a trio signature of claiming.
 
   And pretty soon, my life will be next thing they claim. 
 
    
 
   THE END
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1
 
   Talyn
 
    
 
   I open my eyes in the middle of world war three.
 
   Two huge men crash through my already broken french doors, and immediately separate, staking their claim to the perimeter of my living room on opposing sides. 
 
   I try to sit up and heat sears through me. I groan.
 
   “Stay down,” Enforcer Adrienne commands in a low voice of authority. A hand flashes above me like a flesh lightning strike and she flies backward, her foot connecting with a strong jaw on the way down.
 
   Blue eyes.
 
   But he's got more than blue eyes happening now—he's not all human.
 
   Sharp teeth are barely contained in his mouth, a snub snout has wide nostrils that flare with his obvious emotion. He's seven feet tall of solid  muscle. Forget six packs—he's got a keyboard of muscle on his stomach.
 
   And he just attacked Enforcer Adrienne.
 
   She gives back as good as she gets, his face rocking from the impact of her well-placed kick.
 
   He stumbles backward.
 
   The two men who came in through my back door open their mouths and hiss.
 
   Oh my God—it's supernatural week. Hysteria begins to have its way with me.
 
   I roll over, crawling through the bodies and try to reach the kitchen.
 
   My gaze frantically rolls around the space as grappling begins behind me. Where the hell is Pooky—where is Arden?
 
   “Tal!” I hear a geeky squeak from my left. I fling my hand out without thinking. Our hands touch. I hang on for dear life as Arden drags me to him. I look up in surprise, realizing Arden's stronger than he looks.
 
   A lamp crashes and an electrical surge sparks from my archaic electrical connection.
 
   Adrienne leaps to her feet, moving her jaw back and forth and comes to crouch in front of me and Arden protectively.
 
   She and Blue Eyes square off. The two males look ready to pounce.
 
   “Stand down, Lycan.” 
 
   The huge creature backs toward the door as the two vampires charge forward.
 
   “No!” Adrienne says and they hesitate. “He's in Changing mode, guys. He's all hot to transition Dr. Phisher.”
 
   The two huge men look like they'd like to transition him.
 
   I note Adrienne calls me by my official title. 
 
   “Aeslin—Matthews, it's okay,” she says, clearly trying to talk them down.
 
   The one with the bald head growls, “The hell it is, this mutt just struck our female.”
 
   Adrienne nods as if she wasn't the one who was just hit. “I get it. But this is part of the job. You guys can't just burst in here every time some supe gets a bee buzzing around in their bonnet about bringing it.”
 
   The other male, still giving Blue Eyes the stink eye, straightens slightly. “Nor can we stand back and watch another male beat on our female.”
 
   Blue Eyes stands in the periphery, chest heaving, eyes darting surreptitiously between the trio.
 
   Narah slaps her hands on her hips and gives a harsh exhale. “Males,” she mutters. She swivels her head, whipping all those small braids over her shoulders. 
 
   She turns her attention to Blue Eyes. “Name,” Adrienne barks.
 
   “Merck,” he says with a voice that hovers between human and other. To my ears his voice sounds like gravel falling. 
 
   “Okay,” she spreads her hands. “Don't make me kick your Lycan ass.” The two males by her side protest. “Shh, Aeslin,” she turns to look at the slightly taller vampire of the two. His dark hair is in sharp contrast to the other guy—Matthewsʼ—nearly bald head. Her hand reaches up and cups his jaw. His face softens at her touch. If a face that hard can be called soft. 
 
   His own hand covers hers but he never takes his eyes off Merck.
 
   I'm hoping I can just become invisible. 
 
   “Stay out of this, vampire,” Merck says.
 
   I can't take my eyes off the strange half-form of Merck. He looks like a huge human man, with a superimposed image of a wolf over everything. Short talons grace his fingertips in molted colors of beige, ivory and tan. A light coating of reddish-brown hair runs over his exposed skin. 
 
   And there's a lot of skin flashing. 
 
   Lust strikes me like fiery pain and I can't stifle the groan. 
 
   Merck's gaze finds me in the corner, huddling against Arden. 
 
   Fear scorches me. It mixes with my lust in an intoxicating rush of I want him.
 
   His eyes remain the same. I'd know them anywhere. He's the one that protected me from Jamie Duncan. 
 
   He's also the one who was staring at me through my office window.
 
   Adrienne steps between us, blocking my view of this luscious wolf-man. Werewolf.
 
   Lycan.
 
   “I can't have you taking out a client, wolf.”
 
   I can see the corners of his elbows around her body as he folds his arms in a very human-like gesture. “I have no intention of harming Talyn Phisher. You, of all people, should understand my intent.” He sounds like he has a speech impediment, of the growling variety.
 
   Adrienne's men stay close but don't try for Merck again. 
 
   “The humans are just getting used to us being in the picture, we don't need the complication of introducing the entire supernatural underworld in all its stunning variety to them.”
 
   “I don't give a damn about political correctness or the humansʼ sensibilities. I have a change, and by moon, I'm going to transition her.”
 
   I frown, bristling. Oh really?
 
   “Adrienne said you need to sex her,” Arden says unhelpfully, and I elbow him. 
 
   “Ouch! Damn—Tal, he's not going to beat on us.”
 
   “And you're sure because this is so normal?” I swing my palm at the four dangerous supernaturals, a busted up house filled with estrogen, testosterone and everyone on edge. Odds are high for more violence. “I'd like to say something.”
 
   All eyes turn to me, reflecting in the gloom of my place. The undercabinet lighting seeping from the kitchen is just enough to make out their shapes as the sun sinks for the day. 
 
   I push myself up on my butt, and lean against the underside of my kitchen peninsula, shoving a bar stool out of the way. The hard wood behind my back feels good. Solid. “Enforcer Adrienne just told me I'm,” I feel utterly ridiculous articulating the whole thing but what the hell, I have three vampires and a were-something in my house—it can't get much stranger, “a hybrid-Lycan woman.” I suck in a cleansing inhale. “I haven't asked to be one. I have a normal life and was happily living it.”
 
   Adrienne's lips twitch. 
 
   I narrow my eyes on her. This situation is a lot of things but funny it's not. “What?”
 
   “It's just the same song and dance I gave the guys.” She jerks her thumb behind her at the huge vampires. 
 
   I ignore that. “We are different women with divergent life circumstances.”
 
   It's Adrienne's turn to shoot me a glare. “Not so different. I bet you look at this as a robbery of your independence.”
 
   “Of course,” I bite back. 
 
   “It doesn't have to be. I'm still working.” She lifts an eyebrow.
 
   I snort. “Look at you.”
 
   Merck steps forward, and the vampires turn to him, hissing—talons tearing out of their fingertips.
 
   I might make a tiny mewling sound.
 
   The image triples in my vision and I start sucking deep breaths again. Heat climbs from my feet and I smack the surface behind me before I pass out.
 
   He holds up his long-fingered hands, talons clicking with the movement. “Hang on.”
 
   I choke back bile.
 
   “Nice right hook, Lycan,” Adrienne says without rancor.
 
   He nods as though she's an opponent on a Judo mat, his eyes steady on her face, while his body holds the tension of a possible fight. “Excellent reaction time, Enforcer.”
 
   They stare at each other after their mutual admiration moment.
 
   She steps back.
 
   Her retreat leaves Merck wide open to our mutual perusal. Cold sweat beads on my forehead and I mark each breath. In. Out. In. Out. 
 
   The silence stretches between us seemingly without end as we check each other out. 
 
   Finally, his nostrils give a hard flare and he stretches out his hand in my direction. “You're degrading. My job is to transition you, female.”
 
   My face jerks back like I've been hit, the warmth of my lust cools. The panic. 
 
   Merck just absolutely dismissed what I've just explained. He's Mr. Fix-it? No.
 
   I've been clear about me owning my life. Mine. 
 
   My jaw slackens, and I shake my head. “Right. But this is not how I see things happening.” I squeeze closer to Arden, and God love him—he wraps his arms around me.
 
   The gesture is not lost on Merck, whose blue eyes become slits of sapphire flames in his face.
 
   Arden's presence clears my head and I stare defiantly back at Merck.
 
   His nostrils flare and his head cocks to the left. It's the strangest sight I've ever seen. A human emotion etched on a face that is half-animal.
 
   Merck's eyes fall on Arden and narrow with suspicion.
 
   “Reveal yourself,” his voice grates, his mouth and nose taking shallow puffs of air to try to gather scent.
 
   Adrienne and the two vampires turn to study Arden.
 
   “What?” I ask, indignant. “This is Arden. My friend from forever. He has nothing to do with this.” I don't want any attention on the only friend who's truly got my back. Who has been there for me since before I was an adult. Him I know—trust. And I'll protect him. 
 
   Arden didn't ask to be in the middle of some supernatural war.
 
   Suddenly I'm hauled up on my feet. Strong arms gently grip me from behind. 
 
   No one is looking at me. They're looking behind me
 
   I hear flesh moving like wet sand sliding into the waves come to shore, bones relenting to shifting—tendons binding a new form together like rubberbands snapping.
 
   I begin to tremble. But I manage to rotate to face Arden, not the smartest thing, giving Merck the Lycan my back.
 
   It's not Arden who stands inches from me, but someone who looks like an echo of Arden.
 
   My vision swims and I realize I'm getting close to passing out for a second time. I bite the inside of my cheek, the pain allows me to gradually come to myself. 
 
   Arden's six and a half-feet tall now. Gone is the geeky body with the mild-mannered persona. Eyes that don't look remotely like an owl's gaze steadily back at me.
 
   This new man is hard. Every bit of him.
 
   “Arden?” I croak.
 
   He smiles suddenly and he's Arden in that brief sliver of time. When it fades, so does the resemblance. “Yeah—it's me.”
 
   “Where?” I ask, my eyes roving his form. 
 
   He sighs, a finger stroking my face. His hand drops and he glances over my shoulder. “You've ruined it, Lycan.”
 
   I look between the two of them, adrenaline spiking through my system. “Ruined what? Arden—you're scaring me.”
 
   “You should be,” Merck says. “Because he's not who you thought he was.”
 
   I whip my face to Arden. “Is he—is that Lycan,” I say with reluctance, “is he right? Are you something other than my best friend and biology geek?”
 
   He shoots a glare at Merck.
 
   “Yes,” he answers in a terse word. Honest. Raw.
 
   Unreal. This can't be my life. 
 
   “What are you?” I ask in a whisper, and the othersʼ silence is deafening.
 
   “A Masker.”
 
   “Fuck me,” Merck says, folding his arms. His penetrating stare incinerates Arden. 
 
   “Makes sense,” one of the vampires says with a sage nod, and Adrienne groans a soft curse.
 
   “Tell me what that is right now,” I say, palms on his now-muscular chest, ready to push off.
 
   Adrienne doesn't look happy. “It's a shapeshifter who can scent-mask. He can live among anything—anyone, without them ever being aware of what he is.” 
 
   I back away a little, cupping my elbows.
 
   Arden's face morphs to pained. “No—Talyn. Don't.”
 
   “What. Are. You?” I shriek, backing away from them all. My eyes ping-pong around. No place is safe. My home is no longer a sanctuary. Arden isn't him, and I've got a half-werewolf in my house who's talking about transitioning me.
 
   My teeth begin to throb and a wave of heat presses in from all sides,  igniting a fire at my core.
 
   Great timing.
 
   And where the hell is Pooky?
 
   Merck moves into our space, his nostrils flaring to try and catch scent. His frustration is obvious. “Let me guess—Lycan?”
 
   “Bingo,” Adrienne says without enthusiasm. 
 
   Arden tosses his hands up. “Among other things.” His gaze is weighted with his omission of the truth. 
 
   I look away. “So what does this have to do with me? Arden's my friend,” I laser my eyes back at him, “or was.”
 
   “Still am, Tal,” he says, trying to step nearer. I give him a killer look and he heaves a frustrated exhale, stopping in his tracks, arms dropping to his sides. He doesn't look like Arden, and he doesn't look like Merck. 
 
   He looks like a competitive weight lifter.   
 
   His deception makes tears sting my eyes. I angrily blink them back and shrug. “Anyway, now what?”
 
   “I assert first rights,” Arden says.
 
   What?!
 
   Merck's jaw clenches. “You don't get to pull that archaic loophole, pup.” 
 
   He says pup like chump. I am well-versed in body language and deliberate terminology. I see an explosion coming—a blast to level us all.
 
   “What loophole?” I ask loudly, retreating even further from everyone.
 
   “Claiming,” Merck spits out the word in obvious disgust.
 
   “Nobody is claiming anything, especially me,” I say in a voice of conviction.
 
   Pooky meows her agreement from somewhere in the kitchen and I slap a fierce grin on my face. 
 
   See?! My cat even agrees. It's settled.
 
   Arden and Merck turn to stare at me at the same moment. 
 
   “So you think,” Adrienne says ominously.
 
   


 
  

2
 
   Merck
 
    
 
   This fucking figures. 
 
   A moondamned Masker has reared his head. Claiming first rights on my change.
 
   My female, my mind echoes.
 
   I shove away the internal thought and concentrate on the now.
 
   “I'm not in the business of being an intermediary,” the enforcer states. 
 
   I listen to her words but keep my eyes pinned on the vampires. Though they might not be in the business of turning anything. They've already claimed their turn so now what are they doing?
 
   The one named Aeslin steps forward suddenly and punches me in the jaw. 
 
   I fall back against the wall—hard. My talons spear the drywall and I use it for takeoff with a howl. I charge, and Adrienne rushes forward as a blur, coming between us. 
 
   I move to my tiptoes to escape mowing her over, talons clutching the ceiling like a lifeline as I whip out my free arm for balance. 
 
   Adrienne smacks me in the chest and I rock back on my heels. I plant my legs and ready myself for the abuse that three vampires can mete.
 
   But they don't.
 
   “You deserved that, Lycan,” Aeslin says, jaw moving back and forth, fangs fully extended. “You cannot go unpunished for the harm of our female.”
 
   This guy's a broken record but I nod, understanding his perspective exactly, my jaw throbbing from his strike. “Fair enough, but she behaved like it would be her against my transitioning change. I need to get to Talyn.”
 
   Adrienne sighs. “You can't just barge into her apartment, break everything and command her to begin her transition.”
 
   I feel my frown. Why not? After all—it is my job. My only job.
 
   Adrienne's dark chuckle weaves through the space, and one of the vampire's joins in. “What's so funny?”
 
   “Your face says it all. That was exactly your lame-ass plan.” One of her tiger's eye gauges from her earlobe winks back at me in the low light as Adrienne cocks her head. 
 
   I shrug. “If it works?”
 
   A breath of disgust shoots out of Adrienne and her vivid eyes slim down on me. “No—pal. Clearly, it didn't work.” She pokes her finger in my chest and the two vamps tense. 
 
   “I won't hurt the female,” I say, flicking my gaze to them. But she begs a good male to do wrong.
 
   “No—you won't,” the bald Turner—Matthews—says with an ominous tone of voice. 
 
   “That's not how it works for every female.” She shakes her head as though in wonder over my typical method. “It wasn't that way for me.”
 
   Another chuckle, covered by a fist. Adrienne slants a dirty look at the bald vampire and his laughter gives way to a grin.
 
   “Talyn Phisher should be grateful for the relief a transition could mean for her,” I explain in a bland way.
 
   “I would not classify her as especially grateful,” Aeslin comments dryly.
 
   “Why, vampire?”
 
   “Look around.”
 
   I do. The Masker is gone. And with him—Talyn.
 
   Fuck. Heat moves through me like an inferno. Here's what reasoning got me.
 
   Let's talk and work shit out. Nope. Let's chat while another takes my change. 
 
   I whirl to leave, and Adrienne grabs my forearm.
 
   I itch to toss her, female or not, so I can scent Talyn and get her before her friend does.
 
   “Don't,” Adrienne cautions in a low voice.
 
   “Why the fuck not?” I ask with true bite.
 
   The vamps pull in beside her like boats coming to harbor. 
 
   I rein my frustrated anger back. Getting my ass kicked won't help Talyn.
 
   “Because she's scared. She's not some twenty-two year old unsure woman who thinks you're cool.”
 
   I shrug. “She's female, like every other female.”
 
   Adrienne throws her hair back and cocks a hip. “Are all you Lycans He-Men? You think you're omniscient—like God?” she asks in a coy voice.
 
   My brows come together. I don't have time for philosophy. 
 
   I strain forward, hands in fists as my talons dig into my palms. I ignore the posturing of the vampires. “No, I don't think I'm God. I think I'm a Lycan warrior—I change. It's what I do—it's what I've been doing for the last half century before Talyn Phisher came along. I don't need a hybrid vampire female to tell me how to transition.”
 
   “Lycan—have a care with your words,” Aeslin says in a low voice of warning. 
 
   I move so fast his hands are sprouted and beside his jaw for a fight. But all I do is remark, “And when are words as good as getting the female who needs their true from—whose very essence begs the male assigned her to change her so the degradation is no more?”
 
   Aeslin's hands drop, and he shoots out a rough exhale.
 
   “I feel for you,” Adrienne says. “I just think you've let the job run in front of the goal.”
 
   I shake my head. “The goal is transitioning Talyn Phisher. It's the only goal.”
 
   My form trembles. I allow myself to melt to human and Adrienne doesn't blink an eyelash. 
 
   “You're not going to change her if you force it.”
 
   I look at Matthews, hand on my hips. “And where is she now—with a male who played her for over twenty years?—while in secret—he was a Masker.”
 
   Adrienne pierces me with her gaze. “It's exactly my point. Who does Talyn have to trust now? The one person she felt was in her corner is now maybe the enemy in her eyes.”
 
   “Do you know what a Masker is, Enforcer Adrienne?”
 
   “A shifter who can hide his stench,” she replies with a sarcastic lilt in her voice, giving me a hard gaze.
 
   Cute. I nod. “That's partly it. They're an ancient species, crossing all supernatural lines. They can be vampire, Lycan, shapeshifter—even fae. It's like nature was making sure they had an ace in the hole—or she couldn't make up her mind.”
 
   “And nature is a she?” Adrienne asks, her lips curling.
 
   The vampires and I say yes simultaneously.
 
   She heaves a sigh of disgust. 
 
   I look around the mess of glass and wood all over the house. 
 
   Talyn is gone. While I was fighting my nature and trying to talk it out with other supernaturals, the Masker took her.
 
   “Talyn isn't like the females you've changed in the past,” Adrienne repeats.
 
   “Listen—you might be the law, but I'm not taking orders or advice from a vampire. I'm scenting her out and transitioning her. End of story.”
 
   “Have you considered she won't want what you're offering?” Aeslin asks quietly.
 
   “I've never had to force a female once,” I say, offended by his implication.
 
   “Would you?” Matthews asks from the shadows.
 
   “Never,” is my immediate reply. 
 
   Though I think Charles would be less scrupulous.
 
   Adrienne sees something on my expression that I can't hide fast enough. “What?”
 
   “I wouldn't,” I clarify. My eyes meet hers. “But there are some who want a female badly enough to make her Lycan whether she wants to transition or not.”
 
   “Who?” Adrienne asks.
 
   I admit to what I can. There are darker truths that have not been earned by the vampires. “Rogues.” I don't concede there are other transgressors besides just that group aloud. As though admitting to their existence is enough to conjure them like a wish. 
 
   “Ah,” Aeslin says. “It is not dissimilar from vampires. We have a civilian population, of course, but there is always a group of bad apples...”
 
   Adrienne barks out a laugh. “Bad apples? Nah—I think it's more like bad seeds. Or fangs.” She looks straight at me. “Or claws.” Adrienne smirks. “Anyway, find Talyn, trail her and the Masker—whatever he is,” she waves away the identification of Arden, “but understand the patience of a supernatural that would be her friend for twenty plus years, all that time waiting until she's,” Adrienne rolls her lip into her mouth, “what is the term? Ready?”
 
   “Degrading,” I supply but I'm only half-listening, my mind is already on hunting down Talyn.
 
   “Yes. He's been patient. Now you have to ask yourself why. Or better yet—how would he even know that she was a hybrid? That makes no sense. If you're a Changer, a Lycan who hunts the hybrid females for transitioning, why would he be any better equipped at figuring out her hybrid status? How is he any more sensitive to Talyn's hybrid status?”
 
   The only answer I can come up with is the most disturbing of all. “I know she's a different change than ones I've transitioned in the past.”
 
   Matthews grunts and I waste a glance at him. 
 
   “She is—vampire. She scents different, more. I don't know why. I thought it was because of her age.” I can't keep the frustration out of my voice.
 
   “What about her age?” Adrienne asks in a sharp voice.
 
   “She's mature,” I say simply. “It's what makes this such a complicated transition. There's no precedence for a female this old.”
 
   Adrienne paces away, the malesʼ gaze following her every movement. When she turns, her face tells me she's touched on something. “What if she's special?”
 
   I nod. Of course she is. I've always understood that Talyn is a unique change. It's part of my incentive to get her transitioned quickly. Pure instinct. And if there's one thing Lycans are, it's relying on their instincts.
 
   “No,” she throws a palm wave my way, vigorously shaking her head. “No—I mean something rare. A woman that is unique might get picked up on the radar of other Lycans or supes when she otherwise wouldn't. God only knows, they're coming out of the woodwork now. Think, Merck,” she says in a sharp command.
 
   “I am, vampire,” I lob back just as hard. I'm not an idiot—regardless of what she might assume.
 
   When the revelation comes to me, it bottoms out my stomach. I forget I'm among my natural enemy, that my jaw's hurting from being hit twice, that Talyn's temporarily out of my sight.
 
   She's of Lanarre blood.  
 
   It's such a rare exception the possibility didn't surface immediately in my consciousness. Or I had only superficially considered the potential.
 
   Adrienne watches my internal debate with keen interest. “You've thought of something.”
 
   Nothing I want to share. It's too critical.
 
   “Tell me,” she says.
 
   I look at her, weighing her worth. 
 
   “I won't tell a soul even under threat of torture.”
 
   A smile tugs at my lips. That I believe. 
 
   Matthews growls at the torture part. 
 
   “I don't need your help. I can find Talyn myself, and I sure as hell don't need a female to give me instructions on a change.”
 
   A smile curls her lips. “I am honor-bound to confidentiality.”
 
   I look at the vampires.
 
   “We would never compromise Narah,” the one named Aeslin speaks for them both.
 
   Unbelievable. My eyebrows rise. “You compromise her every day that she works this thankless job.”
 
   Matthews grunts. “True—do you think we like it?”
 
   “Then why do you allow your female in harm's way?”
 
   Matthews smiles as though he's a simpleton. “Love, you stupid dog.”
 
   Aeslin dips his chin in agreement. 
 
   “I am not a dog, and I'm far from stupid.” I hold Matthews dark gaze for a few seconds then shift my attention to Adrienne. “You seem genuine.”
 
   “I am,” she says, planting her feet wide, and crossing her arms over a bearing that can only be classified as militaristic.
 
   “The only way that another Lycan—even a Masker—could be aware of her Lycan blood before she began to degrade would be if she were of royal blood.”
 
   Adrienne whistles. “I know the history of the different supernaturals pretty well now.” Her lips quirk with a private thought, and she gives an eye roll. “Hell, in my field you never know what you'll run into.” Her smile widens into a grin. “So Talyn might be a princess?”
 
   I shake my head and exhale in frustration. “It doesn't work that way.”
 
   “What way does it work?” she asks lightly.
 
   “Her pheromones alert every Lycan within a thousand miles that she's ready to breed. They'll come from everywhere. A regular,” I look at Aeslin and adopt his word, “civilian werewolf will defer to a Changer. They understand our role—its importance to the race.”
 
   Adrienne's eyes glitter. “But a rogue...”
 
   Heat infuses me. My talons itch to return to battle-ready mode. I need to get to Talyn. “A rogue will take.” Among others. My fingers close into a fist.  
 
   “Let me help you find her—convince her.”
 
   I think about it. Finally I go against all principles. For Talyn. It's certainly not for me. Confession is not good for the soul.
 
   “Our Alpha gave me two weeks to transition Talyn. She's mature and we have other changes. He doesn't want a Changer to waste time on a dead end. He thinks my scenting might be off.”
 
   Adrienne's chin jerks back. “Why—from what I understand, you Lycan boys are the bomb on smells.”
 
   I give a small smile. “Yes, well we are. All of us.”
 
   The statement stands between us as I watch her think about it. 
 
   “So your boss knows you're probably on target, but he doesn't want to waste the manpower on a woman too old to what—breed?”
 
   “Maybe,” I look her in the eye and decide to spill the truth, “probably.”
 
   She puts her hands on her hips, looking angry, though I don't know her well enough to tell for sure. “That's bullshit.”
 
   Yup, angry.
 
   “So you're running solo, ignoring protocol to transition a change you're barely approved for? That your boss doesn't know might be a Lanarre?”
 
   The vampires behind her regard me with interest.
 
   Finally, I reply, “I guess that's about it.”
 
   “Fantastic,” Narah says with a wink, “I'm in.”
 
   Aeslin and Matthew groan.
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   Talyn
 
    
 
   I jerk my elbow out of Arden's grasp. 
 
   He stops, arms dropping to his sides. 
 
   I go rigid, glaring up at him. “I guess I should thank you. But stop—just stop hauling me.”
 
   “Talyn,” Arden reaches for me again and I back away, crossing my arms, and jamming my breasts up as I do. 
 
   He looks at my chest.
 
   I frown.
 
   Where the hell is my eunuch friend? 
 
   Nowhere, that's where. 
 
   His fingertips graze my forearm.
 
   “Don't touch me,” I hiss.
 
   He retreats a step, pegging his strong hands on his hips. “Tal—I can explain all this.”
 
   “Oh yeah? Well I'm all ears. You've been dragging me for an hour to somewhere and I can't...” I cover my face with my hands. My chest is tight, my breaths—short.
 
   My house is destroyed. Pooky is by herself.
 
   I'm with Arden, but he's not Arden. And I know where the hell that tooth came from! Some werewolf guy that thinks “transitioning” me sounds like a great plan.
 
   And that I should like the plan. 
 
   Well I don't. And I don't like that Arden seems to somehow be a part of all this. 
 
   I have patients. A job where I need to help others. I can't just run off to wherever until all this fun blows over. 
 
   Blows over.
 
   My face gets hot thinking about it all.
 
   “You're killing me, Tal—throwing off the Lycan pheromones. It's almost more than I can bear.”
 
   I can't believe I've been reduced to gender and scent. The insults are piling up like a snowdrift. 
 
   My chin lifts and I stare him in the eye. I notice he's ditched the glasses. Probably a prop all along. “That's just too bad, Arden.” 
 
   He flinches when I say his name. My eyes narrow. 
 
   “Is that really your name?”
 
   He nods.
 
   I look around at where we're at and move as though I'll walk off. “Wait!” he calls out loudly.
 
   I spin and his hand is on me. “Stay within five feet.”
 
   “What? Why?” My eyes tighten as I yank my arm out of his grip again. 
 
   “I can't mask your scent if you're too far away from me.”
 
   I fold my arms, the steamy summer night swirling around us like fragrant water. 
 
   “At this point, I'm wondering how that's better for me. Let me see,” I begin, tapping my foot, “you pretended to be my friend since high school—” 
 
   “Talyn, I never pretended.”
 
   He sounds sincere, but I don't give a crap, going on, “And all this time you've been part of this supe community all us lowly humans were blithely unaware of.”
 
