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   Julia's sworn enemies are safely sequestered in a prison of the fey and her forever mate has been chosen—not by blood, but by a circumstance shaped from coincidence. However, it's not enough to save Julia and the others their fate at the hands of the Alaska den, whose reacquisition has come alarmingly full-circle to capture them.
 
    
 
   Tharell of the fey aligns with the Singers, Were, and remaining vampires to take back the one true Queen. Only Julia can stop the interspecies wars and establish a genetic truce that would free all groups from extinction. Can they rescue Julia and her allies before it's too late? Will the Red Were's lineage prove to be the catalyst of victory against a corrupt pack grown too debauched by greed and power?
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CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   Motion woke Julia initially. Rhythmic. Unfamiliar.
 
   Constant.
 
   She allowed her eyes to open to slits. What little light existed crept inside to illuminate the four corners of where she lay. Julia said nothing, alerted no one. Silver chain, a fine gauge little better than woven lace, covered Jason, Truman, and Adi. Cyn was bound from behind, her hands in painful-looking knots behind her back.
 
   Julia swallowed, acutely aware of the dryness of her mouth and throat. She lay on her side and rocked back and forth, accidentally throwing herself on her face. It pressed uncomfortably against the rough wood of the surface on which she lay. Julia moved her shoulder into the unforgiving wood and shoved hard, using her half-asleep legs to jerk up to her knees in a semi-kneeling position.
 
   Her head swam with the remnants of the drugs. 
 
   Julia took several deep, steadying breaths. She blinked, meeting Cyn's.
 
   Hers reflected in the dark.
 
   “That cop bit me,” Cyn croaked. Julia imagined her throat was as parched as her own.
 
   Julia hadn't witnessed Cyn's being bitten, and the reason behind it eluded her. She relaxed against her heels for the time being. “Why?” she asked.
 
   Cyn grimaced as she shifted her weight, her eyes tightening with pain. “I don't know. I think he was thinking he'd be Mr. Helpful.” Her gaze roamed all over the inside of the stuffy space. She recognized they were in a truck as it jostled. She and Cyn groaned from the motion.
 
   “You're looking a little wolfy, Cyn,” Jason said from his slumped corner.
 
   Jason. Julia half-crawled, walking to his position with her knees, and he gave her a small smile. It looked more like pain than joy.
 
   “What is it?” Julia asked.
 
   The truck jerked to a halt, and Julia flew forward, no hands to ward her fall. The ground hit her face a second time, but this time with momentum. She yelped on contact, muffled as it was, rolling over as splinters and a bruise vied for position on her cheekbone.
 
   She'd just kicked her own ass.
 
   “Jules!” Jason yelled, moving to her in the same awkward shuffle she'd just managed.
 
   Not fast, wrapped as he was with the silver chain.
 
   His face appeared above her, tightening in pain. 
 
   “Jules,” he whispered.
 
   Tears rolled out of the corners of her eyes and she moaned. “Yeah.” 
 
   “We're home boys... and girls. Home reek home,” Truman said in a sarcastic commentary from the back of the bus. Or truck.
 
   Julia rolled over onto her back. She hadn't noticed the stench. Now that he’d brought it to her attention, exhaust was all she could smell.
 
   “Not yet,” Jason said to Truman without looking at him, his hands bound tightly against his back like everyone else.
 
   Truman snorted. “Canada, pal. Close enough.”
 
   Jason grunted affirmation. “Yeah.”
 
   “What now?” Cyn asked.
 
   “Looks like they're taking us back to Alaska,” Jason said and Julia could hear the despondency in his tone. It wasn't going to be reunion time. There was an entirely different agenda going on. 
 
   The truck slowed, coming to a shuddering stop.
 
   Lily's entrance shattered their small group’s quiet commiserating.
 
   Vent holes and an opaque ceiling was the only air and light the five of them had. The sultry heat and dim interior vanished the instant the doors were slapped open and daylight streamed inside. 
 
   Julia took in the woman who had pretended to be her aunt, secure the doors against the sides of the truck. 
 
   “You're awake,” she said without waiting for a response. Gone was the demure, small-in-stature guardian with the perpetually sour disposition and perma-smirk.
 
   In its place was a statuesque Sidhe warrior of the fey. 
 
   Julia flung about in her memory bank for anything to do with fey lore and could only come up with the colorful Faerie stories of childhood literature. 
 
   None of that was remotely applicable to the reality that stood before her. A six-foot tall, inky black figure with a shock of silver hair gave them her inscrutable, pale gray eyes. She was nearly naked. A band of material like a vintage tube top wrapped her breasts and a matching covering that decorum dictated hid the female bits and nothing else. She looked like a barbarian from another planet. Every movement brought striated musculature to the surface of her skin like the rippling of water after a stone's throw.
 
   “Good,” she said in a soft purr. “I'm sure the human necessities are calling.”
 
   Her voice didn't even sound the same. Lilting, biting... it ran along Julia's skin like small bugs looking for flesh to penetrate.
 
   “I always thought you were a dumb bitch before. Now I don't have to speculate. Yeah,” Cyn commented dryly.
 
   That was how Cyn coped. Julia just wished it hadn't been right now.
 
   Lily's self-important smile wilted a little around the edges. “Your good or bad opinion of me is not relevant, Singer.”
 
   “I think it's more like Were now, fairy,” Cyn bit back. Then, “I gotta pee, and unless you want to add winged janitor to the list of your bullshit, I suggest you get my drugged ass out of here.”
 
   Adi groaned in the background. “God... what—silver.” She blanched, looking around until she caught sight of Lily. “Okay, kidnap us because you're asshats. I get it, but silver?”
 
   Jason and Truman said nothing. Their glaring at Lily was all the evidence needed that they'd rather be anywhere but in the back of a box van returning to Alaska.
 
   Lily watched Cyn warily as she leapt up from the ground five feet into the rear of the van. Cyn grinned. It hung on her face wrong somehow. 
 
   Lily was on her in a second. She grabbed an ankle, jerking her like a willful dog on a chain.
 
   Julia saw what would happen before it did, but Lily was a little slow on the uptake. Some things remained the same.
 
   They had not thought to wrap the spiderwebbing of feather light silver chain around Cyn. They'd discounted her.
 
   She had been a Singer before Truman's bite, and someone had dropped the Were ball. Having Singer blood meant many things. But if the host held a Singer’s blood, transference to cross-species genetics was a highway instead of a walk.
 
   Cyn's fingertips burst with talons, her nose grew to a stub, downy pale fur taking the place of skin and her teeth becoming sharpened tips. She sat up, partially changed, her butt dragging along the rough wood floor, and took hold of the forearms pulling her out of the van. 
 
   Cyn easily broke her non-silver bonds. 
 
   Lily turned, her face filled with comical surprise. Julia understood from her expression that it was a rare event.
 
   Cyn crushed the bones of Lily's forearms and Lily reared back, howling in anguish, trying to tear herself out of Cyn's grasp. 
 
   It was a horrible beauty to see her friend's face grin from a row of teeth more wolfen than human.
 
   “No ya don't,” Cyn growled and jerked Lily close, rolling her over onto her back. She didn't pause for consideration. 
 
   Human rational had left, and the Were had taken over.
 
   Lily kicked out, connecting with Cyn's midsection as she simultaneously latched onto her shoulder. 
 
   Cyn grunted but didn't dislodge. 
 
   Instead, she moved deeper into the hold, biting down on Lily's neck with crushing force.
 
   A second figure jumped into the van as Julia pressed against the sides of the wall. 
 
   One of the cops.
 
   “Stop!” he commanded, and Cyn shuddered.
 
   She growled even as she reveled in mutilating Lily's neck, shaking her head slightly in glee. 
 
   Metallic and warm, copper filled the air, and Julia gagged.
 
   “Release her!” the cop said.
 
   Cyn raised her muzzle and howled, at once enraged and discouraged.
 
   He had stopped her from tearing Lily's head off.
 
   Jason and Truman snuffled and mewled, not in submission but in pain and disquiet. 
 
   Cyn backed away, shaking her head while on her hands and knees. No matter how much she swung her head back and forth, she couldn't rid herself of his command.
 
   Julia's eyes rose to his. A new Alpha.
 
   “I'm Tom Harriet.”
 
   Julia said nothing. His identity meant nothing. Did nothing. William was dead, his sacrifice feeling more and more worthless. He'd saved her from Cormack, the Sidhe that meant her death, only for another group to capture her.
 
   But not just her. It was now her and the others. 
 
   Julia dispassionately watched Lily's throat knit the damage, very pink against all that true black skin, Cyn's canines had made. 
 
   Julia began to speak, but Harriet held up his hand for silence.
 
   “It was one of my wolves that botched this entire acquisition up three years ago.” His smile was a grim line in a hard face. “And now we have the Blooded Queen—who by rights was always meant to be with the Alaska den and no other.” Harriet spread his hands away from his body.
 
   “Who are you to tell me where I should be, and with whom?” she asked. Her eyes were still closed, her breath shallow as she laid her head against the wall of the van. 
 
   She smelled his nearness, and her eyes flew open as Jason growled and struggled to get to her.
 
   Harriet's eyes bled to green.
 
   He was a Red.
 
   “We're not some weak outside pack.” He evaded her question. Those spinning orbs dove into her gaze, mesmerizing, captivating—dead serious. 
 
   “I am pack master of the Alaskan den. We take what is ours. No negotiations, no bullshit.”
 
   Julia searched his eyes. He seemed to be telling the truth, though the truth as he saw it.
 
   “What does this mean for me?” Julia asked slowly, though she didn't think she'd like the answer. She was getting accustomed to receiving it.
 
   “Easy, Julia Caldwell. You're the pinnacle of a breeding triangle, to simplify things. As I'm sure the fey rehearsed to you, you throw true, yes?”
 
   Julia stared at him, speechless. Unbelievable. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jason inch closer.
 
   “We want more than Alaska.” Harriet's hand closed into a fist by her temple. Julia didn't flinch. She was desensitized at this point. It didn't help that she had to use the bathroom so badly it burned inside her, distracting her from even the fear of this new threat.
 
   He casually swung that held fist into Jason's temple and he fell with a howl, the chains cinching tighter with the movement. As Julia now saw, they were meant to. 
 
   Stay still, and they remained slack. Move, and they grew tighter with each motion.
 
   Jason writhed in agony on the floor behind them, and Harriet went on as if nothing had transpired.
 
   “We have the highest concentration of Red Were in the world. We are destined by genetics to be the dominant Were. That is why we're put to death on sight by dens who fear us—our potential.”
 
   Julia chanced a glance at Jason, his eyes spinning orbs of green anger, his wolf a hairsbreadth from erupting. She couldn't stand the idea of what would happen to him if he burst his skin with the silver bindings. 
 
   “Don't,” she whispered. Please don't.
 
   “He will, if I will it,” Harriet said softly.
 
   They looked at Harriet. “Why would you take us and torture some of your own kind?” Julia asked, desperate to understand.
 
   “Because I can,” he answered softly.
 
   Tom Harriet turned to face Jason and Truman.
 
   His command brought worse than her imaginings.
 
   Julia cried as the bindings tightened and the howling was the only thing she heard. 
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   Julia could be neutral, but Cynthia was pissed.
 
   She hated—hated that pudwacker, Harriet. It went beyond the obvious kidnapping crap. Cyn was aware, very aware, that he was Alpha Red and that meant he could pretty much boss any Were around. Not great for her.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Cyn took satisfaction the deepest canine punctures were a necklace of wounds around Lily's neck.
 
   It made a smile bloom on her face like a flower seeking the sun.
 
   “How's it feel, bitch?” Cyn hissed at Lily. 
 
   She strode to Cyn, and the fey warrior paused just long enough to kick her in the ribs.
 
   Cyn grunted, biting down on the natural yelp that threatened escape by a fraction before it erupted. She wouldn't give the heartless Sidhe the satisfaction.
 
   Whatever irritated that betraying, lying c u next Tuesday worked just dandy for Cyn.
 
   “Cyn, God, would ya stop?” Adi rubbed her wrists where the silver had burned her like acid. Cyn pulled a face at the ligature marks at the sight of the silver bindings decorating Adi's wrists.
 
   Bastards.
 
   Tom Harriet crouched down next to her with a slight bounce, cocking his head to the side and studying her like an interesting experiment inside a petri dish. 
 
   Cyn kicked up her chin. “Gonna beat the hell out of a bound woman?” She spit in his direction. It landed near his left foot, missing his expensive shoes by a fraction of an inch.
 
   Harriet's lips curled. “Ordinarily, no. However, you bring the very worst reactions out in me. My wolf wants to clamp jaws around that skinny neck of yours and shake you until your teeth rattle.”
 
   “What's stopping you, pencil dick?” Cyn challenged.
 
   A vein popped in his forehead, and Cyn braced for the worse. Deep in her heart, she knew she couldn't be a martyr for anything or anyone, like Jules had committed to doing long ago.
 
   She was too much of a selfish bitch, for one. If he killed her, then she wouldn't have to deal with what had happened to her. Cyn centered herself, hoping for finality. She thought she was more selfless than this, but surprise... she was more human than all the Singers and Were combined. Right now, she felt pretty damned human. Cyn was beyond frustrated and helpless. She couldn't live like this.
 
   “Don't, numbnuts!” Truman's voice boomed out into the open space where they camped. He trained his eyes on Harriet's hand.
 
   Harriet hesitated, his fist lifted to strike.
 
   Cyn watched him warily, shooting a glare at Truman, who returned her look with one of his own. 
 
   He'd spoiled a perfectly good braining.
 
   That fist fell to his side. He breathed deeply, scrutinizing Cyn as he began to speak. “I was top in my class at the Bureau; received honors for my grades when I studied the criminal justice system. I know what you’re attempting here, Cynthia Adams.” His eyes searched Cyn's. She gave a disgusted exhale, her face inches above the sparse grass where she lay. 
 
   “Suicide by Fed. Or in this case—Were.” Harriet stood, shaking his head as he looked down at her. “We didn't bother with all this elaborate shit to kill you. Think.” He tapped his temple with two fingers. “You can't kill the fey. She's immortal. You'll just piss her off.”
 
   Cyn doubted it. There had to be some way to kill her black ass.
 
   His gaze roved the small group, Ford cruising up to stand by his side.
 
   All this was so overwhelming. I want to go back to where I was. Where getting her nails done and the latest pair of shoes filled her thoughts. But no. Now it was Were this, Singer that. 
 
   She looked at her chipped, shitty nails. Her hair had two months’ dirty blonde grow-out. She wanted to howl for that alone. Instead, she glared at Harriet.
 
   Adi said, “Wait a second...” Her eyes narrowed to slits. “I know why you took Julia. No offense”—her gaze swept Julia then went back to Harriet—“everyone wants the Rare One.”
 
   Harriet said nothing.
 
   “But you took us, too. Why not knock us out, take Julia, and run off?”
 
   “That's the $64,000 dollar question,” Lily said.
 
   Cyn rolled her eyes. “Don't try. Don't try to be clever, interesting, or relevant. You've been in the fey mound too long. That's not even that much money anymore, you dodo bird.”
 
   Jules stifled a laugh. Adi didn't even try, letting a straightforward guffaw escape. 
 
   Lily's lips thinned into a slash of charcoal. “I want to end her. I don't care if she's Red, or leverage... she is a foul-mouthed Singer that has been turned into a dog. She is of no consequence.”
 
   Cyn smirked. 
 
   She shouldn't have felt confident, given they'd caught on to her new skill set and bound her in silver. But she did. It was just too damned easy to yank Lily's chain. Cyn found she liked it. A lot.
 
   “Not yet.” Harriet stayed the fey with an arm. His skin was very white  against the tar color of hers.
 
   “Why?” she nearly wailed. “I put up with her empty head while she was friends with the Blooded Queen because I was told I must... but now? Let us do away with her.”
 
   Adi rolled her eyes between the two. “Let's stay on task, kidnappers.” They looked at her. “So—you take Julia for the obvious reasons.”
 
   “Brood Mare,” Julia piped in then lifted a finger. “No—scratch that. Paranormal brood mare.”
 
   Harriet and Lily scowled at Adi, but she was unfazed.
 
   Adi swept her hand to Julia. “Yup, that covers it. But you still haven't explained the rest.”
 
   “I know why,” Truman said.
 
   Harriet's self-satisfied smirk turned into a shit-eating grin. Cyn figured that couldn't be good.
 
   “You're Red. I'm Red.” 
 
   Heat flared in Cyn’s skin when Truman's gaze skimmed over her trussed-like-a turkey form.
 
   “Jason—Cyn?” he asked.
 
   “Very good, cop. It shows that not all the police force is bumbling fools.”
 
   Truman coughed out a laugh. “Yeah, it shows I don't have to go to four years of a hoity-toity college to prove I can puzzle something through. I don't have to hold my dick to know I have one, if you feel me.”
 
   Cyn felt her eyes go round as Harriet strode to Truman.
 
   Harriet's face was thunder. “Don't make me shut you down, cop. It'll hurt.”
 
   “If you think you've got the brass balls for it, try it.” Truman's face was set in stone. He was a man of his word. It was all over him.
 
   “Truman,” Jason cautioned.
 
   Cyn remembered Jason's caged existence while he was feral after being turned. He was Red because he'd been bitten by a Red but didn't have the Were lineage. He'd almost gone sideways when he'd changed. Not true in Truman's case. He had the genetic fabric to make the change.
 
   Truman shrugged Jason's hand from his shoulder and squared off with Harriet, the testosterone so thick in the air Cyn choked on it.
 
   Instead, Lily's droll voice broke through their posturing. “All the talk of penises has made me realize how distracting it is to have one.”
 
   Truman and Harriet turned to Lily. 
 
   Her hand came to rest on Cyn's hair and she wanted to puke on Lily's feet. She did the second best thing. “Get your hands off me or I'll bite your toe off. It won't kill ya but it'll be a bitch growing that back.”
 
   Lily's sour look soaked Cyn with its venom. She glared back at her. Like that bitch's dirty looks were going to matter. Duh.
 
   Harriet's gaze found Lily's, and a silent exchange passed between them. Cyn shifted her weight. 
 
   “You're right, of course,” Harriet conceded to Lily. He cast a last glance at Truman then walked away to stand beside her. 
 
   “I am but one 'scout', if you will... who searches for Reds. If we can reclaim those that wander without a den, or worse”—Harriet's gaze sought each of theirs—“are unclaimed and killed simply because of who they are, then my bit in this life will have had value.”
 
   Lily looks bored, Cyn noted. She just knew that wench had her own agenda.
 
   “So what's with Lily, what does she get? Because I know she's not here for any philanthropy.”
 
   Jason grunted in the background.
 
   “No.” Harriet's tone was short. “The fey make pacts that benefit their people.” He spread his arms wide, palms out. “Like all of our species.” 
 
   His gaze went to Julia. “Even the Queen of the Singers, their 'Rare One', must wield a certain mercenary edge to maintain order.”
 
   Cyn didn't hear Jules argue. Hell—she couldn't protest it, either. 
 
   Her mind spun with the why of it all. Then she touched on something... “So you collect the Reds and you become, what? The most kick ass den in the West or something?” Or North?
 
   Harriet smiled. “No. Pure Reds do not need to heed the moon's call to change. We change at will.”
 
   “It's the sign that a dog is Red enough if he or she”—Lily literally looked down her nose at Cyn—“can change without lunar fullness.”
 
   “But some can't,” Truman said.
 
   “Not exactly.” Lily’s pale eyes bored into Julia's. “Now that the Blooded Queen has become, all those who have the Red blood of the Were can willfully change, if she is in proximity.”
 
   “So just Julia being around...?” Adi fished for confirmation.
 
   Harriet nodded. 
 
   “It's very similar to the lowly human who has a bit of fey blood.” Lily sniffed as if this likelihood was not only repugnant but also unlikely.
 
   Cyn narrowed her eyes to slits. “Tell us. How does it compare to a human having fey ancestry if a Were is Red?”
 
   Lily rolled her eyes at Harriet, who said nothing.
 
   “Why... you're such a daft girl. Throwing around a few four-dollar words is not proof of intellect.”
 
   Cyn moved her shoulder in an awkward shrug. She was okay in her own skin. The strange creature that had treated Julia badly, lied, and hidden who and what she was wouldn't diminish Cyn. Only she had the power to do that.
 
   “Just tell them,” Harriet said to Lily. The limits of his patience finally grew thin. About damn time. Hell, hers had gone MIA about... well, from the very beginning.
 
   “Like blood calls to like. For simplicity's sake, a summons—if you will.” Lily crossed her arms over a flat black stomach, and Cyn was disturbed to note she had an outie.  
 
   “So strength in numbers.”
 
   Lily inclined her head.
 
   “This is a getting a bunch of the same species together for what end?” Truman asked carefully.
 
   “Control,” Harriet said. “With the Blooded Queen, we are suddenly all moonless changers. It's a powerful summons.”
 
   “I want to know more about this fey angle.” Cyn slid her gaze to Lily. Cyn was suspicious; Lily's presence still didn't make complete sense.
 
   “The fey will be summoned as well. With enough time, the status of all the Reds becoming moonless changers, regardless of blood, will be solidified forever.”
 
   Jason spoke for the first time. “You won't need Julia.” 
 
   “No,” Lily answered.
 
   “Then what happens to me?” Julia asked.
 
   Lily favored Jules with a malicious smile. “You will then be mine to summon the humans who have fey blood.”
 
   “Why?” Jules pushed her matted hair behind her ears, a helluva shiner distending her cheekbone.
 
   “So we can rid the earth of the half-breed.”
 
   “Genocide?” Truman asked in patent disbelief.
 
   Cyn shook her head at the grinning Lily, who was obviously touched in the head.
 
   “Feycide,” Cyn confirmed.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   Tharell met the unlikely source of his intel, Gabriel, the Rare One of the death bringers' Northwestern kiss. 
 
   “We have an understanding, then?” Gabriel asked.
 
   To say that working with a corrupt Singer, leader to a coven of the fanged, was a necessary evil was an understatement.
 
   Every thought had been about the Rare One, the Blooded Queen of the Singers. Only her presence, then lack thereof, could be the cause of the disquiet. The sithen knew her. 
 
   Trust did not come easily to the fey. However, the insurance of another faction whose interests aligned with theirs was advised. 
 
   A stealthy rustle in the periphery made Tharell turn. A deer trotted within shouting distance. Somehow, it felt the men’s presence, though Tharell had thrown a cape of glamour to hide them. It scampered off, skittish as a new colt. 
 
   Gabriel's eyes never wavered to the distraction of the wildlife. “Your glamour?” he asked.
 
   “It holds,” Tharell responded, insulted.
 
   Gabriel chuckled. Tharell schooled his face to the blank neutrality for which the Sidhe courts were so well known. Though now that Queen Darcel no longer ruled, there could come to be a Sidhe the sithen deemed worthy. Tharell had hoped it would be the Blooded Queen. 
 
   She had made a vow to consider Singers as candidates for marriage in Faerie. Whether or not she would bow to that wisdom remained to be seen.
 
   “If what you tell me is true, and William has met his end in true death—”
 
   “It is,” Tharell answered, already tiring of the game of words.
 
   “Then I see no reason why we cannot ally as we search for the Rare One.”
 
   “She will not comply with what you offer.” Tharell crossed his arms, and the glamor that rode the surface of his skin shimmered, settling back on the deep violet flesh like a floating covering. Only he could see it, as he owned that magick.
 
   “There is Claire, cousin to William...”
 
   Tharell palmed his chin. Familial ties were very strong, especially amongst the fey. As strong a consideration for Singers as for the Sidhe. “Perhaps she would return to Seattle, in the underground lair of the Northwestern, but she left under terrible circumstances. Julia was soul-meld with a Singer of royal lineage.”
 
   “And fey, and vampire,” Gabriel interjected.
 
   “Not precisely. Though it was a motley mess of ancestry to be sure.”
 
   Only a few could venture very far from the mound and hope to retain their power. Tharell, of course, due to his mixed blood, and maybe Domi with some extraordinary intervention or assistance. But the distance Gabriel proposed would challenge even him, as rare as some of his gifts were. And he was prepared to find out what that would be in the happenstance that some things came to pass.
 
   “They mean to unite the Reds and it will be back to what it was two thousand years ago, when the fey were in Europe and the Reds struck fear in anyone foolish enough to travel with a moon full or gone.” Gabriel gave a slight lift of his broad shoulders.
 
   Tharell frowned, remembering the legends well. The Red Were were feared. Rare and hunted to near-extinction. Now it appeared as though distance had given them sanctuary. 
 
   Their sojourn would sicken Domi and make Tharell vulnerable.
 
   Gabriel watched his thought processes with interest. “Have we struck a bargain, Tharell of the Unseelie Sidhe?”
 
   Tharell stared at Gabriel so long the other man almost took his proffered palm back. The fey took an oath with the utmost seriousness.
 
   Finally, and with great reluctance, Tharell shook hands with the devil. His motivations went beyond this meeting, to which Gabriel was not privy.
 
   It was the best solution amongst bad ones. 
 
   Julia Caldwell would be taken again. For good, and many Singers handed over to the Unseelie in exchange for her freedom. 
 
   It was an unjust manipulation of her. He could easily apply that old human expression of “sacrificing the few for the many” here.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Tharell could not wash the treachery from his skin as he bathed in the modern showers of Faerie supplied by the underground hot springs. 
 
   The water slid like hot, fragrant silk over the muscles of his body as he mechanically cleansed himself. 
 
   The lack of an interim ruler unsettled many of the Sidhe. Tharell agreed. But without royal blood and a slew of bodyguards, there was no peace. No one could step in without being murdered by another vying for the top position. 
 
   That was why a magical padlock of sorts had been used on the court. No one but the fashioner of the spell could undo it. 
 
   Of course, like all the old magicks, it had strength in the beginning, only to fade as the timepiece of the sithen ticked. And as all knew, time ran differently in Faerie. 
 
   Tharell pressed his forehead against the sithen’s smooth, polished rock. He simply thought of the need for a towel and a peg pushed out of the rock, a towel appearing that was a shade lighter than his skin. He knew of civility, and the sithen’s low-running intelligence was sentient enough for an exchange of thoughts, though the sithen did not possess speech as such.
 
   Tharell said nothing, taking the towel from the peg that had grown out of the wall. He petted the wall in quiet thankfulness for the small courtesy shown by this place where but an unspoken thought met the Sidhe's basest needs.
 
   The peg shimmered, becoming opaque and finally translucent. Then, like water, it melted back to become one with the low wall’s glittering ebony.
 
   How much longer will the sithen be healthy without leadership? And not just any leader, but one that showed deference and respect to the fey. All fey, not just Sidhe.
 
   Tharell padded into the larger quarters that gave way to an archway, hand-cut centuries before Tharell’s birth. He set about getting his garments donned. His tunic came first, breeches and soft-soled shoes were custom cut and sewn for his feet. He laced them to the tops of his shins, winding the leather ties twice around his upper calf and knotting it with proficiency borne of long practice. He walked to the door, grabbing his weapons belt off a hand-hammered brass hook as he left.
 
   There was no iron in Faerie. It was poison to the fey.
 
   He loathed the royal singer contained within their prison, but he must deal with her. She might be what Tharell needed to survive the journey so far from Faerie.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Tharell moved through the labyrinth of the sithen. 
 
   If it had been to Tharell's liking, Jacqueline would have been dead long ago. 
 
   The Singers Book of Blood forbade such a thing. Jacqueline was royalty, though her mixed blood appeared to be as frowned upon as his own. Fey, Singer, Were, and vampire. Jacqueline, reigning monarch of Region Two, had too much variation in her blood.
 
   And just the right amount of what mattered.
 
   Jacqueline stood when she saw him, the heavily veined marble bench that had been her post disappearing into the sithen wall as she left it.
 
   Tharell released a breath of resigned frustration. Half-clothed again. Jacqueline always knew when he would appear and shed her clothes at just the right moment.
 
   Tharell cast his gaze away when he saw what the Were did behind her, their vulgarity part of who they were. He could not close his ears to the lustful coupling that reached him. It was always the same. And deliberately meant to throw him off balance, make him feel ashamed to watch them rut as alley cats caught in their mating.
 
   Tharell squared his shoulders. They were detestable but had become necessary.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   Jacqueline allowed the Were to drive into her from behind, barely losing breath, though she did slap the invisible wall in front of herself so he would not force her face into it.
 
   She had coerced herself to mate with Tony. They had handled it quietly. As she had Were blood and must adhere to her needs as a Singer and a royal, they had been given a ceremony of the most basic order. 
 
   Marcus was required to be in attendance, and his obvious distaste of it all had brought her more pleasure than she anticipated. It was the only pleasure of the entire union. 
 
   A means to an end.
 
   Of course, even though the magical borders of their fey prison were impervious to their efforts at escape, the entire bit of Faerie could be realized through scent alone. Tony was a Were and she an expert Tracker. Too bad her talents grew weaker each minute she spent in this odd but increasingly pleasant new world.
 
   Tony was always aware when the one who called himself Tharell was nearing, and she cringed at what must happen. It had been Tony's idea to make themselves as repugnant as possible while also obtaining their end goal. Generally, as far as lore went, the fey were immune to sexual exploits carried out in front of them. But after much experimentation, they'd found it was the only thing that got under Tharell’s violet skin.
 
   Jacqueline bitterly encouraged Tony directly against her deepest instincts. “Harder, beast. Make a show of it.” 
 
   Tony complied, spearing her so deeply she felt the pain of his entry and exit, the horrible tool of his perversion buried deeply within his nature; adoring the opportunity to hurt her through sex. 
 
   He really was a terrible excuse for a Were.
 
   Jacqueline ground her teeth against his roughness, the foreign urge to cry floating within reach as he gripped her shoulder. His fingertips bit into her skin as he anchored her, causing what would be magnificent fingerprint bruises to take shape by the morning.
 
   He gasped. Tony stabbed her with a final, revolting thrust. As he finished inside her, Jacqueline plastered a smile on her face for Tharell's benefit. He struggled to cover his revulsion.
 
   What was the modern slang for that? Jacqueline wondered as she straightened and let down her dress. Ah yes, epic failure. She touched a finger to her chin, pondering... Or was it epic fail? No matter, disgusting Tharell was the goal.
 
   She could hardly remember why she had made this an objective, and it disturbed her more day by day. Jacqueline wondered if she could bear it much longer.
 
   Tharell cleared his throat and Jacqueline inquired, as if she had not just been having sex with the disgusting Were, “And to what do we owe the honor of your presence?” She watched those bright eyes, like the Caribbean Sea, flick to Tony then back to her. He was an extraordinary looking creature. 
 
   And a dangerous one. Jacqueline never allowed herself to forget that.
 
   Tony learned that lesson the hard way, early on. He had thought to outmaneuver the Sidhe and made to turn into his half-wolfen form. He went for the fey’s throat. 
 
   Tharell had blurred into him with a move that had an edge of macabre beauty. Before Tony could take his next breath, Tharell had deeply embedded his long sword inside Tony's body. 
 
   Tony's eyes had grown wide, his body slumping atop the blade. Tharell had grunted as he'd extracted it in a tight jerk toward his own body. Tony had fallen on his smug face.
 
   That had been Tony’s first and last attempt to try the bounds of the prison. Now this new plan was in full play.
 
   Jacqueline would get with child, and when the little wretch was whelped, Marcus would have an entire new problem to consider. They could not imprison a Singer of royal blood who carried offspring. It didn't matter that she had made a bid for Julia's life, the inept girl, or that they had discovered her contaminated blood. 
 
   Jacqueline was royal enough. 
 
    
 
   She curled her lips into a smile at Tharell's next words.
 
   “I have a proposition.”
 
   Excellent. Jacqueline smelled opportunity and it had nothing to do with her diminishing skills as Tracker.
 
   Jacqueline thought she caught a whiff of a metaphorical bleed from Tharell. 
 
   She and Tony, sensing the potential for weakness, moved in for the kill.
 
   “And?” Jacqueline asked, feigning boredom. It was not as easy as it sounded while Tony made a production of zipping up his sizeable but now-deflated commodity inside his modern jeans. 
 
   Her smile became genuine as she saw Tharell's clear distaste of Tony. 
 
   “The Rare One has been taken,” Tharell stated in bald discourse.
 
   Even better news than expected. Jacqueline couldn't contain her glee. “Who's taken the girl?”
 
   Tharell ignored her question. “I will need a fey of mixed lineage who is also Singer to Hunt the Blood until she is rediscovered.”
 
   Jacqueline studied his face. Arrogant—certain. She twisted around to face Tony then glanced at Tharell over her shoulder. “Let me confer with my... mate,” she choked out.
 
   Tharell gave a stiff nod.
 
   Jacqueline walked to the far corner of their “cell,” actually a mockery of the outside. All begotten by old magick, it was a type of indigenous glamour where a false sky with perpetual twilight lit the area. Stars that would never twinkle were cast about in the deep navy folds as tangerine inked the edges like spilt juice.
 
   “He has asked for a Hunt the Blood,” Jacqueline whispered to Tony, who of course, ignored the finer points and grabbed her breast.
 
   “I could go again,” he said, twisting her nipple through the thin blouse she had donned.
 
   Jacqueline winced, trying for patience and finding none. Instead, bile churned in her empty stomach at the thought of him touching her again so soon. “Do that again and I shall freeze your lungs, you atrocious excuse for a male.” Though she knew not how long she could make good on that particular threat. Jacqueline hated the crude smile on his face but was relieved when his fingers fell from her. 
 
   “You need me,” he said in a huff, folding his arms.
 
   “True, swine, but only until your seed takes hold. After that, you are no longer necessary.”
 
   He leaned forward, his breath hot and rancid against her face, and she held her own against his threatening body language. “When you have my whelp in your womb, it will not be a choice. You will be mine whether you wish it or no.” He used the old language, forcing her to listen.
 
   Jacqueline elected to ignore his threat, for now. “Fine. Play nice is all I ask. Stop hurting me.”
 
   Tony's eyebrows hiked. “You like it.”
 
   How could Tony's perversions exceed my own?
 
   She ignored the goad. “Tharell of the Sidhe must use us to find her.”
 
   Tony shrugged a shoulder. “I heard. I don't give two shits and a fuck. I want out of here. The why doesn't matter. It's results, Jackie.”
 
   Jacqueline ignored his overly familiar nickname. It seemed obtuse at this point to worry over it. She flipped her palm out. “And that is what this gives us—opportunity.”
 
   Tony's eyes narrowed. “All right, what's my role?”
 
   “It will be simple for you. Do not let on that there is any agenda other than the one you normally perpetuate.”
 
   Tony barked out a laugh. “Which is?”
 
   “Your typical brutish behavior,” Jacqueline answered easily.
 
   He drove a palm around her neck and jerked her to his mouth, plunging his tongue down her throat, gagging her with it. She beat at him with her fists. Finally, in desperation, she stole his breath.
 
   Her telekinetic talent was still strong. For now.
 
   Tony pulled away from her, gasping for air that wouldn't come. Her power was much diminished, dampened by the magick of the fey, the holding cell uniquely fashioned to weaken her powers. She gave it everything she had, drowning Tony in what remained.
 
   “Stop!” he croaked, driven to his knees. He clawed at her dress. The material wrapped around Jacqueline's ankles as he fought his body's need for oxygen. 
 
   “Jacqueline of the Singers,” Tharell called out loudly.
 
   “Yes?” she asked without turning, enjoying Tony's plum-colored face. And his subservient position on the floor.
 
   “What is your decision: Will you help in the Hunt for Blood?”
 
   Jacqueline released Tony's airway. It had drained her immeasurably in the hostile environment of Faerie. Her shoulders dropped from the exertion.
 
   Tony glared up at her, his hands ringing his throat, his ass on his heels.
 
   “I shall,” she replied.
 
   “Be ready tomorrow morning at dawn... or whatever time I call you.”
 
   Tharell gave a curt chin dip and with a last glance at Tony, he spun on his heel, walking away.
 
   Tony grunted as he stood, using a hand upon his knee to hoist himself. 
 
   But his gaze as he watched Jacqueline spoke of caution. 
 
   Good, he would do well to be cautious of me. Jacqueline needed no one. Only herself. And those underneath her. Or that was all it had ever been—all she knew.
 
   “I have wounded you.” Tony growled in pleasure.
 
   Jacqueline felt the wetness between her thighs and scowled at him. On some level, she understood that self-hate was part of her nature. As it was a part of his.
 
   Who knew what the two of them would spawn together. Many would consider the mixed genetics too diluted to introduce anything of malicious intent. Jacqueline wasn't sure. 
 
   Tony's hand snaked out and grabbed her wrist. 
 
   “I can do more.”
 
   She placed a palm against his chest to resist, but her powers were depleted.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   Slash struggled to awaken. He'd become instantly aware of the commotion all around him. He was shedding the drug like unwanted raindrops as his consciousness ticked closer to full tilt.
 
   He sat up in a moving truck. Five sets of eyes followed his movement.
 
   Slash opened his mouth and no sound came out. He had never been thirstier in his life. Jason Caldwell kicked a water bottle to him with his bound legs and Slash grabbed it. He took a long pull, silently capped it, and set it between his legs. A harsh breath slid out of him. Slash didn't panic easily even as he took in the apparent direness of their situation.
 
   His wrists burned where ligature marks deeply grooved his flesh. He fought not to rub them, feeling fortunate he was unbound. He easily caught the reflective eyes of his brethren, realizing only just then that they were Red—all. 
 
   “They're taking us to Alaska,” the girl named Cynthia informed him quietly.
 
   Instead of answering, Slash located Adrianna, her face swollen where she'd been struck. His mouth tightened. She noticed his expression and looked away.
 
   Of course she did. Slash understood how awful he looked. Yet it was important he knew she was healing. 
 
   “Adrianna,” he began, his discomfort around her acute, his desire to hide it even greater.
 
   Her face swung back to his. “Yes?” she asked while hiding her eyes from his gaze.
 
   Where was that spitfire nature he so relished? “Are you well?”
 
   Adrianna shook her head. He crawled to her and maintained a tense two-foot distance. Silently adding his presence without throwing it in her face. 
 
   “I couldn't help anyone. Lily forced the change.” 
 
   Slash sensed Adrianna blamed herself. 
 
   He remembered it all. Very painful to be brought when the moon wasn't full; it had been a deliberate move to incapacitate. She could have done nothing. Slash was Alpha enough to change into his half-form, and once in a great while he could also bring himself if the moon was only a thumbnail in the sky. 
 