   He's silent so I continue, “Now I'm supposed to let my office slide and the people who depend on me—oh my god—Pooky—and just trot after you like a well-trained dog? No. I will not. And for the record, this is equal opportunity—I'm not ʻtransitioningʼ with Merck either.”
 
   Arden raises an eyebrow, and I hate that whatever he's become is damn hot. It weakens my resolve. 
 
   Because apparently my pussy is conflicted.
 
   “Talyn, you're in heat.”
 
   That's why. Heat. Like a dog! Impossible. I'm barren. “Even if that ridiculousness was remotely true, I can't have kids, remember?”
 
   It's painful to recite. Yet again. 
 
   Arden dips his chin, scrubbing his hair and making the thick, honey-colored strands stand on end. “That's not exactly true.”
 
   My heart begins to pound along with the beginnings of a wonderful headache. I massage my temples, my eyes going to half-mast. “Listen—I don't need any more lies. I can't tolerate it and I'm not going to.”
 
   “I don't expect that.”
 
   The silence is bloated. 
 
   “I'm a shifter. And I can scent-mask. But my primary identifier is Masker.”
 
   Shifter. 
 
   I scrutinize his expression and know he's circling some additional and awful revelation. “What are you going to tell me I'm not going to like. Again.”
 
   His exhale is rough. “All Maskers scent-mask. But not all Maskers shift into the same creature.”
 
   I take another step backward and he steps closer. “Five feet, Tal.”
 
   “Yeah, I heard you,” I answer softly, halting. “What does that mean?” My mind spins with the possibilities as my eyes search his. 
 
   “I'm not just a Lycan—I can just shift form. Any form. This is my natural human form.”
 
   Oh boy. “What do you mean ʻhuman formʼ?”
 
   Arden sighs softly, his head hanging. 
 
   The wind rustles, lifting my hair around my face. I'm exhausted, hungry and I have my best friend about to confess all his sins—and a sexed out werewolf scenting me out—and maybe a sexed up Arden.
 
   Things aren't looking good. 
 
   I shift my weight. “Just tell me.”
 
   “I'm a Mutable shifter.”
 
   I blink at him. “A what? I thought you were a Masker?”
 
   “I am. A Masker is what I can do. A Mutable is what I am. The two are not mutually exclusive.”
 
   “Got you,” I say slowly.
 
   Arden is insane, and I'm out in the middle of nowhere with him. Not a smart move, Talyn.
 
   His eyes rove my expression. “I'm not crazy, Talyn.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” I whip around and run. 
 
   I've never run so fast in my life.
 
   I don't look behind me, only forward.
 
   Something blurs past me. It looks like a streak of smoke and dots from the corner of my eye.
 
   Up ahead I put on a burst of speed, relieved I might have left my crazy ex-friend in the dust. 
 
   I realize that an hour of walking didn't get us further than Falls Park. It's pretty empty at the witching hour. 
 
   Large, one hundred year old trees loom like gnarled guards along the pathway as I sprint past. I slow to a jog, lungs burning, and chance a glance behind me. 
 
   Nothing but the deep soft black of the most silent part of the night unrolls before my gaze. I hunch over, settling my palms on the tops of my lower thighs, gasping.
 
   I look up. The whisper of the Big Sioux River falls over quartzite boulders, haphazardly arresting and simultaneously pushing the water's progress as the only sound.
 
   Except a low growl.
 
   A strip of ghostly grayish-white fur, shakes and whips from my peripheral vision. 
 
   I yelp, hand to heart, and hunt where I saw that streak of gray lightning.
 
   A large feline prowls closer. 
 
   I know my animals. Biology major, remember. 
 
   Snow Leopard.
 
   In the middle of South Dakota. Home of the Black Hills—not Central Asia.
 
   I feel ridiculous. I ask anyway, “Arden?” I whisper his name.
 
   Muscled fur ripples its way toward me. Large, luminescent eyes stare unblinkingly into my own.
 
   The big cat stands on its hind legs and the fur of its body begins to scatter like fine pine needles of gray speckled silk, floating on a continuous breeze that ebbs and flows over the plains. 
 
   The cat's muzzle widens into cheekbones, the eyes rounding as the fur sloughs away like water.
 
   The hind legs become the heavily muscled ones of a man.
 
   A very, very well-endowed man. The V of his hips cradle everything that makes him male, widening to a broad chest of sculpted muscles.
 
   My throbbing female parts come to horrible life and I groan again, clenching my thighs together.
 
   To my shame I notice his face last. The final vestiges of feline melt into the human features of the new Arden.
 
   I sit down on the sidewalk, looking up at my naked friend, who've I've never had a lustful thought about.
 
   Until now. 
 
   I look away at the terrific view I just gave myself. Oh my God, if I'm a Lycan, I need to be spayed.
 
   “So you're a cat?” I finally ask.
 
   “Cat, Talyn? Really?”
 
   I give a tired smile, and put my head in my hands. “This may be too much revelation for me at one time.”
 
   “I can be anything. Nothing prehistoric. That's a special Mutable.”
 
   “Huh, that's great,” I say in a dreamy voice. I rock back on my elbows, uncaring of the hard and pebbled surface of the asphalt walkway. My arms drop as I fall backward. I stare up at the black sky, only slightly obscured by the light pollution of the city. I blink slowly, my limbs feeling tingly and numb.
 
   “Talyn?” Arden asks from somewhere far away. “Don't you faint on me.”
 
   “Why not?” I ask in a slur. “You can make yourself a dragon and fly away. I'm not that heavy to lift, surely.”
 
   “You're not making sense, Tal.”
 
   That gets my focus all sharpened up again. “I'm not making sense?” I laugh, sitting up and flailing my arm wildly. “I thought I had a wolf problem. I thought I had a stalker problem. No. That's not it. I have a problem with a lot of things. My best friend lied to me. He's actually a shapeshifter who can take any shape, and he's hanging around me like a groupie because why?”
 
   Arden stands before me naked as the day he was born, or from when  he was birthed from a litter. 
 
   I give a hysterical giggle and slap my hands over my mouth. There's no amount of psych training that can help me here. 
 
   He puts his hands on his hips. Mighty distracting. I blink rapidly, trying to displace the image. Still there.
 
   “Because a Mutable can sense his perfect mate. She does not need to be mature, or in heat for a Mutable to understand her rightness for him.”
 
   I scramble to my feet. “You mean to tell me you befriended me twenty years ago because you knew I was ʻthe oneʼ?” I half-scream as my fingers airquote the words. 
 
   “That's dumbing the concepts down in a way I'm uncomfortable with, but essentially, you have the crux of it.”
 
   I swallow my fear, uncertainty and just the pure surreal quality to Arden's admission, the situation—my lack of sleep. It's a combination that's making me giddy.
 
   “I—I've got this Lycan guy too.”
 
   “I can take care of the Changer.”
 
   Take care of. 
 
   I shy away from the implication of that comment and dig for more information. “But from what he says—if he's not lying too—” Arden's eyes tighten but I go on, “I'm supposed to be a werewolf.” I splay my fingers against my chest.
 
   “He probably hasn't figured out what you really are. Only certain females are acceptable mates for a Mutable. I did what I could to mask your scent as much as possible but when you began to degrade and go into heat...” he spreads his hands. “My talons were tied. You were bound to be found.” A small smile ghosts his lips.
 
   Talons were tied. “Not funny,” I seethe, “what am I?”
 
   “You have royal blood. Shapeshifters who possess royal blood generally can mate with a Mutable.”
 
   I bark out a laugh. “So if I was a dolphin you could just fish me up?”
 
   Arden smile grows, and I try for eye contact, though I'm ashamed at how difficult it is for me not to peek at his package, especially given the state I'm in. 
 
   I suppose that means I'm not tired enough. If I was truly weary and shocky over tonight's great happenings, I wouldn't be contemplating his assets. 
 
   “You are Lanarre—Lycan royalty. You can mate with a Mutable, or a Lycan, of course. But it would be a waste to have you with anyone other than a Mutable.”
 
   “Right,” I say with sarcasm, “because you are a Mutable.”
 
   Unbelievable.
 
   “Correct,” he replies so neutrally I laugh again.
 
   Arden frowns. 
 
   “You're as bad as that Merck guy. You two can't see the forest for the trees. I'm a person! Not some brood mare to birth everyone kids. Besides, I can't have kids.”
 
   “True, you can't have children with a human male.”
 
   His words drop like a lead weight in my brain. My eyes lock with his. “What do you mean? And don't you dare yank my chain on this Arden. I don't care if you're naked right now. Or that you can change into a donkey, hippo or whatever—don't play me over my infertility.” I bite my lip to keep it from trembling. I can't even admit to myself how deeply sad I am that I'll never have children. 
 
   I'm fully aware it's a horrible world to bring children into.
 
   Even with all I know of humanity, I still want to have children. 
 
   Arden walks slowly toward me, and to my credit, I don't look down. 
 
   He cups my face and I breathe in his scent, going liquid in all the most dangerous places. “How come I feel this way?” I ask softly, dizzy over his effect on me.
 
   “Because of what you really are, Talyn. And what you could be with me.”
 
   He leans down, his mouth hovering over the edge of mine and my lips part for him.
 
   His tongue licks a hot wet line against my bottom lip and I groan at the tactile sensation. “I would never lie to you about your chances of being a mother, Tal.” 
 
   “But you'd lie to her about everything else, right Masker?”
 
   Arden shoves me behind him.
 
   Merck stands twenty feet away.
 
   I don't think there's anything I can do to stop the violence this time. 
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   Merck
 
    
 
   That fucking Masker is strutting around naked, his hands on my change.
 
   I listen to his comment about her ability to bear children. The goat. He's using words to soften her to his position. Not having that. “But you'd lie to her about everything else, right Masker?”
 
   He tosses Talyn behind himself as though I'm a physical threat to her. A female. It's insulting on principle. 
 
   The only one who is a threat to anyone here is me threatening him.
 
   “A lie of necessity, Merck.”
 
   “No lies are necessary, Masker. I've not lied to Talyn since I made her acquaintance. However, you've known her two decades, and just now revealed your true self. Why don't you tell her why you chose now. Let's see what Talyn thinks of that.”
 
   Talyn doesn't hide behind Arden.
 
   She steps forward and her pungent sex hits me between the eyes. It's all I can do to not fall to my knees and worship her with my mouth. My dick. My everything.
 
   Get a grip, Merck.
 
   I stand stoically, a half-century of training and fortitude pull me through the moment. It feels a little like being torn through a knothole without grease.
 
   But Talyn's scent is a heady thing. Royal blood is a fine wine, when partaken too much of—gets a Changer more than drunk, but obliterated. I've heard the stories and they're not pretty. And having just put two and two together—I realize why she was always so magnetic.
 
   It's up to me to resist her, yet change her. 
 
   “Arden doesn't speak for me... Merck,” Talyn says and my name sounds funny from her lips. 
 
   “I don't know what's happening. But it sounds like the same thing that happened to Enforcer Adrienne is happening to me.”
 
   “You don't need a Changer,” Arden says from behind her.
 
   He smirks.
 
   I give him my deadliest glance.
 
   She quickly looks between the two of us. No doubt gauging the escalating violence. “No. Just stop this. I want to go home. I will not run from this. I will face whatever this means for me head-on but I want more details. Is there any way I can get home, Arden gets clothes on and you stay human so we can discuss this like rational people?”
 
   “We're not exactly human, Tal,” the Masker comments.
 
   I roll my eyes. Arden is supposed to be some kind of scientist? He seems slow to me. 
 
   “It's not safe for you to be out here in your condition,” I begin in a steady voice, inching closer. 
 
   Arden's brow lowers, his face going hard. 
 
   “No closer, Lycan.”
 
   Talyn whips her arms out between us. “Stop. I don't want any male posturing.” Her eyes meet mine, the normal soft gray now the pewter of a coming storm. “I'm already up to here with that.” She makes a slicing gesture across her throat. “And you guys might not be fully human, but you're male. So that counts, never seen it not. If I didn't know better, I'd say you mimic regular human men pretty damn well.”
 
   “That's insulting,” I say.
 
   “If the paw fits,” she quips, lifting a shoulder. Her eyes gouge me. “And what do you mean by ʻmy conditionʼ? You make it sound like I have terminal cancer.”
 
   She's not far off base. Not the cancer part, of course—but she's terminal.
 
   “What?” Her dark brown eyebrow arches.
 
   I'm silent. 
 
   “You're not answering me,” she notes, a slight waver in her voice.
 
   “Tal,” Arden moves to the front of her and I snort. His nakedness is no big thing in the shifter culture but it's not going to do shit for his chances with Talyn.
 
   Sure enough her eyes go round and she backs up a step. “Okay, I really can't have this discussion with you dangling.”
 
   I cover my mouth with a fist, trying not to laugh at his expense. Because, it's just a hunch but I don't think Talyn will appreciate that either.
 
   What started as a complicated change just got elevated to near-impossible.
 
   My nose twitches as the fine hairs on my body rise in response to scent-recognition. I call out to Arden, “Shifters—coming fast.”
 
   Arden's face instantly changes. His snout elongates into the one I hold in part-Lycan form—woflen.
 
   His nostrils flare and he grips Talyn by the shoulders.
 
   “Lycan, hold them off, I'll take Talyn home.”
 
   Smooth. Real smooth.
 
   “How you going to do that, Masker? You going to run through downtown Sioux Falls with you dick hanging in the wind?”
 
   Arden smiles but then it vanishes into a grimace of pain. 
 
   “Get on, Talyn.”
 
   “What—no!” she yells then turns her wide eyes to mine. “What is this, a trick?”
 
   “Do you think I'd work with the competition unless it was to safeguard you?”
 
   The shifters are close.
 
   I can't stall any longer. “Go with him, I'll be there momentarily. We'll discuss shit.”
 
   She crosses her arms. “Oh that's eloquent. Yeah. Pfft.”
 
   I heave a harsh sigh as Arden becomes a stallion behind her.
 
   That's when I know I've made the biggest mistake of my career. Arden's not another Lycan who can scent-mask. He's more than a Masker.
 
   He's a Mutable.
 
   And I just handed him over the prize. 
 
   Arden's animal kneels and Talyn hops on, like I told her to, I remind myself. Her fingers thread tightly into the mane of the horse Arden's shifted into. 
 
   He races away and a bare minute of time later, the shifters appear.
 
   It almost makes me wish I'd taken Adrienne and her two vamps up on their offer to accompany me here. But I'd convinced them—and myself—that Talyn would react better if there weren't so many supernaturals around.
 
   She seemed overwhelmed. Now the tables have turned.
 
   Shifters of every brand surround me.
 
   Five against one are shit odds.
 
   The life of a Changer. 
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   Talyn
 
    
 
   My grandparents owned a farm out north of Brookings, South Dakota when I was a child.
 
   Babbling brook, a prairie filled with wheat without end, and a sky stuffed full of cotton ball clouds in a sea of blue deep enough to taste.
 
   And horses. There'd been horses.
 
   You never forget how to ride a horse.
 
   Even now—knowing this horse is actually Arden, doesn't faze my body. 
 
   It remembers.
 
   My thighs clench around the heaving flanks of an inky stallion, so dark a black that it blends with the night. 
 
   My unbound hair streams behind me like sideways water and I part my lips to taste the smells—the freedom of the ride.
 
   It's not like the Talyn Phisher of last week to just—be. 
 
   I usually have to be in total control of everything. But so much has changed in the last twenty-four hours I can't keep a hold of anything that was known.
 
   Now everything that was—falls under before. 
 
   Before Blue Eyes showed.
 
   Before Enforcer Adrienne told me the Lycan's job was to fuck me into werewolfdom.
 
   I suck in a sob—yes, let's fuck it out for pity's sake.
 
   My grip tightens as my mount charges up the last existing cobblestone street in the downtown area I call home. 
 
   And then there is the before of Arden. A million moments glued together of shared memories, events—and the sheer quantity of companionship. That history rolls into my consciousness like a fog that clings to the rocky shores of my mind. While the truth crashes against my defenses like unrelenting waves.
 
   Arden's hooves are a disaster of noise against the thick quartzite pavers. 
 
   My eyes search the gloom. Eyes that will soon be werewolf, if Merck has anything to do with it.
 
   Or Arden. 
 
   Hot tears burn the back of my eyelids, blurring my vision to searing blindness. 
 
   Arden slows to a walk and I lay down on his sweaty back, my arms flat against his sides, and the motion of his body lulls me.
 
   My eyes clear, taking in the deep crevices of the cobblestones in my own alley as they follow the blocked pattern I've driven over a thousand times as I realize my home is within kissing distance.
 
   Arden steps into the driveway and there I sit. A woman bareback on a horse. 
 
   I arch backward as Arden kneels and manage a clumsy sliding dismount.
 
   My grandpa would have clucked for an hour if he'd seen that.
 
   But they've been gone for years. There's no one to witness my lack of finesse. 
 
   I touch Arden's neck out of habit and jerk back when it's not the velvet of the horse I just enjoyed.
 
   But the skin of a man.
 
   “Talyn.”
 
   I turn and there Arden is. Naked. Again. Sweat coats his body. Every bit. Every hard inch.
 
   I look down. Yup. That's hard too. 
 
   I spin in the opposite direction, my female bits throbbing like an aching tooth. “Let's get inside—wow. I can't have a naked guy standing in my driveway.”
 
   “Yes—what will the neighbors think?” His lips quirk and I swing back around and punch him in the arm. 
 
   “Jerk.”
 
   I stalk around him and walk to the gate leading to the back yard. I open it and walk through. Using the narrow concrete walkway I stride to the back yard and my ruined patio doors.
 
   I stop in my tracks for a handful of seconds. Taking in the sight of the boarded up french doors covered with recycled plywood.
 
   Still, to see my house marked my the violence of the evening makes me want to cry. Again. I probably have Enforcer Adrienne to thank for the repair. And maybe her carpenter vampires, I think with grumpy thanks, stuffing my volatile emotions back where they belong.
 
   I move to the back door and depress my thumb to the pulse lock.
 
   A green light flashes and I turn the crystal knob, walking inside with  Arden on my heels.
 
   “What if I'd fallen off your back!” I toss behind me as I traverse the turned over furniture and lamps in my living room, thankfully noting there's no glass.
 
   Somehow I don't think supernatural battle clean-up is part of the Final Enforcement's job description. However, Adrienne left me to my own devices against Merck. Shouldn't she have like—I don't know, mediated the entire “transition” thing? Or maybe her only job is to nail the criminals? 
 
   What can I expect, she's a hybrid herself. Not the same flavor but part-supernatural.
 
   “I remember the stories about your grandparentsʼ farm,” he says with mild smugness. 
 
   I rotate slowly and look at Arden. 
 
   His mouth is twisted in a vaguely satisfied tilt of lips.
 
   “So you figured even though I hadn't ridden a horse in twenty years I'd just—what—fumble around somehow?”
 
   Arden nods happily. His stomach muscles clench and release with the movement and I feel my eyes dip.
 
   His mouth isn't the only thing that's happy.
 
   “Can't you,” I point at his crotch. “Now that you're not a horse and you're back to being a guy—do something with that?”
 
   “Yes, I can.” His voice lowers to a seductive growl.
 
   And then his hands are on my shoulders as he pulls me to him. His mouth grazes the sensitive spot behind my ear, his hands yanking all my hair back as he does. “I can find many things to do with that, Tal.”
 
   The words hung like a horse flash in my mind. Oh god, I can feel his erection against the front of me and I can't stop wanting it.
 
   Wanting him.
 
   Arden. My geeky best friend who's anything but.
 
   “No,” I say in whispered denial. Full of want. 
 
   “Don't feel guilty, Talyn. Your body wants this. You were made to change. It doesn't have to come from the Lycan. I can transition you.”
 
   With the last ounce of my willpower I pull backward. His hands grip my upper arms loosely, but I can feel the immense strength of him like a tuning fork that vibrates to my core.
 
   “What will happen if I don't want to be this ʻLycan femaleʼ? What happens if I just keep being me—Talyn Phisher—” I put my fingers to my chest and his arms tangle with mine, “counselor to the humans. You know—people that I can help experience something other than sadness? Maybe even joy. That's not a small thing, Arden. I can do something bigger than myself.”
 
   He shakes his head. “I need you. I've always needed you, Tal.” Arden's eyes are his. The ones behind the owl lenses. Deep and soulful, so dark a blue they rival the slate of soapstone perfectly. 
 
   I step away and he reluctantly releases me. 
 
   “I don't want to be that needed by anyone. It's not normal. In fact, if I put my psych hat on, I'd say it's pretty damn dysfunctional.”
 
   “Dysfunction be damned. I've tried to reason with you—and I know this has been a lot to absorb.”
 
   I laugh. Damn straight.
 
   “Totally,” I say, sweeping my palm at his naked self. 
 
   “Fine,” he grumbles and goes straight to the guest closet and jerks out a spare pair of sweatpants I keep around for my brother when he bothers to visit. 
 
   Handy that he knows where I keep them, I stew. 
 
   He jerks them on and my breath catches at the sexy view of his ass hopping into the soft black athletic pants.
 
   I don't realize I've clenched my eyes shut until Arden says softly, “Tal.”
 
   I open them. “Is it a fate worse than death that you have sex with me?”
 
   It's open season on him with my eyes.
 
   The old Arden, with the exception of his slate blue gaze, is gone. This is the new and definitely improved version. 
 
   I'd be blind not to notice him as a man.
 
   He's a huge muscled specimen now. Dark honey brown hair falls in waves from his forehead and just brushes his nape, lithe muscles flow down his body like flesh covered steel.
 
   I'm tall, but this Arden is much taller. I could wear my favorite (and painful), four inch heels and I'd still be inches shorter. 
 
   But in all this, even with my new sex drive pounding on every bit of me—begging for release—I can't just screw him like an alley cat. 
 
   I frown. Or a bitch in heat. My lips quirk at the image but I shake my head and say, “You might be able to turn the light switch on and off.”
 
   “Pulse switches now.” He winks.
 
   I always forget the new technology, and I'm old enough to remember regular electricity, even still have some in my old house. 
 
   “Yeah,” I reply softly. “You're right. But—I can't just have sex with you for the sake of turning into this creature. I think I'll pass. And somehow,” my eyes rise from his body to his face, “somehow I'll get past the dissolution of our friendship.”
 
   Arden comes forward, eyes edged with sadness. “The Lycan can't offer you what I can. He can transition you—true. He will not bring you harm, he will bring you over. But then he's on to the next change. You're just a number. Another female hybrid who's checked on the tally of ʻNow Lycanʼ for them.”
 
   That's awful. Somehow, that one comment makes me feel diminished. Like my value isn't in who I am but what I can become. And not even for myself. For some regime I've never been aware of until this last twenty-four hours. 
 
   Arden's finger slides down my face like a sigh that's felt instead of heard. I lean into his touch. 
 
   My emotions are tipping on the precipice of yes.
 
   “I can offer you something more, Talyn.”
 
   “Do I have to be a Lycan?” I ask softly. I liked my status quo. My life is boring and I'll admit to a certain degree of loneliness—but it's mine. 
 
   Arden slowly nods.
 
   “But why?” I lament. “Why is there a stipulation of being with you only to change into Lycan girl? If I even said I wanted that.”
 
   “Because you'll die,” a voice that sounds like crushed gravel says from behind me.
 
   I spin around and there is Merck. A badly beaten Merck, but he's here in my house. 
 
   I open my mouth to ask what he means when Arden attacks.
 
   “No!” I scream.
 
   Nobody listens. Not like that's never happened before. 
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   Merck
 
    
 
   He's Mutable—and a Masker. 
 
   Would have been great info to know before I ran into his conniving conveniently naked ass in Falls Park.
 
   Of course, where would the fun of that be? Leaving me to face the shifters who were hound dogging on Talyn's scent.
 
   But he can't scent-mask in every form.
 
   The horse thing didn't work. Sure—it got Talyn away from me, and to safety quickly. However, it's only a matter of time before my Lycan nose smelled barn and here I am. 
 
   Standing in her open back door.
 
   I flick my eyes around the immediate environment, notice that Adrienne and company cleaned up the majority of the shitstorm we left behind and hear Arden trying to get in my change's pants.
 
   What does she mean why she can't just stay a human? Who'd want to?
 
   Stupid question. “Because you'll die,” I say plainly. 
 
   The pup gloves have come off. Arden and me are going to come to an understanding. Now.
 
   He doesn't disappoint, reacting immediately, he lunges across the small space, talons in whatever form he's just chosen sprouting like knives at his fingertips.
 
   “No!” Talyn screams in her throaty contralto. Her voice wouldn't carry if she tried.
 
   I use Arden's momentum and toss him behind me.
 
   He stabs his talons into my back and uses them like a fishhook. 
 
   I arch forward in pain, my body flushes with heat, already feverishly trying to knit damage from a shifter gang bang twenty minutes ago.
 
   I can't.
 
   Then Talyn is there.
 
   Arden jerks his talons out and I slump for a nanosecond, then spin, swiping my own razor-sharp set at him.
 
   Furrowed and jagged marks streak across his naked chest and blood pours out of the wounds.
 
   I swing back, readying to skewer his lungs when Talyn steps between us.
 
   I check my strike with a curse, swinging away to give the momentum somewhere to go.
 
   “Stop this, you fucking peacocks!”
 
   Peacocks? 
 
   “Oh—wipe that dumb look off your face, Merck—or whoever you are! This is my home. Not a gymnasium for the two of you to wreck everything within ten feet!”
 
   Arden touches her shoulders and she shrugs off his hands. 
 
   My eyes meet those of the Mutable behind her and I smirk. If I were human, I'd flip him off. 
 
   But I'm not and the games are over.
 
   Talyn Phisher will transition. I am a Changer for her flavor of supe. “Just because Arden says he can transition you doesn't mean he's the best shifter for the job, Talyn.” I say it to her while I look at him.
 
   She puts her hands on her hips. We both track her movements.
 
   “God, you boys are all sexed up. Great. Listen to me and listen well—I am not a boss open for taking job interviews. I'm not hearing what you're saying. I trust what Enforcer Adrienne said: that I'm some kind of hybrid. But I'll be damned if I'm going to hump my way to being a werewolf.”
 
   I spread my hands away from my body. “Talyn, this is the way it has always been done. A Changer finds a hybrid female whose human side has covered her scent. When she begins to degrade because her Lycan side is taking over, and trying to transition, your scent—and all those females before you, begins to attract those who seek it out. It's biology, not emotions.”
 
   Talyn crosses her arms, glaring at us. “I am not ruled by emotions!” she yells and swipes a tear off her cheek.
 
   Arden and I look at each other. 
 
   “Stop doing that!” she rants and walks away. 
 
   Her feline streaks past, hissing at the Mutable and me as it does. 
 
   “Pooky!” Talyn moans with relief. 
 
   Talyn flops down on the only piece of furniture upright and covers her face with her hands. “I don't want this.”
 
   “There's no rewinds, Tal. We can't take away what you are.”
 
   She looks to the Mutable, and his face is closed down like a drum. At least we're together on that.
 
   “Don't manage me, Arden.”
 
   He throws up his hands in the universal gesture of I give up.
 
    “Talyn,” I begin slowly, “this isn't a game. You will die unless I transition you.”
 
   “One of us does,” Arden glares at me.
 
   “Is that true?” Talyn asks.
 
   “Probably,” I admit. “But the Mutable has how many transitions under his belt?”
 
   I know this answer—but Talyn doesn't. She needs too.
 
   Arden gives a hard sigh. “None.”
 
   Talyn laughs. “So you were going to what—practice on me?” 
 
   I grin.
 
   She swings to face me and I wipe my face of expression. “And you!” she roars. 
 
   I scowl.
 
   “You're nothing but a Lycan man-whore. You sleep with any female that needs the ʻchangeʼ. I'm just a notch in your werewolf belt. Nope,” she says, walking into her bedroom and tossing a small rollaway suitcase on a bed covered in a lacy, feminine quilt, “I'm not going to sleep with my ex-BFF who can change into a menagerie. Nor am I willing to just have sex with some Lycan because he says lie down and spread ʼem.”
 
   She punches clothes inside the suitcase.
 
   Arden gives me a helpless look. 
 
   Okay, maybe this will work. I stride behind her, sliding my arms around her waist.
 
   I press my mouth to the soft spot where her neck meets her shoulder. 
 
   Talyn struggles.
 
   I bite down and she moans, throwing her head back against my other shoulder.
 
   “Stop,” she says. The word is no but her body is throwing off breed me hormones like a freight train.
 
   “God, stop it,” Arden says.
 
   My eyes flick to his and sweat is beading on his face. “She's too ready. I can't hold back.”
 
   I narrow my eyes at him. I'm not sharing.
 
   Arden's gaze challenges me as Talyn rubs her ass cheeks against my raging erection. I give a painful shift of my prick and it settles in the crack of her ass.
 
   Not an improvement. The placement makes my control worse, not better.
 
   I growl against her shoulder, asserting my dominance as a male Alpha Lycan. It's a last resort in an effort to evoke compliance. 
 
   Her animal should recognize mine. See that I'm here to help, to ease her. 
 
   Arden moves in a blur to her front.
 
   Our eyes meet and I growl against her flesh. 
 
   Talyn whimpers.
 
   She's mine. I feel her animal submit. I scent her readiness. Her degradation to Lycan is near. She's ripe for the taking.
 
   Though I need her assent.
 
   “Talyn, look at me.”
 
   I can't see her face but I know Talyn is responding to Arden's command when her chin dips from its perch on my shoulder. 
 
   “Let us help you,” he whispers and his hands move to cup her breasts. 
 
   She moans and our pelvises both arch toward her in response—toward her sex. 
 
   I can't take my mouth from her shoulder until she gives consent. Which means I can't tell Arden to fuck off.
 
   The Mutable thinks he'll have a ménage à trois with my change?
 
   He's mistaken.
 
   “Yes,” she answers with a thready sigh.
 
   I shudder in relief, and my teeth release her flesh. Perfect indentations mar the smoothness of her upper shoulder, though I didn't break the skin.
 
   Stealthy creeping erupts from the hallway. Arden's eyes flash to the source.
 
   The shifters who I gave the slip have arrived.
 
   A languid Talyn hangs between us. Ready for transition. She would take any male in this state.
 
   With the Mutable's help, I put her there.
 
   A huge Lycan male crosses the threshold into her bedroom. “We'll take it from here, dogs.”
 
   He smiles, his many rows of teeth glow softly in the dark bedroom.
 
   I lay Talyn on the bed and loosen my hands, crouching low. 
 
   They won't have her.
 
   I don't look behind me to see what Arden's doing, but I hear the crunch of bones shifting. Tendons snap wetly as they realign into a form of his choosing.
 
   He'll take me out of the equation while a mutual enemy threatens Talyn.
 
   But he doesn't. Arden charges the shifters.
 
   As a grizzly.
 
   I leap into the fray, fangs bared.
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
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   Talyn
 
    
 
   This is my life. 
 
   Yup.
 
   Fighting among supernaturals while they devastate my house.
 
   Check.
 
   Pooky MIA.
 
   Check.
 
   Swollen female bits making me absolutely crazy.
 
   Double check.
 
   A roar fills my ears and I want to flinch, but no part of my body moves. I'm languid, as my house is coming down around me. 
 
   Plaster dust fills the air in a cloud and I cough.
 
   Blood splatter flies over my head as it dots the ceiling above my head like paint thrown from a can. 
 
   I try to come to myself but I'm numb.
 
   All I remember is Merck's teeth in my shoulder—Arden's hands on my breasts.
 
   Paws.
 
   I giggle, and on some level I understand I've moved into hysteria. Any woman would be after what I've been through in the last day. 
 
   Tonight I found out I'm sort of a werewolf. And a human. And a counselor. 
 
   Like a tootsie roll with a gooey yummy center.
 
   I bark out a laugh and get a case of the hiccups for my trouble. 
 
   Pooky sprints into the room, hopping onto my chest. My breath whooshes out of me and I'm fighting.
 
   Fighting for my sanity. 
 
   Fighting the new instincts that rise like vapor from a boiling pot deep within me. 
 
   A raspy tongue runs over my nose. Golden-green eyes blink raptly into my own.
 
   I wake as though from a dream.
 
   Growls, and a horribly wet sounding, rubberband-like snapping has me sitting up in my bed squinting into the haze of dust and debris. 
 
   My nipples tingle, my crotch feels like a soaked donut. 
 
   I need to get out of here. 
 
   Fur flashes in my peripheral vision and Pooky lets out a squalling meow that lets me know she's ready to vacate. 
 
   I scoop my cat, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed and eye the window. 
 
   I stand carefully, inching along the narrow space between my bed and the wall that holds the window, praying that all the shapeshifting zoo behind me is too busy to notice their prey is making a getaway.
 
   Half-changed bodies blur in my periphery, talons slashing into torsos with mottled hair and shredded flesh.
 
   I gulp back my fear. 
 
   I turn my back on the melee, flipping the latch and open the double-hung window. It slides up and I punch the screen out. 
 
   Pooky accidentally claws me as she escapes through the hole I just made. 
 
   Thank God—she's safe.
 
   I don't bother to wipe the blood from my arm, scooting through the opening in the brittle screening. 
 
   A hand latches around my ankle and I kick back with everything I have.
 
   I connect and a howl erupts, the grip vanishing.
 
   The urge to pee suddenly burns. I scoot out, tumbling into the shrubbery. Thorns embed themselves and I wince, thrashing my way out. 
 
   Scrambling out of the bushes, I lurch forward. Sighting the fence, I  race for the six foot tall slats of wood like shadowed soldiers bordering my property. 
 
   I never even consider the gate. I grab the rough wood and hook my toe on the cross member, ungracefully heaving myself up and over. The fence groans at the abuse but holds.
 
   Unfortunately, I don't fly over the top, I fall—the sidewalk rushing to greet me.
 
   But strong arms find me instead.
 
   Jamie Duncan gazes down on me with a look that cannot be classified as anything but triumphant.
 
   “Gotcha,” he says softly.
 
   A beat of time thumps between us then I'm smashing my elbow into his nose.
 
   He drops me, and I crab walk on my hands and knees.
 
   Can this get any worse? Whacko stalker happens to be outside my house while the shapeshifting zoo beats the beejezus out of each other?
 
   I can't make this shit up.
 
   I flip over and begin to stand. His foot plows into my ass and I fly forward, chin hitting the cement in the rawest abrasion I've ever suffered.
 
   “Ow!” I cry, my hands covering my abused chin and shredded cheekbone.
 
   “Bitch,” he seethes from behind me.
 
   I roll onto my back as his hand looms over my neck in an effort to drag me to him.
 
   My foot slams his nuts and Duncan goes to his knees.
 
   I roll to my side, shoving off and struggle to my feet. My blood litters the ground like dark polka dots on the pale concrete.
 
   Staggering, I don't look behind me, and begin a limping jog down the street. My eyes latch onto the barely lit Family Dollar Store sign like a beacon. 
 
   They're always open. I'll just plaster myself to the front door. Maybe all the shapeshifters will take pause.
 
   Instead, I fall like a felled tree, someone's arms wrapped around my legs.
 
   I manage to arrest my face bashing into the concrete again my a millimeter.
 
   Jamie Duncan roughly throws me on my back and cups my sex, brutally squashing the tender area.
 
   My raw scream shatters the night.
 
   “Shut the fuck up.”
 
   His slap slams my face into the concrete, conveniently chewing up the unmarred side of my face.
 
   Great, didn't escape the Beating by Cement after all.
 
   I groan, my vision tripling.
 
   Harsh panting is all I hear. His rancid breath fills my nose.
 
   I cough, trying to beat him back with my fists.
 
   When he hits me again I can't hang onto consciousness, my vision swimming from the dual blows.
 
   Like grabbing for smoke, wakefulness escapes my grasp.
 
   Blackness moves in, swallowing me whole. 
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   Merck
 
    
 
   I pile the bodies into the center of the room as Arden drags the last one over, and with a gentle heave, tosses the headless Lycan at the top.
 
   He winks at me. “King of the hill.”
 
   I frown, correcting him, “Lycan.”
 
   He barks out a laugh, shrugging dismissively. “Whatever. At least we kept them from nailing Talyn.” He meets my eyes. “Now we have to find her.”
 
   My eyebrow hikes, my body tensing. “Where is she—I don't smell her.”
 
   “Took off with the damn cat.”
 
   My lips quirk. “Well she can't be too far. And for the record,” I clap Arden on the shoulder and he staggers forward, “thanks for the help.”
 
   His brows lower, hands going to strong hips. “Does this mean you'll share?”
 
   I shake my head. “I understand you think you're capable of transitioning, Talyn. However, with zero changes to your record and her being of Lanarre descent—” I let my words trail off. Arden's no dumbass, he can figure out what happened here. 
 
   I am an alpha Changer, it's not in my nature to share a female.
 
   She's just a change, but she's my change. When she becomes, Talyn will find her true mate.
 
   “You're growling.”
 
   I give him a sharp look, the humming deep within my chest quieting. “Fuck,” I mutter.
 
   “Having a tough time reconciling the whole, ʻI'm a Changer and she's a changeʼ deal?” 
 
   He smirks.
 
   I glare. 
 
   “Can't beat your chest then leave her?” Arden continues, smile widening. “I got your back on that one. I loved Talyn the instant I met her. I think I was too young to know what she was to me—biologically.”
 
   I turn faster than Arden can track and jerk him to me by his thin ripped up shirt. The cloth makes a soft shriek as it falls apart from my harsh grip. “Listen up. I'm not giving Talyn over to a Mutable. Period. My job is to change her, then offer her as a breeder for the Lycans. Got it.” I shake him for emphasis. 
 
   Arden covers my hands with his own.
 
   His grip begins to crush mine.
 
   I glance down, his hands are no longer human, but talon-shaped. Like an eagle.
 
   One that would have a twelve foot wingspan.
 
   “Fuck!” I yell and he releases me.
 
   My blood is hot as it runs down my forearms. The heat of healing burns through the sliced up top of my hands. 
 
   “Dick,” I grunt.
 
   “Bully,” Arden chimes back softly. “Now you listen up—I know you don't give a shit about Talyn—the woman. But I do,” his thumb jabs his deeply muscled chest. “A Mutable doesn't have many stabs at a female whom they can mate with.”
 
   I roll my eyes, folding my arms. “Nice choice of words.”
 
   He shrugs. “It's no different than what you want Talyn for. You'll breed her for transition then you're on to the next female. It's perfect for the Lycans.” He flips his palms out. “But what about the females? What happens after they're discarded into the new Lycan society after only knowing humans?”
 
   My jaw clenches. I hammer a shoulder up in a abrupt shrug. “I don't know—I change—like I keep saying. I do that part really fucking well. What happens to the females after I get them to their full Lycan forms is really none of my concern. I've been told they're assigned a mate who's good breedable stock. Period. What else is there?”
 
   Arden's laugh shoots out of him like a bullet as he cocks his head to the side. “I don't know, you fucking one-dimensional prick—a life?” He slaps his thigh. “Talyn is a person, with unique desires, goals—dreams. Who are we to steal those away unless we have something to offer in return? Don't you see that perspective?”
 
   My eyes slide away from his. Of course, his points make sense. How would I feel if someone told me it was time for me to be human now? Forget my strength, beast—hell my sense of smell. It's time for me to play mortal, and I'd get whatever female someone else thought would be a great match for me to be a stud with.
 
   Like a real animal—without freedom of choice.
 
   I feel a sour expression overtake my face.
 
   Arden begins to nod, his eyes roving my features. “You're getting it. She's not resisting for the sake of being stubborn—Talyn's resisting out of a sense of lost liberty. She wants a little choice. Biology just handed her a shitty hand in a deck of cards not of her making. All I'm saying is, if you're just going to breed her into Lycan-ness, let me share so I can be her mate afterward. So that Talyn—the woman—is not exploited because of her genetic make up.”
 
   I stubbornly shake my head, hands fisting. “I am not changing her for you. I'm changing her for Lycans. We don't have enough females. I can't just volunteer a change to you because you've been waiting in the wings for twenty years.”
 
   “I was hoping to reason with you.”
 
   What is he talking about?
 
   “But now I'm going to give it to you straight.”
 
   I cross my arms, my jaw set like stone. “Give what to me straight?”
 
   “We're better together than apart.” His palm sweeps toward the dead  mound of Lycans we dispatched together.
 
   I nod. “We can agree on the protection of Talyn, and I think I was clear how much I appreciated our collaboration.”
 
   Arden nods at my factual statement. “But we've been jawing about our differences while she's running around, possibly enticing another rogue group of Lycan or others to her like a dinner bell.”
 
   “Others?” I say, taking a menacing step forward.
 
   He laughs. “Do you think I'm the only Mutable on the planet?” Arden makes a noise of disgust. “I am the only Mutable that gives a shit about Talyn. We're not the mating type, Changer.”
 
   “What are you then?” I ask, coming to stand three inches from his face.
 
   “We're the breed them and leave them type. It is a Mutable's role to impregnate as many viable female candidates as possible.”
 
   I jerk my face back. “So you're no better than a Changer?” I scoff.
 
   He purses his lips, giving a slow, grim nod. “So much worse. We do not need a female's consent.”
 
   The gears of my mind grind to a halt. “Fucking rapists?”
 
   Arden nods again. “I was orphaned. A chance meeting with a Mutable, who was part of a colony, told me what I was. I met Talyn before puberty.”
 
   “What?”
 
   He looks away, blowing a strand of hair out of his eyes. “I bonded with her. It's rare, but it happens.” His deep blue eyes meet mine within the gloom of her destroyed bedroom. 
 
   “If another Mutable finds Talyn, she will not be transitioned well.” He interprets my expression. “Oh—she'll be transitioned alright. In the street, alley, or wherever the Mutable can drag her off to.”
 
   “No!” I roar, his words creeping underneath my sensitive skin like slivers of glass. 
 
   “Yes,” he answers flatly. “I thought between the two of us, we could change her. And together, she'd gently be given her new life. I could be her mate—what I've always wanted.”
 
   Damn, I didn't like hearing any of that. “But I didn't help.”
 
   The corner of Arden's lips lift. “No.”
 
   I have a sudden epiphany. “Mutables can't get to her after I change her?”
 
   “They can't with me in the mix. After my scent is mingled with hers, they won't bother—figuring she's already bred by one of their own.”
 
   “And mine?”
 
   Arden's lips tweak in a sad parody of a smile. “Fair game.”
 
   “Fuck!” I yell again, yanking at my hair.
 
   My hands come away with the blood of others. 
 
   “Meow.” Our heads swivel toward the window.
 
   The feline is on the sill, black tail twitching. Her eyes implore us.
 
   “Pooky's here,” Arden says in a tight voice.
 
   “So where in the blue fuck is Talyn?” I seethe.
 
   “Meow,” Pooky seems to reply, leaping out the window.
 
   “Gone,” Arden says.
 
   We look at each other.
 
   Silence ticks like a silent clock as we race out into the back yard, looking for the only scent that matters.
 
   Talyn.
 
   Our disagreement about sharing doesn't preclude Talyn's importance. The struggle against each other only solidifies it.
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   Talyn
 
    
 
   I wake with a pitiful groan.
 
   I feel like I consumed every bottle of liquor inside my cabinet. 
 
   Every. One.
 
   I rise up, ass in the air, and use my elbows as a prop for my throbbing head. Dumping my forehead into my hands, I groan again.
 
   Just kill me now.
 
   Then I remember that Jamie Duncan was at my sidewalk to conveniently catch me as I tossed myself over my fence while escaping the shifter catastrophe inside my house.
 
   I sit up, rocking back on my heels as a temporary perch.
 
   A stained mattress is tossed in the center of the bare floor like a discarded deck of cards. My eyes bounce around. There's nothing else. There's no amount of training that can prepare me for this.
 
   I flatten my palm on the gross floor and hoist myself up. Pins and needles dog my lower legs and arms. I must've been in the same position for hours. 
 
   I have to pee so bad my bladder feels like a bomb ready to explode. I whip my head first to the right then left in search of a handy toilet.
 
   The pain from the abrupt movement brings me to my knees, and a whimper squeezes past my lips. The wounds of my face begins to pulse to the beat of my heart where Duncan hit me. 
 
   I need a bathroom.
 
   I lick my cracked lips. I need water.
 
   I roll my face against the cold hard floor, wincing, and spy two doors. The one to the left has a barrier in place at the bottom where fresh air and light would normally travel. It darkens the room.
 
   The other door has soft black at the edges.
 
   I pull myself to my feet, careful not to move my head too quickly. Gradually, my eyes adjust to the vague light seeping around the edges of a pull-blind shade that's completely closed.
 
   I half-stagger to the door that has a vague outline around it. 
 
   I press my forehead against the cool surface and clasp the circular handle. Swinging the door wide, I step inside. I stand there for a moment in the soft blackness and a drop of water echoes against what I assume is a sink basin.
 
   Thank God.
 
   I smack the wall behind me, feeling for a light switch. A familiar plastic nub fills my palm and I slide my hand up.
 
   Bright light snaps into the space like white blood and I yelp, closing my eyes and throwing a hand over my face.
 
   Vomit pulses inside my stomach, begging for a chance to escape. I resolutely swallow back the rising gorge. 
 
   I don't need dickhead Duncan to come back to me while I'm vulnerable and puking so he can work his fists on me again.
 
   A startled laugh bursts out of me with the thought of what my life has become in a day's time.
 
   Fucked up, if I'm any judge.
 
   I'm so far away from coiffed and in-control counselor it feels like I've been reincarnated.
 
   A bare bulb swings from the ceiling and I jump when the thin pull chain smacks me lightly on the cheekbone.
 
   God! I deliberately calm my breathing and slowly peruse the bathroom, easily finding a toilet that hasn't been flushed in so long the water is a stagnate swamp of mildew. I hit the handle and the water engulfs the choked dark water, swirling it down and away.
 
   I sit and pee.
 
   And pee some more, head in my hands. I bite my lip, as the stingy, hot stream evacuates, breathing a sigh of complete relief when my bladder is finally empty.
 
   I stand in a half-squat, using one square of toilet paper. 
 
   I open the under sink cabinet—nothing. 
 
   Okay. Conserve TP. 
 
   I turn on the faucet of an ugly mustard porcelain, 1970s chrome-rimmed sink and splash delicious water on my face.
 
   The cold water stings my injuries... and I don't care. Cupping my hands, I gulp down greedy handfuls until my stomach slushes with it. 
 
   Cold water drips down my face, landing like soft drops of rain on my collarbone and dampening my t-shirt.
 
   I survey the bathroom. No towel. 
 
   My gaze shifts to the mirror and I give a choked scream at my reflection. 
 
   I step back, hands to my throat and stare at my face. 
 
   But it's my eyes that are the worst.
 
   A huge bruise circles my left orb like a raccoon's eye. Abrasions litter my chin, and a stubborn piece of gravel has embedded itself on the side of my jaw. I look like a war survivor. 
 
   Worse—My naturally gray eyes look strange. Like a second layer of clear crystal floats over the surface of the irises. 
 
   Without glancing behind me, I pull the filthy chain from the bulb and the room is silenced to black again. A noise issues from my throat like a squeezed trickle of misery.
 
   Where my eyes would be, discs of silver flicker reflectively back at me within the near-complete darkness of the bathroom.
 
   I'm not me anymore, but something new.
 
   Just as I think it, a piercing pain lances my female bits. With a defeated sigh, I slide down the wall and push the door shut with a finger.
 
   It's just me inside the miserable suffocatingly blank bathroom.
 
   Waves of heat pulse from my sex to my toes, radiating back to the center of me and spreading like a wildfire inside my body.
 
   I remember what Arden said. And Merck.
 
   I needed to be transitioned. 
 
   Changed.
 
   My head drops. I guess this will happen the hard way or the easy way. 
 
   Right now, I'm not even with the men. Even if I caved to what they wanted—and I almost had—there's one tiny problem.
 
   Jamie Duncan.
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   As if on horrible cue, a door slams open. The tread of heavy boots stomp around outside of the inky bathroom. I hold my breath, my body tight against the wall, the cold of the floor leeching into my ass cheeks.
 
   He's searching.
 
   Talyn Phisher is no coward. I shake off my lethargy and stand. I will fight until he kills me.
 
   I back away from the door, stepping backward into the shower stall. 
 
   The bathroom door slams open, and the light switch is swatted into compliance.
 
   Hateful light flares on, illuminating a pissed-off Duncan.
 
   “There you are—cunt.”
 
   He says the horrible word with a hard T. 
 
   I shudder.
 
   Duncan reaches inside to snatch me out of the shower and I chop his wrist with a hard downward arc. He instinctively jerks his hand away and I step out of the shower, doing the one thing he doesn't think I will.
 
   I head butt him. Hard.
 
   I stumble back, stars bursting in the field of my vision.
 
   That fucking hurts.
 
   I rush out of the bathroom and blindly ram myself through the partially open door and into the arms of a man.
 
   “Whoa, filly!” he laughs good-naturedly.
 
   I loathe horse analogies. 
 
   Like a woman is a horse? Instant hate ignites and I knee him in the groin.
 
   He crumples to the floor as a wicked smile lights my face.
 
   A hand grabs my ankle and I shoot a kick backwards, making contact with something that rewards me with a dull crunch.
 
   I scramble across a mid-century ranch floorplan, fingers digging into shag carpeting as I spring to a stand again. Everywhere I look there's stained mattresses and couches. Chinese take-out boxes litter surfaces, empty of food.
 
   It's a nightmare and from deep within, something claws to escape. 
 
   Not yet, I command in instant instinctive recognition. Whatever's happening to me is going to have to wait. 
 
   Because this girl is leaving the building.
 
   Footsteps pound behind me and my heart races, adrenaline giving flight to legs shaky from fatigue, the bludgeoning and zero food.
 
   Despite that, I fly.
 
   Aided by new strength and a changing physique. 
 
   I whip open the front door, and pour myself through the threshold like a streak of lightning.
 
   My hair is gripped from behind and I rotate, bringing my fist around as I do, and smashing it into a face.
 
   A face of a half-changed animal I don't recognize.
 
   Manic laughter slithers over my skin. “Whoo-hoo! She's a feisty one!”
 
   I'm already sick of the hospitality.
 
   I move in close, driving my knee into his nuts too, a new favorite maneuver. He falls, his grasp loosening from my hair as he grabs his package.
 
   “Now that hurt, darlinʼ!” he squawks from the ground.
 
   My ragged breaths are the only answer I give. 
 
   I run across a lawn pockmarked with the leavings of stray animals, and tear open an archaic cyclone gate.
 
   It smacks the fencing, causing it to shudder with metallic indignation.
 
   Scent, Talyn, my mind whispers.
 
   I pass a tree as I run, dragging my forearm over the bark to mark my progress. The rough surface tears at my flesh, blood smearing the furrowed passage as I drive by, pumping my legs.
 
   I hope to leave the men my calling card if they're looking. 
 
   I sprint down a generic neighborhood cul de sac. It's the dead of night. A few porch lights glow from narrow stoops but most houses look like rotten teeth in need of pulling.
 
   Great. 
 
   The other inside me, gifts me the strength I don't have—the elusive wolf that I'll become.
 
   Maybe if the men had bred me as they'd warned me they would, I wouldn't have been caught. I'd be out of biological reach from Duncan and crew. 
 
   But Merck and Arden had made it clear. I was in danger until I became this Lycan woman I'm meant to be. 
 
   I toss on more speed, the breath whistling through my teeth. My lungs are on fire and tight.
 
   Can't breathe.
 
   When the first guy tackles me, I buck him off, jerking to a stand. I gasp an inhale.
 
   Three more nail me, holding me down against the rough asphalt.
 
   Jamie Duncan saunters to the center of the street, planting his feet wide and folding his arms over his muscular chest as he looms over my prone form.
 
   I'm so glad I turned this douche down.
 
   “Jerk!” I spit, searching frantically for bystanders.
 
   The deserted street sucks wind like a tunnel. It's the only noise. 
 
   No people.
 
   “We own this neighborhood, Talyn.” Duncan shakes his head as if I'm a misbehaving child. 
 
   That just pisses me off.
 
   Each man has a wrist and I stop squirming, trying to conserve energy for the fight that will surely come.
 
   “What do you want?” My eyes cruise his features, seeing nothing helpful.
 
   Duncan smiles, and I shy from the predatory glint of teeth too sharp for being human. 
 
   He slowly spins in the middle of the empty street. “It's not what I want, Talyn.”
 
   “Then who!” I scream.
 
   “My colony.”
 
   I blink. 
 
   The others who hold me down smile at his words that sound suspiciously like a confession to me.
 
   My eyes touch each face of those who hold me. 
 
   None of them look human. 
 
   And none of them appear to be the same half-animal.
 
   “Colony of what?” I ask in a low voice. 
 
   Fucking ants? Like Duncan has a hill of swarming insects somewhere?
 
   Maybe he's like a drone bee or something.
 
   I can't believe this is my lovelife—considering animals and bugs as possible—what—breeding stock? 
 
   Despair creeps in, filling the fissures of my terror with neat abandonment.
 
   “Mutables, Talyn. What else?”
 
   Oh no.
 
   His smile vanishes. “Take her back, boys.”
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   Merck
 
    
 
   I'm out of gas—Arden too, from the looks of it.
 
   We plow forward, keeping pace and trying not to lope too obviously. We're still feigning human.
 
   The sun has risen like a slow explosion of pale fire over the horizon, touching off small sparkles of the need to sleep from my very marrow. 
 
   My beast presses me forward, knitting the damage from the fight as I jog alongside Arden. 
 
   Fatigue from being awake for almost two days straight trails me like a smell.
 
   A Lycan's wolf doesn't give a fuck about rest when a female's in heat. It's the one instinct that supersedes the basic needs of living.
 
   Eating.
 
   Sleeping.
 
   Then there's fucking—and that one reigns supreme. 
 
   We're scent trailing Talyn. I smell another but can't identify what. Every time my sensitive nose thinks it's got a bead on who has her, the scent cleverly morphs.
 
   But there's something about the scent that is familiar. 
 
   I can't place it.
 
   Arden whistles out a breath when the scent shifts to something new yet again. “Mutable.”
 
   I stop, watching his broad back continue jogging toward the small town of Tea, South Dakota. 
 
   Arden turns, striding back to me. He braces his hands on his hips. And only I can see the quarter-change he's made to Lycan. 
 
   It's all about the nose, folks. I can't believe I can summon any humor at a time like this.
 
   Arden's nose is like an unattractive beak stuck between two glowering eyes of flecked hazel. “What the fuck, Merck—” he swings his palm toward the rushing interstate to the east, “she's out there, let's get a move on.”
 
   “You can't just throw out a muttered ʻMutableʼ as we're trotting to our doom to rescue my damsel in distress, and have me not take pause over that little detail.”
 
   Arden rolls his eyes.
 