   Adrianna was not Red, and she was hurting.
 
   His gaze wandered the cloistered, stuffy dark van and returned to study her. He was ashamed he had missed an opportunity to protect her while he slept off his drugged state. “What can I do to ease you?” 
 
   Slash bit the inside of his lip when all he wished was to drag her into his arms and kiss away the bruises on her face. 
 
   A fat tear made a clean spot on the van’s dusty floor as it shook its way down the highway.
 
   Slash stilled.
 
   Adrianna got up on her knees, the silver bindings tight. Blood oozed from her wrists, and he growled low in his throat in frustration that he could heal nothing.
 
   Cyn interpreted the look on his face. “I could heal her if we weren't bound in silver.”
 
   Slash nodded. She had the same limits as he.
 
   Turning back, he watched Adrianna painfully, slowly, walk the short distance to him. She fought the lurching truck, the hard floor that abraded her knees as she drew closer.
 
   Slash sat there. He couldn't tolerate rejection. He hoped the swampy darkness of the van box’s interior sufficiently hid his face.
 
   Adrianna moved until her knees met with his. She lowered her face to his shoulder.
 
   “What…?” Slash swallowed hard, never more self-conscious in his entire life. “What would you have of me, Adrianna?” Her warm breath bled through the light shirt he wore, and he suppressed a shiver. She owns me. 
 
   That small gesture tightened the invisible ties that bound them.
 
   “Hold me,” she whispered against him. Two words that changed his life. 
 
   The moment swelled... held. Slash let the air out of his lungs, draped muscular arms around her smaller body, and drew Adrianna into his lap. She curled up as best she could, her wrists so tightly bound she gave a little whimper when Slash adjusted her position. 
 
   “I am sorry,” he said, feeling like an oaf.
 
   She shook her head, her hair pleasantly rubbing underneath his chin. It smelled of sweet female. His female.
 
   Slash’s hand hovered over the top of that silky hair. His eyes found Cynthia's, and he began to glance away, but not before she gave him a signal that took bravery to execute. 
 
   She had nodded her head, and Slash let his hand fall against Adi's head from her silent encouragement.
 
   A breath eased out of Adrianna, and her cheek pressed deeper into Slash's broad chest. “Thank you, Slash.”
 
   His eyes burned. A heartbeat passed while he considered many things simultaneously. “You are most welcome,” he finally said. Slash moved his hand over her head again and again. When her breaths grew deeper, more rhythmic, he slowed but did not cease the motion.
 
   Truman and Jason gave him identical knowing looks. He ignored them.
 
   The Alpha female he loved was tucked against his body. She had sought his protection. It was the most ancient of offerings. An Alpha female had only to submit to an Alpha male in just that way for the male to assume care over her during time of extreme duress or war.
 
   A male Were chose to accept the offering or not. Slash had no choice; Adrianna had claimed his heart long ago. 
 
   It wasn't about choice but rather letting himself fall.
 
   In love.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Slash was driven rudely awake by a jolt as the van came to a stop. His arms automatically tightened around Adrianna and she awoke with a start, immediately followed by a groan.
 
   “What is it?” he asked, pushing the hair from her brown eyes. He saw her look at his face and self-consciously turned away.
 
   “Slash,” Adi said. He moved his face back an inch. Just enough for her to know he had heard her.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Stop that.”
 
   His eyebrows jerked in surprise. “What?”
 
   “Turning away from me.”
 
   Slash would have answered, but bright sunlight hit them like a slap and Slash threw a hand over his eyes to shield them from the brightness.
 
   “Good, you're awake. I've got the bullshit babysitting duty, so come along kiddies.” 
 
   Slash stared at a Were he'd never seen before and found he instantly disliked him. 
 
   “Fuck you, Ford, and the horse you rode in on,” Truman announced from the far corner. The two were definitely prior acquaintances.
 
   The Were's brows dumped over flinty eyes. Unforgiving ones.
 
   He stalked over to the corner and Truman stood up, facing his charge. 
 
   “Listen, old man, I'm here to get you to hop out of this van, mark your territory and get the fuck back in the rig, got me?”
 
   Truman laughed and Slash had to admire his gumption because he was bound. But Slash was not. 
 
   Sloppy.
 
   They must have thought, truck in motion, Were out for the count, no worries.
 
   Wrong. 
 
   Adi gave him wide eyes and silently hobbled off his lap. His gaze did not leave her. He promised her things he shouldn't have with that look, for he saw the reaction on her face. Slash couldn't control his expressions and didn't much give a shit. 
 
   He employed stealth as automatic as breathing. Of further help... Truman didn't telegraph Slash's approach.
 
   Not even when Ford landed a dead-center sucker punch that doubled Truman over.
 
   Truman cocked his head to the side, looking up at Ford from his knees with one eye. “Tell ya what, you stand there and be a fire hydrant, and I'll lift my leg on you. How's that for marking territory, assjack?”
 
   Slash grinned and shook his head at Truman’s hardness. It was refreshing.
 
   Ford hit him hard in the jaw, plowing the big former cop to both knees, wiping Slash's good humor on the spot. Truman spit out an impressive spatter pattern of blood that highlighted the filth of the floor. Their eyes met.
 
   It was too late for Ford to react.
 
   Slash struck from behind, using his hard fists like hammers of retribution against Ford's kidneys. They blurred with the speed of his attack.
 
   Ford pissed his pants as a result of the onslaught. 
 
   Then he pissed blood, crumpling to the floor as his body struggled to heal the organ damage.
 
   Slash crushed Ford's windpipe with the instep of his boot. 
 
   “Heal that,” he murmured, satisfied his skills of merciless and swift incapacitation still held.
 
   Truman walked himself up the wall with his palms. “Nice bit of work there, Slash.”
 
   Slash didn't smile or answer. His gaze was on Adrianna, still bound. Julia and Cynthia huddled together. He swept over Ford's breathless form and walked toward Adrianna.
 
   “Let's self-congratulate later,” Jason said. “Right now, let's get the chicks and get the fuck outta Dodge.”
 
   Slash thought that an excellent idea. He chanced a glance at their mutual enemy as he walked back to the male.
 
   Ford lay gasping. A fish out of water, his eyes bulged like hard-boiled eggs. Slash crouched on his haunches. “Don't come after us, Were. This is dating for me. Don't make me marry you in death.” Slash kicked him in the ribs, and the smaller Were groaned.
 
   “Cut us,” Jason said, holding his wrists up.
 
   Slash dug in Ford's pocket, extracting a titanium switchblade. He went to Adrianna first, her wrists weeping blood. What he could not do before with his bare hands, he now did. He sawed at the silver. It fell away, and bone greeted him. The fine webbing had been like acid against her skin, burning away everything in its path.
 
   He bent on one knee, despondent over the rawness of her injuries, and she shook her head, clearly miserable. “Get the others.”
 
   Slash touched the back of her head briefly and stood. He loosened the silver from everyone, attending Julia last, whose bonds were plastic zip ties. Irritating but not caustic.  
 
   “Ford!” an unfamiliar voice called. Not alarmed, but inquisitive.
 
   “Let's go!” Jason repeated in a hoarse whisper.
 
   Slash looked at the others' wounds. Silver wounds healed slowly. Their hands had been made useless as weapons until they could heal. 
 
   That's why Ford had been cocky; he knew they'd been bound and weakened. 
 
   They walked to the back of the van just as two men hopped inside. It was on him. Slash was comparatively uninjured. He could take them. 
 
   His nostrils flared. One Were, a packmaster, and one human.
 
   Slash charged forward without anything to indicate his intent.
 
   Unfortunately, Adrianna was closest to Tom Harriet, and he jerked her to him by the hair. Utterly unprepared, she screamed inside the truck from the brutality of the move.
 
   It froze Slash in his tracks.
 
   He had changed to his half-wolfen form as he moved from the sound of her terror alone. Harriet tsked-tsked him, shaking Adrianna, and she bit her lip to keep from crying out again. Slash growled just as her teeth met around Harriet's hand.
 
   Tom grunted, backhanding her with his free hand. “Willful bitch!” he bellowed in pain.
 
   Adrianna slumped to the ground and Slash lunged at the Alpha that would dare injure a female under his protection.
 
   Mine.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   Tharell tried not to dwell on deceiving Julia. The guilt would be more powerful than he could stand. 
 
   Many years had passed since he had come across one as compassionate as she was. The Blooded Queen had promised to consider gifting her people if they were willing.
 
   Tharell did not think Faerie had time to wait on her decision. Other matters outside the scope of Faerie were part of his thought processes. It made his head ache like a rotten tooth.
 
   “Enough,” Tharell interrupted their arguing in a quiet voice of authority. It did not boom, but nearly so. Every gaze at Region One landed on him.
 
   Michael made a little motion with his arms like flapping wings. “What? Are you going to lay more Faerie dust on us? Zap us all into comas again. Pfft... loved that noise.”
 
   “Michael,” Marcus warned. “Let him speak.”
 
   “Fine.” Michael lounged up against the wall, mauling a sucker in his mouth. 
 
   “I will not lay down the weapons of the fey, nor will I use them against you in the time of our alliance.”
 
   “Very precisely worded,” Delilah, Jacqueline’s daughter, said.
 
   Tharell nodded. “We are a precise people.”
 
   “Fey are not human,” Jen said. All her brothers attended the meeting, and Tharell looked at each one. 
 
   “Nor are you. We are humanoid. We share similarities with humankind. We can breed with them, but they are the lesser evolved of us all.” Tharell lifted his chin and went on, “Your Singer Combatant was severely lacking in their protection of Julia Caldwell.”
 
   Scott moved forward. 
 
   “Rest easy, Singer warrior; the Red Were are as diabolical planners as any I have ever known. We postulate they move toward reuniting all their kind. To have it as it was before the Americas became what they are today. Before my kind came from Europe.”
 
   He treaded more softly, though it did not come naturally. “Domiatri and I have brought the prisoners with us. They will be under lock and key of the magick of the fey for the duration of the journey.”
 
   Jacqueline and Anthony.
 
   They were heathens. And though Tharell understood the loathsome back-story to the female monarch of Region Two, it was difficult to hear the reports of the pain she allowed meted from her mate, a sadistic Were. 
 
   Besides the rutting that they began and ended, upon which Tharell came in the middle of most consistently, whispers of rape and perversions had reached his ears. He flicked his gaze to the cuffed Jacqueline, her once lovely, dark eyes shadowed with smudges. Bruises in sizes that only fingerprints could leave, covered every place the eye could behold.
 
   And ones Tharell could not see. 
 
   She was proven evil, yet it turned his guts to see any female ill-used. And that she possessed the blood of the fey? More so.
 
   However, in the end, it was a Singer matter. As was getting their consent for her journey with him and Domiatri as well. 
 
   Tharell studied Marcus take in the proof of her injuries, both old and new. 
 
   “If Jacqueline goes with the fey, then I will, too. We're mated, she can't go without me,” Tony said. 
 
   Tharell expected him to club his own chest like the purported caveman of eons ago. When he did, giving himself a stout punch in the chest, Tharell laughed aloud, and Tony's gaze narrowed upon him. “What are you laughing at, you effing grape?”
 
   Tharell's smile died out like a flame starved of oxygen. 
 
   “You will not come with us. You do not have Faerie blood. You are an insubordinate, criminal Were.”
 
   Jacqueline said nothing, head bowed, eyes glazed. Jen, the Singer leader's daughter approached the apparently cowed Jacqueline. 
 
   “Hey, Jackie-baby... what are ya doin'?”
 
   When Jacqueline didn't rise to the dig, Jen looked around, her gaze coming to rest on Tharell. “What did you do to her? Not like I give a shit, but it's weird. She's so… subdued.”
 
   The female needed to come with them. Period. She had married the Were, a proven rapist and abuser of women from all reports. A bad choice—albeit her own.
 
   Tharell looked down for a moment. 
 
   Could they have left the Singer female vulnerable inside her soft prison with the Were? Her powers oppressed as they are by fey magick? His gaze snapped to her form, seeing the sunken shoulders, thin frame, and beaten countenance.
 
   “Nothing's wrong,” Tony said defensively. “Jacqueline's great. Right, honey?” Butter could have melted on his tongue. He darted his tongue out and gave Jacqueline a long lick on her neck. 
 
   She flinched away from him.
 
   Jen frowned, folding her arms. Scott went to his biological mother. The woman responsible for attempting to poison Julia. 
 
   “Get Cyrus,” Scott said. The Combatant's gaze moved over Jacqueline. 
 
   Jen left the room.
 
   Scott's accusation lay within the black depths of his eyes. “I thought you said she would be safe?” 
 
   Domi gave Tharell a cautionary look. Tharell did not need the warning. Caution had been beaten into him. Literally. “She is alive. You insisted the Were and Singer be held together. They chose to mate. Your leader”—he swung a hand at a troubled Marcus—“attended the ceremony. Each stipulation was followed”—Tharell grappled with the idiom most apt—“to the letter,” he finished.
 
   Cyrus, the Singer healer, rushed into the room, his shock of white hair standing on end.
 
   Jacqueline, the subject of belated concern, toppled over like flower whose stem has been cut.
 
   Scott caught her.
 
   Tharell watched it all indifferently. Tony's face, indomitably etched with guilt and fear, told so much. 
 
   Tharell closely held the secret of why she would be wont to faint.
 
   Scott settled her carefully on the floor. The Healer came forward, his hand hovering at her forehead and gliding down her body in a near miss of flesh kissing flesh. He did not touch her but hesitated near her pelvic region.
 
   “Fractured pelvis,” he said, his voice without intonation. His hand  went lower, paused at the ankles. “Contusions healed...” His eyes flicked to Tharell's and narrowed into a glare. “And fresh.”
 
   Tharell had done exactly as he had stated he would. No more and certainly no less.
 
   “Dehydration, exhaustion...” His hand returned to her lower belly, concave beneath her clothes. He lowered his palm and finally touched Jacqueline. She gave a pathetic moan and tried to bat his hand away, her mewls of fear so horrible to witness Jen raised a hand to her mouth, and she gave her father a raw look of horror.
 
   “She is pregnant. But with this pattern of abuse, she might not keep the...” Cyrus' gaze moved to Tony, whose gloating sneer hung from his face. “Whelp,” Cyrus finished softly, removing his hand slowly. 
 
   Scott stood, his hands balled into fists.
 
   “Don't,” a soft voice said from behind him.
 
   All eyes turned as Lacey Greene entered the room.
 
   Tony broke the bloated silence. “Just like old times.”
 
   Scott hit him so hard he dropped to the ground, out cold. 
 
   Tharell watched it all, and then his gaze came to Jacqueline. She was the key. Without her, they could not journey after Julia. 
 
   There were too many challenges to a fey this far from Faerie. She would need to be with them at all times.
 
   She would serve as buffer.
 
   But first, she must get well. 
 
   Time was the enemy. 
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   Julia got out of the way as a Red Were shot his fist into the scarred Were’s mouth.
 
   It should have ended the charge. It didn't.
 
   His speed in half-wolfen form mesmerized her. He ducked the shot, and bony talons burst his fingertips. He didn't stab the Were but slashed behind and in front of himself in a spin of limbs, like the hands of a clock moving in opposite directions. 
 
   Blood rose to the surface of the tall man who had come from behind Slash and on the chest of the Were that he fought now.
 
   Julia gulped when Truman, looking far more at home as a Were than he ever had as a cop, scooped up the human male and tossed him casually outside the back of the van.
 
   Julia took Adi's hand, and she gently snatched it away, shaking her head. Julia looked down at the deep cuts from the silver and nodded. 
 
   It was just one Were now against Truman and Slash. 
 
   Then he changed, howling.
 
   The gunk of his human existence splattered the inside of the box van, landing in jellified lumps that tumbled and slid down the walls to land as disgusting, jiggling dollops on the floor. 
 
   It was raining human gore inside the truck, and Julia rushed to the back to get out, Cyn at her heels.
 
   A werewolf launched himself inside as they tried to exit.
 
   Jason flew at him, their wolves colliding midair.
 
   Julia didn't stick around. Her small telekinetic ability and aura reading would not protect them from a captor gone crazy.
 
   She slid out backwards while Truman and Slash's tails gave an ominous flick as they cornered the one Were in the truck.
 
   “Let's get out of here. They can find us once they shred him,” Adi said, and Julia nodded.
 
   “That's a no-shitter,” Cyn agreed. 
 
   They used the metal handle on the sides of the truck and slid down the back.
 
   They turned to run and Lily blocked their path. 
 
   “Hi, bitches,” she said in a conversational tone and threw something at them. 
 
   Julia watched it the way one would when deeply startled mixed with fear. She couldn't galvanize herself into action.
 
   Adi could. “More stupid fey mojo! Let's split!”
 
   She grabbed Julia's hand and she slumped.
 
   Fully awake. Fully paralyzed.
 
   The glitter fell, and the numbness spread from her core to her fingertips. 
 
   Adi shook her head and growled low.
 
   Cyn leapt at Lily, who laughed. 
 
   She drove in talons that erupted as she leapt. One minute she was Julia's bestie, with tattered but still coifed hair, clothes, and nails, and the next she was a semi-furred Were creature.
 
   Her talons burst through Lily’s other side, her dark skin rupturing like a split plum. Guts spilled from the front, and sinew and flesh hung in twisted strings from the end of Cyn's razor-sharp tips.
 
   “Heal that up, you interfering twat.”
 
   Julia lay on the forest floor while the noise of distant cars whizzed by, and couldn't take her eyes off Cyn. Pale blonde fuzz covered her head to toe as Lily slid off her talons. 
 
   She put a hand, fingertips finished with short talons, against Lily and shoved her the rest of the way.
 
   “Kill that fey jerk off,” Adi gasped from beside Julia.
 
   Cyn approached them, and her pendulous breasts swung, nothing hidden from view, even what proved her female. She was comical. Lily lay behind them, gasping, and Cyn put her dangerous hands, gore to her upper arms, on her slim hips.
 
   Naked.
 
   “Kill her, Cyn,” Adi croaked.
 
   “Right,” Cyn said, and it came out, Rawght. Like gravel crunching underneath tires.
 
   She went back to Lily and calmly centered her foot above her skull.
 
   Julia couldn't watch. She turned her face away, instead looking at Adi. Who never took her eyes off Cyn.
 
   The skull makes a distinctive sound when breaking. To Julia, it was like cabbage being squished mixed with dry timber breaking. She would have covered her ears had she been able to move. 
 
   She could breathe, but that was all.
 
   Cyn took a look at herself, and her expression filled with horror. 
 
   There was just so much a small town girl from Alaska could take. Changing into a naked half-Were and bashing a Faerie's head in was probably a little much.
 
   Cyn turned to the side and threw up. 
 
   The smell wafted to Julia, and she helplessly lay there praying she wouldn't get sick and choke on her own vomit before the cavalry showed up.
 
   Instead of Jason, Truman, and Slash coming to their rescue, a contingent of ten Were surrounded the women.
 
   Cyn changed back as she lay naked beside her own vomit. 
 
   Adi struggled to shake off the newest Faerie dust Lily had laid on them. 
 
   Julia couldn't move to fight off the Were whose snout appeared alongside her neck and took a long, pulling inhale of her scent.
 
   “This is her,” he said with a nod.
 
   Jason growled behind her.
 
   Julia couldn't blink. Tears came anyway. 
 
   There were simply too many Were. 
 