   I fight the urge to knock his teeth down his throat. Guess my humor's not so hot after all. 
 
   “Listen—Merck. I told you the colony is always hunting. We have even fewer choices of breeding females than Lycans.”
 
   “Pfft! Not my problem, Masker.”
 
   Arden rubs his nape back and forth with irritated swipes. “Right, so we got off on the wrong foot. Technically, I should be the enemy.”
 
   “Which you are,” I drawl the obvious.
 
   Arden nods. “But none of that matters. Right now Talyn is in trouble. With my own kind, no less.”
 
   An idea bombards me, exciting at the same time. I lean forward and Arden's eyebrows hike as I clearly switch gears.
 
   The roar of the interstate threatens to capture my words so I use a higher frequency.
 
   Arden's ears twitch forward, changing slightly to anyone who was observant. Such as myself. 
 
   “Are they Maskers like you?”
 
   Arden shakes his head. “Doubtful. You must be a shifter to be a Masker—as far as I'm aware. However, most Mutables are not Maskers.”
 
   My head spins with the complications, but I latch onto the beauty of this circumstance. “Then mask us so we can have the element of surprise.”
 
   Arden's brows pull together. 
 
   “Whoever took Talyn, expects someone to come after her. Hell,” I don't bother being quiet here, “they must have been aware of the battle of the Lycan in her house?”
 
   Arden chuckles. “That sounds like reality pulsevision, Merck.”
 
   “Whatever,” I tear fingers through my short hair, “can you do it or not—the clock's ticking.”
 
   His frown deepens into a scowl. “That is what I just reminded you of when you stopped our momentum.”
 
   “Isn't our momentum worth more if we're cloaked in true stealth?”
 
   Arden hesitates, cupping his chin. “Never tried it before Talyn—with two people.”
 
   His dual nature might give us the edge we need to snatch her from under their noses. 
 
   I snort. “Well give it a shot, Mutable—we've got nothing to lose.” 
 
   His eyes meet mine.
 
   “Except Talyn.”
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   Narah
 
    
 
   Murphy grabs my elbow, steadying me as I trip over the second shattered glass tabletop. I hate this new klutziness. 
 
   I give him a grateful little smile. “Thanks, Murph.”
 
   He grunts a welcome, and I smirk. 
 
   He's so fucking grumpy since I turned his ungrateful ass. Always complaining that the ladies aren't really into him anymore.
 
   Being a vampire is an attraction-killer in this day and age of vamps being outed.
 
   And then there's the bit where human women are attracted to the newly discovered vamps—fang-bangers. So not sexy, apparently.
 
   I contain my smile with an effort.
 
   But Murph needs blood, and he's proclaimed the bagged variety shit.
 
   So here we are, rummaging through the debris of Dr. Phisher's home instead of finding blood donors—a new favorite pastime for Murph. 
 
   Donors, not debris. I feel like adding a winky face to my thoughts.
 
   My eyes skip from pile to pile of broken and scattered household items. Destroyed house, more like.
 
   Murphy strokes the ebony head of what I presume to be Talyn's cat. 
 
   Cats love vampires. 
 
   She purrs, barely containing herself from clawing Murphy. Instead, her little furred paws swoosh forward and backward rhythmically, the claws barely peeking out then retracting.
 
   Murphy flicks her collar, where a glittering name tag shaped like a crown dangles.
 
   “Old-fashioned,” he comments.
 
   Yes, it's weird that the kitty has an etched name on the collar. Why the cat can't be just thumb-pressed between the eyes for instant pulse stats is beyond me.
 
   “She's older,” I shrug, thinking of the good doctor.
 
   “Forty?” he asks, eyebrow hiking.
 
   I bite my lip. “Nah, maybe a little shy of that.”
 
   Memory's fuzzy too. Marvelous.
 
   “Yeah, but this beauty was around before the pulse days. Probably resisting the tech.” He cocks an inky eyebrow.
 
   “Probably,” I say sarcastically.
 
   “Hey!” Murphy throws up his hands and the cat launches onto the back of an unbalanced couch.
 
   The overstuffed back sways under the ten pounds of feline weight, and she springboards again, landing on the next busted piece of furniture.
 
   I sigh, kneading the back of my neck.
 
   Talyn's going to shit when she sees what her house looks like. 
 
   “I've finally come on board with everything Brain Impulse Technology. Admit it, Narah.”
 
   I kick a shard of glass into a new hill of trash, and slide a knowing glance his way. “I admit that Casper said you either come on board or your ass could find new employment.”
 
   “Humph.” He stabs a finger in the air. “And I did.”
 
   “Coercion doesn't count, Murph.”
 
   My eye catches something, and I sink to my haunches, automatically swinging my blade out of the way as I do.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   I pluck a strand of hair, caught as though between teeth, from a splintered table leg and the flat nail head it's caught on.
 
   I hold it up to the meager light.
 
   We don't need light. We're vampire.
 
   Besides, light alerts humans of our presence. Or things that aren't people—so we never turn any on. The advantages of being a vampire aren't lost on me. I can't believe what I could do when I was human. 
 
   Murphy's brows come together. He plucks the single strand from my fingertips. 
 
   Running it underneath his nostrils he scents deeply. His eyes spring wide. “Wankers!” he exclaims.
 
   My brows knot. “Okay, don't hold back, you know I can't scent like you.”
 
   Which I hate. And Murphy loves to lord over me.
 
   “Well,” he waggles his brows, “I am superior, being that I am full vampire.”
 
   I plant a swift elbow in his gut.
 
   He doubles over with a whoosh.
 
   The hair floats between us and I grab it. “Stop fucking around, Murph. Talyn is missing. Yʼknow—a client, you asshat.”
 
   Murphy straightens. “I don't hit the ladies,” he says in an offhand way, reflective eyes steady on my face.
 
   “Sounds like you're reminding yourself,” I comment slowly.
 
   His eyes glitter at me with dark promise. 
 
   I don't scare easily. But this new vampiric Murphy is a different ball of wax.
 
   “I am,” he says. “If you were a bloke, I'd have already bloodied your face.”
 
   My hands drop, swinging loosely at my sides. “Bring it.”
 
   Murphy's nostrils flare. 
 
   It's not the first battle of wills we've had. He is my youngling. A position I've not been fair with—or asked for. 
 
   But no one gave me the Vampire 101 Handbook. 
 
   I made Murphy a vampire to save him. 
 
   It's mega unfair.
 
   Turning Murph was also a knee-jerk reaction. Now we're living with the consequences, and it's been rough going. 
 
   “You know that I can't.”
 
   My shoulders sag. I'm suddenly ashamed. 
 
   “I'm sorry,” I whisper in a voice uncharacteristically humble. 
 
   Murphy drags me to him and hugs me.
 
   I don't deserve it.
 
   “I can't hurt you, Narah. You're my sire. And beyond that, you're a woman.”
 
   Painful tears leak from the corners of my eyes and he pulls away. This guy that's been my obnoxious friend since the day I got out of the orphanage is giving me comfort—when he should have kicked my ass instead.
 
   His fingers grip my shoulders painfully, not in aggression, but from sheer lack of knowing his new undead strength. “What is it—truly?”
 
   My mouth opens and closes. The damn cat streaks by with a strangled meow and I jump. His hold gentles.
 
   Murphy scoots down, planting his face in front of my eyes. I can't miss him, or the compassion I see in his gaze. “It can't be that a client's in danger? We've gone that route before. There's always a client in peril. Now that vamps are out in the open, we get more and more work policing what the human lawmen can't master. What might it really be, love?”
 
   I roll to my tiptoes and his hands slide to my upper arms.
 
   I speak it softly in his ear.
 
   No one could hear my softly uttered words but another vampire.
 
   My two vampire mates aren't around. I'm with Murphy and that's my reprieve from the guys. 
 
   The guys that don't know my secret yet.
 
   Aeslin and Matthews trust my youngling. As they should. He can't go against his biology of protection.
 
   Even when I beg him to with my immature behavior. 
 
   Murph jerks back as though struck, his eyes darkening to a pewter-mercury with surprise and wonder. 
 
   “Brilliant,” he whispers in a voice that lacks its usual cocky bravado.
 
   “Not,” I say, and begin to cry in earnest. 
 
   I'm not much for tears but hormone overload will do that to a chick, apparently. And I'm not immune to what every other woman feels at a time like this.
 
   Pregnant. 
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   Talyn
 
    
 
   The Mutables have me trussed up like a turkey.
 
   I really wish I hadn't taken off when the zoo was kicking each other's ass in my house. 
 
   I close my eyes, so exhausted and hungry I've gone beyond hunger pains into sort of a numb emptiness.
 
   These jerks are fond of zip ties. I can see why. They're tight and hurt if one tries to wrest themselves out of the compromising position of hostage.
 
   Just as my eyes flutter shut again, something is jammed between my lips.
 
   Straw.
 
   I suck greedily, and cool water slides down my parched throat. Hostage or not, I can't think for my thirst. My hunger begins to abate as the more important hydration issue is tackled.  
 
   I sigh.
 
   “Thanks,” I say to whoever gave me the drink.
 
   I finally open my eyes and I'm relieved to see it's not Duncan. A tenseness I didn't even realize clung to me sloughs off a little.
 
   I study the face in front of me and a giggle escapes. I don't mean to. But somehow, his half-donkey face is hilarious. 
 
   “Really?” I ask, without any sense of self-preservation, “do you—you couldn't think of a different animal?”
 
   He scowls, and the long droopy ears hike with the expression.
 
   “Think of the comedic potential here,” I add, heaping on insult to injury. I'm giddy with exhaustion, spent adrenaline and insufficient nourishment.
 
   My give a fuck has officially given up.
 
   He slaps my face, the little bit of water that hadn't traveled down the pipe comes up, flying out of my mouth along with enough blood to sober me. 
 
   “You're here to be bred, Lycan female. That is all. You can be half-dead for all we care. We're just keeping you barely coherent and in minimal health so we can breed you, then we're on to the next female.”
 
   He smirks.
 
   On to the next female.
 
   His lecherous grin widens. “I'm clever, even if I look like an ass.”
 
   I spit out more blood, giving him a look filled with my hate. “Your play on words is not impressive. Anyone can be on a female if said female is bound. And ass works, even if you're not a donkey in the present.”
 
   His hands ball into fists.
 
   “Go ahead,” I goad. I'd rather miss their rape of me. Just knock me out and turn out the lights.
 
   I don't have any hope that Merck and Arden will find me. What if Duncan's a Masker like Arden?
 
   “Don't,” someone says in quiet command behind Donkey.
 
   Donkey visibly restrains himself from beating a bound woman. 
 
   I can see it pains him.
 
   Donkey Dick is a better name, I decide.
 
   “She needs a lesson, Drake.”
 
   The new man—Drake—says, “Maybe, but not by you.”
 
   Donkey whirls, his ears flapping, and I bite the inside of my cheek not to snort hysterical laughter again. 
 
   What's wrong with me? I know—death wish!
 
   “She's got a mouth!”
 
   The hidden Drake comments, “I can think of better things to do with her mouth than shut it with our fists.”
 
   Uh-oh. My urge to laugh drains away.
 
   Donkey turns, his lips twisting in ugliness as he surveys me on the floor. “Good idea.” 
 
   He jerks me to my feet and slams me against the wall. My head bounces, and I find I can't stand. 
 
   I've been in one position too long. My teeth float with the need to pee again.
 
   “Bitch,” he seethes.
 
   “Hee-haw,” I croak.
 
   “Alex,” the guy named Drake says in warning. 
 
   “What?” he asks between his teeth, hands at my throat.
 
   My eyes roll, trying in vain to find Drake, soft gray edging in at my consciousness. 
 
   He squeezes my neck.
 
   “Leave the female for now. Duncan said we each get a piece later tonight.”
 
   Not a good development. 
 
   Donkey, who I now know is Alex, punches the wall next to my face. I yelp as my head bounces off the surface. His grip releases suddenly and he grins.
 
   I track him as he stalks off, allowing myself to slide down the wall with a shoulder. My wrists burn, and I wince as I roll my tongue along a swollen and cut lip, courtesy of the last slap from Donkey.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   I look up, and a huge man stands before me. 
 
   Drake, I intuit.
 
   “Yeah,” I croak in answer. 
 
   I understand no one is my friend in this little palace I find myself in, and I'm not allowing myself to soften toward this guy because he delayed a beating.
 
   “I'm Drake.”
 
   “Okay,” I answer, eyeing him warily. 
 
   I guess it doesn't make sense that he'd beat me too—having just saved me from Donkey. So at least I'm spared that. For now.
 
   He reaches out to me and I flinch, trying to raise my bound hands defensively, though I can't get too far. Drake cups my chin, forcing my eyes to his.
 
   “I won't hit you,” he says through gritted teeth, and I notice he's not a horse's ass.
 
   Sharp teeth line a wide mouth, and lips a shade too full to be within human norms. His eyes are slanted, the pupils are oblong, instead of dots.
 
   Snake.
 
   “Oh my god—cobra man!” I try to scoot away as new panic surges through me. I attempt to wrestle away from him, but his hold on my chin tightens instantly. Painfully.
 
   He could crush my jaw. 
 
   I still.
 
   His fingers lessen their bruising pressure.
 
   “I'm not a snake.”
 
   I scrutinize him more closely. His skin isn't flesh-toned, but iridescent. The outline of scales shine in the dim light of the room. Drake turns his head to the side.
 
   His ears lie flat against his head, shaped like an elaborate fan that sweeps up from the back of his head and ends in three points, a swagging split is evident between each point as they ascend in a graduated arc. 
 
   Drake's lips part and steam rises from his mouth. 
 
   My lips part. “Oh dear God—you're what?”
 
   “You know what I am.” His muscular arms cross, and the barely outlined scales on every surface of his exposed skin morph, flashing prismatic color and deepening.
 
   His eyes sweep upward, the colors of the irises swimming and changing.
 
   I'm dizzy. 
 
   “I'm no donkey.”
 
   I nod slowly, in awe of what I suspect he is. In more awe as to the level of finesse he'd need to become a tiny bit more of his animal to reveal his identity to me. 
 
   “I thought you guys were Mutable? Any animal?”
 
   Drake nods. “Of course. But our base animal, the one that is our animal in rest, that is the shape we hold form without effort. The other forms we must shift into. And there's the matter of being Alpha.”
 
   My breathing is shallow. Hyperventilating might be an option in my near future. 
 
   “Our base form determines the hierarchy of who is Alpha of the colony.”
 
   “That's why Donkey backed down?” I ask.
 
   Drake nods, a smile ghosting his lips. His golden brown hair is a short mat of spikiness tight to his skull.
 
   He smiles. “Dragon trumps Donkey every time, Talyn.”
 
   I duck my head between my knees. It's not easy with my ankles bound but it's that or pass out. 
 
   I guess I want to stay awake for my gang rape after all.
 
   Even if Dragon-man extended a temporary olive branch, it's only a matter of time.
 
   And time isn't on my side. 
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   Merck
 
    
 
   Arden and I lie on our bellies a mile outside of the target area. Our gazes lock on a run-down neighborhood in the slums of the sleepy suburb of Sioux Falls. 
 
   Tract houses run together without a break in style. There are no obvious dissenters in the uniformity of cookie cutter living. Every house sits mournfully similar. Unkempt lawns, and crookedly bent cyclone fences surround forgotten yards. 
 
   Looks about right.
 
   “Typical Mutable breeding lair.”
 
   I grunt at Arden's assessment. “Nice shifter community you have.”
 
   Arden shoots me a look of sharp scorn. “We're not a community. We're a colony of the only shifters who have more than one animal. Maybe you Changers are so much better because you have your pick of Lycan females and the occasional hybrid female to change. Us Mutables? We have whatever female we can impregnate.”
 
   “Talyn is not going to be bred by Mutables,” I say in a voice bloated with menace and filled with promise.
 
   Arden rolls to his side, elbow bent, palm supporting his head. “Listen Changer—this is Talyn. My best friend in my human existence. But never confuse things. I am Mutable. The breeding fever chokes me—like it's choking them.” His eyes shift to the distant houses. “If I'd been part of a colony, I'd be down there deliberating my hierarchy within the breeding order.”
 
   I jump to my feet. “What?”
 
   He stands too. “Haven't you been listening? The Mutable colony has a scout. He goes out, taps into any female heat signal he can find, and brings the rest of us. The best breeding males are sent. They breed the female. If the pregnancy takes, they leave. If it doesn't, they come back when she cycles again.”
 
   “So there's no one who takes care of her? The female's just bred and left with young to care for—no mate, pack or anything?”
 
   Arden shakes his head. “I didn't make the rules, Merck. This is what the one Mutable I ran into explained. He couldn't believe I'd bonded with a female. He behaved as though it was sacrilegious or something.”
 
   I give him a tight look. “It shows that females can be more than breeding vessels for Mutables. How many females have been broken, and bore young they're unable to care for? How many are raised in broken homes or in the criminal foster system?”
 
   Arden shrugs. “I'm not being blasé here. I know it's a faulty system. I didn't create it, and for the record, I adore Talyn. Clearly I wouldn't have hung around until her heat cycle if I'd just wanted to be part of the colony and its ways.”
 
   He turns his head in the direction of the house where Talyn's scent vaguely clings. 
 
   I know we can't just charge in, but my palms dampen with the need to react immediately. 
 
   “And I know my position would be high.”
 
   What? My face swivels to his. “High?”
 
   “Alpha. My base animal is snow leopard. Rarity and power count within a Mutable colony. Some males get stuck with a really weak base animal.” A low chuckle escapes his lips.
 
   Arden sees my expression and laughs again. “Sure, and an elephant can stomp on a hyena, but the hyena is faster—has survival instincts at the top of the food chain.”
 
   I grunt. “So it's good that you're a cat?”
 
   Arden heaves an exasperated exhale. “Large feline and rare.”
 
   I frown. “What's more Alpha than you?” Being Lycan seems much simpler.
 
   Arden's face closes down. “Anything prehistoric would be a problem.”
 
   I jerk my chin in the direction of the derelict neighborhood, mouth agape. “You think that's down there?” 
 
   I feel like being a Lycan warrior is plenty enough to bring to the party. Not that a little grizzly back-up hadn't kicked ass, I reflect.
 
   “No,” Arden replies. “Prehistoric is so rare...”
 
   “But things have been fucked up from the beginning of this change,” I say almost to myself.
 
   “There's that. It seems like every time I progress, something comes up to separate Talyn and I.”
 
   “Like me?” I say in a low voice.
 
   The tension thickens between us like molasses.
 
   We square off. 
 
   “I don't have time to fight you now. And as you found out—we're better together than apart. And yeah, in answer to your question, your timing sucked. I could have had Talyn already transitioned if you hadn't come along.”
 
   I circle him, talons sliding out of my fingertips. I welcome the pain of my half-form. The transition to—wolfen—keeps thoughts at bay. I need to not intellectualize shit right now. I need to be reactive, get to Talyn—and somehow—get rid of Arden in the process.
 
   His grim face notes my hands. “The enemy's down there, Merck.” He jerks his head in the direction of the forlorn houses below. 
 
   “You know who I trust, Masker?”
 
   His lips thin.
 
   “Me.”
 
   “Then trust your instincts. Do your instincts tell you we want to save Talyn?”
 
   He's right, of course. Arden's no fool. He understands if he keeps mentioning Talyn, he'll get a stay of execution until she's out of harm's way.
 
   “Yes,” I finally spit out my answer.
 
   “Then let's go.”
 
   I flick a glance at the horizon. Twilight has bruised the sky plum, clouds skittering across the bluish-purple blanket of encroaching night like escaped smoke.
 
   I don't reply, glancing over my shoulder at the enemy who's my friend.
 
   For now.
 
   Arden's eyes reflect back at my challenging stare like coins of icy blue silver in the rushing darkness, his cat form swarming his features like rain sheeting glass. 
 
   “I've masked us.”
 
   I growl. 
 
   He better have, or they'll smell us already. 
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   Narah
 
    
 
   Murph pulls away, his eyes searching mine.
 
   “Narah, don't tell me the fellas don't know.”
 
   I inhale deeply—let it out slow. “They don't know.”
 
   He hisses, his breath whistling between clamped teeth, a sliver of fangs showing. “Awful news, Narah.”
 
   I press my lips tightly.
 
   His inky brows come together, once a golden-brown—his appearance having changed so much since I turned him.
 
   More guilt strikes me like a well-honed weapon.
 
   I did this. 
 
   Murphy gives my shoulders a soft shake. “No. Don't—I can feel your guilt. This isn't about me.”
 
   “You were mad at me.”
 
   Murphy silvered eyes swing heavenward. “Not mad. Rage-inspired.”
 
   My lips quirk. “Same thing.”
 
   He shakes his head, a strand of hair breaking loose from his hairband at his nape. “No. Being a vampire, as lovely as I am—” his lips curl, and  my eyes narrow, “takes some getting acquainted with.”
 
   His gaze meets mine with impunity. A human wouldn't want that silver stare trained on them. It could mean thrall. 
 
   Which could mean everything a human being doesn't want. 
 
   “I wasn't saying you having a babe was the bad news, love. I said that I'm fond of keeping my limbs when Aeslin and Matthews find out you told me before them. They're your mates,” he thumbs his broad chest, made even more so with him being a vamp, “not me.”
 
   “Can't we just grow arms and legs back if they're plucked off?” I keep a straight face.
 
   Murph glares. “I'm not keen on finding out. I'm a vampire, not a starfish.”
 
   I burst out laughing. “You don't care if I catch the bad guys?” I ask, changing the subject.
 
   Murphy's hands leave my arms. “I love you catching the wankers. I love catching them. However, I don't fancy you getting your pregnant bum beaten.”
 
   I fold my arms across my narrow chest. “Thanks. You sound like a typical dude. Chicks can't give back what they get. Is that it?”
 
   He gives me a narrow look. “You know that I understand—intimately—how lethal you are. You're a proficient level 10 for fuck's sake, Narah. They don't hand those assessments out like candy.”
 
   “So what's the issue?”
 
   “Selfishly? You die—I die. True death. Secondly, I enjoy our clever repartee far too much to have all that excitement end prematurely because your stubbornness wins out over logic.” He cocks an eyebrow. “A trend amongst your gender,” he holds up a palm before I can protest, “overall.”
 
   My mouth clamps shut. 
 
   I blow out an exhale. “Fine. I will tell the studs, but I want to nail this case first.”
 
   Murphy eyes swing to the ceiling again. “Lord have mercy! You heard me, but you don't listen.”
 
   “I know,” I reply softly. “But I have to help Talyn.”
 
   “Why?” Murphy seethes. “She's a Lycan's change. She's that Merck fellow's responsibility.”
 
   I nod hastily. “True. But she didn't believe me.”
 
   “Believe you?” His eyes slit, shoulders lifting in a small shrug. 
 
   “Believe that I could protect her—save her.”
 
   Murphy sighs, his gaze pointedly moving around the destruction of Talyn Phisher's home. “And we can't. She's in too deep—Lanarre royalty? Even Merck admitted she was the strangest change he'd ever had. And the complication of the Masker...”
 
   “Mutable.”
 
   His eyes darkened. “That too.”
 
   I grab a handful of my pale braids and toss them behind my back. 
 
   “If Casper finds out you've gone off the rails you won't have to worry about not having told the gents your news.”
 
   My gaze latches onto his. 
 
   “He'll terminate your employment without a thought. You can't go solo on this, Narah. This case no longer falls under client needs anymore. Once you and I—as your partner—though I feel like a tolerated sidekick—discovered that Talyn was a Lycan hybrid, our duty was done. Lycan politics don't impact Final Enforcement's ever-changing model. We distribute justice to the criminals our lovely police force doesn't want to dirty their hands with. We help humans who have problems of the supernatural variety.”
 
   I blink. That's the longest speech I've ever heard Murph make. “Until the circle closes,” I reply.
 
   Murph nods. “Yes. Until our obligation comes to its natural end. Which it has. We've already used Enforcement resources for clean-up. Now you're saying we need to find Talyn. It's clear that others were here.” He gives an abbreviated laugh, stabbing his eyes at the mess all around us. “They fought. And now Talyn is gone. And it is abundantly clear that Merck—and Arden—for that matter, will not stop chasing Talyn until she's transitioned. Let. It. Go.”
 
   My hands go to my hips, and I dip my chin.
 
   I struggle internally with not following through. My nature intrinsically sees a task or promise through to the end. Possibly because no one saw anything through for me. All promises broken.
 
   Until I was turned and mated by vampires. 
 
   I wish I could let it go. Let Talyn's life come to whatever conclusion fate has in store for her.
 
   “You can't let go,” Murphy says softly.
 
   I lift my head, giving Murph level eyes. “No.”
 
   “Fuck it,” he says, taking my hand, he hauls me out of Talyn's busted up digs. 
 
   “Where are you taking me?” I yank my hand out of his.
 
   We turn to face each other.
 
   “If you're committing possible suicide, I might as well have some skin in it.”
 
   I jerk my chin back. “Huh? You've lost me.”
 
   “I might be a lot of things, but saving my own skin is top on the list. I might actually live to see the next night if I help you get this out of your system.”
 
   “And if I say no?”
 
   Murphy steps into my space, looming over my small frame. “You tell me to piss off, and I'll run straight to the boys and let them in on your secret.”
 
   “Bastard.”
 
   “Yes.” He jerks his head in an enthusiastic nod. “But someone has to look out for you since you won't.”
 
   “And look out for you,” I say, sarcasm like thick honey on my tongue.
 
   The corners of his lips turn up. 
 
   I shove him good-naturedly in the chest and he stumbles back. “Hey!”
 
   “Let's go, ya brute.”
 
   I wink.
 
   He glowers.
 
   


 
  

10
 
   Talyn
 
    
 
   “So—what? Duncan was always a derelict criminal, bent on kidnapping me?”
 
   Drake's head kicks back, eyes fixed on the ceiling. “Pretty much.”
 
   I sigh, tipping my head back against the wall. “The whole ʻasking me out on a dateʼ after workout at the gym?”
 
   “Ruse,” he replies in a bored tone.
 
   “God.”
 
   “Not a believer, I'm afraid.”
 
   I narrow my gaze at him. Like Merck, this guy is super-tall, built like a pro-wrestler and maybe he'd even be attractive.
 
   Except for the scales.
 
   And probably a forked tongue. Wait a minute—does he breathe fire? 
 
   I shiver.
 
   Drake sees my reaction and smiles, his eyes crinkling at the corners.
 
   I'm so thrilled by his amusement. I shake off my curiosity for the moment. “You know, I think you shifters have to change into an animal that actually exists. It has to be a rule somewhere.”
 
   A smile hovers at his lips. “And you're the authority on shapeshifters.”
 
   “No,” I say defensively, “but in our world's ecosystem, I've never heard a breath of dragons as a real species. It's just bad science fiction.”
 
   Drake's eyebrow cocks. “Really?” 
 
   He paces away, and I admire his wonderful body. In the middle of being a hostage, a crushing warmth steals my breath, piping through my system like lava. 
 
   I groan.
 
   Drake whirls, staring intently at me, his concern is evident. “You're close.” His nostrils flare and a disconcerting twitch of his strange yet delicately constructed ears flicks. A rainbow waterfall like a shadow of colors ripples over his flesh head to toe. 
 
   I wheeze. 
 
   “Get these restraints off me!” I say loudly, denying my sexual needs.
 
   Drake's hands fist, his eyes furtively moving about the room.
 
   “Please,” I beg. My crotch is on fire, I'm exhausted and dirty and so low from lack of hope I can taste it.
 
   He seems to come to a decision and extracts a knife from his back pocket. The blade flicks out with a smooth movement of his hand. 
 
   My eyes widen at the reflection of the metal. 
 
   With large eyes and a speeding heart, I watch him come.
 
   I went too far, I demanded, and now the Dragon shifter guy—Mutable, whatever—has decided I'm more trouble than I'm worth.
 
   “Don't hurt me.”
 
   He comes to stand in front of me then sinks to his haunches. 
 
   A single tear swells, tipping over the rim of my eye. 
 
   “Don't.” My voice is hoarse, my terror rides my skin, raising goose flesh everywhere clothes don't touch.
 
   Instead of answering, Drake leans forward, his arms going behind my body. I instinctively tense just as he gives off an odor unlike anything I've ever smelled.
 
   I relax instantly. It's air and sea and earth, wind along my nose. His scent is all these things and more.
 
   The pressure of the ties snaps off my wrists and my aching arms fall forward. His hands move down first one shin.
 
   “Ah,” I gurgle embarrassingly in response to his touch.
 
   Cut.
 
   Then the next.
 
   When my legs are free he grasps my hands and lifts me to my feet. I come to his shoulder.
 
   Fear sweeps in again.
 
   More of Drake's sweet scent pumps into the air around us, assailing my nostrils, and I find myself falling forward. Into his arms.
 
   At his mercy.
 
   My intellect batters at the new scent drunk closing in. I'm drowning—and I like it.
 
   I don't notice the commotion at first. When my feet leave the ground, my arms automatically tuck against a broad, muscular chest. 
 
   My face rolls to the flat muscles of his chest and I inhale deeply.
 
   His scent is a drug, and I'm an addict.
 
   A sudden crack breaks through my lethargy. My head jerks up and I peer out of the arms that hold me.
 
   Merck and Arden burst into the room. 
 
   Oh, I think through the fog.
 
   And they're not alone. 
 
   Enforcer Adrienne and her companion—a vampire by the looks of him—have arrived.
 
   The cavalry is here to rescue me.
 
   I look up at Drake and that small smile rides his full lips.
 
   His eyes are no longer human. 
 
   “Leave and live another day.” Drake says. 
 
   The answer to the forked tongue question has been answered.
 
   I randomly wonder how enunciating S's must be. I giggle and Merck and Arden look at me.
 
   “This is bad,” I hear Arden say like he's a million miles away.
 
   “Which part?” Adrienne asks as a chair sails over her head, crashing into the cheap wall and buckling it. 
 
   “The part where a dragon has claimed Talyn.”
 
   Someone groans. I realize it's me.
 
   Claimed?
 
   “Oh shit.” I recognize the enforcer's voice but my eyelids are already closing. Drake's scent is so intoxicating, I feel the buzz of his nearness take over. 
 
   “Bloody hell!” another voice yells.
 
   But I'm already fading. As another fight ensues, I vaguely wonder what escape really means for me.
 
   The noise dims, and even that question becomes unimportant as I doze off. 
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
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1
 
   Narah
 
    
 
   “For fuck's sake!”
 
   I so didn't need a dragon Mutable mess. Didn't order that.
 
   A chair cruises over my head, the leg catching the mess of my braids and jerking hard.
 
   I know my hair's a liability—I've stubbornly kept it in a bid for femininity. As I land in an ungraceful pile on the floor, I regret the long hair, and not telling the boys I'm knocked up.
 
   With a... I don't know? Fang baby? 
 
   As the enemy pours through the door to see what all the ruckus is about, I fight crying. I'm so in my damned head, my thoughts are cannibalizing my brains. 
 
   “Love,” Murphy calls out with soft urgency, “move your bony arse!”
 
   I whip a palm into the air and his slaps mine, hoisting me up.
 
   Jamie Duncan walks in, looking decidedly toothy. 
 
   Great. This is the stalker dude—he's not a human? My glare falls on a drunken and claimed Talyn Phisher in the arms of a hot dragon Mutable. 
 
   Not hot as in sexy, but hot-underneath-the scales. 
 
   Can't I just catch the criminals anymore? Now I'm refereeing mating too? 
 
   Ask me if I care. “Grab the client,” I say to Murph.
 
   “Oh no, love, I don't do dragons.”
 
   I turn to Murphy, hands on hips. “I'm not asking you to do him, Murph. Just get Talyn.”
 
   “What?!” he yells. “Have you noticed anything a more sensible person would? Like scales? And fire-breathing? I will be a barbequed vampire if I get near his claim.”
 
   My eyebrows shoot down. I stalk over to the dragon, muttering about how I have to do everything myself. I look up, way up—as steam lazily pools and dissipates out his ears and nose. 
 
   Wow. Up close he's a thing. 
 
   I suck in a balls-to-the-wall inhale. 
 
   Whatever.
 
   Jamie Duncan is sleazing along the wall, and my blade is suddenly in my hand without me thinking about pulling it. Obsidian—volcanic glass hardened metal of champions—gotta love technology. “Back off mutt,” I say without looking at him. My peripheral vision will have to keep tabs on the Lycan because I've got fire-breather holding my client.
 
   “Stay out of Mutable business, enforcer,” Duncan replies from my left, conveniently allowing me to place his position.
 
   I give a hard eye roll. “Fuck off,” I say, and my blade's already flying. A satisfying meaty thunk and yelp have me curling my lips. 
 
   My focus returns to the Mutable. “Drop the chick, dragon.”
 
   His eyes are like a snake's. Golden green, bisected by oblong-shaped inky pupils. 
 
   They're dilated, eating away at the smoldering peridot color.
 
   Those riveting eyes fix on me. “No. This transitioning female is mine now.” He glances at where I stabbed Duncan, his eyes moving back to me. “However, I do appreciate you taking one more Mutable out of the equation for my goals.”
 
   This guy. “Fine. Whatever fuels your fire, dragon-boy.”
 
   “Narah,” Murphy says from behind me.
 
   “What?” I turn slightly, grumpy from all the interference but still keeping a wary eye on Dragon.
 
   The males who are connected to Talyn stand there—Merck and Arden.
 
   God. Can't catch a break. Okay. “You two,” I wave my finger between the two, “flank dragon, get him all hot and bothered and we'll snag Talyn.”
 
   Murphy says, “You do understand you're telling the Mutable what your intentions are?”
 
   “Yup.” I nod. “Like he's wondering about my intentions?” I snort. As an enforcer, my intentions are always known.
 
   Big exhale from Murph. Exasperation. Hear it a lot.
 
   “I am Alpha to all,” the Dragon says. 
 
   My eyebrows rise, and I fight yawning; I'm all draggy. And hormonally pissed off. But Dragon doesn't know that. 
 
   Who the hell wants to deal with an Enforcer with all-day-morning-sickness, and who is also conveniently, a vampire.
 
   Quick answer: nobody. 
 
   I feel the Mutables at my back. I guess it's not too great a sign that none of them will come near the dragon even with the prize of Talyn in the mix.
 
   “Here's the thing,” I begin, “you just lay the client down right there, and I'll let you live, big boy.”
 
   The hard edges of his lips twist. “You're charming, but I must refuse.”
 
   Figures. 
 
   I don't wait for Arden or Merck to make their play. They've got my back or not. 
 
   I charge, low and hard.
 
   Dragon's eyes widen at my speed. 
 
   Surprise, ember-dick.
 
   Being tiny has its uses. Like now. I plow into his knees, wrapping his lower body and rolling as I do.
 
   Heat warms my back.
 
   Shit.
 
   I tuck hard and begin to heave his large body with my momentum. A vague hiss ensues and I know Murphy is preparing to strike.
 
   Dragon falls with Talyn.
 
   Their body weight pins me.
 
   Oh shit. Not feelinʼ it.
 
   Dragon's eyes meet mine. A forked tongue slides out.
 
   I pride myself on having nerves of steel. But when that hot tongue tastes my face, a scream wedges itself in my throat.
 
   “Narah!” Murphy bellows from above Dragon's shoulder.
 
   Fangs sink into Dragon's neck as half-changed Lycans each take a piece with their teeth.
 
   A roaring fills my ears and heat encapsulates me.
 
   Stealing the scream I never get out. 
 
   


 
  

2
 
   Talyn
 
    
 
   I remember when saunas were in vogue.
 
   It was the cool thing to do. Work out, use the sauna, cleanse your pores. 
 
   It's overrated.
 
   My eyes pop open to the smell of singed flesh and air that tastes like metal.
 
   Drake stands above me, his mouth opening and fire pouring out.
 
   Oh. My. God.
 
   Maybe I can just crawl away. Seems to be a theme. 
 
   I subtly begin to back away from between his legs then my eyes peg his dick.
 
   It's very... sizable.
 
   My core pulses, enjoying the view.
 
   That again. 
 
   I close my eyes in defeat. First violence, now this irritating lust issue. It doesn't matter, I tell myself, if I can just get away.
 
   I scoot back as Drake blankets the room with fire.
 
   Fur shrinks on bodies, melting against skin without a protective barrier. I gulp, breathing through my mouth. The smell of burning flesh, and the blood flowing underneath is gorge-worthy.
 
   Enforcer Adrienne is hanging onto Drake's legs. She can't get purchase because they're covered with scales. 
 
   Time to go.
 
   Drake seems to ignore her. Every subtle shift of his weight, and the hardened shapes shimmer like multifaceted jewels. 
 
   I'm mesmerized.
 
   Sweat breaks out on my forehead.
 
   The shrieking and chaos of the room is total. There doesn't seem to be  a piece of silence in all the world.
 
   A vampire hangs off Drake's shoulder like a tick with fangs. When my gaze catches sight of Arden I'm on my feet before I realize I'm moving.
 
   “No!” I yell.
 
   His spots are running together like melted candle wax, his animal is wheezing, fur standing like strangled patches of singed ivory islands in the raw charred skin that lies beneath.
 
   I run to him.
 
   The fire recedes, vaporing heat shimmers between us.
 
   “Talyn, stop!”
 
   Merck.
 
   I slide in next to Arden, heedless of the torch of Drake's mouth all around us. 
 
   My fingertips hover over his wounded skin, unsure where to touch first. An unburned paw lands on my thigh, twice the size of my hand, and I close my fingers around claws meant to kill. 
 
   “Arden?” I say brokenly, huge teardrops landing on his charred fur.
 
   He doesn't seem to mind. 
 
   “Talyn,” he chokes from the back of his throat, “get out of here.”
 
   I shake my head, making myself dizzy. “Drake can torch us both, I'm not leaving.”
 
   “Yes you are,” Merck jerks me from the floor. My frantic eyes move to Arden's, and he manages to shake his head, his dying eyes encouraging me to leave.
 
   Drake's gaze finds us, and he smiles, striding toward us.
 
   Adrienne rears back, a black glittering opaque blade arcing downward.
 
   She embeds the blade, hilt-deep in his thigh. “That'll stop a truck!” then, “or a dragon.”
 
   He kicks out viciously and Adrienne flies, hitting the nearest wall, and sliding down into a heap. Drake roars, fire leaking from his lips. But he doesn't hurt Narah, though his thigh has to be absolutely killing him. 
 
   He limps to her, jerking the blade from his flesh. “I don't hurt pregnant females. But you test my limits.”
 
   Pregnant? I twist to look at her.
 
   Enforcer Adrienne gives me a sullen look. “What?”
 
   “I—I can't believe this!” I say, Merck's hand on my upper arm.
 
   “Let me go! I need to stay with Arden.”
 
   Merck shakes his head. “He's too far gone. No shifter can heal damage that extensive—especially by fire.”
 
   My head feels half-attached at the news. “What?” I ask, shaky.
 
   “He's dying,” Drake says dismissively, whirling in our direction, and beginning to hobble determinedly toward us again.
 
   “Dying?” My voice sounds far away, breathy—bereft. I shake my head, as though by denying Arden's impending death, it won't happen.
 
   “Dick,” Adrienne spits from the wall where Drake flung her.
 
   Drake smirks. “It is the way of the Mutable, female. The leopard knows this.”
 
   The vampire swings from Drake's shoulder, hanging on as iridescent blood flows down his muscular chest.
 
   Arden doesn't even manage a gurgle as Drake steps over his body,  reflective eyes dimming as our gazes collide, locking in silent mourning and goodbye.
 
   I shift my eyes to Drake's, boring into him. “If you think that you're going to win me over by killing my best friend, you're sadly mistaken.” My lip trembles, but my chin kicks up.
 
   Drake stops, his unblinking gaze fixed on me.
 
   I cough at the smells in the air, not bothering to wrench my arm from Merck's hold, covering my mouth. 
 
   “I don't need to win you over. I just need to breed you. Transition you to your true Lanarre wolf.”
 
   I'm so tired of that line.
 
   His forked tongue slides out of his mouth as though licking his lips is the only thing that matters in that moment.
 
   I don't hang around for a round two. 
 
   Somewhere in the room, Duncan groans, still bleeding out from the wound Enforcer Adrienne gave him.
 
   Her eyes widen on mine as I jerk my arm from Merck's, sprinting to where Arden lays.
 
   A low growl of warning sounds from Arden. He's still trying to save me, even though he's dying. I duck low, tucking my hands underneath his matted bloody fur.
 
   “No,” I sob.
 
   Crystalline eyes meet mine, the last vibrant thing left of Arden. “I love you, Talyn.”
 
   I know. I know he does—and I ran from what he offered. Transitioning with him and Merck doesn't sound so bad anymore.
 
   A hand falls on my shoulder, ripping me away and Arden's eyes flutter shut, a final breath shuddering out of his failing body.
 
   I lift my hands in front of my face, my fingers come away bloody.
 
   I'm numb. Numb to who has me. To what I'll become.
 
   To my life. 
 
   I close my eyes and let the arms that hold me take me where they will.
 
   I might as well be dead, like Arden.
 
   


 
  

3
 
   Merck
 
    
 
   I should've known the change would be this screwed from the beginning. Now I've got a Mutable dragon in the equation, and there's nothing I can do but pray that I can avoid him long enough to get Talyn transitioned.
 
   Enforcer Adrienne heals from the toss by the Mutable, and stands, removing her sanctioned weapon, she levels it at the dragon's back. 
 
   “Stand down, Dragon.” Her eyes take in the vampire Enforcer hanging off the dragon's shoulder. “Murphy—let go of him for fuck's sake. I can't take a shot when you're dangling off the perp.”
 
   “I can't,” comes the vamp's muffled reply. His mouth is full of dragon so it's hard to tell.
 
   I grab Talyn, and she's vacantly presence in my arms. Her eyes stare, but no one's home. 
 
   Fuck. Shock. 
 
   I glance at Arden. He's dead. His human form lies on the floor, naked, pock-marked and razed with severe burns.
 
   I begin my retreat, a look shot at the enforcer which conveys a message I hope she interprets. 
 
   Enforcer Adrienne dips her chin, and for the first time in my life, I'm thankful for some form of the law. Or back up. As a Changer it's usually just me.
 
   Arden will never back up anyone again. And no matter how much I loathed his bid for Talyn, he hadn't been a half-bad male. Just been in the wrong place at the exact wrong time kind of thing. 
 
   Like now. 
 
   “Give me the female,” the dragon warns me.
 
   I hike Talyn up in my arms, leveling a look at the first shifter dragon I've ever laid eyes on. “Torch me, Mutable.”
 
   The dragon smirks, vampire still clinging like a tick with fangs. Dragon reaches behind him to grab the vamp just as the vamp's palms cover his snake-like eyes.
 
   See no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil, I think randomly.
 
   I whirl, sprinting for the door as a shot's fired. I don't bother to look back, slow down or hesitate. Instead, I clear the front steps of the shitty house, racing down the walk. 
 
   I hit the piped top of the chain link fence with one hand, and throw myself over the four foot divide, landing with Talyn held in one arm.
 
   She doesn't stir. 
 
   I feel the heat from here. Like a wave from an open furnace, it hits my back like a hot slap.
 
   I keep running. 
 
   Run to escape the Dragon, and protect Talyn from a fate of gang-breeding by rabid Mutables. It's not an end for any female.
 
   When I reach the end of the block I turn, facing the carnage behind us. Flames shoot like exploded torpedoes, causing a false orange glow to saturate the night sky. 
 
   I don't see the vamp, enforcer—or most importantly, the dragon evacuate the burning house. 
 
   I have a pang for the enforcer. A female—and pregnant, though I'm not sure how the dragon knows—left behind to a fiery death.
 
   I gaze down at Talyn.
 
   She is my change—the only female I am responsible for right now. 
 
   I will get her to safety—everything else is secondary.
 
   I keep running until I'm where I need to be. Wishing the entire time I could mask as Arden can.
 
   Could. 
 
   


 
  

4
 
   Talyn
 
    
 
   My eyes open slowly. Swollen and puffy from the tears. 
 
   The smoke, blood and ash of my life flows like a river of singed grief, wrapping my soul, tugging at it like an anchor. Sinking me into a despair I'll never wake from.
 
   It's the only thing where I feel my schooling comes and saves me. My intellect chants the reality.
 
   Arden was my friend. He tried to save me—he also wanted me. He's not human—was not human. My eyes shut against the realization of his death. 
 
   I'm not human either. Not really. 
 
   The distant tick tock of a clock in the space measures my heartbeat. My despondent thoughts. 
 
   “You're awake,” a quiet voice says from close by.
 
   I jerk up and off the couch, tumbling to my knees, and Merck's hand is at my elbow. I look up, trembling. 
 
   I give a weary shake of my head. “I can't take much more of this, Merck. Arden's gone, and Drake's tailing me.”
 
   I giggle. Tailing me. Nice word selection, Talyn.
 
   “Hey,” Merck says, voice soothing. He lifts me up by the armpits, and gently sets me back on the couch. I suck in a sob, releasing an exhale so full of grief it scents the air between us. I know it does because Merck's nostrils flare.
 
   Or maybe my breath is bad. I dump my face in my hands and cry. 
 
   He silently sits beside me, sliding a strong arm around my shoulders. “I usually change a female within seventy-two hours. I understood your change would be different because you didn't fall within the norms. But I couldn't have guessed this fucked up outcome if I tried. It's, hell—like a pulsevision drama.”
 
   I laugh again. My life. Made for pulsevision. Pathetic. Like those early 21st century reality shows about people famous for being famous.
 
   I groan.
 
   Merck laughs. 
 
   I punch him in the thigh.
 
   “Ow,” he says in a mocking voice. “Don't abuse your protector.”
 
   I look up at him, his blue eyes like ice chipped off a glacier, but somehow warm when they gaze at me. “I don't know what to do with all this.” I helplessly flip my palms over on my lap. “Last week, I was a therapist.”
 
   “You still are a therapist for the humans, Talyn.”
 
   I snort. Right. I bet there'd be so many people wanting advice from wolf woman. They'd line up at the door.
 
   “I was a therapist,” I emphasize, and Merck is silent. His arm remains a comforting weight around my shoulders, “but now I am a mouse in a maze. All these men are vying for a chance to be with me. But it's not a flattering thing, Merck. It's not me they want to be with. You—you want to be with me because that's your sole job. You find human women of mixed Lycan blood, and you sex them into a change.”
 
   His lips thin, eyes tightening with my implied put-down. Or not so implied. 
 
   “Then Arden, my friend from high school, jumps on the ʻlet's hump Talyn and make her preggersʼ train.” I suck in a breath, shoring myself up. One oxygen hit isn't enough, but I manage to stop shy of hyperventilating. “Then there's the Mutables. What an awful group of nothing but misogynistic fuckers.” 
 
   My fists ball. 
 
   Merck covers my clenched hands with one of his own. 
 
   My sigh is a shudder as his touch ignites another wave of heat from my core, wetting my walls like a mini fire hose. 
 
   Merck, for once, doesn't flare his nostrils, make a comment about my ʻreadiness,ʼ or otherwise distract me from the words I need to say. “So there's no going back. I have to screw you, so I can avoid this rape fest, then everyone will leave me alone, right?”
 
   Merck blinks at the baldness of my words. “ʻEssentially, yesʼ.”
 
   I cross my arms, shrugging off his big arm, and turn to face him. “What do you mean, ʻessentiallyʼ?”
 
   Subtle color infuses Merck's face, his neck and lower jaw growing ruddy.
 
   “Uh-oh. What are you going to tell me that I'm going to hate?”
 
   He stares back at me silently. “You need to use the bathroom or get some water?”
 
   “Don't patronize me!” I yell. “I'm almost thirty-nine years old. I am not some naïve twenty-something. I have heard horrible things for too many years to be anything other than jaded and indifferent to whatever news you want to unload, so don't try to distract me.”
 
   Merck runs a hand through his golden brown hair, yanking it. His arm leaves me, his palms falling to his jean-clad thighs. “I change you then you're handed over to my Alpha for placement.”
 
   My lungs deflate like a pierced balloon. “Placement?” My eyes search his face, “I'm afraid to ask.”
 
   His features grow wary. 
 
   Definitely afraid to ask.
 
   “After I see you through your transition, you'll be assigned a mate that is compatible to you.”
 
   I fold my arms. “You mean, a stud that will have the highest degree of viability with children as the outcome?”
 
   Merck nods, his flush deepening.
 
   Unbelievable. I scoot away from him on the couch. “I can't have children. We've gone over that.”
 
   Merck flops back against the couch, eyes to the ceiling. 
 
   I look up too. Black rafters intersect twenty feet above our heads. My eyes travel the space. A large brick wall with a faded gray wash of paint says Foundry in a pale ivory. The cursive is old-fashioned, oversized in an almost cartoonish way. Tall windows sit at my right, framing people just two floors beneath having coffee. Shopping.
 
   Going about their normal day. While nothing is normal for me. 
 
   It won't ever be again. I successfully blink back tears.
 
   “Have you never explained this to other women? They just go like good little sheep to the den of inequity to get their husband handed to them?” 
 
   His eyes tighten, hardening to ice again. “I wouldn't say it like that.”
 
   “Oh—I know. You don't do a lot of talking, Merck. It's all about doing.”
 
   Anger flashes through his eyes. “That's not fair. I am a Changer. It is my role in this life, for the good of all Lycans.”
 
   “So there will be little Lycans,” I comment quietly.
 
   “Yes,” he replies in loud relief like, the dumb doctor is finally getting it.
 
   Well fuck him. I stand, and he does too. 
 
   “I've never been one to follow the path of least resistance, and I'm not inclined to now. Arden's—Arden's gone.” I bite my lip to stop the quaking. “And there's a pack of stupid Mutables...” Merck raises his eyebrow, and I ignore his obvious irritation, “...waiting to ʻbreed meʼ.” 
 
   I don't say anything about the possible Lycan hubby. Or Drake. 
 
   “But that doesn't mean that I've got to be part of an arranged match with some man I've never laid eyes on, give up my work. My freedom.”
 
   Merck smirks. “You'll have to give up something.”
 
   I want to punch him. “I know what you're thinking.”
 
   “The same thing your body has been trying to get you to do since you met me.”
 
   A tear slips out of my eye. I'm cornered and frustrated, and my sadness has turned into rage. 
 
   I glare. “Fine, I'll fuck you, Changer. But that's all it'll be. I'm not saying yes to this mating thing with a stranger.” I spit my words into his face.
 
   He stands before my seething rage and says nothing. When he holds out his hand, something inside me dies.
 
   My humanity. 
 
   


 
  

5
 
   Narah
 
    
 
   “Did you hurt her?” 
 
   Murphy.
 
   I'm dizzy and flat on my back. 
 
   Not a good place to be. I peek from behind the slits of my eyelids. The house I was inside isn't there anymore.
 
   The dragon is.
 
   I roll to my side, hopping to my feet, arms loose, hands fisted.
 
   Murph smirks. “Damn darling, I thought you were in trouble.”
 
   I scowl, fighting coughing. “What does your blood tell you?”
 
   Murphy cocks his head, mentally analyzing our tie. “You'll live.”
 
   “Right-o.” I turn my head to Dragon. “What's your story?”
 
   His gaze narrows on Murph. “Your associate was a hindrance in my acquisition of Talyn Phisher.”
 
   A huff breaks out of me before I can stop it. “Not my problem.”
 
   He walks to me and we stand chest to chest. Actually, it's my nose to his sternum. I could really pop that about now. With my new vamp strength, it'd be kindling. 
 
   I don't.
 
   Because the dragon has not really shown violence toward me. I show restraint. Generally not my first reaction.
 
   “Female. I will not harm you. Stop inciting me to do so.”
 
   We lock gazes for a handful of seconds. I sigh, retreating a step. Murphy comes behind me. Has my back. But we both know who is the more lethal of us.
 
   It will always be me. 
 
   But Murph knows my secret. And now, for reasons unknown, so does Dragon dude. Got a lot of hate for that. 
 
   I glance at the blown up house behind him. “What happened to the house?”
 
   “Propane tank, love. I think it's a brilliant outcome.”
 
   “Agreed.” My eyes narrow on the dragon.
 
   “Drake,” he says, holding his big hand out. I give him my non-dominant hand in return. He notices, a slight lift of lips touching his mouth, an echo of a true smile, but what probably passes for humor with the inscrutable dragon and his strange half-form. 
 
   “Narah Adrienne.” I jab my thumb behind me. “This is Murphy.”
 
   His nostrils widen, scenting us. “Your youngling?” he asks, but it's more like statement. 
 
   I lean toward him and he stands his ground. “Good sniffer you got.”
 
   His smile widens, a dimple appearing. “Nice blade.” He hands me my obsidian blade, hilt first and my eyes sting. 
 
   The business end faces his torso. It's a show of extreme trust. And the change in our status isn't missed. 
 
   I lift my eyes to his. “What do you want?”
 
   “You know what I want.”
 
   I sigh, sheathing my dirty blade and placing my hands on my hips. “Listen, I'm an enforcer. We've just began taking on supe cases. I'm out of my league here. But I do know that Dr. Phisher is not interested in changing.”
 
   Drake tips his head back. “It doesn't matter that she isn't interested.” Disdain rolls over his features. “Interest has nothing to do with changing. It's about living. If she doesn't breed with someone who can transition her—she dies. It's a simple concept, Narah.”
 
   “Yeah,” I answer softly. I jerk my chin up. “Let the Lycan. He's a Changer, she's Lanarre—royalty for the werewolves. He can get her fixed, and then she can figure it out.” 
 
   Drake shakes his head. “He won't ʻfigure it outʼ for her. He'll change Talyn then hand her over to the Alpha of his den. He will choose whatever male within the pack he deems worthy.”
 
   I wrinkle my nose, hope fleeing. “She's not gonna dig that noise.”
 
   A laugh bursts out of Drake, and Murph snickers behind me. 
 
   I elbow him.
 
   “Oof!”
 
   Drake glances at a sullen Murphy then his eyes come back to mine. “You're very plain-spoken, Enforcer Adrienne.” The glint of humor sparkles in his eyes.
 
   “You have no idea,” Murphy grumbles from behind me. 
 
   Jerks. 
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   Merck
 
    
 
   Talyn walks to the sink, fills a glass of water and downs it. All the time her eyes shoot daggers at me. 
 
   She drinks the last of it, popping the glass down hard on the pure white quartzite countertop. She brushes by me like a guy that wants to begin a fight and strides to the bathroom.
 
   I follow her, stopping when she opens and shuts the door in my face. I press my fingertips to the door. I listen to the sounds of running water, a toilet flushing. 
 
   The door swings open and my hand flies to the jamb. Glad I'm holding on to something.
 
   Talyn's naked.
 