   The Were who'd been inside the truck had healed the damage Julia's friends had laid on them. 
 
   Ten more had come.
 
   It hadn't been escape for them, but a rendezvous for the Reds.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “Careful,” the Were that held Julia said to the one she couldn't see, who walked beside them.
 
   Julia could hear the train but not see it. Where there was a train, there was roads.
 
   She moved a toe. It was a fantastic accomplishment. She also needed to itch her nose so badly she couldn't think of anything else.
 
   Cigarette smoke clogged her nose, and she sneezed.
 
   Green eyes met hers. They spun like Jason's and she blinked slowly, trying not to think about where he was.
 
   “You're awake,” the Were stated softly.
 
   Julia said nothing. Her mouth wasn't working right. Just the sneeze. Her paralysis was lifting... slowly.
 
   A second Were filled her vision. His eyes were mud struck through with moss. 
 
   The smoke thickened as she choked and coughed.
 
   A hand lashed out and the other Were went flying. 
 
   To have that violence directed so close terrified her.
 
   “I won't hurt you,” the Were said.
 
   Sure.
 
   He turned his face away and a snout grew, lips pulling back from teeth no longer human. The unseen Were didn't approach again. 
 
    
 
   “When I say be careful, that means not smoking next to the Blooded Queen.”
 
   A yip reached her ears, and the Were's features bled to human again. Julia could only watch as things that should never shift looked like small moles burrowing underneath the flesh of his face, realigning his bone, muscle, and arrangement of features within human norms once again.
 
   Julia blinked, and he was a man again.
 
   They'd been standing outside a freight car, only the roof’s lip visible to her from being held in arms rather than standing on her feet.
 
   Suddenly, they were airborne, and she yelped.
 
   They landed with a bouncing thud inside the car. 
 
   He laid her gently on something soft. Julia had never wanted to move as badly as she did right then. 
 
   She was now facing everyone with whom she'd been taken.
 
   Jason, Truman, and Slash were badly beaten. Julia's eyes took in a bubble of bloody mucous trying to boil out Truman's nostril, and a deep, abiding rage welled up inside her.
 
   It felt like something she could use.
 
   When Lily came into sight, looking perfect, that anger burst from her like a star escaping her chest. 
 
   Lily's smug look of satisfaction changed instantly to terror. 
 
   It was a supernova of power. Julia's new powers were ever evolving. She knew this. As Rare One, they'd told her they'd come randomly.
 
   Sometimes random worked.
 
   Bright, searing light cut through the murky car. It illuminated things she didn't wish to see, the injuries of the males who'd tried to protect them, the new contingent of Were, a tightly bound Cyn and Adi.
 
   The source of the energy was she. It threw off the paralysis like a snake shedding its skin, and Julia sat up. Awake, energized, and whole again.
 
   Lily waded through the light, her face distorted in pain. 
 
   “Julia,” she began.
 
   Julia thought she might be trying to plead her case. Julia would never listen. She was done negotiating with anyone who mistreated her people, herself and lied to do it.
 
   She would not allow it.
 
   Julia could control the light. She used it like a sword at Lily, who stopped looking black and began to glow. She screamed, high and tight. Lily's skin flaked into large chunks that floated like singed paper coming close to the mouth of the sliding train car door, they were sucked out like captured bugs.
 
   Lily's mouth was the last thing to succumb to the combustion of her body in a yawning inferno of heat and molten consumption.
 
   Her teeth made almost no noise as they fell on top of the pile of ash that had been her body.
 
   Julia didn't pause over her remains but found her friends instead.
 
   Her husband.
 
   His eyes met hers. One was swollen shut but the fine, clear hazel of the other was sure.
 
   Of her.
 
   The light changed, becoming iridescent. It sparkled and fell like moving glitter on the wind. It cloaked the Red Were, healing Jason, Truman, Slash, and even Cyn and Adi of their minor injuries.
 
   Unfortunately, it invigorated the Red Were who had taken Julia.
 
   When he hit her from behind, the light seeped out of existence and the Were in charge of the reacquisition captured her as she fell.
 
   The last thing she heard was Jason.
 
   Howling.
 
    
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
   “I am Carell,” the Red Were told Slash and the others.
 
   Slash looked around, taking stock of everyone. Tom Harriet, Ford, and a man named Tai Simon stood in the background behind ten other Reds. 
 
   They made his wolf’s hackles rise. 
 
   The lore had spoken of the Reds’ blood as legendary. Slash had listened to the stories but never put much merit in the validity of a sub-species of Were being any different, though he'd never pressed the secret knowledge he held. With this many Reds, their energy swam in the air, thick enough to reach out and touch. Slash felt like he could stick out his tongue and taste the difference.
 
   Instead, he looked at ways to kill them all. Adrianna was unprotected in a den of Reds. At the end of the day, he was left with that.
 
   The Reds were very aware of her Alpha female status, and Slash keenly aware of their interest.
 
   “Carell?” Jason asked and distracted the leader.
 
   The Were who had hit the Rare One, stopping her spectral light, inclined his head at the one whose smells mixed with hers but not in the way of mating.
 
   “Let us go now, and we won't kill you all.”
 
   Carell threw his head back and laughed from his belly. When his eye found Jason again, Slash noticed they'd washed to green.
 
   The Were collectively shifted within the hurtling boxcar. 
 
   “She's too powerful for you to manipulate,” Slash added. Caldwell, a rash young wolf, needed the advice. He did not understand that telling the enemy the plan was akin to slitting one's own throat.
 
   Carell cut his own growl short, swiveling his head to Slash. Slash tried to shrug his shoulders but was bound too tightly. The silver burned around his wrists. Seemed this group was a little smarter than the Were posing as Feds. 
 
   Carell shook his head. “No, her very proximity will give us what we need. If there be any blood quantum, her presence will see it rise to the surface like cream through milk.”
 
   Truman sighed, scrubbing his face. “You guys don't get it. Julia Caldwell is not a pawn to be moved around your chessboard. There is no winner. The only 'win' in this whole snafu is letting her unite the species. And now there's fey involvement.”
 
   “Was!” Cyn said loudly, holding a finger up.
 
   “You bashed in her head, but she came alive again...”
 
   “Like a zombie?” Cyn asked Adrianna.
 
   Slash smiled despite the circumstance. Adi seemed to consider the absurd idea of reanimated humans. “Yup, but Jules cooked her, and now she's a lump of ash somewhere.”
 
   “I like it.” 
 
   “Stop this,” Carell commanded, his eyes on fire at the two females.
 
   Cyn grinned. Raising both hands, she flipped him off and Slash groaned. She was so newly turned that he didn't know if she was Alpha, but he would bet money she was. Because his luck ran that way.
 
   Downhill.
 
   Carell's eyes turned to slits as he strode to her. She was unarmed and unbound.
 
   Cyn stood her ground. Slash felt the others tense.
 
   “You defy me, female?” Carell asked.
 
   Cyn blew a stray blonde hair out of her face. “Yeah.” That one word said much. All of it disparaging.
 
   He raised his hand to strike her, and Slash realized he'd taken a step toward them. 
 
   “That's what it comes down to for you guys. You can't engage me verbally, so you have to result to violence. Pathetic.”
 
   Carell stood still, his fist frozen in the air.
 
   “She is right. We have too few females to abuse one, even with the mouth she has on her.”
 
   Slash checked his fists that he couldn’t use. His frustration was its own demon. 
 
   “The voice of reason... fuck you very much,” Cyn said. The other Were grabbed her by the throat, hauling her up against the side of the rail car and punching her so hard against the wall it shuddered.
 
   “Just because a female is rare doesn't mean we will not discipline ones who need it.”
 
   Cyn's face was turning purple.
 
   Truman and Caldwell inched closer. 
 
   Things were escalating inside the tight space. It wouldn't end well. Experience taught him that.
 
   After confirming Adrianna's safety, he'd been so busy keeping the most aggressive Were within sight that he lost her. 
 
   She sprang at the Were who held Cyn. Talons burst out before she leapt. 
 
   Adrianna sunk five into his groin, and with a high-pitched keening, Carell’s right hand wolf toppled like a felled tree, clutching at his gonads as the floor rose to meet him.
 
   The Were closed in around Adrianna, her arms in front of Cyn, shielding her from their approach. Her eyes had yielded to her wolf long ago. A stub snout caught their scents, a prelude to their actions if she was Alpha enough to scent their intent.
 
   One Alpha female against ten male Were. Unwinnable numbers.
 
   If Slash had been unsure of his love for her before, nothing could have solidified it more than that moment. 
 
   Spinning gold eyes met the green of his. His scent triggers sharpened, talons sliding out of skin in a painful tear of suddenness. 
 
   She winked.
 
   Slash's wolf decided for him. Slash ruptured his skin, revealing what he was and giving up his biggest secret in a moment of raw desperation.
 
   He was not mixed, though it had been clever camouflage. 
 
   He was pure Red and one of the last. His position in Washington State had not been happenstance but providence.
 
   Protection of his rarity.
 
   His wolf shucked the silver binds, his vision bleeding to the many gray shades of transition. His sense of smell let him bring every last one of the males under his dominance.
 
   Instantly. No Red of lesser than pure blood would stand against his call to their wolves.
 
   Carell fell last, convulsing on the floor as Slash tore the wolf from his body, two weeks from the moon. 
 
   Shin deep in the gunk that had made them human, he trotted over to Adrianna, his paws sinking into the human castoffs.
 
   She ran her gaze over his wolf, and even as deep as he was inside the wildness that made him Were, his spirit hesitated. It was a testimony to his deep-seated self-hate.
 
   Adi bent down, but not much. She ran her finger along the scar that tore up his snout and bisected the brow ridge of his wolf. He did not flinch, though it was an effort not to. 
 
   Adi looked around at the partially changed Reds, many only half bloods. Her gaze returned to his. 
 
   “You did this.”
 
   He gave an awkward nod, and a smile lit her face, her talons retracting. 
 
   Slash could not bring females. They were immune to the summons. There would be no whelps if the female changed to their wolf during pregnancy.
 
   He licked her hand and she wrapped her arms around his neck. 
 
   “You sure know how to impress a girl,” she said.
 
   Slash's chest tightened, his humanness, what little remained, strung so taut it could have broken from the merest pluck. 
 
   Slash forced himself into calmness. It was the only way to change back so he could tell her. 
 
   So he could break every last rule he'd vowed to uphold. Including the one about no mates from their sister dens.
 
   He'd fucked that six ways to Sunday.
 
   Adrianna let him go when his energy changed.
 
   And there, in the middle of human blood, skin and sinew, Slash rose from the remnants. 
 
   Tall, steady and scarred. She brought him low. A slip of a girl barely now a woman.
 
   Adrianna's eyes grew round and Slash cocked an eyebrow. He had everything under control. The enemy Reds were under his command and he'd brought a volatile situation to heel, as it were.
 
   Why, for moon's sake, is Adrianna looking at me like that?
 
   Then he became aware of where she was looking. And it wasn't his eyes, but someplace lower.
 
   Slash had forgotten his nudity.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   Tharell remained impassive while the Combatant dropped the renegade Were like a sack of potatoes.
 
   Anthony Laurent grinned up at Scott. Thin red lines made his teeth look like peppermint candy inside his leering mouth, but no sweetness filled it. 
 
   He spit the blood out on the floor. “She was a good lay, fought the entire time.”
 
   Scott slammed Tony's head into the wood floor with the flat of his palm.
 
   Tony rolled over, chortling. “You cannot kill me, Singer.” 
 
   His wolf’s eyes swam to black, obsidian holes that darkened his gaze while he looked at Scott. 
 
   “How could you... rape her and get her with child?” Scott asked incredulously. 
 
   Tharell let things play out a little longer.
 
   “Why do you give a ripe shit? The real question is: why do you care?” Tony stood, and they squared off. “I can't hammer sense into you, because they'll beat the shit outta me.” He jerked his thumb behind him where Victor and the others of the Combatant lay in wait. “But keep this in mind, chump. This is your bio-mom. Y'know, the one who poisoned Julia? The reason I was in that fey prison. She wanted all that I gave her...”  
 
   Tharell made a disgusted noise when the repugnant Were grabbed his crotch.
 
   Tony's gaze fell on Lacey Greene. His smile morphed into a grin. Shark like teeth gleamed white in his red mouth. He wiped the blood away with his shirtsleeve. The smear remained like a partially erased wound on the white sleeve.
 
   She gave a small smile back, and Tony's faltered. 
 
   “It cannot be his,” Lacey stated, lifting her chin in defiance. Tharell looked at the small female Were. Her light gray eyes dilated with excitement if one was noticing.
 
   Tony tensed. “Of course it's mine, you numb cunt.”
 
   Scott backhanded Tony so fast that it was a flash of skin in the air, Tony’s cheek opening like a split peach.
 
   “Fuck!” Tony howled, and the Combatant circled him.
 
   Michael and Brendan held Alan. “Let Scott clean his engine, man. Chill.” 
 
   Alan growled low in his throat. 
 
   Tharell shifted his weight. 
 
   “Tell the Were, Lacey.” Everyone's eyes were on Tharell. Tony's narrowed to inky slits.
 
   “What the hell is going on? She”—Tony gestured at Lacey—“is not part of dick. She got knocked up when I put my package where it belonged.” 
 
   Alan met this pronouncement with another low growl. 
 
   Tony ignored him, his gaze landing on Jacqueline, awake and sitting up against the back of a bona fide fainting couch. 
 
   He pointed his finger at the monarch of Region Two. “She's going to pop out my whelp and there's not a damn thing you or anyone can do about it.” His smug gaze, defiant and arrogant, swung out over the crowd. 
 
   Tharell gazed at the Were and almost felt sorry for him.
 
   Almost.
 
   “Domiatri,” Tharell prompted quietly.
 
   Domi stepped forward. His deep blue hair shone like suspended water, waves held by his scalp instead of a shore.
 
   Jacqueline flicked nervous eyes to him and Tharell nodded toward his pure-blood Sidhe companion. 
 
   “What is that expression?” Tharell asked to no one in particular. He made a show of snapping his fingers. “Ah, yes, Domiatri has the floor.” Tharell swept his hand toward the fey.
 
   “I am the father,” Domi said without preamble.
 
   The silence was heavy.
 
   Jacqueline closed her eyes. 
 
   “Bullshit,” Tony erupted. “I humped her into the ground every chance I got. I brought that bitch to heel.” Tony’s low voice resonated, his open fingers clenched with certainty.
 
   Scott's hands became fists of punishment.
 
   “You cannot breed, Anthony Laurent,” Lacey announced. “Have you looked at your own body lately?”
 
   “There are deeper magicks then even you are aware,” Domi said. “If you had been an intellect, you would have thought before you abused one of your own kind. But therein lays the crux of the problem. You are not an intellect; you do not think but react. So you assaulted a rare female Alpha Were. She begat a Moon Warrior offspring. Those taken in violence leave a mark of retribution behind.”
 
   Reagan, Tony and Lacey’s daughter, moved forward. “Yes, Dad,” she said, and he swiveled his head to her, scowling. 
 
   “Check it out,” Reagan said.
 
   Tony's murderous eyes found Jacqueline, and she gave a tired smirk. “I have done what I was bid. I exchanged the horror of being with you for something I want more.”
 
   Cyrus retreated into the background. “I assumed”—he looked from Tony to Jacqueline—“that the Were was the father. She is with child.”
 
   Lacey continued, “He should have a mark on his hip that tells of his sterility. It can't keep him from assaulting women, but his seed will never take shape or live. He is destined to die out eventually. Reagan is the sole offspring.”
 
   Tony’s terrible expression of realization silenced them. Sentenced to many centuries' existence, knowing you had a forever end, was an awful thing in the supernatural realm. To understand that end resulted because of horrible, irrevocable choices made was somehow much worse.
 
   Tony lunged toward Jacqueline, and she shrank back against the couch.
 
   Domi met him with his broad sword half the length of the Sidhe's legs. He brought it in a swiveling arc, turning it into Tony’s deepest part. His guts evacuated the hole in his body like a fire hose. 
 
   Tony fell, gathering the parts of him that sat around like wet worms in the throes of death.
 
   “Domi,” Tharell chided as though Domiatri had slapped him instead of gutted.
 
   His silver eyes glittered with his anger. “Let me have some recompense for allowing that brute to hurt her.”
 
   The group looked at Jacqueline. She glanced away.
 
   “Wait a second.” Jen stepped over Tony's guts with a lip lift of distaste. “You had sex with this... viper? Then you let him brutalize her? I'm sort of confused.”
 
   Domi nodded and shrugged. “We are the fey. We don't look at sex as a terrible thing unless it is not consensual.”
 
   Jen made a noise in her throat. “I bet.” She looked at Jacqueline. “I don't like Jacqueline. She went after Jules, she's slept with the world to further her power base...”
 
   Domi held his hand up. “A moot point. Who she has sex with is not relevant to this discussion.”
 
   “It so is,” Michael said with a snort, popping his sucker out and pointing it at the tall emerald Sidhe.
 
   Singers. Tharell shook his head. “A human point of morality. It is not one the fey ascribe to.”
 
   “But she didn't have consensual sex with Tony. Clearly.” Jen pointed at the rainbow of healing bruises on Jacqueline's body.
 
   “In the beginning, Jacqueline thought to go along with his plan to mate with her and drive us crazy with their disgusting antics,” Tharell said.
 
   “Bad plan,” Brendan stated.
 
   Tharell puzzled that out, finally nodding. “Yes, as ideas go, it was not a good one.”
 
   “We used a simple slumber spell on the Were, and while he slept, we outlined Jacqueline's options.” Domi shrugged his shoulders. The light from the window reflected against the bright green of his skin, as though the grass from outside had leapt onto his flesh. 
 
   She dropped her gaze from his. A smile ghosted his lips. “She was receptive.”
 
   “What options?” Marcus spoke up for the first time. 
 
   Domi turned his attention to the leader of Region One. 
 
   “She must serve her time in the prison and accept Tony's attentions until the quarter had passed in which she was sequestered. By ancient law, if she were to become pregnant with a child of a pure-blood Sidhe, she could remain in Faerie and become well again.”
 
   “Well?” Marcus asked.
 
   Tharell caught Domi nodding in tandem in his peripheral vision. He inclined his head toward the other warrior. After all, Tharell could not breed. Only the pureblood Sidhe could.
 
   “That's right; none of you understand the fey. You thought we were a pretty legend.”
 
   “Not so much now.” Jen looked at Tony struggling to heal. He collected his guts and tried to stuff them back inside his body before his wounds closed.
 
   Domi ignored her, continuing, “Fey become weaker away from Faerie. The more blood of the fey one possesses roughly translates into an exponential weakening as we travel further away. Tharell is a half-breed.”
 
   A part of Tharell still bled upon hearing those words, even from Domi's mouth.
 
   “Jacqueline even less. She carries my child. That one thing will allow me travel as if I were a human. The unborn child acts as a neutralizer of sorts. A negation of my system's weakening against Faerie's lack of proximity.”
 
   “So,” Jen began. 
 
   Reagan silenced her with a finger across her neck and spoke in her stead. “You got the Region Two leader with child for the express purpose of going after Julia?” She scrunched up her face.
 
   “Lies,” Tony seethed, breathing heavily as he held his guts inside his healing body. 
 