   “Like what you see?” she asks with bite.
 
   I do. Very much, recovering nicely from my shock.
 
   But her manner doesn't work. It's not her. It's like someone's invaded Talyn, and an imposter is in her place, using the shell of her body.
 
   She shoves off my chest with her palms, and I move back of my own volition.
 
   “What are you waiting for?” Talyn calls over her shoulder.
 
   I follow, tracking the smooth sway of her wide hips, round ass and wasp waist. She's a female made for birthing pups. 
 
   I keep that tidbit to myself. The mere mention of which, would secure my castration. I smile at the thought.  
 
   Talyn moves to my bedroom, a straight shot from the bathroom.
 
   She tears off the covers. They float downward, puddling on the smooth poured concrete floor. She lies down on the bed, spreading her legs.
 
   I halt like I've been sucker-punched.
 
   I really like what I'm seeing now.
 
   “Go to it, Merck. Stick me with your Lycan weenie and make me a wolf.” She lifts her head up, eyes lasering on me. “Do it, you coward.”
 
   I blink.
 
   My dick's a limp noodle. I've never been less turned on in my life. 
 
   Talyn's spread open, pink, wet and ripe in front of me, and I can't bring a boner to life if it was my dying wish.
 
   “Cat got your tongue?” she asks in a purr.
 
   Hell yes it does. I open my mouth, can't speak. My eyes dip to her ripe pussy, her fleshy thighs are mouth-watering. 
 
   I want her.
 
   But not like this. I'm a Changer. If I tell myself that enough times, maybe I'll believe it, and do my fucking job. She's splayed out before me, ready and waiting. 
 
   Her wolf howls for me. Not in the space where anyone can hear, but in the space of my head.
 
   My heart. 
 
   And it's cramped. “Talyn,” I begin, clearing my throat, “I do want to change you.”
 
   “Then get to it.” Acid drips from every syllable.
 
   “I won't rape you.”
 
   She lets her head fall back and laughs. “Everyone wants to have sex with me, and then when I offer the all-you-can-eat-buffet, you're not hungry? You get cold feet? I mean—cock?”
 
   I shift my weight, my uncomfortable stiffy like a flagpole between my legs. I put my hands to my hips. “My wolf knows if you're truly willing. And while your wolf wants this—what I offer. You, the woman, doesn't.”
 
   Talyn spreads the folds of her pussy and I look, helpless not to. She slips a finger deep inside herself and I groan, my dick twitching. 
 
   “Still wondering if I'm ready?” She works her finger in and out, groaning. Talyn's needy—for a relief only a Changer can give her. My cock hardens further, my intellect departing. 
 
   Moon dammit.
 
   I have to think of Talyn, and how opposed she was to the Change. How her best friend Arden just died. How alarmed I should be that I don't want to turn her over to Charles. 
 
   My Alpha won't have soft feelings for her. She'll be a breedable Lycan female. Better yet—a Lanarre. They've been known to throw moonless changers. Keeping Talyn is not only an illegal act, but a deficit to Lycans as a species.
 
   She mines her depths. The very place I want my mouth, my cock.
 
   I lick my lips, wavering.
 
   How can I admit something to her I'm not willing to admit to myself? I take a step toward her, the delicious smells of her arousal hitting me like a physical slap. 
 
   My eyes stay riveted to her pumping finger. I blow apart when her hips lift, highlighting the entire show. 
 
   Growling, I cover the distance between the door and the edge of the bed in two strides.
 
   Her finger slides out of her glossy wetness and she lifts her hips high. I dive forward, my little head thinking for the big one.
 
   I don't wait, grabbing the globes of her ass, I stab my tongue inside her. 
 
   “Ah!” Talyn screams into the space. “So good.” She spears her fingers through my hair, pushing my face deeper between her legs and the heat I've been wanting. 
 
   I don't resist, planting my fingertips on either thick thigh, I push them wide and her tenseness melts. I lap at her entrance, and she shudders. 
 
   The fingers of my right hand release her thigh, walking their way to her clit. They land, tweaking and rolling the slick little nub of flesh between my thumb and index finger as I work her rhythmically.
 
   I don't go down on Changes. But Talyn isn't a change for me. 
 
   She's a mate.
 
   I can't ignore the beat within my own brain. I don't want to transition her.
 
   I want to claim her.  
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   Narah
 
    
 
   “So now what?” I look between the two of them, shoving my singed braids behind me.
 
   Drake surveys the smoking remains of the Mutablesʼ hangout. 
 
   Rape-station. My eyes narrow on the place, and I can't say I'm sorry for its destruction. 
 
   “We locate the client?” Murphy suggests automatically.
 
   “You know I'm trying to hold onto the hope you're smart, right?” I ask him.
 
   Drake whistles. “You're a bit of a shrew, Enforcer Adrienne.”
 
   I flip him off. “Yeah, I know. I grow on people.”
 
   “Like a wart,” Murph comments.
 
   I cross my arms. “Okay,” I hold up a palm, “I can be a bit of a bitch.”
 
   Murphy's mouth pops open, his black eyes disbelieving.
 
   I take a deep breath, let it out. “Or maybe more than a bit.”
 
   Sirens begin to wail.
 
   Smoke rises in a lazy spiral, coals like orange eyes stare unblinking back at my perusal. “Let's split,” I say, tapping Murphy's arm.
 
   “And me?” Drake asks, brows like arrows above his glittering eyes.
 
   My eyebrow sweeps up. “You don't seem like you do a lot of milling around.”
 
   His lips quirk. “You have mates.”
 
   “Yeah.” I sound sullen, even to myself. I tip my head to look at him, he's so tall. Like my guys. I sigh. “You've got a keen sniffer,” I say for the second time. He smells that I'm pregnant—he scents my mates, plural—on my person.
 
   Drake says nothing for a moment then, “And you carry their child.”
 
   I nod, flicking my eyes away. Bastard. Guilt rushes in. Crippling, horrible.
 
   The sirens grow louder. “Why are you unhappy about this news?” His eyes crinkle at the corners, a puzzled smile strapped to his face. 
 
   He's a pretty man, for a dragon.
 
   I tell the truth to a stranger, when I can't even admit it to myself. “Because I live for being an enforcer. But now I'm all fucking expecting and that.” My shoulders jerk high enough to hit my ear gauges then drop.
 
   He folds his arms, chuckling.
 
   Nothing funny about my news. 
 
   Why didn't I kill him when I had the chance? Oh yeah, I got knocked out in the blaze. My eyes narrow.  “Let's go. You can yuk it up after we're out of here. I don't want to explain this mess to the local law.”
 
   His eyebrows hike. “You avoid your own?”
 
   I jerk my head back, a sour pucker slapped on my face. “Ah—newsflash—they're not ʻmy ownʼ.”
 
   “Then what are they?”
 
   “I'm an enforcer. They pick up the low level criminals. We get the ones who go before the Magistrate.” Even saying the M word curdles my stomach.
 
   A hand lands on my shoulder.
 
   I lay my own over Murphy's, deeply grateful for his presence. 
 
   Drake watches us closely, his gaze noting the intimacy. But he's never been the sire to a youngling. Until he is, Drake can keep all that assload of judgy I see swarming his face to himself.
 
   Blue and red lights can be seen in bright rhythmic flashes in the distance. 
 
   “Narah,” Murph says softly, squeezing my shoulder once.
 
   I nod. “Let's go.”
 
   I toss a look at Drake. “You can come. Where we're going, it's safer than just standing here with a bunch of BBQ'd Mutables.” I shudder. “What a paperwork nightmare.”
 
   Murphy frowns. “What do you mean?”
 
   “It's an expression. I just meant, I don't want to dick with the  documentation. My thumb'll get sore.” I'd be pulsing for a day straight.
 
   I wink, sprinting toward Sioux Falls. I know Murph will follow, and I don't give much of a shit if Drake the dragon does.
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   Talyn
 
    
 
   My wolf doesn't give a good goddamn about shame. She's all about breaking free. 
 
   Becoming.
 
   She tears at me, forcing my hips into Merck's face. I fight. Lose. I just can't resist. 
 
   The little seed that makes me Talyn Phisher remains. Buried in the need of this thing I'm changing into.
 
   But that part of me germinates. Taking root.
 
   I'm not going to assimilate into some Lycan cult. Where they pass off women to whatever man they deem worthy. 
 
   I'm not becoming the star attraction for their orgy. 
 
   But right now it's all about Merck's wet attention to my throbbing sex. He kisses my labia, taking his time on each fleshy ribbon of sensitive skin that lines my entrance. His tongue pumps as his fingers pinch my clit.
 
   I moan, my breathing changes—my entire body flushing with broiling heat. Deep down, I know that Merck bringing me pleasure won't change me.
 
   I need his seed deep inside to make me whole. My womb will open, and accept the cooling relief only a certain male can give. Talyn, the woman, doesn't know that.
 
   But the wolf hiding underneath my skin does.
 
   His tongue leaves me and I feel the edge of my orgasm hovering on the precipice of my pleasure. I want to rip his tongue out of his head because Merck doesn't care.
 
   Because I'm using him to change me so I can become this thing. Maybe I'll escape the role they so neatly carved out for me.
 
   Merck crawls up my body. Those blue eyes never leaving my face. 
 
   I drown in his gaze as Talyn tries to swim to the surface.
 
   Somehow his jeans are long gone.
 
   Something large and stiff skims along the flesh of my stomach. He curls his body protectively around me, ignoring what must be the biggest case of blue balls in the universe.
 
   Because that's what Changers do, my struggling intellect inserts into my thoughts like a tossed SOS ring. 
 
   They sex women and turn them into wolves. 
 
   I stiffen and Merck cups his hands around my face. “I won't change you unless you want it. And right now,” he gestures at our bodies pressed so tightly together, “this is what you've been fighting since the moment I met you.”
 
   I nod wordlessly, silent tears cascading down my face. My wolf shimmers over Talyn, through her, superimposing her needs over my own.
 
   I gasp at the sensation of overlapping beings. 
 
   I can still survive this. I have sex with Merck and I become. 
 
   What does it matter? Arden's gone.
 
   My life's a shambles. I lift my chin. “I want it.” 
 
   I slide my hand between our bodies and grab the steely length of him, squeezing hard and he groans. 
 
   His head dips, eyes blazing from underneath hooded lids. “Yes,” he says in a whispered breath.
 
   What I couldn't have known, is how much I wouldn't want to leave him after we had sex. 
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   Narah
 
    
 
   “I can't just take a dragon shifter into Final Enforcement.” I flick my palm at the office. “They're kinda sharp—enforcers. They're gonna notice.” I don't hold back on the sarcasm. 
 
   Come to think of it, I never really do. 
 
   “That's not an issue, Enforcer Adrienne.”
 
   I toss my wrecked hair over my shoulder, the scorched ends light against my back. “Lose the scales or we can't have the pow-wow, Drake.”
 
   “Jesus, Narah...”
 
   “Can it, Murph.” My eyes are targeted on Drake like a big six foot seven inch bulls-eye. 
 
   He smirks. 
 
   Then like water running down a drain, the scales stop shimmering, becoming dull and flat-looking. The hard edges disappear, going to smooth, then the rigid texture of each scale wavers, flattening and finally ending in a dusky, flesh tone. 
 
   Drake's ears shrink, the tips melting from pointy, to nubs, then flattening against his skull and just becoming ears again. Steam stops rising from the less-interesting orifices of his body, his nostrils narrowing to within human norms. He stands there with his stunning greenish-gold eyes, sandy hair and striated ropes of muscle.
 
   And I'd thought to kick his ass? Hell yeah, I did. The bigger they are, the harder they fall. Right? “Wow,” I say softly.
 
   “Spectacular, yes?” Drake says, admiring his shift to human a little too much.
 
   I wince. “I'm not gonna lie—kinda choking on the self-love, Drake.”
 
   He ignores me, whirling to face something unknown in the dark corner of the alley between Dakota and Minnesota Streets.
 
   “What?” I say so low only Murphy can hear me.
 
   Drake answers, “Vampires.”
 
   Marvelous. Awesome hearing too.
 
   I hiss a warning. Letting whatever vamps may be lurking around that I mean business.
 
   In the next moment a tug hits me hard in my center, and I know. I straighten with a grin, sauntering into the gloom. Drake's hand is suddenly on my arm, and I yelp like a girl. That makes me want to kick my own ass on principle. 
 
   Along with the hormonal overload, I guess I have a case of the jumpies. 
 
   Murphy laughs. 
 
   I eye him up, and sullenly realize he's too far away to hit. 
 
   “It's my mates,” I tell Drake.
 
   “Get your hand off her shifter, or lose it,” Matthews says, suddenly in front of me.
 
   My hand moves to his arm. “He's okay, Matthews.” I never call him by his real name. He doesn't like it. He likes it fine when I shout it out while his tongue is on me. 
 
   Rolling to my tiptoes, I put my mouth beside his ear, “John, it's okay—he's okay.”
 
   His eyes stare down Drake. “Don't ever touch our female again.”
 
   I sigh. Males.
 
   Aeslin runs his finger along my nape.
 
   I shiver. 
 
   A small smile graces his lips—he knows the effect he has on me. His eyes slim on Drake. “What is your business, shifter?”
 
   “I am Drake.”
 
   Aeslin waits—and so do I. Because my night's gone to shit, it just wouldn't be normal if another shoe didn't fall.
 
   And I'm right.
 
   “What are you doing with Narah?” Matthews ignores his introduction, pulling me tight against his body.
 
   Only a very small part of who I am allows me to feel protected when I'm with the men. I've spent so many years fending for myself, I'm still not totally accustomed to their compete devotion. But I realize with a little spike of fear—I'm liking the process more than I ever thought possible.
 
   My eyes meet Murphy's, his reflective gaze shines back at me. Potent.
 
   Ominous.
 
   I feel something build, and I'm too fucking late to stop it.
 
   Drake opens his mouth and sticks his spiked tail in there. Whole. “I hear congratulations are in order,” he says, grinning broadly, clearly thinking he's breaking the ice with some great shared news.
 
   I blanch.
 
   Murphy stuffs his hands in his pockets, studying the rough asphalt at his feet.
 
   Drake looks from Aeslin to Matthews, his grin fading to nothing in an instant.
 
   I sort of think dying would be great about now. 
 
   Matthews carefully rotates me, his eyes traveling from the top of my ravaged hair to the tips of my combat boots. “Is this shifter—is he telling us—your mates, that you are expecting young?”
 
   Oh baby Jesus.
 
   Wordlessly, I nod. 
 
   Aeslin ignores Drake, moving past him he comes to stand beside Matthews.
 
   Two sets of condemning vampire eyes glare down at me. And I deserve their anger. 
 
   My avoidance has cost trust, putting a firm wedge between us. 
 
   “Tell me they knew, Enforcer Adrienne,” Drake says with soft realized horror.
 
   “It's Narah,” I correct needlessly, “And no, they didn't.”
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   Merck
 
    
 
   My balls throbbing painfully, I decide I must take Talyn at her word. 
 
   Her body has been saying yes for the last half hour. I wear the sure wetness of her arousal on my tongue. I taste her need everywhere. Her pussy, her lips—I read it in her eyes.
 
   Still, I hesitate.
 
   “Do it.”
 
   It's a command, not a concession.
 
   My iron clad control vanishes, lust neatly inserting itself as I begin to push my way inside her tightness. I pause, my dick so rigid and ready I have to wait or risk damaging her.
 
   Talyn doesn't. 
 
   She shifts her hips forward, capturing me deeper inside her, and I groan, breathing through my aching need to claim her—take her as I should, as my beast commands me to. 
 
   “Come on,” she says, breathlessly. “Fuck me, fuck me.”
 
   I trap her body between my palms and thrust hard, her pussy resisting my size, length, the speed of the thrust. 
 
   It won't be long before her wolf helps mine.
 
   Talyn tries to swim back to herself, the woman I first met, the spitfire intellect surfaces in her eyes for a pressurized moment.
 
   Vulnerability.
 
   Fright.
 
   Resignation. 
 
   Those emotions all take position inside her, while I'm buried to the hilt and her features go slack with release and acceptance. 
 
   I rock backward, and she sighs at the temporary relief it gives her pierced body. Then her wolf, breaks the surface, covering Talyn.
 
   Spinning eyes regard me, glowing like twin suns captured in amber fire. Her hands move to my ass, talons that were only nails before stabbing deep. Pinning against her. 
 
   I howl, the sound echoing inside my bedroom, the acoustics of metal, brick and cement transferring, reverberating it—shaking our eardrums.
 
   Her answering howl rolls through my body like a wave breaking over the sand of my soul. 
 
   Then I'm rocking back and forth, Talyn meeting every thrust as I make them. 
 
   It's just a change, I lie to myself as her hands shove me further. As my wolf thaws the male part of me. 
 
   I can't stand up to it.
 
   The dam breaks as an orgasm sweeps her body, gooseflesh rising. Her gorgeous large breasts jiggle as she quivers and her pussy pulses around my dick, milking—milking.
 
   I grow impossibly harder, and then I'm flooding her with my seed. Talyn keeps her grip steady, but her eyes open, finding mine.
 
   They are not Talyn's eyes, but those of her wolf. They're grateful. The pain of her transition recedes into post-coital bliss.
 
   I cup her face, propping my body weight up. “Welcome,” I whisper to her wolf.
 
   A low growl begins in her chest, and my prick begins to automatically grow in response to the desire, her need.
 
   “Again,” she says, a husky catch to the word.
 
   I cage her with my arms. “Yes, my queen.”
 
   Because that is what Talyn is. A Lanarre wolf, birthing her beast in this tenuous moment of sexual intimacy.
 
   I'm here to serve her.
 
    
 
   *
 
   Talyn
 
    
 
   Oh my God.
 
   My body flushes with heat, chicken flesh pebbling my skin. I run hot then cold. I can't stabilize.
 
   I don't want to.
 
   Merck tenderly takes my body, thrusting again. I'm deliciously sore. Chagrined to the core. This is what I was worried about? This is what I was resisting? Simply put, I wish I'd done him the minute I met him.
 
   Merck's not using me. He's cherishing me. Knowing that causes a fresh bout of tears to threaten.
 
   The second time Merck makes love to me is even better than the first. He's cooled the banks of fires that were raging out of control. I can think.
 
   I also feel her. 
 
   My wolf loves his wolf. Loves. They swarm each other inside our bodies, rolling together with every deep unforgiving thrust of him into the willing vessel of my body. He's so large, but built so perfectly, as though Merck's is the custom-made size for my body.
 
   As though he is the key and I'm the lock.
 
   He smooths my hair back from my face with both hands, burying his length so fully inside I feel as though we'll never part.
 
   “Merck,” I say, the tears I held at bay running out of my eyes and sliding along the seam of his hands. 
 
   “Don't cry, Talyn.”
 
   I cry because I know it could never be this perfect with anyone. I weep for his job of just this—then he hands me off to strangers. I grieve for wanting this forever.
 
   Wanting him. 
 
   Because he won't return the sentiment. Merck told me what he was.
 
   A Changer.
 
   And that is all.
 
   He gently seats himself inside me, and I accept the second course of his healing essence, my wolf—my body, relieved and ready—but my heart remains heavy.
 
   My future is not set. 
 
   There's only now. And maybe now isn't enough. 
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   Narah
 
    
 
   I don't use tears, though I know they'd break the guys. I'm too honest for that manipulation.
 
   They're not hardened criminals that need to be goat-roped.
 
   Aeslin and John are the males who made a baby inside me. Whatever it is, it's mine. And that's a first.
 
   I've always been someone else's
 
   Someone to abuse, rain unkindnesses down on, dismiss.
 
   Torture.
 
   I ignore everyone, especially Drake the diarrhea mouth.
 
   “Narah,” Aeslin says softly, tipping my chin up. I look into his eyes and tears shimmer even though I vowed I wouldn’t cry. “I have never wanted for something more than this.”
 
   “I don't want to discuss our personal business with the shifter as an audience,” Matthews says.
 
   I sigh.
 
   “We'll wait for you, love,” Murphy says. “Come on you, before your fat claptrap gets your arse in more trouble.”
 
   Drake gives me a look with a question buried inside. “We'll get her,” I say as an assurance I don't feel. Pretty tough to assure anyone of anything when I have my two mates looming over me, and a bun in the oven.
 
   I swallow past it, and Drake must see the resolve in my gaze because he nods, taking my words at face value, walking off with Murphy.
 
   Matthews watches his retreating back with a mixture of anger and wary curiosity then turns to me. “Aeslin may handle you with kid gloves but I know you're not a delicate flower, Narah.”
 
   My lips twitch.
 
   “Is it true—are you pregnant?”
 
   I quickly nod, biting my lip to keep the thick wetness coating my eyes from falling. 
 
   I'm really hating the hormonal swings.
 
   “Why, Narah? Why did we have to find out from some strange shifter?”
 
   I look at the ground. “He smelled it on me. It wasn't a plan to have you find out that way,” I say with quiet regret.
 
   “Smelled it on you?” Aeslin and Matthews exchange a glance. “That wouldn't be possible.”
 
   My chin rises. “It is.”
 
   Aeslin cups my face, kissing away escaped remorse. Not tears. Just some leakage. His silver eyes are gentle on my face. “Narah—answer us. Why would you keep this happy news from us?”
 
   I roughly inhale, gripping Matthewsʼ forearms. “I don't want to quit my job. I'm not that fragile.”
 
   Matthews—John—places his big palm on my still-flat stomach. “But he or she is, Narah. Promise me you'll quit when you begin to show.”
 
   I knew it would come to this. 
 
   That they'd want to shut down the beating heart of what makes me—me. 
 
   Aeslin's palm falls beside Matthewsʼ on my stomach. A tiny flutter, like butterfly's wings, trembles inside my belly and I gasp.
 
   Their eyes meet mine then Aeslin's narrows. “I feel the babe within.”
 
   Matthewsʼ grin is wide, his normally neutral face vanishing with the baby's movement. He frowns at Aeslin. “Why the long face, Aeslin?”
 
   “How far along are you, Narah?'
 
   I can't lie, but my eyes shift from his intense sliver gaze. Damn. “Five months,” I whisper.
 
   Matthewsʼ hand leaves my stomach as though burned. “What?!” he yells and I wince. 
 
   They scowl.
 
   I gulp, confessing, “The doctor says because of my size I'll be small then suddenly blow up.”
 
   Aeslin scowls. “That's a dire prognosis.”
 
   Matthewsʼ smile flashes like lightning. “You're so literal, Aeslin.”
 
   I nod, smiling. “He is.”
 
   “So technically, you're not showing, but you should be,” John clarifies.
 
   I nod.
 
   “God!” he shouts, stalking off. John rakes fingers through his dark hair then turns, hoods shadowing his eyes.
 
   I know they're angry without looking, and I don't want to look. 
 
   “Tell me you'll quit now,” he says in a low voice.
 
   “Normally, I wouldn't agree with Brutus, here...”
 
   I snort and Matthews glares.
 
   Aeslin's piercing eyes glow with mercury fire. “Yet, you must see reason, Narah.”
 
   “Fine,” I say, offering the only concession I'm capable of. “I'll take a hiatus,” Aeslin's brows drop, and I ignore the rage cloud filming them over, “but only after I close this case. I have to figure out where Talyn Phisher is, find out if she's okay.”
 
   John says, “Have Murphy do it, you're his sire—command him. Any vampire would.”
 
   I cross my arms, my own anger surfacing. “I am not any vampire. I'm still half-human, and pregnant—and fucking responsible.”
 
   “You are responsible only for your safety, and the safety of the unborn child. Our unborn child.” Aeslin looks at me until I drop my eyes.
 
   Dammit. 
 
   They let the silence fill the space between us. A very effective maneuver. But in the case of the guys, they don't maneuver. They are always who they present themselves to be. Another thing to get used to. 
 
   “Okay,” I agree softly.
 
   “And we are not trusting our pregnant mate's safety to the youngling.”
 
   I don't roll my eyes. Murphy would jump under a bus for me.
 
   “Let's go get the dragon and get out of here, wrap this enchilada.”
 
   Matthews stands stock-still. “Dragon?”
 
   Oops. 
 
   Aeslin strokes his jaw. “He's a prehistoric shifter. That's why the heightened sense of smell.”
 
   I laugh. “That's what Drake said. I call bullshit.”
 
   Matthewsʼ lips quirk. 
 
   “What? There's no such thing as prehistoric dragons because they don't exist, never did.”
 
   Matthews nods, gripping me by the nape and drawing me into him. “Exactly my point. They might not exist but Drake seems real to me. And dangerous.”
 
   They look down at me, their bodies protectively close, achingly perfect. I want to sink into that healing love. I covet it so hard it freaks my shit out. Fear makes me angry. My hands fly up. “He didn't hurt me. He could have baked me but he says he doesn't hurt females.”
 
   Matthews grunts. 
 
   Aeslin shakes his head. I rise on my toes, kissing his hard mouth. His flesh softens, molding to my lips. Arms encircle my waist as he whispers beside my ear, “Don't ever keep things from us, Narah. We can't protect you if we don't know what to protect.”
 
   Matthews grips my shoulders. “Yeah, what suave and debonair just said.”
 
   I break my kiss from Aeslin, letting my head fall on his shoulder. “Nice, Matthews.”
 
   John grins, slapping my ass. “Let's go get dragon, and see about your client.”
 
   “No—you two hang here. That's all I need is Casper up my ass about too many vamps in the chicken coop.”
 
   Their confused looks keeps a grin affixed to my face.
 
   Until I walk into the office and a brained Murphy is writhing on the floor, moaning about arsehole dragons.
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   Merck
 
    
 
   Talyn's wolf is gorgeous. 
 
   The rumors about Lycan royalty are true. The females, Jesus-on-a-stick—she's Eve reincarnated.
 
   Smooth, muscular hips roll smoothly as she paces across my apartment.
 
   Nude.
 
   Which I will never get tired of looking at.
 
   Gone is the modesty of the woman, true Lycans aren't worried about a little tit and ass vaulting around. And Talyn is uncovered, her beautiful pussy is accented with a dark patch of short hair right above her slit.
 
   I could dine on the delicacy of Talyn. Forever.
 
   “Why are you so nervous?” I ask casually instead, putting on the finishing touches of our meal. 
 
   I'm ravenous. My beast has coupled, and now requires satiation. Fucking and food. But first, the woman who I've claimed must be fed. 
 
   Claimed.
 
   I try to remain untroubled by the scent that the dragon coated Talyn with. 
 
   That my seed wiped away. 
 
   His was only a partial claim. In the end, only cum nails the claim.
 
   Talyn stops gracefully in the middle of the floor, the city illumination backlighting her perfectly. I still, knife raised from chopping fresh tomatoes, the pinch of cilantro still clinging to my fingertips. 
 
   “I'm naked!” she yells. “I have no clothes.”
 
   I glance down at my half-finished salsa, and calmly set the knife down on the cutting board. Inhaling deeply, I release a slow breath, trying for zen. “I noticed.”
 
   “Of course! Who could not help noticing?” Talyn crosses her arms, shoving her gorgeous rack into delectable view. I try not to grin but that always makes a face look funny. 
 
   Her frown becomes a scowl. “Don't you dare laugh.”
 
   “Never,” I say then bust up, shoulders shaking soundlessly.
 
   She rounds the peninsula of the kitchen and punches me in the arm. I'm utterly distracted by her tits bouncing as she does. “Sorry,” I croak.
 
   “You're not sorry,” Talyn seethes.
 
   I nod stupidly. Caught.
 