   Tharell noticed the pulsing nest of intestines, clearly seen through the thin covering of skin rearranging and healing. More skin filled in as he watched, obscuring the grotesque reconfiguration. 
 
   He shouldn't have let Domi have his fun with the Were. It had wasted time. 
 
   “Well.” Domi paused, tapping his chin with a finger. “We only just discovered Julia has been taken. We sweetened the pot.” He swiveled his face to Tharell's. He nodded. Yes, that was the correct idiom.
 
   “Once we discovered I would need to fetch the wayward queen of the blood....”
 
   “Essentially, Jacqueline could mate with you for favors? And now it's freedom?” Reagan interrupted.
 
   Tharell thought they might finally understand what was at stake. “Jacqueline will be our buffer during travel to Alaska where we will acquire the Rare One. Then, upon her return, she will return to Faerie, never to be seen again.” 
 
   He did not understand the sudden concern over Jacqueline. The Singers themselves had come to the fey and made arrangements for her imprisonment. Tharell was puzzled they would fight for her or care about her eventual end.
 
   “Dad,” Jen implored, “I can't stand Jacqueline, but this green guy let Tony go criminal on her ass and stood by as it happened. As long as his precious agenda took shape, she was collateral damage.”
 
   Domi made a noise in his throat and stepped forward. Tharell held his chuckle at the “green guy” reference. If the Singer only knew how insulting she was. He sighed. Compared to the ancient fey, they were an infant species, regardless of how they viewed themselves.
 
   “You are wrong, Singer.” Only Domi's tight grip on the hilt of his full-gored sword let Tharell know how the exchange irritated him. “I did not wish her harm. Do you think I could be intimate with a female and stand by and easily watch her abuse?”
 
   The young Singer studied Domi. “I think so. You fey dudes, you're heavy into the “whatever makes it work” philosophy.”
 
   Domi's red lips thinned like a slash of blood in his bright green face.
 
   Marcus sighed. “I don't agree with how Jacqueline was kept, the abuse from Tony. But”—He leveled his gaze on all of them, finally landing on Tharell—“she meant to kill Julia, our Rare One. We cannot have Jacqueline as leader in any capacity.” Marcus paused as he seemed to consider his next words carefully. “If you promise she will not be ill-treated in Faerie, it could mean a burden of consequence is lifted from my shoulders.”
 
   Scott folded his arms and looked first at Tony, then Jacqueline, and finally Tharell. “You won't let this happen again? What guarantee do we have?”
 
   Domi shook his head. “She is mated to the Were but carries my child within her.”
 
   “Not good enough,” Scott stated in a bald voice. “It didn't matter before.”
 
   Domi glowered at Scott, his eyes flashing silver fire. “She has most recently got with child.”
 
   “And,” Tharell said, avoiding the escalation of violent potential, “she will stop being crazy once she lives in Faerie.”
 
   “That's why she's such a raging bitch?” Michael asked. They looked at Jacqueline, her pale cheeks sunken. Her exhaustion was so great, she'd fallen asleep as they discussed her. Tharell noted Domi's new position above where she lay, long fingers gripping the heavily carved wood that ran the perimeter of the couch.
 
   Delilah, who'd been listening to this entire interchange but remained silent until now, asked, “So she's insane? Why?”
 
   Tharell gave the answer easily. “Too much Faerie blood.”
 
   If a human possessed too much fey blood, such profound wanderlust would strike them that they would feel uprooted the rest of their natural lives, their very being crying out for the sithen. That perfect sanctuary and edification only Faerie could offer to those who held their ancestry. 
 
   If a supernatural possessed enough blood, their mind would slip with the want to be in Faerie.
 
   Jacqueline had lived centuries without Faerie. 
 
   She was Singer, vamp, and Were enough to be distracted by the parts of her that were other. 
 
   And fey enough to be driven insane by that missing chunk of her lineage. Whole only as long as she lived in Faerie.
 
   Jacqueline would finally be coming home.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   “We've got about a half-hour lead,” Slash told the group. Julia’s head felt like a crushed watermelon. Whatever that Were had used had scrambled her brains, but her survival instinct was still on board. She was smart enough to understand she was hurt too badly to move.
 
   Jason, free of the silver bindings, came to her side. “Jules.” He touched her head, and she winced. “That fucker,” he whispered, his gaze rolling around the confines of the rail car.
 
   “Don't,” Julia told him. “We don't have the time.” 
 
   She followed his gaze to the colorful blur of the landscape as it rushed by.
 
   She could see from his face the frustration she shared.
 
   Jason gave a miserable chuckle. “What? We gonna toss the girls out the side door and hope they land in one piece?” Jason's palm indicated Julia. “She's hurt. She'll never make it.”
 
   He stroked the hair back from her face. “Can't you get a talent like 'floater'?” Jason asked, trying to lighten the mess of their circumstance.
 
   “Sounds like a turd,” Adi said, as Slash was busy trying to cover his nakedness. 
 
   Julia flicked her eyes to Slash, too hurt for laughter. He'd managed to steal a pair of pants off a Were, one of the enemy Reds now coming to without the benefit of jeans. 
 
   They were ill fitting, short, and tight, but better than naked, Julia supposed.
 
   “Commando?” Cyn asked with interest.
 
   “God—can it, Cyn, we've got to take a leap!” Adi said, her hands on her hips. Julia thought there might be a twinkle of jealousy in that gaze.
 
   Cyn didn't smile. Humor had always been her defense. Instead, she moved to the open sidecar. “We can't. We'll break every bone in our bodies.”
 
   A low groan sounded behind them.
 
   “You'll have to change,” Slash said with urgency.
 
   Jason helped Julia to her feet. She swayed. “I think I'm going to be sick,” she whispered.
 
   Jason helped her to the door, gripping her waist while she heaved out the side of the train. 
 
   Her vomit hit the walls of the box car and ran down the side. Julia closed her eyes as a roaring pain lit into her skull like claws of pain.
 
   “I can fix you,” Cyn said, standing behind her.
 
   Julia didn't respond and wiped her mouth on the sleeve of her shirt. Cyn wove her cool hand between her and Jason's bodies, coming to rest against her nape. Icy, insistent energy leaked through Cyn's touch.
 
   The headache receded. The nausea stopped revolting. 
 
   A sigh of pure gratitude escaped her.
 
   “We need to go,” Truman said. “If we're doin' something, let's get hot.”
 
   He took Cyn's wrist, and she resisted. 
 
   “No.” She shook her head and backed away. 
 
   His hold tightened, unapologetic, yet his eyes were sorry. “No guts, no glory.”
 
   Julia gasped as he grabbed Cyn's hand, Truman flinging himself out of the car and tumbling down the embankment in a changing ball of sinew, flesh, and fur.
 
   “Shit,” Adi said in a shaky voice, even as she moved into the line of Slash's body.
 
   “Ready,” his voice rumbled, and Adi said nothing. 
 
   Slash swooped her up and threw her ahead of himself. 
 
   Julia had never seen the wind snatch a body and throw it backwards. 
 
   Nor had she ever seen another follow it so closely.
 
   Julia bent her head, and Jason kissed the top of it. 
 
   “’Til death do us part,” he whispered.
 
   Yeah, it was the parting bit that Julia feared.
 
   They leapt.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The dreams where you fall forever and never land came alive for Julia. She was in a freefall without end.
 
   When the end came she felt crushed, every piece of breath stolen from her lungs in a tearing vacuum upon impact.
 
   She looked up into Jason's half-wolfen eyes and nearly cried in relief. Instead, the emotion stayed stuffed in her throat. Julia couldn't even gasp.
 
   She was suffocating. His grip bruising, the breaking of her fall into his arms had done something to her ribcage, and her shoulder was a yawning chasm of pain. 
 
   It dangled from her side, hanging unnaturally.
 
   More eyes joined her husband's. Cyn's were a strange green-gold. Stars burst in front of her vision like fireworks.
 
   “She's not breathing!” Jason said in a concerned, staccato bray. 
 
   “Here.” Cyn laid her hand on Julia's chest, and precious oxygen filled her lungs.
 
   She took a breath and screamed from the pain. She could breathe now but didn't want to. Ever.
 
   “Fuck! What the hell is this?” Jason yelled.
 
   “Put her down, Jace... ya hurt her from the catch.”
 
   Looking at Jason's confused expression would have been funny. None of it translated well on his half-wolf form. 
 
   But there was no humor left; the pain was like hot, broken glass every time she breathed. Julia reached out to Cyn.
 
   They gripped each other's forearms.
 
   “Hang on, Jules.” Cyn released Julia's arm and pressed both hands to either side of her ribs.
 
   “Cyn—don't, hurts!” Julia wept.
 
   Jason growled. 
 
   “Pipe down, stud, I'm fixing her.”
 
   The pain bled to an ache, the ache to discomfort. 
 
   The first breath without pain was a slice of heaven on earth. Julia opened her eyes. “Thank you.”
 
   Cyn gave a grim nod. “There's the shoulder now.”
 
   Julia's head whipped to Slash, who was suddenly there holding her arm.
 
   “You got it?” Cyn asked.
 
   “Got what?” Julia asked.
 
   Slash turned her arm and Julia shrieked as he rotated it and shoved upward, slamming the joint back into place.
 
   She must have blacked out for a moment, because when she came to, they were moving.
 
   She was in Jason's arms again.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Julia and Cyn returned from their little trip to wipe their parts with moss, after taking a much-needed bathroom break, when Cyn piped up. “I am not digging this camping in the woods while we run from the freaks mode.”
 
   Julia laughed. “Yeah, it's getting old for me, too.”
 
   “I want a hot shower,” Adi said from behind. Julia and Cyn waited for her to catch up.
 
   “Me three,” Cyn lamented.
 
   “We'll be home soon,” Julia said, though that was almost too optimistic a viewpoint.
 
   Adi shook her head, her brown hair in wild shape from their journey. “Nah, those Reds go hard in the paint.”
 
   “Basketball!” Then Cyn’s face fell. “Kev used that expression before...”
 
   Julia couldn't take the brave one of the two crumpling. “Ah, Cyn, come here.” Julia wrapped her arms around her friend while she cried. 
 
   Cyn cried for many things, and Julia knew exactly what they were. She'd shed her own tears long ago for the very same losses. She could bear Cyn's.
 
   “I'm sorry, Jules.” Cyn sniffed. “I know you've had your own cross to bear. And I should be grateful. I have you and... Jace stopped being a dick hole.”
 
   Adi barked out a laugh. “Oh, I don't know, there's always time for regression...” She winked.
 
   “No.” Julia held up her palm. “Negatory. I don't want any more yo-yo love life. I'm a one-man woman.”
 
   “You are, are you?” Jason loomed before them. 
 
   Cyn smacked him in the arm. “Stop that, you lurker, I about peed myself again. Gawd.”
 
   Jason laughed and looked to Adi. She threw her palms up. “I like surprises. Cyn doesn't have her wolf on yet, or she would have smelled you a mile away.” Adi waggled her brows.
 
   “Am I that rank?” Jason took a whiff of his armpit.
 
   Julia laughed. “I think we're all a little ripe right now.”
 
   “Showers later,” Truman announced, stepping out from behind the trunk of a tall cedar tree. “They're going to be up our asses.”
 
   “Nice visual,” Adi said in a sour voice.
 
   Julia looked around, expecting a battalion of angry werewolves to meld suddenly out of the tree line. The guys had kept a little bit of original clothing, but the Were in her group were all in various states of half-naked. And for extra fun, the weather wasn't cooperating, a light drizzle beginning to fall.
 
   Slash stood in the middle of their group, his nose in the air. His nostrils flared once. “They're coming. We need to run.” 
 
   His gaze took in the three women then the men. “The females slow us down...”
 
   “Hey!” Adi said. Slash went to her, and if Julia had been Adi, she'd have backed up from that huge Were. A strike of pulverized flesh like a beaten rope bisected his face. He looked angry, hard, and vicious.
 
   When he cupped the back of Adi's head, his expression was molten, revealing nothing and everything, utterly changing his expression. 
 
   His love for Adi was plain, and Julia couldn't believe she'd missed it. Or maybe he'd been that good at hiding it.
 
   “You know you have my greatest respect. But you are female, and they will take you. Trust in my protection.”
 
   Adi's face flamed under his scrutiny, and he chucked her chin. “You may bite me later for this. But for now, defer to me.”
 
   She glared at him.
 
   “Please, Adrianna.”
 
   The smallest of the three women came into the circle of his arms. 
 
   His face grew tender with Adi against him. It completely changed the Were. 
 
   Made him steely. 
 
   Where there was love, there was violence, the two inextricably linked in the supernatural world of which she was now a part of. 
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   “I don't know. She's malnourished and weak... I can't condone this. She shouldn't travel,” Cyrus said.
 
   “She is not this fragile.” Tharell cupped his chin.
 
   Patches of deepening emerald spread over the typically aloof Domi’s cheekbones. “She is stronger than she appears.”
 
   Domi's discomfiture amused Tharell. Only recently had Queen Darcel deigned to go forward with the acquisition of the Rare One. As self-deluded and grandiose as the rest of the pureblood Sidhe, her guts a churning mass of self-consumption, she had finally conceded the need for out breeding.
 
   With Darcel gone, royal blood no longer remained in the courts, and a thin thread of advisers held the Sidhe together. One being the dragon-shifting Sidhe, Kiel. After the briar, he was their most stringent protector of Faerie and a logical replacement for the interim.
 
   A royal or someone of that caliber must take the throne. Subterfuge and other nefarious events could transpire in the interim. It was why he pressed this endeavor forward. 
 
   He must.
 
   “Is there anything you can do to...” Tharell spun his hand, and Cyrus followed the movement, swallowing hard. 
 
   He checked his impatience, his eyebrows rising.
 
   “I can... bolster her immune system, but you must understand, she is with child, and the physical demand on the host is relentless.”
 
   “Like a parasite,” Victor commented.
 
   Tharell pivoted, hands loose by his side, ready. “Speak your mind, Combatant.”
 
   Victor smiled. Tharell knew the quality of it. A mere baring of teeth, like a wolf on a short leash. 
 
   “You have used one of our women, and I'm not...” He seemed to think it over. “A fan,” he finished, the smile disappearing like it'd never been.
 
   “None of you were worried when she was left in our care, so we entertain this line of commentary no more.” Domi turned to Jacqueline, her dark eyes following the exchange but saying nothing.
 
   “Nourish her, then we go,” Tharell instructed. “If there be any that think there is a better solution than the one I've brought forward, share it now. Or”—his gaze automatically went to the Combatant—“shut the pie hole underneath your noses.” 
 
   Scott stepped forward, along with Lucius and the Feeler, Angela. “I'm going, and Victor.”
 
   “We don't need another female.” Tharell asked, “It is true? You know the perpetrator from aura alone?”
 
   She nodded. Soft platinum hair curled around her shoulders, and pale blue eyes stared back into his without guile. She was telling the truth. He would have staked his immortal life on it.
 
   “All right.”
 
   Tharell tried not to let Domi's intense gaze that followed Jacqueline disturb him.  “Domiatri,” he called out.
 
   Domi hiked his eyebrows, moving his hand away from the hilt of his sword and knotting it with the other behind his back. 
 
   “Brother?” he answered so automatically that Tharell held his smile in check, keeping the resolute and austere expression glued to his face like the mask it was.
 
   “Let us convene outside.”
 
   Domi inclined his head, and they walked out together under the watchful gaze of the Singers. 
 
   They moved down the broad steps without looking around them. Faerie's absence had not yet hindered their energy. However, Jacqueline was near.
 
   “What troubles you, Tharell?”
 
   Their strides matched as they strolled, as did their height. Domi blended perfectly with the surrounding landscape. The green pastures stretched out before them. If not for the deep shock of long blue hair that carved a pathway of vibrant, deep oceanic blue between his shoulder blades, Domi would look as one with the rolling hills upon which they trod.
 
   “You're becoming attached to the Singer, Domi,” Tharell said.
 
   He sighed, swiping a dexterous hand through his hair and smoothly banding it at his nape. He gave a frustrated exhale. “Yes.”
 
   At least he conceded the problem. 
 
   “You know that she bears children. She will have to be shared.”
 
   Domi was silent. They had come to a small lake, little more than a pond, where swans revolved in lazy, floating figure eights on the surface, paying them no mind. 
 
   “I do not wish to.” 
 
   Domi gazed at him with eyes that rivaled liquid mercury. “You are the lucky one, Tharell.”
 
   Tharell held his tongue, Goddess knew he'd done it plenty of times before.
 
   “You do not breed. You never will take a woman as mate.”
 
   Tharell had been with many females yet never to mate. A male had needs, a biological imperative that spared no species. Yet physicality was a manifestation of the body. His soul longed for edification as well. Tharell kept his own council. 
 
   “True,” he said as the chasm of his loneliness grew with Domi's words. Not ill meant but accurate. 
 
   Only pure Sidhe could breed with the sanctioned Singers. It was a very good sign Jacqueline had gotten with child, though her mind was sick from the time away from Faerie.
 
   “I ask you let me self-delude for this journey, Tharell. Soon enough, we will return to the sithen, the debauchery of the court and Jacqueline will become a brood mare for all that would have her.” His eyes stayed on the lake while his heart bled silently between them. 
 
   “I will. Of course, you understand the importance of the Singers being cloudy on our motivations at present.”
 
   Domi gave a solemn nod.
 
   The day ended before them in a gasping loss of daylight, as though night had held its breath until that moment. And on its exhale, Domi's bright green skin deepening to emerald, his cobalt hair shedding its color and falling to night's influence.
 
   The two fey stood shoulder to shoulder, two colored shadows, lost in their thoughts of choiceless deceit.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
   Jacqueline stretched, her stomach uncomfortably stuffed with food, and did everything she could to keep the food where it belonged. 
 
   She loathed leaving Faerie, where for the first time in her wretched existence, she felt free. 
 
   Free in peace, centered—right in her skin. 
 
   The shame had been acute. And Tony’s brutality. When Jacqueline first accepted his idea of mating, she'd been inside the sithen for just hours. 
 
   Not long enough to realize fully the affect it had on her.
 
   With the passing of days into weeks, a change had come over her. She no longer sought violence for its own sake. She remembered her actions of the last century in a state of stunned and horrified recounting. 
 
   Jacqueline had been a self-serving narcissist. She had ruined her son and daughter with her indifferent neglect.
 
   Watching Scott come to her aid, despite her attempt on his former soul-meld's life, was salt in the wound.
 
   Jacqueline did not deserve any pity. 
 
   She covered her flat belly with her hand. Her eyes fluttered shut while she leaned against the porch post. Domiatri at her elbow caused her to start. His aloof face looked down at her.
 
   He had told her how it would be between them, and she had accepted what he offered the first night he'd come to her. Jacqueline remembered his words with startling clarity.
 
    
 
   “If you do not wish to lie with me, it will matter not. But know this. The former sickness of your mind and the wellness of it now are due to your proximity to Faerie. Nothing more and nothing less. If you agree to bear a child of a pureblood Sidhe, then your reward will be to return here and suffer no longer.”
 
   Jacqueline had looked at Tony, her abuser, as he slumbered artificially but mere paces away. 
 
   Her gaze found Domi's unerring silver eyes shining at her not in tenderness but want. Jacqueline understood what she was. She'd spent most of her life in machinations of manipulation. She was adept at recognizing it in others.
 
   She'd borne two children, and this third would be with a man not really human but a parody of humanity. Her gaze roamed his bright green skin, his lips the color of pigeon's blood rubies, hair like midnight kissed by sky.
 
   Jacqueline gave a single nod in answer.
 
   Faerie was a mixed blessing. It lifted the veil of her poisoned life outside of Faerie but cast a glaring light on the misdeeds of her past. In the time of this bittersweet revelation, she accepted Domiatri's offer. 
 
   He leaned near her, attempting to touch the side of her head, and Jacqueline flinched, though he didn’t frighten her.
 
   “Why do you cringe?” Domi asked. “I mean you no harm. I would never hurt a female.”
 
   Jacqueline knew this, but she didn't respond. Instead, her gaze sought the floor.
 
   Domi lifted her chin with his finger. “Tell me.”
 
   Jacqueline sat up on her knees, chancing a furtive glance behind her. Tony still slept. 
 
   She placed her palms on the muscular planes of his chest and whispered the reason. 
 
   And sometime within the telling, his hands gripped her upper arms. 
 
   When she watched his anger overcame his good reason, he found her mouth, tenderly lifting her to his lap and kissing her as her words of abuse settled in the shadows of his mind.
 
   “I shall not use you ill, Jacqueline.”
 
   She nodded and he took her out of the fey prison.
 
   It was the first of many nights.
 
   When Tony began to abuse her, she but thought of Domi, and Tony would fall asleep, his lecherous assault broken before it began. 
 
   Domi hadn't taken away what they'd been unaware of, but he disallowed its continuance.
 
    
 
   “Do you remember what we spoke of?” Domi asked and Jacqueline cast her eyes to the ground, shutting the memories away. 
 
   “Yes.” Their tender interchanges would be no more once they returned to Faerie. She would carry his child then bear it. 
 
   Then she would be open to breed with other Sidhe.
 
   Jacqueline did not speak her fear. She had never loved another being in her life. Not her Singer son, Scott.
 
   Certainly not her vampire daughter, Delilah. 
 
   She had loved only herself. 
 
   But no more. Jacqueline had fallen victim to love.
 
   She loved the green Sidhe warrior.
 
   As he looked down at her, she could clearly see it was one-sided. 
 
   Jacqueline straightened. She had much to atone for. It wouldn't be easy, but she wished to apologize for the wrongs she'd committed. Starting with the new Queen, Julia.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   They were half a day into the journey when Jacqueline noticed Scott's gaze not constantly on her. Only when she was too weak to go on did they stray back.
 
   Tharell's impatience was evident. Jacqueline would have done anything to keep the robust pace they wished, but she was still in a state of recovery from Tony's constant abuse. 
 
   She'd found eating repugnant.
 
   Then Domi had come to her two weeks before, and after their discussion and tacit agreement, she had immediately gotten with child. An unexpected development in its immediacy. 
 
   But the damage to her body, surviving Tony’s constant tender care for nearly a month, had about done her in. 
 
   Jacqueline was on the mend, but she understood enough about herself to realize she would be emotionally scarred. Her first encounter with Domi had been so wrought with her fear at lying with a male that she'd witnessed his comprehension as it thinned his face into angry lines. 
 
   Not at her. Tony had made her so afraid to be with another male. 
 
   Domi had been exceedingly tender. Not using himself like a weapon insider her but as a tool for pleasure. 
 
   Jacqueline missed it. Him.
 
   She showed none of her feelings. If Jacqueline was talented at one thing, it was keeping her expression blank.
 
   Yet she watched Domi search her face quite thoroughly. Though he'd heard her response, he leaned in close to her, grasping her icy hands and frowning at their temperature. 
 
   “No harm will come to you while I take breath, Jacqueline. You know this.”
 
   He pulled away, and she nodded. She did know it. He had proven it when he'd arrived barely in time to stop Tony from raping her again.
 
   Tharell had pulled Domi off Tony. No spot on his body had been free of blood and bruises. 
 
   But it was Jacqueline whom Tony's eyes sought with hate.  
 
   They separated the two of them after that, fashioning a wall from the sithen itself. It was sentient; the sithen could have refused the invoking of a barrier. 
 
   But it seemed the sithen had grown tired as silent witness to Tony's violence.
 
   The Were had resigned himself to glaring at her through the clear but impenetrable wall. 
 
   Jacqueline had cried when Domi saved her from the attack. 
 
   She had cried into his hands, and he had caught her tears like diamonds as they fell. 
 
   Pieces of her soul had broken apart that day, and all Jacqueline could hope for was reclaiming them in the future. Whatever her future ended up being.
 
   Domi still waited for her response. 
 
   “I know,” she said.
 
   He smiled, his scarlet lips breaking over pure white teeth. “Good.” 
 
   Domi put his large palm on her back, and they moved to the horses. He easily lifted her up and began a forward walk. It would be a long sojourn on horseback, and Jacqueline tired thinking about resuming. However, they needed to travel that way to avoid airplanes and cars. 
 
   The baby she carried only afforded so much temperance this far from Faerie. Metal, was still an issue. It was as the human's fabled kryptonite, a poison to the fey.
 
   Horses were organic. And obedient.
 
   The one Singer female who came was Angela, and she made Jacqueline uncomfortable. Of course, Jacqueline was hyper-aware in a way she'd never been before. She girded her loins. 
 
   She did not deserve an answer to her question. “Why do you stare at me?”
 
   Angela rode beside her, the powerful horse rolling beneath her hips. Her face flushed slightly, her fair skin hiding nothing. “Your aura.”
 
   “What of it?” It had been the color of bruised eggplant before her fey imprisonment. 
 
   “It is no longer violet tinged with black,” the Feeler admitted with hesitation.
 
   Jacqueline was now desperate to know: was her change in Faerie certain? 
 
   Domi said nothing as he rode to her right and slightly ahead.
 
   Jacqueline knew he listened. 
 
   “It is a pale pink, with white at the edges.”
 
   Jacqueline sat atop the horse in stunned silence, her fingers going lax on the reins.
 
   She knew what that meant. And she couldn't believe Angela would ascribe it to her.
 
   Purity.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   The Washington state border loomed in the distance, guarded by Canadian Mounties. The horses pitched around nervously, causing the men on their backs to tighten their grip on the reins. The horses were not dumb. An alert as ancient as any had tweaked their internal alarms.
 
   Julia watched her husband and the other two females move forward. All half-wolfen. That was what the horses sensed. 
 
   In a perfect world, they'd all be on horseback, and the horses' scent would mask the Were. 
 
   The world was not perfect. Upwards of fifteen Were trailed them by their fragrance. Eau de Body Odor, Julia thought with a thinly concealed snort. She figured they kept getting worse as they traveled. No baths, food where they could get it, sleep a luxury. It was a combo for smelly, grumpy, and beat.
 
   Jason glanced at her, and she gave a tired smile back. When Julia had been taken, she'd been wearing cute but useless tennis shoes. The kind you buy for nearly free and walk to the mailbox in. 
 
   They were in tatters. Blisters covered every place she looked. They had been especially bad at the back of her ankle and alongside her toes. 
 
   Cyn had healed her from most of it, along with the broken ribs and dislocated shoulder, but the injuries kept returning. The Were changed, in their element out there in the forest, and suddenly there were no problems—for them. Julia was a regular person who'd just walked fifteen miles on no sleep and inadequate footwear.
 
   Jason lumbered back to her position. She looked up into his face, almost seven feet of half-Were and sighed.
 
   “I smell your wounds,” he said and she nodded. 
 
   “Likely—they're driving me crazy.”
 
   She laughed when he put his big paws on his hips, thinking about a solution to her shredded feet. 
 
   His red downy fur covered his body as spinning green eyes regarded her. “What?” It came out as a growl instead of a word. Julia was feeling the lack of sleep, and it translated into giddiness. She so didn't need that, but the more she tried to stop laughing, the worse it became. 
 
   She was now the interpreter of wolf-speak.
 
   “What? Stop the noise please,” Slash said with more than a little irritation. 
 
   “I think she's tired.” Jason restated the obvious with a grin that looked like a grimace on features far from human.
 
   She collapsed on her butt and rolled around on the forest floor, holding still achy ribs, and laughed at their dilemma of being sandwiched between the foreign police and their Red Were pursuers. Not a bright spot in the entire scenario. She turned it over and over again in her mind and caught the laughter before it turned to tears.
 
   “Jules, geez, snap out of it.” Cyn jerked her up by the arm that hadn't been dislocated. “Quiet.”
 
   Julia made a supreme effort, clamping her lips together. She hiccuped. 
 
   Jason put his arm around her and gave her shoulder a squeeze. With his strength it almost hurt. 
 
   “We'll have to wait until a shift change. During the confusion of the change out, we'll slide through,” Slash said aloud. 
 
   Their superior sight caught the flies that pestered the horses' tails. Julia could only make out that there were tails.
 
   “We make the horses nervous,” Truman commented.
 
   Julia hiccuped again. 
 
   The group looked at the horses that traveled the length of a tall fence with razor wire across the top. They flicked their tails, eyes with too much white showing as they glanced nervously around.
 
   “Yes,” Slash replied, unperturbed. 
 
   Adi gave the first shy look Julia had ever seen on her face. Slash returned the glance with a tender expression.
 
   “Let's take the wolves down a notch and wait. What time do you think they'll switch out?” Jason asked Slash.
 
   Slash shook his head. “Doesn't matter, it's now or never.”
 
   Julia’s former reckless laughter completely faded. “Why?” It didn't make sense. Didn’t they just determine we'd be breaking through when one shift of Mounties relieves the next?
 
   Jason lifted his snout. His eyes snapped to Slash then to Truman.
 
   “They're here.”
 
   Slash gave a snort of assent. He took in Adi, a foot shorter but with beautiful golden fur covering her. 
 
   “We have to protect the females.”
 
   “Love the ratio,” Truman said. Then, “Let's get outta here, I can smell them a mile away.”
 
   “What—okay, that's going to be a problem. We've kept our existence under wraps...” Julia began.
 
   Slash grinned, and his scar rippled like a wave. “Not entirely. Someone has seen something, or Hollywood wouldn't be making movies.”
 
   “Julia,” Truman said.
 
   “Yes.” Her gaze plunged into the deep forest. She couldn't see, and the effects of Paul fuzzing everyone's mental deliberations were fading this far away from Region One. However, if she concentrated, she could make it be white noise. Julia kept gaining finesse, and it was a great thing.
 
   Right now, she wanted to find out where the Reds were.
 
   “We need you to be the distraction.”
 
   Julia turned away from the forest and looked at Slash. “What?” Maybe she heard him wrong.
 
   Jason frowned. “No way, man... they might hurt her.”
 
   Slash shook her head. “Not if she acts lost, hurt.”
 
   Nope.
 
   “We don't have much time but let's talk about Tony.”
 
   “Not a good idea,” Cyn chimed.
 
   Slash went on quickly, ignoring her for the moment, “It's as good a comparison as any.” He had their attention. “Tony's wiring is all crossed. Most males of all species, wish to protect females. Tony wants to do harm.”
 
   Nobody disputed it. But Julia wasn't sure how it fit, or—better yet, why they were discussing it with the Reds nearly on top of them.
 
   “The Canadian police will not go against primal instincts and hurt an unprotected, lost, and injured girl. It'll be okay and effective.”
 
   There was a moment of silence while everyone thought it over.
 
   “True,” Truman barked. “You've made your point. Now she needs to go out there.”
 
   “Get rid of the shoes, Jules.”
 
   Julia looked down at her feet then tossed the shoes aside. 
 
   “I feel them in my head,” she said.
 
   “Who?” Slash asked sharply. 
 
   “The Reds.” 
 
   “What are the dick weeds thinking?” Adi asked with false cheer.
 
   Julia shook her head. They were hard to read. No clear thoughts in actual words; just imagery. She relayed that.
 
   “What do they feel?” Jason asked.
 
   Easy. “Anger.”
 
   A beat of silence conquered the moment. “You better go, Jules,” he finally said.
 
   She looked up at him, blown away by just how much of his humanity leaked through that altered face. “What are you going to do? They outnumber you guys three to one.”
 
   He smiled, and she saw Jason in there, that boy she once loved when it was simple. “They don't have anything to fight for.”
 
   Julia turned away before he could see her tears, though they all smelled the salt of her sadness. 
 
   She fled, her bare feet traversing first moss then patchy, sharp grass. It should have hurt; instead, it felt freeing. 
 
   Julia would get home one way or another.
 
    
 
   The horses startled at a lone person running toward them full tilt. Julia's lungs burned. The familiar ache of a run meant she was almost warm enough to go the distance.
 
   The Mounties watched her coming and conferred briefly, then two broke away from the main group to meet her. 
 
   The steeds’ rolling canter brought them nearer. 
 
   The anger burning through her brain erupted like a tooth coming in when the Reds made the mental move to attack.
 
   The Royal Canadian Mounted Police circled her, and Julia stopped running, bending over and clutching her ribs. 
 
   She didn't turn around, afraid of what she'd see. Knowing what she'd see.
 
   “You're approaching an international border, Miss,” the first of the Canadian police warned when she was within hearing.
 
   She peered up at the first officer when noise in the forest shook the ground. She ended up checking behind her after all.
 
   The distraction Slash had hoped for just appeared. Julia bolted. 
 
   She ran so fast her heels almost kicked her own butt. Two Mounties waited on their horses, and Julia didn't slow down. She ran between them like a speeding locomotive and prayed. 
 
   Julia made a running leap, her legs pumping as if she was riding a bicycle midair, and flew over the spun razor wire, her small telekinetic talent allowing her just to clear the barbed spikes.
 
   Then she fell.
 
   Julia didn't have the finesse to halt her landing, only soften it. 
 
   Of course, she landed on the ribs she'd broken. What little air she'd had in her lungs departed. 
 
   At least her brain was still in her skull.
 
   She was vulnerable when the first Red sprung over the fence and gazed down at her. 
 
   “A merry chase you've led us on, Rare One.”
 
   Julia thought of all the snappy comebacks she could have said. Instead, she did the smartest thing ever.
 
   She jerked her leg up and landed a foot in his considerable crotch. 
 
   The Red howled, landing on his side. Julia stumbled to her feet and ran. 
 
   He grabbed her ankle in a vise grip and she tripped, narrowly missing hitting her face on the ground. The force of the fall reverberated from her palms to her shoulders. 
 
   Jason smoothly hopped the fence and landed gracefully. 
 
   He swept his foot into the jaw of the offender.
 
   The Red rocked back. He was unconscious before his head hit the ground.
 
   “Come on, Jules,” Jason said, sweeping her underneath his arm. 
 
   A bullet whizzed over his head. 
 
   Julia looked around. 
 
   Oh... bullets were zinging around because they were back in America.
 
   Home sweet home.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   As a mixed-blood, Tharell tolerated the distance of Faerie better than Domi. He maintained a close proximity to Jacqueline and the unborn child she carried. 
 
   Scott and Lucius of the Singer Combatant wove their way expertly through the dense forests to which they kept. The Feeler, able to identify the aura of the Red Were who had taken the others, was in the middle of the tight knot of males.
 
   The Canadian border was not far. He spared a glance at Domi, and the other warrior’s watchful care over the mixed fey-Singer troubled him. 
 
   It could not end well. 
 
   He brought his mount up, and she softly neighed at the abrupt halt, as though in question. She flicked her tail in agitation. He patted the animal's side to quiet her, and the flies stayed away. Tharell thought the noxious insects an irritation he could do without and fashioned a spell of camouflage over the group. It was a trifling thing; an infant could have conjured it. Tharell believed in not wasting magick. Keeping flies away as they traveled was a frivolous waste, he readily admitted, yet the journey possessed enough challenges. It was what he could easily do, so he had.
 
   “Tharell,” Domi called out. 
 
   Tharell looked over his shoulder, Domi looking very bright against the pine-colored forest. Surreal. “Jacqueline needs rest.”
 
   Tharell swept his gaze at the valley like emerald water before them. It was more than a meadow, a wide expanse that gradually rose to another patch of forest. He did not like the lack of cover. They would be vulnerable. 
 
   He and Domi did not fit within human norms. 
 
   “Let us wait,” Tharell agreed. Not because he thought Jacqueline needed rest or not, dusk was at hand and he looked like a cloud of midnight in the shroud of darkness. Domi was bright but grew dark as the night deepened. 
 
   Tharell squinted, sighting a narrow creek. If only they had a Diviner, then they would know where the water was and if it was safe to consume.
 
   Tharell felt a presence behind him. He slid off his horse and faced Scott.
 
   The Singer was not shy. He spoke his mind quite readily, as most of his kind was wont to do. 
 
   “Speak.”
 
   “I'm going to, fey. I feel the presence of our Queen.”
 
   Tharell turned slowly around. “Impossible. They were taken days ago. They should be nearing the Alaskan border by this time. We're chasing their tailwind.”
 
   “Yes, I'm aware what makes sense, but Lucius has the same blood summons as I. So”—Scott held up a finger—“that means she's traveling backward.”
 
   “Domi!” Tharell said, ignoring Scott. “The Combatant speaks of blood summons.”
 
   Domi cast a glance like a hook at Jacqueline, as if to assure her safety, and came to Tharell. 
 
   As he drew nearer, Tharell had a rare pang of envy. To be a pureblood Sidhe, with the coveted bright coloring. 
 
   The only bright thing about Tharell was his eyes. 
 
   Domi broke into his uncharitable thoughts. “Tharell?”
 
   “Julia's escaped.”
 
   There was a heartbeat of assimilating this new information. “How?”
 
   Tharell lifted his shoulders. “The Singer Combatants have conferred and are in agreement.”
 
   Domi's chin fell into his palm, his perfect green face puckering in a wrinkle of concentration. He turned to Jacqueline a second time. 
 
   “She is vulnerable,” he said finally.
 
   True. If Julia had escaped, the Reds would never give up.
 
   Thus far, the fey had managed to escape being outright enemies with the other supernaturals. However, it had been a near thing with the Singers. To begin a war with the Red Were was not good.
 
   Domi's gaze followed his own as he took in the two Combatant, Jacqueline, and the Singer Feeler, Angela. 
 
   Depending on who came with Julia, it could be an unwinnable battle. The Reds were known for their abilities during engagement. 
 
   Hard to kill, difficult to outmaneuver. 
 
   “I will be useless, Tharell.” 
 
   Scott and Domi regarded Jacqueline together.
 
   “It's weird how different she is.”  
 
   “I did not know her before. Only as she has been in Faerie,” Domi said.
 
   “I knew some of it.” Tharell spoke to Scott's comment, electing not to expound. Tharell had a feeling her offspring would not well receive the sexual displays she and Tony put on in the beginning. 
 
   “She needs my protection,” Domi said.
 
   Tharell frowned at Domi's priorities.
 
   “Will the Were hurt a female with child?” Scott asked, surprised. 
 
   Tharell understood violence against females was taboo across all supernatural races. There seemed to be a shortage of the fairer gender inherent to some degree in them all. Tony might be the only exception, as the occurrence was quite rare. There was nothing beyond that thankless Were.
 
   “Lets's go,” Scott said from behind. Deep pools of shadows grew on the fields, turning their blond shoots to upside-down spider legs in the lengthening darkness.
 
   “Yes,” Tharell agreed.
 