   I grab her shoulders. “You've taken a shower, you need something to eat. What's mine is yours. You could have grabbed a t-shirt from the drawer, but I do appreciate the view.” Then I kiss her.
 
   Hard.
 
   At first she's stiff then Talyn melts into the hold, and my rock-hard erection falls between us like the plank it is.
 
   “You do a lot of this?” she asks, her tongue dipping inside my mouth, eyes taking in the food spread, the apartment—our undeniable intimacy.
 
   Only with her.
 
   “No,” I say.
 
   She pulls away, chest heaving and nipples hardening beautifully. “Fine, I'll go get a shirt.”
 
   Talyn struts away, and I admire the bit of wolf that peeks through. The spinning amber eyes, tinged with the shadow of her human gray. The new muscles, larger hips and breasts, the surefooted litheness her animal allows when she's in movement.
 
   I finish the salsa, smiling vaguely at the noise of dresser drawers being opened and shut with more force than necessary.
 
   She has a temper, my Lanarre. When the moon goes full, she'll own it.
 
   Talyn appears with a t-shirt that comes to her knees. I give her a critical once-over.
 
   “I liked the other outfit better.”
 
   She smirks, but it's happy at the edges. “I bet you did.”
 
   I load my hands with plates of food and take it to the table. Taco meat steams alongside guacamole. City lights twinkle just outside floor to ceiling height glass windows.
 
   We sit at one of two benches that line the length of my long, wooden table made of heart pine. Our elbows brush as we dig in, sharing the meal in companionable silence. I'm not frightened by the profound satisfaction of my female's consumption. Of me. Of the food I prepared with my own hands. Contentment coats my insides, stealing into the dried crevices of my heart, whetting my appetite for more than food, for more of Talyn— this. 
 
   Talyn licks her fingers, another pang of satisfaction running its course. “What's for dessert?” Talyn asks in a coy voice, disrupting my thoughts. 
 
   “Gelato from the freezer,” I say and grab my package, “Or beef stick?” I wink, feeling lighter than I have in a long time.
 
   Talyn smiles and leaning over, she wraps her arms around my waist, resting her head on my shoulder as a moment's bliss descends like a soft cloud.
 
   A scent hits my nose. Alarm thrumming through my guts and lighting up adrenaline like a match struck to a line of fuel as the apartment door bursts open.
 
   The Mutable walks in, slamming the door so hard a hinge pops. The dragon looks between the two of us, and I shove Talyn behind me.
 
   “You fucking dog, couldn't wait two minutes before you bred her, could you?”
 
   Nope. 
 
   I shake my head, a quaking Talyn pressed against my back while the remnants of our meal cools on the table. “You're too late, Mutable.”
 
   His head kicks back, and my sense of smell tells me before he makes a move.
 
   “Never too late, Changer. I'm not a Mutable—yet I was able to pass. Now that the Mutable colony is an ash pile, they won't be giving us any further trouble, and I can get down to business.”
 
   His scent permeates the apartment.
 
   My body tenses at his words, the arrogant prick. “You think you can still claim Talyn?”
 
   “I'm a prehistoric. Of course I can.”
 
   Prehistoric? 
 
   He charges.
 
   Talyn screams, scrambling behind me.
 
   My last thought before we collide is can my claim remain? Or will an ancient shifter overpower even that?
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
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1
 
   Talyn
 
    
 
   Drake mows right over the supper table I've scurried behind, Merck traveling over the top of our food and scattering Tex Mex all over the floor. 
 
   Fists fly as Drake pounds on Merck.
 
   Merck's face shifts, changing into what he told me is his wolfen form. A snout develops, sharp teeth springing from his gums.
 
   He sinks fangs into Drake.
 
   Drake howls, scales rippling over his body like a rainbow of cascading water. Oh no. I leap forward, no plan—just pure reaction.
 
   I can't have Drake hurting Merck. 
 
   I don't care if Merck's only plan was to transition me then dump me for the next bitch in heat. We'd shared something dammit.
 
   I leap, talons bursting from my fingertips.
 
   Hurts! I have time to think, and then I'm impaling Drake's back to the knuckles.
 
   He bellows in pain, trying to toss me off, but I hang on. Mainly because I don't know how to let go. 
 
   Drake swings from side to side, attempting to dislodge me while Merck's eyes widen at the sight of my wide, terrified eyes. 
 
   I yelp as a talon breaks to the quick. I jerk the other seven out, pushing backward with my thumbs. It's the distraction Merck needed.
 
   Steam rises from Drake's ears, nostrils—mouth.
 
   “Oh shit,” I say from my butt on the floor. Nude from the waist down, Merck's huge t-shirt is hiked to my waist. 
 
   Merck stabs Drake in the torso with talons that are longer than mine. His mouth opens in a silent scream, opaque smoke belching.
 
   Oh my God, fireball time.
 
   I scramble to my feet and lower my head, sprinting to his back like a bull charging a red flag.
 
   Thunk.
 
   I hit him and see stars. He staggers forward, as I stumble backward from the impact, feeling a moment's pride in my new strength and speed before I land on my back, the air rushing out of my lungs. 
 
   Drake hurls Merck. He lands on the O in the word Foundry integral to the brick wall. My eyes bulge as Drake stands over me, taking in the fact that my honeypot's on full display.
 
   Merck hits him from behind, the tips of talons rip through his sternum and blood splatters on me. The drops that hit my shirt don't matter.
 
   The ones that land on my bare thighs begin to burn.
 
   Acid.
 
   His blood is acid. I scream, frantically trying to wipe the blood off. Instead, my hands start to sting as Drake's blood eats away at the skin of my fingertips. “Get it off me!” I shriek. I stand like I'm on fire as trails of his blood begin to sink into my flesh like ribbons with teeth.
 
   “What the fuck is this?” Merck shouts, jerking his talons out of Drake.
 
   Drake sags to his knees—desperate to heal the damage. But he doesn’t matter, all that matters is the agony. I rush to the sink, slap on the tap and toss my leg over the countertop, throwing cold water on the wounds.
 
   “Merck!” I scream, in a high pitched wail. “It's burning me!”
 
   Merck rushes to my side, takes one look at my skin and sprints back to Drake. He grabs him by his hair, dragging him to me. 
 
   I watch his glittering blood pool and drip along the cement floor in a oil-slicked trail.
 
   Tears run down my face, my breathing is erratic. 
 
   My crotch starts to sting.
 
   Oh dear Lord—no. 
 
   I moan, sobbing in earnest now. Death by Dragon's blood.
 
   What a way to go.
 
   “Help her,” Merck grits, hauling Drake up by the armpits and dumping his upper body on the countertop. His head bounces on the solid quartz.
 
   He groans, blood flowing everywhere, hissing as it eats at the stone.
 
   Merck dances to avoid it, and I begin to sink.
 
   Drake grips the edges of the countertop, eyes rolling over my wounds. He gradually comes back to himself, but I can't sit still. My crotch is on burning, my thighs feel like a spiderweb of lacy fire has been woven over my body.
 
   I bite my lip to keep from screaming—passing out. 
 
   Merck puts his arms around me, holding me up. My vision flutters gray at the edges.
 
   Drake's eyes grow large, the pupil dilating. “I must lick her, it's the only way to slow the poison.”
 
   My eyes roll up in my head. I want to die. 
 
   “No,” Merck says in a low voice.
 
   Drake lifts his head from the countertop, seizing Merck by the throat which jerks me, and I moan in pain.
 
   “My saliva will halt the progress. Battle blood is deadly.”
 
   “Fucking moon!” Merck yells, pissed. “Do it you fucking reckless prick.”
 
   Drake's eyes meet mine, but I'm so far gone I see peridot perfection, oblong black slits widen as his mouth parts. Then his tongue is on my thigh.
 
   Raspy wetness coats the wounds, and I whimper in immediate relief. The pain begins to subside and I fall limp within Merck's arms. “Yes,” I whisper-hiss.
 
   Merck gives a rough exhale but he holds me steady. 
 
   Drake's face moves uncomfortably close to my crotch. My eyes snap wide. 
 
   I can't ask. But I know if I don't say something, I won't recover. Fresh tears fall and Drake's tongue catches each one.
 
   “A female of our kind—her tears are precious.” My breaths pile up uselessly, one on top of the other.
 
   Merck growls, “You've done enough damage, back off.”
 
   Drake's teeth show as sharp as an alligator's. 
 
   I shiver.
 
   “Is there any other place where my battle blood touched you, Talyn?”
 
   A hoarse sob escapes, and I cover my mouth, twisting within Merck's arms. “Yes,” I answer, the pain is so raw I can barely breathe.
 
   “Where?” Merck asks.
 
   I shut my eyes, shame and pain war inside me. Finally, I can't stand it anymore. I open my legs, and Drake's eyes move to my vagina. 
 
   “No!” Merck shouts.
 
   “Yes,” Drake replies and dips his head. 
 
   


  
 

2
 
   Merck
 
    
 
   Every fiber inside me is screaming to kill the fucking dragon. If he were dead, Talyn wouldn't be dying from Dragon's blood. 
 
   But if he dies—so does Talyn.
 
   Drake gives me a split-seconds consideration. But he knows.
 
   He knows I won't let Talyn die.
 
   Drake moves his mouth close to her pussy. When his forked tongue exits I tense, Talyn's flushed face turns to me, her eyelids breaking open.
 
   Then Drake begins to lick her.
 
   Talyn's eyes snap all the way open. She moans, and I die a little inside. 
 
   It's not a pain sound. It's an: I love how that feels sound.
 
   Drake easily scoops her naked ass cheeks into his large palms, cupping them and pulling her hips into his mouth.
 
   The movement drags us all closer.
 
   His tongue penetrates her deeply, I watch each forked inch disappear inside her.
 
   Talyn throws her head back, gripping his shoulders, her breaths coming in quick pants while I hold her suspended. 
 
   “That's enough,” I seethe at the fucker.
 
   His eyes rise to meet mine, golden-green and piercing. His tongue slides out of Talyn's wet depths.
 
   “You wish to take a chance with this rare female's life because you don't want me to taste her sweetness?”
 
   The tip of his tongue trembles, and I realize it's like a cat's tail twitching in agitation.
 
   Good moon.
 
   “No!” I say just below a shout. “But I think you're doing more than what's necessary.”
 
   Our noses are almost touching over Talyn's splayed body. “Perhaps. But what if I do not do enough, and we watch her die an agonizing, preventable death?” His eyes hold mine. “Choose—her death or your pride.”
 
   “Pride,” Talyn whispers between us.
 
   Fuck. I nod, wanting to head butt him. The dragon is right. But I can hate it if I want to. 
 
   I do.
 
   He moves to her pussy again and begins licking in earnest, really lapping as she writhes. 
 
   His finger moves to her clit and I grab his wrist.
 
   “Don't, Dragon.”
 
   “It is Drake—let me give this female pleasure, Lycan.”
 
   I jerk my hand away as he inserts his tongue to the hilt, swirling a finger on her clit.
 
   Talyn lasts a half-minute more and shatters apart in my arms, screaming her pleasure at the top of her lungs.
 
   That bastard Drake keeps tongue-fucking her. 
 
   I look away in disgust as the female I want as mate comes in another male's face.
 
   Finally, Drake removes his tongue and finger from Talyn and she lays limply in my arms. Drake takes a hold of her thighs and gently closes her legs. Leaning forward, he lays the side of his face against her knees in clear tenderness.
 
   I seethe. “Don't pretend.”
 
   He lifts his face, scales undulating, appearing and reappearing like moving opalescent glass across his skin. “I am not.”
 
   I pull Talyn up and she wraps her hands around my neck. I cast a venomous look at Drake and carry Talyn to the bathroom. Turning on the tap as the water fills the tub, I review my options. There aren't a lot.
 
   Drake has found us. He saved Talyn after putting her in danger. I haven't reported to Charles. He's most likely already pulled me from this change and reassigned it to someone else. 
 
   Definitely.
 
   I want to go rogue. I've moved against all the directives of Changers by committing the greatest sin.
 
   Claiming a change. 
 
   Then I allowed another shifter, not even a Lycan, to be intimate with my chosen female. It's a clusterfuck.
 
   “How is she?” Drake asks from behind me. He didn't surprise me, I scented scale boy before he came in.
 
   “She seems okay.”
 
   “I'm fine,” Talyn mumbles, trying to cover her nudity inside the clear water. I hear her shame even as she tries to hide it. Smell it. 
 
   Her emotions burn my nostrils.
 
   It's time for Drake to answer some questions. “What do you mean—your kind?”
 
   Talyn rolls her head against the edge of the tub, looking at Drake. Sweat and blood mat his short hair to his head.
 
   I probably look the same. 
 
   “What I mean is, my saliva would not cure Dragon's battle blood unless you carried a little in your own genetic makeup.” He shrugs. “I took a calculated risk.”
 
   I stand, hands curling into fists.
 
   Talyn's eyes brim with tears, tracking us. 
 
   “She is Lanarre. I've transitioned her. She is Lycan now, Dragon. Thank you for saving Talyn—now get the fuck out.”
 
   I point to the bathroom door, and the one beyond.
 
   Drake shakes his head, as though I'm a misbehaving child. 
 
   I stand, stepping into his space like I own it.
 
   “Please, Merck—no more.” I turn my head to her. 
 
   Talyn's lip trembles, a fingernail nearly gone from the hand that grips the side of the tub, and shame burns inside me.
 
   Talyn tried to attack Drake in wolfen form, having never shifted—done any of the things she should have known or been taught how to do.
 
   I step away, hands on hips, head tucked low, trying to rein in my anger at Drake's presence, his deeds. His existence. “Now what?” I bark at him.
 
   “Talyn Phisher has dragon's blood. Not much, but enough that I took a chance outing myself as trying to pass as being a Mutable when I was anything but.”
 
   “Oh and those guys just let you be part of their colony without you proving you could be something besides dragon?” I ask in mock horror.
 
   His scales grow hard-edged, and I realize his emotions play a part in the manifestation of his beast. “They never asked. They were so thrilled to have a dragon as part of the colony when I claimed I was Mutable, they just accepted it.”
 
   “Why?” I ask. 
 
   Drake sighs, raking his hands through his hair, getting shit on his fingers and sighing in disgust. “Because hiding what I am in plain sight is the smartest choice for me. A prehistoric nomad gets gang-killed if he, or the rare she is discovered. No one wants us around unless we're working for them.”
 
   Ah. So protection. Don't understand why a dragon would need protection.
 
   Drake searches my face. “I am formidable—as you've found out.”
 
   I twist my lips. He's not getting dick out of me—confession or otherwise.
 
   His eyebrows jerk to his hairline. “But I'm only one shifter. I'm no match against ten shifters. That is why I got lucky with Talyn. I played along with their sick games until I could find a way to slip her out.”
 
   “She's Lanarre, Dragon.”
 
   “Just call him Drake, Merck. I think we're past trying to treat him like the enemy.”
 
   I give her a look to silence, and she huffs, folding her arms. “Jerk.”
 
   “You keep repeating Talyn's Lanarre status. It does not negate the possibility she is a female of my kind.”
 
   Talyn does a slow blink, looking between the two of us. “So I have a couple of drops of Dragon's blood.” Talyn shrugs her naked shoulders, excavating the mounds of her tits like smooth mountains surfacing the water.
 
   Drake and I salivate at the view. 
 
   She laughs, shaking her head. “You guys are single-minded.”
 
   Drake shakes it off. “It matters. You have no idea how much. There have been no females found with prehistoric blood—of any kind—in a decade.”
 
   “Oh shit,” I put together the meaning behind his words, flicking a glance at Talyn inside the cooling tub of water. 
 
   Her face is tight with anxiety. “So we have the whole saber tooth tigers, and woolly mammoths flocking to get a stick at me?” Talyn asks with a snort. She's trying to lighten the potential, but her face shows her fear.
 
   Drake's face tightens. “Yes.”
 
   I sit down hard on the side of the tub. “Well how the fuck am I supposed to keep her safe?”
 
   “How indeed?” Drake asks.
 
   Talyn's eyes narrow at him even more than mine.
 
   “I'm sure you have a plan,” I comment with slow suspicion.
 
   He grins. “As a matter of fact, I do.”
 
   Figures. 
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   Narah
 
    
 
   “Murphy!” I yell, falling beside him. He's pale. Well—paler than normal.
 
   “He'll need blood, now.”
 
   “Over my dead body!” Mollie spits, the co-worker from hell.
 
   “That can be arranged,” Aeslin comments smoothly.
 
   “Fuck it! I hate all the fangs in here, I'm leaving!” Mollie grabs her jacket and begins to stalk out.
 
   I have a lot of hate to hand out today and she gets the first helping. I tear open my forearm with a sliding swipe of fangs and my blood wells. 
 
   Matthews grabs my wrist. “Narah—no.”
 
   “I have to!” I yank my wrist from Matthews and place it on Murphy's chilled lips. “Come on!” I yell, working my opposite hand down from elbow to wrist, prompting my blood flow. It drips slowly at first, then it fills his mouth. 
 
   Murphy groans, choking then swallowing. He sits straight up like a propped plank of wood, his soulless gaze stares blackly at me. Gripping my body, he pulls me onto his lap, all the while siphoning my blood.
 
   I rest my head on his shoulder as he takes from my vein.
 
   “Get him off her!”
 
   Matthews.
 
   I feel sleepy.
 
   Aeslin pulls at Murphy, trying to dislodge him without hurting me. 
 
   Impossible.
 
   I'm getting lightheaded. “Murph,” I say.
 
   He ignores me, staring and suckling.
 
   Fuck. My scalp begins tingling. “Stop,” I say in a low voice full of command. 
 
   He shudders as though juiced with something abhorrent. His fangs release me, and I softly fall backward in the middle of our office floor.
 
   Aeslin catches me. Then Matthews fist catches Murphy's jaw. “Fucker!” he roars.
 
   Oh shit. 
 
   Aeslin cradles my body.
 
   “Stop, Matthews—I'm okay.” My voice sounds like a croak.
 
   “You're okay when I say you're okay.” 
 
   I roll my eyes.
 
   Aeslin winks. The sane vampire of the three of us.
 
   Matthews hauls Murph up and shakes him like a rag doll. It doesn't sound like much but from my perspective on the floor, jerking around a six foot plus dude who weighs over two hundred pounds is no small thing. Of course, Matthews is now vampire. 
 
   “Stop beating the shit out of my youngling, John.”
 
   He growls until it becomes a hiss, dumping Murph on the floor. His ass lands with a bone-jarring crack.
 
   I wince, covering my eyes. 
 
   What a shitty night. The guys find out I'm baby mama, then Murph gets his ass kicked by a rogue dragon, and my client's somewhere with a Changer—unwilling to be transitioned. 
 
   Marvelous. 
 
   “Help me up, Aeslin.” He scoops me from the floor, my arms and legs dangling. “No,” I sigh, “I'm not a fragile little girl, set me on my own two feet.”
 
   Murphy smirks from the ground. “I live for these sights, love.”
 
   I scowl but manage, “Fuck off. You cost me.”
 
   He gives me a sullen look. 
 
   “Why did you let Dragon kick your ass?” 
 
   Murphy splays his fingers on his chest like who me?
 
   “Yes you,” I answer out loud. 
 
   “He's a prehistoric, Narah. My fangs can't even pierce his ridiculous armor.”
 
   “You managed!” I harp.
 
   “Once!” he yells, standing and trying to dust off the seat of his pants.
 
   “Watch it,” Matthews warns. 
 
   Murphy gives an irritated swipe of his nape. “Listen, the bloke had me wrapped and clocked before I could react. The only reason I'm not dead right now is that bitch Mollie walked in and distracted the wanker.”
 
   I scab for patience from the vast trenches of my endless compassion. 
 
   Nope, don't have any—as per usual. “Murphy. Listen close—I want this guy. I need to get to Talyn. Hell, we need to. She's a client and if she's even still alive it'll be a miracle. Now the dragon is after her and she's with Merck.”
 
   “It is problematic,” Aeslin says, stroking my arm. 
 
   “It's more than that, Aeslin.” I jerk away from him.
 
   “She's really touchy with the babe and all,” Murph explains.
 
   I glare at Murphy. “Don't try to help, Murph. Just tell me what you know.”
 
   His broad shoulders slump. “I know as much as you know. He ran off after our client, using his wonderful beak to find their scent.”
 
   “Great!” I say, waving my arms around. “He's probably already there and there's been a battle and who knows what else.”
 
   “Do not borrow the worry, Narah,” Aeslin says, wrapping his arms around me. “You cannot save them all.”
 
   “I want to though.” I don't stop the tears, but I don't let them dissuade me from my goal.
 
   Talyn Phisher.
 
   I wipe my eyes, ignoring the males as they stare at my hormonal meltdown. 
 
   I stalk out of the office and they follow. 
 
   Even with the hormonal upheaval, it warms a secret part of me I keep hidden. 
 
   No matter how prickly I am, they've got my back. 
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   Noah
 
    
 
   “What do you have on Drake?”
 
   Jacob grunts. “Same old thing, nomad and loving it.”
 
   I tap where the pulselocator beacon silently blinks red then nothing then red again. His dot is moving.
 
   “Drake is not following the colony. His plan to ʻhide in plain sightʼ might not be working.”
 
   “I never liked ʻthe planʼ. Drake's the one who sweet talked the council into allowing him this risky experiment.” Jacob paces away, hands on hips, his animal peeking out from his mouth. Though his tusks are a twentieth of the size they'd be in animal form, it gives proof of his agitation. If you can't keep your teeth human, emotions are in charge.
 
   “Tone it down, Jacob. We'll find Drake, and when we do, he can tell us what the fuck's been going on.”
 
   Jacob whirls, slapping his fist on the wood table. It's solid, one hundred year old oak. A crack forms, running like an escaped ice skater over the polished surface.
 
   “I'll tell you what's going on. He's found a female, and he's keeping her for himself.”
 
   I fold my arms. “Well we can't very well share, Jac.”
 
   He straightens, his fist flexing and loosening. Jacob's not a believer in shaving, five daysʼ worth of stubble trying for a beard covers his square jaw, coal black eyes shifting back to mine. “That's never the point. He was sent out as a bridge between our clan and the other, lesser shifters in search of females. The other shifters are searching too. But them—pfft—they can find a few females a year. What about us? A couple a decade?” Jac shakes his head. “No—I say we find Drake and force his accountability.”
 
   Jac's right. And he won't like what I tell him. “The colony of Mutables?”
 
   Jac's black eyebrows sink low over his eyes. “What of it?”
 
   “It's gone. Burned to the ground.”
 
   “Drake,” Jacob inserts decisively. 
 
   I can't dispute it so I don't. “Probably.” My eyes meet his. “The human firefighters said some of the wreckage was burned to beyond three thousand degrees. They'd never seen anything so thoroughly incinerated.”
 
   Jac grunts. “They've seen nothing—they know—nothing.”
 
   I meet his eyes. “And I'd like to keep it that way, Jac.” 
 
   He nods. “I got you.”
 
   “If—and that's a big if. If Drake has somehow stumbled on a female with prehistoric blood, she might know of others. You understand the rule of the circle?”
 
   “How could I forget?” Jac asks with derision. “If any female is found to have prehistoric blood, females of like blood habitate together.”
 
   “Correct. So even if Drake has found a compatible female, it gives the prehistorics hope.”
 
   “That's in short supply,” Jac mutters.
 
   I agree. “It's the same for all the shifters. Just doubly for us. We've been hunted by our own kind—humans that were threatened with what they didn't understand. At least our births are smooth.”
 
   Jac laugh is hollow. “When there is a birth.”
 
   True.
 
   “So what do you want me to do? It's dangerous for me to be out alone. I'm fair game as a nomad shifter.”
 
   “Go mammoth, brother.”
 
   His lips twitch. “Might get noticed.”
 
   I chuckle. “Yeah. But you can just pancake anyone who gives you trouble. Even your half-form is pretty impressive.”
 
   “But it's like Drake says, it's only impressive if the ratio is alright. If there's ten to one, I'm screwed. If I go full mammoth, the humans will gun me down like an elephant whose cheese has slid off its cracker.”
 
   We stare at each other, a grim smile affixed to my face. “I don't have anyone else. We can't spare a single male who has a female. They have to hump to death if she's in heat. That's the priority.”
 
   Jac smirks, clasping his hands behind his broad back. “Nice.”
 
   I shrug. It's the truth. Desperate times call for desperate measures, as they say. “Find Drake. Help him with the female, if there's one in the picture. If he torched the colony's holding, he was desperate. Not only does it get us noticed by humans, but it gets other Mutables suspicious. How can we pass as Mutable when our dragons are torching houses?”
 
   “I'm going to put my tusks up Drake's ass,” Jac mutters.
 
   My lips thin. “If he has a female, if by some roll of the lucky dice—try to resist. If not, go ahead.”
 
   Jac grunts a reply, walking to the pulse map. 
 
   He presses his thumb to the security pad and it comes to life. A single red LED dot blinks like a heartbeat. “He there?”
 
   I nod. “Phillips Street, downtown.”
 
   “Real inconspicuous, Drake.” His voice is disgusted, but layered underneath, is worry.
 
   “Probably didn't have a choice. If the female's in danger, she might have gone wherever she could.”
 
   Jac looks at me. “Or maybe she's in that mecca of shifters who soldier up together. We've got Turners, Changers and other warriors who are hard chargers. Going after females with one glaring goal. Find and acquire.”
 
   I lift my shoulders. “Well yeah. No different than us.”
 
   Jac scowls. “The moderns are way different than us, and you know it.”
 
   My eyes slim down at him. “I can't afford to be elitist about this, Jac. We're only as powerful as we are able to perpetuate our species. If there are no females to claim, we die out. That's why our cousins are gone.” My fingers fling out, miming dust particles floating away to nothing.
 
   “You have a way of hope-sucking, Noah.”
 
   I nod, I'm a half-empty glass kind of guy. “I want to offer encouragement, but I'm never going to lie to a brother.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   I clap him on the shoulder, giving him eyes as troubled as his own. “Go.”
 
   Jacob nods, heading for the door of our clan. 
 
   I stare after him for minutes after he's gone, lost in the thoughts of my species. 
 
   Or its demise. 
 
   


  
 

5
 
   Talyn
 
    
 
   I stand, the water rolling off my skin like rain.
 
   “I know you gentleman have seen me naked.” I throw a look at Merck. “You certainly have, and Drake here...”
 
   My eyes dip. This is so awkward. 
 
   I thrust my hand out, cooling water dripping from my wrist to plop, plop, plop back into the tub. “I'd like a towel. I'm not listening to any grand plan without a little coverage.”
 
   Merck silently stands, walking to a tall slim linen cabinet and plucks a fluffy cream-colored towel from its depths. 
 
   I turn bright red as Drake's eyes travel my body. I remind myself I  wasn't embarrassed when his tongue was shoved up inside me.
 
   “Do not be ashamed, Talyn.”
 
   “I thought you were just like one of the Mutables,” I say, giving a small smile to Merck in thanks as I take the towel, wrapping it around my body.
 
   Drake shrugs. “I had to play the role, Talyn. Even when no one was around. I have to protect all prehistorics.”
 
   Merck's brow draws together. “What do you mean?”
 
   Drake points at Merck. “I don't owe you any explanations, Lycan.”
 
   Merck grabs the finger and yanks them together, their chests almost touching. 
 
   “What you do owe me are assurances about Talyn's safety. If you hadn't come here, she wouldn't have dragon's blood poisoning.”
 
   “And I wouldn't have found her.”
 
   “You haven't found her, dragon!” Merck shouts.
 
   I cover my ears. “Stop,” I say urgently.
 
   Merck releases Drake's finger in disgust. 
 
   “I won't share, sorry Talyn,” Merck says.
 
   “That's what you told Arden,” I reply, proud that I don't burst into tears at the mention of him. “You also said your job was to change me. And here I am, a Lycan, Lanarre—whatever I am. Now you can go, leave me. I'll get back to my life as a therapist and you can go make some other woman wolfy.”
 
   I clutch the towel more firmly above my breasts and glare at Merck. His beautiful blue eyes are remote. I can't read his thoughts, his anger toward Drake seems somewhat justified. After all, if he bothered changing me only to have me die because a dragon shifter bled all over me, how does that get his precious job done?
 
   Suddenly, I'm tired. Tired of these dumbasses. Shifters. The entire thing. 
 
   I perch on the edge of the tub. Despondent. Fat tears brim and roll down my face. I don't have a place to put all my broken thoughts and emotions, they float around inside my head like shredded styrofoam on water. 
 
   Drake's hand lands on my shoulder. “I think the Lycan had better come clean with what's really happening here.”
 
   My chin hikes, and I spare a glare for him too. “What's really happening? The part where you went down on me to save me from acid blood? Or the fact that Merck just loves ʼem and leaves ʼem?”
 
   Drake's thumb traces a tear along my cheek, sucking the salt from his digit, he smooths the damp tendrils of hair from my temple behind my ear. “The reality of him claiming you.”
 
   My face whips to Merck's. “What's he talking about?”
 
   Merck gives the dirtiest look I've ever seen in Drake's direction. “Hate me if you will, Lycan, but she deserves to know.”
 
   “Know what?” I stand again, my heart thumping. I think I'll keel over if I get one more dumb revelation. 
 
   “He's mated to you now.”
 
   I face Merck. Actually, my eyes face his heavily muscled pecs. “What is he saying?”
 
   Merck sighs, taking me by the shoulders. “What the dragon says is true. I have claimed you.”
 
   This is an improvement. This sounds entirely better than him just screwing me into being a werewolf then handing me off to some Lycan I don't know. 
 
   And what the hell am I reduced to now? What happened to the intellectual Talyn? The one with a career and a beloved cat—a home without a man in it? I'll tell you what—this. But my mind is taking in all that he's said. “Wait a minute. You just failed in your job. You were supposed to transition me and hand me over to the Lycan den and be done with me. Move on to the next female. Now Drake is saying that I've been claimed.”
 
   “Tell her.”
 
   Merck glares at Drake. 
 
   “Don't get angry with him. If it weren't for him, I don't know when I'd ever hear the truth.”
 
   Merck says from between his teeth, “I was planning to tell you after supper.”
 
   As if on cue, my stomach growls.
 
   Drake chuckles, squeezing my shoulder. I look between the two males. “Well?” 
 
   “Claiming you means I won't be a Changer anymore. I just forfeited by position.”
 
   “It's more than that—he'll be excommunicated.”
 
   I gasp, touching his hard chest. “You will?”
 
   Merck gives a curt nod. 
 
   My head's spinning. “Then why did you do it?”
 
   Merck just softly shakes his head. “It was right. You were right—with me,” he answers, pressing his thumb to his chest.
 
   I slowly look at Drake as he quietly stands there. “What's your story? I mean—thanks for saving me but Merck's right—if you hadn't crashed in here....”
 
   “I have partially claimed you.”
 
   I step back, where I can keep Merck and Drake in sight. “When?” I whisper.
 
   A vague smile touches his lips and is gone. 
 
   The smell... that wonderful, delicious male-odor. “Your scent—I remember.” It'd made me feel drunk. In a great way.
 
   I frown. I'm not thinking straight. 
 
   “I did it to begin the process, and also scent-mark you in case we became separated.”
 
   I try three times to ask then finally spit it out, “And now?”
 
   “I finish what I began.”
 
   “Over my dead body,” Merck growls.
 
   Drake says in a menacing voice, “That works.”
 
   I step between them, hitting them both in the chest. 
 
   “Nobody's killing anyone.”
 
   They're not looking at my face at the moment. 
 
   My towel dropped, and I'm naked.
 
   Again. 
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   Jac
 
    
 
   This fucking reeks.
 
   I kick a crumbling bit of cinderblock out of the way and sink to my haunches. I pick it up, sniffing delicately.
 
   Mammoths aren't known for their great nose but I still scent track about five times better than a dog. Just a benny of being a prehistoric. 
 
   Our boy's been here. Drake had a lot to do with the pile of scorched rubble that was a colony hideaway for Mutables. 
 
   The scent of a female still lingers. If she were human, or a modern shifter, I'd not scent a thing.
 
   But she's not. 
 
   She's some kind of mix. Lycan for sure... but dragon? Not sure. 
 
   I briefly entertain the fantasy of a female mammoth. There hasn't been a known female in twenty years. They're delicious in human form. It's what the humans call plus-sized. Whatever that means. As far as I'm concerned, a female where the bones are countable, is not sexy in my book. I want hips, ass and thighs I have to plow between like the bow of a wayward ship finding the perfect wet slip within a port. 
 
   I stand, tossing my thoughts aside. This isn't getting Drake found—helping him with his female. Because nothing else explains this.
 
   My eyes scan the other slipshod hasty construction of the surrounding houses, the yellow crime scene tape that identifies this as a place where something criminal took place.
 
   It sure did. Now we have to send out another prehistoric to infiltrate a Mutable colony. And they're a cruel shifter group. Baiting and tackling females to force-breed. If the prehistorics could gain a foothold and get to a level of healthier numbers, we could begin to met out some deserving lessons to shifters who devolve to misogynistic behavior.
 
   I sigh. Another unfulfilled fantasy.
 
   Tipping my head back, I move my palm back and forth underneath my nose. I take breaths evenly spaced, closing my eyes and listening to nothing, thinking of nothing.
 
   The scent finally comes.
 
   I lower my chin, eyes open. I will not rush to Philips Street where the pulse disc that every prehistoric has embedded behind their left ear marks their location.
 
   Because the mix of scents tells me Drake's not alone. There is another besides the female.
 
   My gaze narrows, and I charge out of the lonely, dead-quiet street. Using the night as cover, I move toward the city, thankful I took the time to come by the last place Drake stayed. 
 
   If I hadn't, I wouldn't know what was waiting for me.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   I arrive at the cross section of 14th  street and Minnesota hardly out of breath. 
 
   I long to be in mammoth form and lament when I can only partially shift. But I can't take the chance. 
 
   Even my half-form is huge, standing at almost eight feet tall and weighing in at over four hundred pounds. The partial tusks make talking impossible, but breathing is facilitated. Even if I could breed with a mixed female, none would think I was remotely good looking. Mammoths are an ugly beast.
 
   And that female that I'll never meet is the beauty.
 
   I stomp forward, the ground subtly shaking beneath my huge feet. My shoes are long gone, a joke in the half-form for all prehistorics. Our forms will always be too large to blend or wear traditional clothing. 
 
   But at three in the morning, all's well. 
 
   I move with unerring accuracy to the funeral home one block over. A huge cement building in an ironic shade of white that resembles bleached bones, hovering above gray concrete sidewalks and trimmed in blood red paint.
 
   I always felt the imagery was gruesome.
 
   I depress my thumb on the security pad for the building, and the tumblers clank into position. The pulse-activated door whispers apart, and I step inside, moving toward the crematorium portion of the building. The smell here is reminiscent of the torched Mutable colony. But death clings more tightly to this space.
 
   I don't flinch, cover my nose or blink. I am a prehistoric. We kill and live day to day. Death is real and will not be feared. However, I'm here to deliver death to the Lycan whose scent is tied to that of Drake and the female. 
 
   The concrete foundation of the incinerator has a drawer with a copper handle. Installed a hundred years before, at the same time that the building was constructed. 
 
   An early ally to the prehistoric.
 
   My fingers wrap the cool metal, and I pull it open. Weapons are  arranged neatly in a row. My hand hovers over the high content sterling. 
 
   I choose two daggers. One is stubbed and wide with one side curved, in true Arabic style. The other dagger fights with being a sword but falling short. I lift the straight blade. 
 
   Perfect for stabbing.
 
   I roll the weapons up in a loose velvet cloth with ties. I move through the tomb-like structure and stand before the exit. 
 
   I have four blocks to traverse with the wind buffeting me straight on. Even a Lycan will have difficulty scenting my arrival. Maybe, just maybe, I can avoid warning the Lycan—Drake certainly won't give me away.
 
   I grin, feeling more confident. I depress the security lock, my thumbprint lighting up the keypad.
 
   The door slides closed behind me after I move through. 
 
   I make my way to Philips Avenue, armed and with a sharpened focus. Ready. 
 
   I can't contain my excitement. The thought of one of my brothers being able to have a prehistoric mate is phenomenal—a cause for celebration. I don't bother with thoughts about my own situation.
 
   So many of us are in the same boat. 
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   Alex
 
    
 
   I can smell that bitch from a hundred miles away. My Lycan form is weak, which pisses me off because really—what the fuck makes a donkey worth anything? 
 
   Oh yeah, I'm more stubborn than any shifter around. And I can kick like a sonofabitch. But that doesn't help me. If I can get to Talyn Phisher before she fucks another shifter, she can be mine. I need a Lanarre. She'll be the key to make all my forms equal. All it takes is one encounter with a Lanarre—one good fucking, and donkey would be just another form. After having her, I could use any form as my default. 
 
   I can hardly wait.
 
   My long ears twitch at an oncoming noise. It's not that the noise is loud. It's the quality of the noise.
 
   Purposeful.
 
   I stand, not bothering to hide myself as I watch the action going on behind the glass in the penthouse apartment inside the old Foundry building. 
 
   There was a helluva tussle just a half hour ago. 
 
   Surprised one of the dumb humans didn't call that shit in. I grunt. Too scared to get involved, probably. 
 
   I roll my shoulders, revolving my head in a slow circle, trying to loosen the kinks before my homeboys show. We're going to have ourselves some Lycan ass with a helping of dragon on the side. That prick Drake's gonna pay. We know what he is now. 
 
   Those of us that survived. 
 
   I got torched, courtesy of coals-for-breath, Drake. I smirk. We'll show that numbnuts what it feels like to get your junk cooked. I grab ahold of my own sack to make sure I still have it. Healing that sucked ass. It'd been a close call. That enforcer bitch throwing her blade.
 
   About a millimeter from my dick.
 
   She's next. I don't care if she is a proficient ten. Or she's on the good side of the law, a hybrid vamp—and definitely her female status doesn't mean dick. 
 
   I keep my eyes peeled, and when I see what comes around the corner I almost laugh.
 
   Almost.
 
   I thought I was the fugliest shifter around. Guess what? Nah. This guy makes me look like Miss America.
 
   A shifter in half-form strides quietly along the sidewalk, heading directly for the foundry, a neatly tied bundle at his hip. 
 
   He's huge. Now I've seen some big shifters. I'm Mutable so there's a lot of biggies in our colony.
 
   Grizzly.
 
   Polar Bear.
 
   Elephant.
 
   But nothing compares to this dude's half-form. Big squarish feet clomp down with each step, sparse hairs softly float from a high forehead and steep, jutting ridge brow. Eyes that are strangely large and soft, almost feminine—pierce the artificial gloom created by the street lamps. My vision, even in my half-donkey form is excellent, and I notice the sweep of ridiculously long eyelashes as his eyes shift back and forth, occasionally sweeping downward. 
 
   It's the tusks though.
 
   Those are the things that make my breath catch. Ugly fuckers. They curve out of his mouth, curling backward toward his face. How he can see, or breathe—talk. Is anyone's guess. Who cares? 
 
   Maybe he's here to take Drake's ass out.
 
   That'd be perfect. Save me work. Get the girl, death to the Lycan.
 
   All in a night's work.
 
   I track the tusked shifter as he slips into a narrow doorway and ascends the flight of stairs. 
 
   Soon. I'll let him do what he wants. Not worried about getting a piece of the Talyn pie. After all, prehistorics are known for defending and protecting women. I don't roll my eyes at the sheer stupidity of that philosophy, but it does stick in my craw. 
 
   My thick lips flatten. I have plenty of craw for their beliefs to stick in. I never look at myself in donkey form. Too embarrassing. It'd taken a long time to rise in the Mutable ranks. 
 
   Pure cunning and zero integrity helped that along.
 
   I smile, thankful there's no mirror to show my rounded jaw, my square yellowed teeth. A tongue that is disproportionately long and thick. 
 
   I think about using that tongue on Talyn while she screams at my ugliness. My small smile widens to a grin. 
 
   Soon.When the Mutables who survived the house fire meet me, we plan.
 
   Then we move. 
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   Talyn
 
    
 
   “I'll help.” Even though I'd like to toss the plates at their heads.
 
   This time, I figure I can avoid a sex and lickathon if I just throw some shorts on. Which I have.
 
   I'm wearing another huge t-shirt and a pair of drawstring shorts. Everything's too big. 
 
   I want my house.
 
   And Pooky.
 
   I decide not to cry, but it's burningly awful to stop tears that want to fall as much as mine threaten. 
 
   Merck looks up from the broom and dustpan, Drake glances at me from the cooktop.
 
   I expect an apron would fix the vision of the two shifters making me supper and cleaning up the war torn mess they created. 
 
   At least the salsa was saved. 
 
   The smell of tender and perfectly seasoned chicken permeates the kitchen. I'm beyond hunger now, having gone into a numb spot reserved for starvation. I'm not a nice girl when my stomach's empty.
 
   “Do you want me to help?” I ask a second time, feeling useless. 
 
   “I don't need any help. We need to get you fed, Talyn.”
 
   I sigh, not saying anything. Then I have a brilliant idea.
 
   Wine. Everything will be better with wine. “How about some wine?” I ask hopefully.
 
   Drake says as he stir fries the chicken, “I don't think that's a good idea.”
 
   I stand, hands on hips. “And I don't think it's a good idea that you busted inside Merck's house after he claimed me, ruined our dinner, and made enough revelations to crumble the house of cards down. I had a great one built. I'd stacked that just the way I like it. And then poof!” I yell, stalking over toward him. 
 
   His lips tweak at the edges.
 
   Asshole.
 
   “Wine might be okay, dragon,” Merck says noncommittally. He is smiling.
 
   Drake saves his hide by reaching into a cabinet and extracting a long-stemmed wine glass.
 
   That's better.
 
   He finds the red wine in the corner of the counter.
 
   It has my name on it.
 
   He pours half a glass and I raise my eyebrows. Drake sighs, the chicken sizzling and steaming between us. Kind of like his breath.
 
   He begins pouring again, filling the wine to the brim.
 
   “That's more like it,” I grumble, carefully taking the glass from his hand.
 
   Our fingers slide against each other and a spark goes off.
 
   Now, it's not like I didn't like what he did for me. It's just—I want a man. A regular, human guy. Who drinks beer, and farts and leaves the toilet seat up.
 
   I take a sip of my wine, grimacing.
 
   No, I take that back. I want a real man. A guy that watches football once a year and farts when I'm not around and brings home chocolate before my period starts.
 
   And licks like Drake.
 
   And makes love to me like Merck.
 
   Not. Happening.
 
   I'll drink wine instead. 
 
   I swirl the ruby liquid in the glass and notice it's nearly gone. I frown.
 
   Standing, I walk with more sway than's legal to Drake, plunking the delicate crystal on the raised quartzite peninsula.
 
   “I'll take another round.” I slap the cold stone and Drake shakes his head slightly. “I have fajitas ready and you'll be eating.”
 
   I pucker my lips and his eyes move to my mouth. “No. I want more wine.”
 
   His lips quirk. “Well once you've had a little food of the non-liquid variety, then we'll liquor you up.”
 
   I jerk my face back as strong arms encircle my waist and soft lips press against the side of my throat. A little groan escapes, and I want to punch myself in the head.
 
   Real man.
 
   Mantra time. Need a real man. Then it occurs to me that I'm no longer a real woman. I'm this Lycan girl. It makes me want to cry.
 
   I eye the empty wine glass instead.
 
   Drake slides a steaming plate of chicken fajitas toward me. A rainbow of peppers are prettily arranged alongside the moist chicken  with sweet onion interspersed. My mouth waters. I'm suddenly starving.
 
   Drake slides the covered tortillas my way. I open the lid and pluck a pure white flour disc out from the holder and load it full of the sloppy, delicious smelling Mexican concoction.
 
   I eat as the men watch me. I gulp down water that Drake provides. My mouth's full and I say, “What?”
 
   “Very satisfying,” Merck comments.
 
   “Yes,” Drake agrees.
 
   Finally, the neanderthals are getting along. I chew slowly, savoring the delicate flavorings and subtle seasoning of the juicy meal. When one tortilla is finished I load the second.
 
   Only then do the men begin to dish themselves up.
 
   They set their plates on the beaten up kitchen table and Drake pours a second glass of wine, setting it at what will be my place.
 
   I pick up my plate and walk over to where they sit. I take my place between them.
 
   It feels more right than it should. 
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   Narah
 
    
 
   I don't feel well.
 
   Usually I can just blast through a workday living on coffee and a donut. Grab a supper through the fast food drive through. Done.
 
   Order: I'd like a quarter-pounder with cheese meal.
 
   Question: What kind of drink, miss?
 
   Answer: Blood.
 
   It gets Murphy every time. 
 
   I snicker. 
 
   Aeslin gives me a curious look while Murphy's is suspicious. Things that make me laugh are usually not kind or good. 
 
   That makes it funnier. 
 
   Of course, the iconic golden arches have been progressive enough to offer bagged blood. 
 
   It's gross—I'd rather take from the vein of one of my males. And that's just the way they like it too.
 
   Aeslin and Matthews flank me. Murphy's nursing his head where Drake the dragon clocked him and being a general bitch, which I tell him.
 
   “I am not a bitch. That description is for Lycans or some women of the unsavory order.”
 
   Aeslin chuckles. 
 
   Murphy is his favorite vamp. Probably because he has to protect me, and he's British. His humor is largely lost on me but somehow, Aeslin finds him hilarious.
 
   Matthews frowns at Murphy. Like I was thinking.  
 
   Matthews stops suddenly. We've made the short trek to Philips Street, scenting Drake easily. The sight that greets us is more funny than menacing.
 
   “There!” Matthews says in a whisper only heard by the four of us. 
 
   My eyebrows scrunch. What the hell is that? It looks kind of like a—donkey?
 
   “Oh love, this is more entertaining than I could have hoped for.”
 
   “Shut up, Murph,” I say absently as I stare at the incredible sight. A man, maybe topping out at six and a half feet, is giving some kind of instructions to his little posse. Mutables, from the look of it.
 
   I stifle an insane urge to laugh that is like a case of the clap. It itches. And I wanna scratch. 
 
   Long floppy ears swing as he speaks and gestures and I slap a palm over my mouth to buy my silence. 
 
   The men look at me.
 
   I know. I can't seem to keep ahold of my shit. I blame it on the baby.
 
   His teeth are pale yellow little Chiclets inside his mouth.
 
   I expect braying to start.
 
   Murphy pinches me and it wipes the urge to laugh.
 
   Matthews punches him in the stomach for touching me. 
 
   The urge sweeps in again.
 
   Murphy folds, knees hitting the cement.
 
   “Thanks, Murphy,” I say, really appreciating him saving us being outed because I had a supremely untimely urge to have a giggle fest. 
 
   “Welcome,” he gasps from the sidewalk.
 
   “He hurt you,” Matthews explains, and I fight smiling.
 
   I wink at a gasping Murphy. “Yeah—needed it. I was sliding toward some kind of hysteric fit.”
 
   Aeslin raises an eyebrow. 
 
   “Baby's fault,” I crow in soft indignation.
 
   Both men appear puzzled and a small giggle does manage to escape. 
 
   Humor departs when the perp slides into the entrance of the old Foundry building. It's now commercial on the first floor with high-end apartments above. “He's on the move,” I say, going forward.
 
   The men pace me.
 
   I glance back at Murphy. He's hobbling to his feet. 
 
   He nods.
 
   I beckon.
 
   Murphy trots unevenly after us. 
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   Merck
 
    
 
   No one could have prepared me for this moment.
 
   The moment where my life seems to settle into something resembling happy.
 
   Drake is on one side of the couch, Talyn between us.
 
   Music plays softly, the supper dishes soaking in soapy hot water to be done... whenever.
 
   “I hate to say this,” Talyn begins, and I can't resist kissing her temple. “But I sort of like this.”
 
   Drake tilts his head in her direction. “What is this?” he gestures loosely with his finger at the three of us.
 
   “Being here, with you,” she smiles up at me, but her hand lands on the dragon's thigh.
 
   I frown.
 
   She presses her finger to my lips. “Don't be like that, Merck. I'm not anyone's. I'm Talyn. But I think I might consider being with a shifter.”
 
   Drake bursts out laughing.
 
   Talyn sits up straight, removing her hand from his leg.
 
   Good.
 
   He stops.
 
   “What's so damn funny?” she asks, eyes narrowing on Drake. 
 
   I look at him with an amused lift of eyebrows. 
 
   He shoots me a go die look.
 
   Not yet, pal, my answering look says. 
 
   “You aren't fully human anymore, Talyn. Being with a human male is a waste of time.”
 
   Probably a waste of time before too. I don't comment. First smart move I've made. 
 
   “Well forgive me if I'm having a little trouble coming to terms with the shift of my life.”
 
   Good Moon, she's getting riled up again. Bad puns and all.
 
   “Talyn,” Drake tries for reason, “all I was trying to say was that this is a natural direction for your life.”
 
   Not bad. 
 
   He takes her hand. Then Drake wrecks it by speaking more. “And you didn't seem to have too much trouble when I was tonguing you.”
 
   Should have gone for simplicity.
 
   I think I see steam pouring out of her head.
 
   No. Just my imagination.
 
   She slaps Drake and her new Lycan strength makes his head rock back.
 
   When he looks back at her, his eyes have gone dragon.
 
   I jerk her onto my lap just as the broken door swings open.
 
   We turn to look as the ugliest shifter I've ever laid eyes on stomps inside like an elephant.
 
   Scratch that.
 
   Wooly Mammoth. 
 
    
 
   *
 
   Jac
 
    
 
   I immediately spot the Lycan and Drake. The female hits the radar as prehistoric but strongly Lycan over the top of that. She reeks of a dual claim. An unfinished one from Drake and a complete one from the werewolf.
 
   Damn. What a mess.
 
   I shift the velvet sack with the silver weapons to my other hip.
 
   “Hey,” I say, as though my presence is an everyday occurrence.
 
   The Lycan stands, a low growl loosening lips that are becoming jowly with his animal.
 
   “Stay there, Jacob—freshly claimed female. Things are volatile.”
 
   “Freshly claimed?” the female yells, pounding on Drake's back with small fists.
 
   My eyebrows rise. I guess it's not going smoothly.
 
   Do I kill the Lycan? That's the normal protocol. I open my mouth to ask Drake when I realize my damn tusks are in the way.
 
   Shit. I begin to shift to human when four Mutables saunter in behind me.
 
   I smell the female's fear and turn, facing... a donkey.
 
   I laugh, but it comes out like a strangled cough. ʼBout normal, considering. 
 
   Apparently the donkey Mutable understands my laughter is for him and gestures toward me. “Kill him,” he says.
 
   My eyes shift to the three who come for me.
 
   Tiger.
 
   Black bear.
 
   Antelope.
 
   Antelope?
 
   I take out the bear first, clocking him so hard with my weapons he drops where he's hit.
 
   Rushing the remaining two, I gore the tiger as his fur ripples over his body, flinging him off with my momentum. He makes a bloody stripe as he slides down the brick wall, the texture picking up a little spine in the process. 
 
   The antelope kicks backward and hits me smack between the eyes.
 
   The strike staggers me and I land on my ass. Hard.
 
   Taken out by a fucking deer. I shake my head, trying to clear the fireworks bursting in the field of my vision. Fucking hoofer got me just right. 
 
   When the four vamps charge in, I slump.
 
   Could the night get any worse?
 
    
 
   *
 
   Narah
 
    
 
   The donkey goes straight for Talyn but the dragon and Lycan have it.
 
   I see that the—whatever he is—elephant guy, was put on his ass by a half-formed deer and resist the urge to laugh again.
 
   I've had some pretty weird experiences but I'm thinking this is the number one evaaah. 
 
   “Narah!” Murph screams above the din.
 
   I turn and Donkey's got something in his hand.
 
   Something small. And illegal.
 
   Grenade.
 
   Matthews unfortunately takes my shoulder out of the joint when he throws me into the hall.
 
   I land badly, hurting the other shoulder while clutching my dangling arm.
 
   Agony surges through me and I grit my teeth, crawling back to what's left of the door, hanging by one hinge. 
 
   Thanks for the save, babe. God.
 
   Murphy and Aeslin blur to my side. Murphy gives a slight shake of his head. Don't go back in there, the silent look tells me.
 
   I glower.
 
   The apartment blows up—with Matthews in it. One of the fathers of my unborn child.
 
   I scream, leaping to my feet, my arm hanging like a crooked noodle.
 
   Aeslin tackles me.
 
   My arm feels like a live wire attached to my body and I cry out. Vampires can't survive fire, I think, before passing out from the pain.
 
    
 
   *
 
   Talyn
 
    
 
   I shriek.
 
   It's not neat or feminine. It's a loud, shrill bellow of complete terror. The donkey Mutable didn't perish in the house fire where I was held.
 
   He's come back with reinforcements.
 
   I'm claimed by Merck. I'm Lycan.
 
   So why does he want me? What can he possibly gain?
 
   Donkey reaches into his bag of tricks and flashes a toothy grin that's so creepy my skin wants to crawl off my body to escape his notice. 
 
   “Come here Talyn, or the boysʼ guts get splattered everywhere,” he says pleasantly.
 
   My eyes widen. An antelope, some kind of half-bear and a tiger writhe around at his feet like released snakes. I don't know much, but what I do know is he's certifiably insane. A term I'm intimately familiar with. 
 
   He's going to take everyone out if I don't go with him.
 
   Donkey might anyway. 
 
   I slip out from between Drake and Merck—I'm not having people's deaths on my conscious. Though my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth from my fear.
 
   “No!” Drake yells, wrapping strong arms around me, easily lifting me.
 
   Donkey pulls out a propane torch, lights it.
 
   Pointing it—at me.
 
   “I'll kill her, Drake. And I know your fire will only swamp backward to the source.”
 
   I make a noise so primal it tightens Drake's arms around me like a vice and Merck moves forward. 
 
   Donkey turns to him. “Back off, mutt. Can't help Talyn if I set your fur on fire.” His ridiculous eyebrows waggle.
 
   Really?
 
   I see the shifter with tusks shake his head, struggling to his feet. Getting his bearings, he rushes Donkey.
 
   It happens so fast, later I won't remember the exact order of events.
 
   Drake turns me in his arms, and plunges toward the glass window pane. His skin turns like smooth sheeted glass beneath my body.
 
   Merck moves toward Donkey as Tusks hits him from behind. 
 
   An explosion blasts us as we hurtle toward Philips Street. I don't go splat as Drake turns at the last moment, taking the impact for us both.
 
   I do hit my head. On scales.
 
   Fire fills my vision as I lay on Drake's body. 
 
   I blink.
 
   Figures fight inside the inferno like blurred shadows. One gets tossed out.
 
   I only close my eyes for only a moment.
 
   Then nothing.
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
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