   Domi gave a reluctant nod. He stood next to Jacqueline, slowly giving her water from an animal-skinned flask. She took a small pull, moving a shaky hand across her brow. Even from this distance, Tharell could see the paleness of her skin. She had not fully recovered. Had she but a few more weeks in Faerie, she might have been fully rejuvenated. As it were, she was half-undone. 
 
   Tharell’s belly fluttered inside like a butterfly trying to escape its prison. He knew what that sensitive precursor usually meant.
 
   War.
 
   Tharell would not wait for battle to find him. Rather, he preferred to bring his sword to the fight. They would take the Rare One from anyone who would have her. Losing was not an option he entertained. 
 
    
 
   Tharell's horse made its way through the grass. 
 
   The tall stalks whispered along the underbelly of the beast, sounding like an endless rain which fell without cessation. The entire group rode without speaking. A cloud of precognition hung over them. He recounted the abilities of the Combatant: Scott was a Deflector of impressive ability, he wished Victor was also part of their troupe. He had heard the tale of vampires exploding under his tender mercies. Lucius... it occurred to Tharell, he did not know. It deepened his trepidation, it was a rudimentary oversight. His first priority should have been to establish the arsenal at his disposal. Before Tharell could attempt to worry about the Combatant's unknown skill set, Scott spoke. 
 
   “Julia is here... close by.”
 
   That's when they all saw the sky on fire, lit up by shots. 
 
   Gun smoke saturated the air, and it thickened all their breathing. Domi laid his hands over Jacqueline's shoulders, and she took a shaky inhale. Tharell thought it wise, as no one wasted magick on one sickened member of the group dragged along like baggage because they couldn't breathe.
 
   The group drew tighter.
 
   “It won't hold, Tharell,” Domi shouted over the gunfire. 
 
   Goddess help us. “It won't matter. The spell is all that we have for her.”
 
   Domi hauled the fragile Singer behind him. He waded into the melee of battle.
 
   Tharell saw how many there were, and his mind stalled at the tally. 
 
   Humans, numbering thirty were charging after a huge Were and the solitary reason behind their trek.
 
   The huge, half-breed Red Were was barreling ahead of the small army that followed, bleeding out of several holes like a running slice of Swiss cheese. 
 
   Clearly, there was no time to heal the wounds. 
 
   The Rare One was riding his front like a monkey while bullets littered his back. 
 
   Tharell did not often encounter beauty outside of Faerie, which rivaled the sithen's magickal interiors. 
 
   Seeing the Were run at top speed, his arms and powerful legs pumping as his mate clung to the front of him, was one of those times. 
 
   The humans were gaining as Jason was slowing. 
 
   Some held implements that glinted silver in the night that had finally fallen around them like an ominous shroud.
 
   Tharell gave a signal that made Domi move even as he gave it. The Combatant didn't wait. 
 
   Their Queen was in peril; a biological initiative began instantly. 
 
   Savagery was all that was left for them to execute.
 
   The pair turned into creatures of legend more frightening than the Were or anything Tharell had ever seen. 
 
   Numbers might not matter as much as ferocity.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   “Jules!” Jason gasped as her head bobbed from sprinting.
 
    “Yes!” She managed to respond without biting off her tongue.
 
   “Let go!” he yelled, and she did. The hardest thing was knowing the combined forces of the US Border Patrol and Canadian Mounties were after them. Jason's blood and sweat slicked her fingers.
 
   She trusted.
 
   Julia let her arms slip from around his neck. 
 
   Jason flung her in the air. 
 
   He launched her into space, and she hurtled through nothingness. She forced herself not to use one bit of talent for whatever impact she encountered. 
 
   She wasn't half as brave as she thought. Julia kept her eyes clenched shut.
 
   She landed, blowing into a figure from behind as he caught her. 
 
   They collided into a tree. 
 
   Julia opened her eyes, and the sharp scent of forest along with needles like green rain fell on her face. She coughed them out of her mouth and rolled off whoever caught her.
 
   Scott looked up at her. 
 
   There was a sense of the surreal when she tried to compartmentalize his role at that moment. 
 
   Protector.
 
   With a great whooping cough, he expelled dirt, needles, and blood from his mouth. A lopsided smile accompanied a groan. “Gain some weight?” 
 
   The war was raging around them, but Scott had time to quip about her landing. It was wonderful and filled her with hope.
 
   Julia smiled as he bounded up, and he drew her to standing. 
 
   She'd missed him. 
 
   The music of gunfire and fists hitting their targets overpowered regular conversation. “Are you hurt?”
 
   She shook her head. Scott's gaze ran down her body as though she hadn't answered, then he shoved her behind him. 
 
   Julia saw what he saw in great detail. The battle was practically on their heads. 
 
   Tharell riveted her. Like purple water, he moved in between the humans as though they stood as debris in the river of his violence. 
 
   The fey were a thing of terrible beauty. Domi and Tharell worked in tandem like perfectly orchestrated dancers.
 
   They moved past one another. Domi swept his weaponless arm out, and Tharell gripped it, spinning Domi behind himself in a half circle.
 
   Domi took three heads during the move.
 
   The Mounties' blood matched their uniforms as they fell to his long sword. The red and gilded braiding littered the soil with blood and death, the earth an eager sponge for their lives.
 
   Atrocities happened before her eyes because humans had accidentally stepped into the  mix of their supernatural war. It was profoundly unfair.
 
   The Americans wore the dull moss of their station, blending perfectly with the forest that retained its color through the dusk. Three came for Tharell.
 
   The knife entered where Julia knew a kidney to be. The only sign Tharell gave was the tightening of his eyes, glowing with ethereal blue fire.
 
   The three who had come, including the sword bearer, fell. The human casualties grew, filling her with sadness.
 
   The green fey was guarding Jacqueline, and Julia's lips flattened in anger. What the hell was she doing here?
 
   Julia scrambled away from Jason as the Reds suddenly appeared, running in the opposite direction. 
 
   She wasn't getting taken again. No matter what. 
 
   She would rather die than live under that again. 
 
   “Jules!” Jason yelled. She could hear the panic, but it wasn't greater than hers was. 
 
   She sprinted as if her life depended on it.
 
   Head honcho, the one who'd played Fed but who was really the pack master of the Alaskan den, landed in front of her.
 
   Tom Harriet. 
 
   He sprayed dirt around him from the abruptness of his stop, and Julia's momentum drove her forward. She executed a perfect somersault, as she'd done a thousand times as a kid, tumbling right between his legs. His seven-foot-tall half-wolfen body was the perfect height for the maneuver. When he tried to snatch her from behind, Julia reacted.
 
   She kicked out blindly. She nailed his nutsack squarely, and he fell to his knees. 
 
   Julia bounded up and raced further, the sounds of battle growing quieter. 
 
   When she couldn't take another step because she didn't have enough air in her lungs, she stopped.
 
   Julia was in the middle of the woods. 
 
   Alone. 
 
   Without the protection of the group or Jason.
 
   She was lost. 
 
   Yes, she'd escaped the battle, taking out the leader of the Red Were for the moment and buying herself time.
 
   Julia looked down at her feet.
 
   Bare.
 
   An owl hooted in the distance as her stomach let out a growl.
 
   She had just made the gravest of mistakes.  
 
   And she had only herself to blame.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “Where's Jules?” Cyn asked, looking around frantically.
 
   Slash noticed the Rare One was missing and groaned. He searched for Jason. Why had he lost sight of Julia? Something serious happened, he'd bet.
 
   Truman backed up until they all formed a loose circle. Angela occupied the center. The Combatant all presented their war forms, not unlike the half-wolfen Weres’ sizes but deadlier. Slash didn't know if the threat of the morphed Combatant and the fey would be enough. The humans were in various states of dying or dead, but the real threat was now approaching.
 
   And they knew Slash now. He'd given the secret of his pureblood status away to escape them earlier.
 
   Slash scanned the contingent of wayward Reds and found his pure blood fighting for a dominance struggle in a bid to secure the Rare One, protect Adrianna, and survive. 
 
   Dominance won, of course. There was nothing to be done with instinct, as deeply ingrained as taking breath.
 
   Slash did not see the pack master. The one he recalled put most of them to sleep with a well-placed dart to the shoulder. 
 
   That flat-out pissed Slash off. 
 
   Fight for territory, fine. But fight like a wolf, not a coward.
 
   Truman enlightened Slash to some of the players’ identities. “Listen, Ford, where's the dickhead pack master that's responsible for taking things that don't belong to him?”
 
   Like the Rare One, Slash thought. Ford, Slash guessed, came from the half-wolfen pack that faced him. He automatically drew in front of the fey warriors, the Combatant, and Jason and Truman. “Where is your pack master?” Slash said.
 
   Ford's eyes stared back at him like bottomless pits. “Why? Want the job?” 
 
   Slash considered it for the length of a heartbeat. “Yes.” He moved deeper into the meadow to meet his adversary. 
 
   Where they were and what was about to transpire made Ford’s FBI-issue look more ridiculous.
 
   “Slash, don't—there's too many,” Adrianna said.
 
   He didn't turn around. “It's the only way.”
 
   She circled around him. His guts clenched. Her nearness possessed a scent he thought he'd never smell on a female directed at him.
 
   Desire.
 
   Mixed with dominance lust, it was a perfume as heady as any he'd ever smelled. He had to exert an ugly self-control.
 
   She put her forehead at his chest. 
 
   The talons at his fingertips remained extended as he wrapped her skull with a hand only half-human. 
 
   “Be with me,” Adrianna whispered against him, and Slash shut his eyes. 
 
   He let the fantasy envelope him for as long as his next breath.
 
   “There is no being unless I fight for dominance. Right here. Right now.”
 
   Adrianna nodded, and when she didn't move, Slash positioned her away from him. 
 
   It felt like an amputation of his soul.
 
   Ford's smile was cold. “Just think, when I beat your ass, the bitch is mine.”
 
   The growl erupted out of the depths of Slash's body. Uninvited, unbidden, resolute. 
 
   His talons tingled, begging to gore Ford.  
 
   “No—Slash, he's baiting you,” Adrianna said.
 
   The other Were remained silent.
 
   Ford turned eyes to Adrianna. “You're so going to like me, bitch.”
 
   Adrianna flipped him off with a slender middle digit. 
 
   “That's about the size of yours, you dick weasel!”
 
   Slash smiled. He enjoyed remaining quiet if the one who spoke for him had just the right words for the situation.
 
   Ford moved forward. “You will submit, female.”
 
   Adrianna made a low noise somewhere between defiance and amusement in her throat. Then she added the middle finger from her other hand. 
 
   “Not on your life.” 
 
   Slash thought he could arrange that. 
 
   Ford glared at Adrianna then turned to Slash. “It's not just me. There are others who will fight you.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Knew you were a ball-less wonder,” Truman told Ford as he and Slash circled each other.
 
   His gaze flicked to Truman. “But I'll be a ball-less wonder that’s dominant to you.”
 
   Slash reacted instantly, swinging his talons out and going for the jugular. Ford feinted to the left, and the body knives missed his Adam's apple by a hairsbreadth.
 
   “Doubt it, chump.” Truman crossed his arms.
 
   Cyn sighed. “I don't want to see him naked, and be underwhelmed and all that.”
 
   Ford looked at her, and Slash struck again, piercing the vulnerable part of the body where thigh meets crotch in a precise strike. 
 
   Slash did not liken himself to a brutal fighter unless necessary. He would not tire himself when there were more Were to fight.
 
   Cutting the femoral artery was effective. 
 
   Rapid.
 
   Ford moved in for an obvious charge and stalled, a surprised look overtaking his face. 
 
   The other Reds shifted and muttered nervously.
 
   Slash approached confidently as a river of blood shot out of Ford's body. 
 
   Ford didn't react when all four talons burst out the back of his neck. He was too busy dying from blood loss.
 
   He careened backward, and Slash, a grim reaper without a scythe, jerked his talons. They came out of Ford's neck in a thick suctioned pop of flesh.  
 
   The talons sliced again, punching Ford with the knives that tipped his fingers.
 
   Then nothing.
 
   Slash stood. 
 
   He flung his right hand at the waiting Reds who would take the one hope the species had of unification.
 
   Drops of blood and sinew from Ford's body fell like plops of gruesome rain. Some landed on the Were themselves. 
 
   They made no move to wipe away the proof of the Alpha's death.
 
   “Any takers?” Slash asked.
 
   Two more broke from the ring of Reds, a pureblood Red amongst the challengers. 
 
   Slash's heart ticked faster. 
 
   His eyes fixed on Adrianna.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   Jacqueline stayed behind Domiatri. 
 
   She tried to imagine what she would have done before. 
 
   Now she used Domi as a shield, whereas in the past, her very evilness would have sufficed.
 
   She held two perspectives. One from before Faerie, and she would always think of it as such. The second was after.
 
   After Tony assaulting her every day, her muted Talents became apparent and she'd been defenseless. When her fey blood while living outside the sithen affected her, everything had been a plan of treachery. One of deception. At the time, it had seemed clever to mate with Tony and force all the other species to give them a reprieve through her matrimonial alliance with him. 
 
   Now they were mated. 
 
   And Jacqueline's self-loathing was acute but for the small glimmer of hope that her life might mean more than being an outcast, forever known as attempted murderer of Julia Caldwell, the Rare One.
 
   The old Jacqueline, her talents those of a Deflector, a telekinetic, and a Tracker, would have slaughtered everyone in her path. 
 
   She was no longer that woman.
 
   She lifted her chin and moved out from behind the protection of Domi's emerald body. He put an arm around her waist and snagged her against him. “Do not even think it, Singer.”
 
   A sob caught in her throat. She had finally been brave enough in her useless life to try to help another, only to find that Domi's protection would not allow it.
 
   It crushed her newfound soft interior.
 
   Then Domi did something he had never done in all their couplings to get her with child.
 
   As the Reds approached, circling them like sharks, he pressed a light kiss against her forehead. 
 
   The heat from his mouth upon her skin, the seduction of the breeze that blew between the supernaturals was tenderness on fire.
 
   Jacqueline reveled in it.
 
   Then he released her. “Go,” he whispered into her ear.
 
   Their gazes locked.
 
   His hands hovered at the top of her head, her eyes on the silver of his. 
 
   Domi's palms flowed over her, never touching. They paused at her belly then flowed to her feet. Domi grasped her ankles, his hands brands of fire. She touched hair she knew was navy but looked like oil running down his shoulders underneath the veil of night.
 
   He leaned into her hand briefly. “They will not find you. Use your talent to Track. Locate the Blooded Queen.” He kissed her palm and stood, towering over her.
 
   He'd cast a spell over her, a cover of glamor. She could feel it as it rode over her skin. When she shifted, a shimmer followed her. 
 
   Jacqueline took a deep breath, coming between Slash and the two new challengers for position of pack master.
 
   They didn't look at what they could not see.
 
   Jacqueline headed toward the girl she would have murdered.
 
   It felt like a lifetime ago.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Julia gazed around. It was déjà vu. Different woods, same problem. This time she wouldn't be drinking any water out of creeks. She shivered from the possibilities.
 
   Leaving Jason had been a bad move. 
 
   She heard a rustling and turned. 
 
   The Red Were stood before her.
 
   Puffs of smoke from his nostrils measured his breaths. They flared as the weather cooled, showing his position. 
 
   He looked all recovered from the foot-to-the-testies maneuver she'd managed.
 
   Julia tensed, ready for a flight that would prove unsuccessful. There was no outrunning a werewolf.
 
   The pack master of the Reds would be even more powerful.
 
   “Wait,” Harriet growled, talons faintly glowing as he raised his palm in supplication. 
 
   Julia didn't like being the queen of anything else. She blew it off, focusing instead on the potential for violence that emanated from him like a fragrance. Always high amongst the Weres, she figured it was even more so with a Red. 
 
   “I don't know, but as off-balance as my Talents have been coming, I wouldn't risk it if I were you. And”—Julia cocked her head to the side—“you could kill me with another one of those well-placed hits.”
 
   Harriet bled back to his human form, and Julia’s lungs deflated from the breath she'd been holding. It felt better to see a six feet tall guy in front of her, even naked, than the half-wolfen, seven feet of contained violence staring out of the gloom just a moment before.
 
   She kept her distance anyway.
 
   “I'm Tom Harriet.”
 
   “I know.” 
 
   “Then you understand that I'm not actually here to harm you. I work for the FBI.”
 
   Julia snorted in the dark. His gaze latched onto her. He didn’t fool her; he could count the hairs on her head. From his vaguely reflective gaze, she understood the wolf ran just beneath the man. She briefly touched on the memory of Slash and his big pureblood Red reveal. She'd not seen it but had heard. Tom Harriet was a Red.
 
   He cocked one of his eyebrows.
 
   “It's just”—she folded her arms—“what does that matter? Obviously, the feds aren't aware you're a supernatural.”
 
   “Some are not,” he conceded.
 
   Julia shifted uneasily. How deep did the world inside the world go?
 
   “Whatever organization that humans are in control of, we have infiltrated.”
 
   Julia shrugged. “You being a fed holds no weight. I've had authority figures of every flavor turn out to be not what they really were. You're no exception.”
 
   “It doesn't matter.”
 
   When had he come closer? Julia stepped back.
 
   “You were never meant to leave Alaska. Lily was meant to keep you under her care until you became, then you were to assimilate into the Alaska den.”
 
   “I love that everyone had my life planned from the beginning. I was the only one not privy to the agenda.”
 
   “It's the way it is. Your parents made a choice.”
 
   Julia's heartbeat raced. 
 
   “So it's true? I do have a sister....”
 
   Harriet nodded. 
 
   “Where is she?” She relaxed her hands out of fists so tight they'd left crescent-shaped indents on her palms.
 
   Tom's smile was immediate and brilliant. Julia kept her gaze on his face, never straying. He held up his index finger and wagged it back and forth. “The Sidhe warrior was clever to use the cloning spell to fool the Singers. But I will say nothing of her whereabouts unless you come with me.”
 
   That awful moment in Julia's life was worse in some ways than any before it. To realize her true family still lived in this plane of existence. 
 
   She'd been an orphan so long that she had long buried the hope of any family.
 
   The Red Were was dangling the proverbial carrot.
 
   She hated him for it. 
 
   And at the same time, Julia passionately hoped it wasn't a lie.
 
   She didn't have time to scream. He wrapped his hand around her throat, closing her windpipe. He'd been that fast.
 
   She struggled.
 
   “Shh,” Tom whispered beside her ear. “Someone else is here.”
 
   Julia's eyes bulged. They moved in a panic to whoever had appeared. 
 
   Friend or foe? she wondered. And on the heels of that, Jason's name whispered through her mind like a reverent prayer. 
 
   Her gaze latched on to the small female figure that glided outside the border of trees.
 
   Jacqueline.
 
   Definitely foe.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Julia gave a squeak, and Tom dropped her. 
 
   She fell, hands at her throat instead of breaking her fall. The shock of the rough landing thrummed up her spine like an electric current. Julia sucked lungfuls of precious oxygen as Harriet gave her his naked ass.
 
   Slow learner. 
 
   Testie tap time. Or double tap.
 
   Julia staggered to a standing position. She kicked the Were in his butt with her bare foot. Her toes might have curved a little as her foot came back.
 
   He howled, reaching between his legs, but didn't move far. 
 
   It was the distraction she meant it to be.
 
   He whipped around, arms spread, talons sliding out and conquering the flesh of his fingertips in a brutal shift. 
 
   Julia threw up her hands to defend her face, and the splatter of his humanity rained down on her.
 
   She dropped her arms, and a large wolf stood before her. 
 
   Trouble stared back in the form of a red fur coat and green eyes. 
 
   Julia kept the Were in sight while also trying to find Jacqueline.
 
   Not far enough. 
 
   “Julia—wait!” Jacqueline said and the wolf turned, it's swimming green gaze swinging between the two women.
 
   “No,” Julia said. “I don't want to hurt you. But I will, because you don't do mercy. And this guy”—Julia pointed at the now-changed Harriet—“this guy, he's certainly not my buddy.”
 
   “I know it will be hard to convince you of my sincerity.” Jacqueline turned her palms outward in a defenseless posture, wary eyes on the Were.
 
   “Impossible,” Julia answered.
 
   Jacqueline dropped her hands. “I am sorry... I tried to murder you.”
 
   Julia laughed aloud. Is she serious?
 
   “I was not well when I... attempted that.”
 
   “Is this where you claim temporary insanity?” Julia made no move to temper her sarcasm.
 
   Jacqueline shook her head.
 
   Julia’s brows cinched. This was beyond weird.
 
   “This is where I escort you back to the group. Domiatri wished for me to Track you. It was twofold. I would be safe, and you would be found and returned.”
 
   Julia opened her mouth to tell her to piss off when Harriet pounced on Jacqueline.
 
   Julia should have let her die. She was a proven murderess. 
 
   But Julia's instincts said something was off. 
 
   For one, Jacqueline wasn't that good an actress.
 
   What if she isn’t acting?
 
   Julia steeled herself, racing toward the werewolf and her killer.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   Slash faced the half-blood Red. He couldn't help his feelings of vulnerability with the two facing him. 
 
   Just a natural part of dominance struggle. 
 
   Slash had encountered Reds before, of course. During turf wars but mainly as rogues.
 
   Not now. 
 
   That was as organized a plan as he'd ever seen. They had banded together and made themselves a force to be reckoned with. 
 
   It was up to Slash to free them of their current Alpha's position of pack master. 
 
   And put himself in it. 
 
   The Were that went by the name of Tom Harriet was missing. Slash was primed to use the volatile circumstance to his advantage.
 
   They circled one another. The half-breed Were taunted Slash in an attempt to distract him. 
 
   “I'm going to take that Alpha bitch when I'm through with you.”
 
   Slash duly noted he wasn't dealing with a major intellect. “That worked so well for Ford.”
 
   The half-breed's eyes rounded when Slash attacked. He uttered the last word while Slash was already moving. 
 
   Slash did something different than he'd done against Ford. The pure-blood was watching them.
 
   Memorizing his movements for when they fought.
 
   The Were bled as he moved. Colored, sliding flesh blurred like a smeared watercolor painting. Both Were shifted from human to half-wolfen forms, their fists readying.
 
   In Slash’s case, he drove his left fist, knuckles pointed where he wanted them, into the the opposing Were’s solar plexus. It robbed him of breath as Slash did the same with his other hand to the male's neck. 
 
   Immobilizing him, it assured that his breath would not return. Slash forgot about Cynthia and Adrianna. He ignored Truman and Jason watching what he was about to do.
 
   While the Were's eyes stood like poached eggs in his purple face, Slash lashed a foot into the male's chest, grasping his enemy’s left arm. 
 
   He pressed with his foot and twisted the gripped arm. With a sickening pop, Slash tore it from the socket. 
 
   He used the ball joint like a bony hammer, beating his adversary as he fell.
 
   The skull cracked first. 
 
   Blood spray, shards of bone, and gray chunks of brain matter flew in a spatter pattern ahead of where his body began to fall. 
 
   Breathing came too late as death met the second Were he'd killed in the space of hours.
 
   Slash threw the arm with which he'd just bludgeoned the Were and turned to face the new threat.
 
   The Reds who stood behind him backed away, casting wary glances at Slash.
 
   His small group was quiet behind him. 
 
   “You are a pure-blood,” the Alpha stated as fact.
 
   No use denying it. “Yes.”
 
   “It has been years since I've seen that kind of fighting.”
 
   Slash smiled, and the Alpha cocked his head. 
 
   “Let me get you up to speed then.”
 
   Slash attacked.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Julia landed on Tom Harriet's back. Her one-hundred-fifteen pounds wasn't going to do much, but she gave it her all.
 
   He grunted, tossing her off. 
 
   She grabbed what clothing remained on his body. A stubborn button-down shirt still held by one torn sleeve. 
 
   Julia gripped it like a rope, as though her life depended on it. 
 
   Then they were both airborne. 
 
   Julia's arms spun out at her side, trying to break yet another fall. 
 
   Miraculously, she didn't land but floated.
 
   Julia's eyes opened, and she beheld Jacqueline. She stretched her arms out at shoulder height. 
 
   Gradually, she lowered Julia.
 
   They stared at each other. “What in the hell is going on?”
 
   Jacqueline smiled at Julia's question. “Let's chat when we gain some distance from the Were.”
 
   Julia's gaze found him, an unconscious lump of odd, broken body parts.
 
   “He'll mend,” Jacqueline said.
 
   Julia was aware.
 
   “Thank you,” Jacqueline said quietly. 
 
   Julia gave up the mental struggle and conveyed her true thoughts. “I don't trust you.”
 
   Jacqueline glanced down. “I know,” she spoke to the ground. 
 
   “Before we run off together—by the way, worst idea ever,” Julia paused, “what's happened? I mean, you've had it out for me, tried to murder me... now I'm okay?”
 
   Julia watched the older woman's face.  
 
   “I have enough fey blood that I've been sickened with never being in Faerie. These past weeks I was in the prison, I began to...” She flung her palms out then gripped them and wrung them. 
 
   Julia was beginning to feel sorry for her.
 
   “Become self-aware. The alliance with Anthony Laurent seemed foolhardy. My past methods I viewed as horrible, motivated by the near-insanity of whatever was happening to me. I felt as though I'd been drowning without knowing. Finally I saw a way to move to the surface.”
 
   Julia stared at her.
 
   Jacqueline leaned closer and Julia fought to remain where she was.
 
   “I no longer take in water—but breathe.”
 
   Julia let out a shaky exhale. “Okay.” She looked at Harriet again. Still snoozing. 
 
   “Is he gonna be...?”
 
   Jacqueline nodded. “I do have experience with my talents. I have not killed him.”
 
   Julia chuckled. “Why?”
 
   Jacqueline's eyes searched her own. “I could not bear it.”
 
   Julia narrowed her eyes. How real is this change of heart? “And Tony? Could you kill him?”
 
   Jacqueline remained silent for a heartbeat. A small tremor washed over her. “For him, I could be persuaded to make an exception.” She put her hand over her still-flat belly protectively. 
 
   Still a little bit of Jacqueline under that new veneer. But she also had someone else to think about. Scott and Delilah’s half-sibling. A child born of the fey, also Singer and Were. It was probably a new precedent, even for the supernaturals.
 
   “I am with child,” Jacqueline murmured.
 
   Julia put her hand to her mouth. “Who?” Oh my God. “Tony?” She searched Jacqueline's face.
 
   She shook her head. “No. Domiatri,” she answered softly.
 
   Holy crow.
 
   They didn't really have time to explore her revelation.
 
   Julia made up her mind. Their conversation hadn't taken long, and there was obviously too much at stake. “Let's go.”
 
   Jacqueline nodded then looked at Julia's feet. “That will be a problem.”
 
   “Don't really have an option. My choices were limited while we were running from the world.”
 
   Jacqueline chanced a glance at Harriet. He flicked a finger. 
 
   “Let us go,” she said. “My telekinetic talent is excellent, but he is also a Red Were and pack master to a renegade den from Alaska.”
 
   Good point.
 
   There probably had never been two people so at odds with each other, now forced to compromise to survive. 
 
   Julia didn't have time to worry about it. Jacqueline was pregnant, Harriet was dangerous, and her husband could find her if she were a needle in a haystack.
 
   They ran.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
   The newly revealed pureblood Red Were attacked the Alaskan den’s dominant Alpha, but Tharell kept one eye on the enemy. 
 
   Ten Reds in that pack held court behind the two who soaked the earth with each other's blood. He gave Domi a significant look. Be watchful, it said.
 
   Domi nodded back.
 
   Tharell moved forward, capturing Lucius’ and Scott’s eyes. The female Feeler, Angela, noticed his staring and shook her head. 
 
   “He's not one of them.”
 
   Tharell knew exactly who had taken Julia. He had gone off to lick his wounds and heal. 
 
   He would be back. In the meantime, Slash asserted his dominance in a bid to take over the pack while its master was not there, a savvy move by Were standards. Tharell had judged the scarred one as everyone had, broken because of his obvious wounds. He now surmised that Slash felt he had nothing to lose. That type of supernatural was dangerous, for they were willing to risk much to get what they needed.
 
   Slash pinned the Were beneath him. His own blood dripped down in a steady stream onto the other Were's face. 
 
   “Don't kill me,” the Were said, his arms straining to keep Slash's hands from tightening around his throat even further.
 
   “This is like a tap out moment,” Cyn said from the sidelines, and Tharell frowned at the commentary. 
 
   Slash squeezed his fingers. 
 
   “...Second...” the other Were wheezed. 
 
   Tharell saw the minute hesitation in Slash's throttle. 
 
   “Think he wants to live,” Truman commented in a droll voice.
 
   Slash lifted the pressure slightly. The Were coughed, drawing breath, sucking in blood along with oxygen. “I will be your second...” A coughing fit ensued, and Slash sat back on his haunches, hands at the ready. 
 
   “We'd be unstoppable, you and I—both purebloods. There aren't enough of us for you to kill me.”
 
   “I don't know about that,” Adi said in a voice as dry as the Sahara desert. 
 
   Slash didn't look away. He ignored everyone's comments, seeming to weigh the Were's words.
 
   “I don't need anyone,” Slash said, and Adi snorted in the background. “Hey!”
 
   Slash quirked his lips. “Almost no one,” he amended. Slash stood. The palm he offered to the Were beneath him was human again. 
 
   Tharell breathed easier when he took it. 
 
   The supernatural tide had turned. Eleven Red Were under their command was a sight better than eleven after their true death. 
 
   “I am Ezekiel,” the defeated Were said.
 
   “I am Slash.”
 
   The two Reds shook hands, blood their only clothing. 
 
   The ten Reds who accompanied Ezekiel removed clothes from a duffel, and Slash used what was given to him. 
 
   Tharell thought the Alpha blushed, once nearly covered, when the young female Were said softly, “Oh... I was kinda liking the view.”
 
   The scar on his face deepened to a red lightning strike with his embarrassment, though he didn't respond to her comment. 
 
   Adi smiled as though satisfied with a battle won.
 
   Tharell looked around. He thought battles were only preludes.
 
   And war was coming. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Slash backed away from Ezekiel, locating Adrianna. Satisfied she was as safe as possible given the circumstances, he looked at the faces of those who stood waiting.
 
   Jason came forward, frantic. “Julia's gone—Jacqueline's gone.” 
 
   Scott scraped a hand through his hair. “Damn, that is so bad.”
 
   “Perhaps not,” Domiatri said, and Slash glanced his way. 
 
   He went on, “I sent Jacqueline to track the Blooded Queen. No harm will come to her from Jacqueline's hand.”
 
   Slash heard Cyn's laugh of sheer disbelief in the background.
 
   Scott was in his face instantly. “How do you know? Do you know what dear old Mom is capable of?”
 
   Domi ignored the enraged Combatant and answered a question that hadn't been asked. “I know that she laments her past and wants only to stop the persecution.”
 
   Scott made a rude noise in the back of his throat and paced away, only to pivot back a moment later. “You can buy into whatever she's selling. But Lucius and I will be getting Julia back.”
 
   “Me too,” Jason said.
 
   “I don't believe there is any argument in the reacquisition of Julia Caldwell,” Tharell said thoughtfully.
 
   “Then what the eff are we waiting for?” Jason bellowed.
 
   “Good question,” Cyn said.
 
   Slash read Tharell easily. “There's the small matter of Tom Harriet.”
 
   “He isn't a small matter.” Ezekiel put his hands on his hips. “He will not go quietly. He will not submit to you or anyone.”
 
   Slash shrugged and restated the obvious. “That doesn't matter.” 
 
   He swept his palm at the two Combatants, two mixed-blood Reds, albeit younglings by Were standards. Then there were the Sidhe warriors, Tharell and Domi. 
 
   Not to mention he'd single-handedly made sure of his dominance over the pack that now stood within speaking distance. He was bone tired, and that didn't help. 
 
   However, Slash didn't think they had much to worry about from Harriet for the moment.
 
   “It will matter. He is somewhere other than here. If he is not here, he is pursuing the same thing you are—and closer to his quarry.”
 
   His people shifted uneasily behind him. Only the fey kept still.
 
   “He won't hurt the Rare One,” Slash stated. None of the supernaturals would compromise what Julia Caldwell represented through maiming or death. It defeated the entire reason for claiming her. 
 
   Yet... “What aren't you telling us?”
 
   Karl Truman stood beside Slash. He wasted an eye flick on the Were then turned his attention to Ezekiel.
 
   Truman interjected. “It's the Feebie angle, right?”
 
   Ezekiel looked at the new Red. Finally, he nodded. “If allowed, Tom Harriet will fashion a manhunt the likes of what you've never seen, spreading lies to close the net of capture around Region One, expose the fey... whoever needs to be outed to make this agenda come to fruition.” He raised his fist and coughed thickly into it.
 
   “Follow through kind of guy?” Truman asked.
 
   He dropped his hand to his side. “So much. More than any of us could say. We have the scars to prove it.”
 
   “He's a brutal pack master?” Slash grew uneasy with the picture of Harriet taking shape.
 
   Ezekiel's eyes flashed in the gloom. “Very. But that is not his best thing.”
 
   Slash didn't like the sound of that, but he had to ask. “What is?”
 
   “Subtlety.”
 
   “And Julia's out there with Jacqueline. With a crazy-ass smart Were whose sole goal is to capture her and take her to Alaska.”
 
   “He will,” Ezekiel assured them.
 
   “They have to get through Jackie-baby.” 
 
   All eyes turned to Cyn.
 
   “Here's the thing, guys.” She rolled her eyes, and they could all see what color they were, despite the low light. “Jacqueline's supposedly gone through some 'metamorphosis',” she began, clearly in a state of disbelief. “But no matter how much she's supposedly changed, I'm willing to bet there's still a fat streak of bad in her. I think she'll give Harriet a run for his FBI money.”
 
   Caldwell angrily scrubbed his chin. Finally, he looked up. “Jules is running on not having very many talents. And those she does have? They're random and of varying levels...” His worried eyes despaired, and Slash felt for him.
 
   “Let's go find them,” Scott decided for the group. Jason threw his arms in the air like no shit.
 
   Lucius turned to Angela. “Do you see a remnant? Can you see anything?”
 
   A Feeler could see auras, the fingerprints of a supernatural. No two auras were alike. 
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   He gripped her shoulders. “Do you see the Singers?”
 
   She shook her head. “No. I—it is easier to see an aura of a host who is actively malicious in their intent.”
 
   Jason walked away.
 
   “Caldwell!' Scott yelled, jogging to catch up.
 
   Jason turned to Angela. “Can you see Tom Harriet's aura? The remnant?” 
 
   “Oh yes,” she responded.
 
   Jason stood still for a moment. “What does it look like?”
 
   Angela shivered. “Evil,” she answered.
 
   Slash strode after Caldwell. That had been answer enough. 
 
   If Harriet wanted a war, then he'd come to the right male. War was Slash’s natural state of being.
 
   Unfortunately, something had changed when Adrianna had shown interest in him.
 
   He hated the weakness. Slash hated the uninvited emotion that knocked at the door for entrance.
 
   Hope.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
    
 
   Jacqueline was fully aware that Julia Caldwell did not trust her. She could not say she would feel any differently had their roles been reversed. 
 
   Julia broke into her thoughts. “Do you know where the hell we're going?”
 
   Jacqueline didn't bother lying. It wouldn't help their tentative and hopefully auspicious alliance. 
 
   “I do,” she answered, moving quickly through the dense underbrush. She couldn't help feelings of weakness. That she so soon forgot what it was like to be pregnant irritated her. It should have been unforgettable. 
 
   She tried not to view the fetus as a parasite and couldn't quite come to terms with it. The tiny group of cells inside her continued to grow, sucking the very life from her weakened body without mercy.
 
   Jacqueline moved stoically forward, matching the shoeless Rare One stride for stride.  She answered Julia's earlier question. “I feel the sithen... it calls to me.” 
 
   She caught Julia stealing a glance in her direction at the comment and elaborated, “Domi has told me that all those, supernatural and human alike, who possess a great enough portion of fey blood, will feel the summons of Faerie.”
 
   “Domi?” Julia asked, narrowly avoiding the backlash of a small alder branch as she pushed it aside.
 
   “The Sidhe warrior,” Jacqueline replied quietly.
 
   “The green fey? The father?” 
 
   Jacqueline, breathing heavily, nodded to save energy. 
 
   The women moved out of the tree line and came upon a small town. 
 
   Blaine, Washington, Jacqueline read. Ahead was a small restaurant named Bob's Diner. The B in the neon sign flickered in a disquieting way. 
 
   She cast a glance at her and Julia's terribly disheveled clothing. 
 
   Her stomach made up her mind, heaving in a roaring growl.
 
   “God! Was that your stomach?” Julia asked. 
 
   Jacqueline turned, vertigo capturing her. She looked straight at Julia's face and saw her mouth moving. The tunnel of her vision narrowed, and Jacqueline felt as though she was drowning.
 
   Motes danced before her eyes. 
 
   Julia reached out.
 
   Darkness engulfed.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Jacqueline's stomach gave a low, wail-like growl, and Julia turned to her, asking if that could possibly be real. Whose stomach growls that way?
 
   A pregnant woman's, apparently.
 
   Jacqueline was ghost-like in her paleness. Dark eyes stood out like depleted black marbles, their luster gone.
 
   Julia took a step toward the smaller woman, her enemy.
 
   Those dark eyes rolled up in their sockets.
 
   “Oh no!” Julia cried. It was the worst time and place for a fainting spell.
 
   Julia caught her, and they fell to the ground together. She broke Jacqueline's fall, rolling her over onto the soft shoulder between road and forest.
 
   “Wake up,” Julia said a little frantically. They couldn't be out there in the open. It was entirely too possible, with everyone on their tail, they'd be discovered. And Julia was very aware of her special vulnerability. No shoes, her talents all in a knot. 
 
   No, best to drag Jacqueline back into the borderline of the woods. 
 
   Julia put her ear close to Jacqueline's face, not hearing breath. 
 
   She leapt to her knees in a panic, straddling her, and hovered her hand over Jacqueline's mouth.
 
   Warmth caressed her skin. She was alive.
 
   Julia eased out a shallow breath. Her laugh sounded like a sob. It was surreal that she was tasking herself with keeping Jacqueline alive.
 
   Her attempted murderess.
 
   However, Julia could see Jacqueline's aura. She didn't know for sure, but she didn't believe those could lie. An iridescent white to pinkish color swirled around her like ribbons of cotton candy in the wind. 
 
   She wasn't the Feeler Angela was but enough to bolster her confidence that they could at least seek refuge together without Jacqueline trying to do her in again.
 
   Jacqueline's eyes fluttered open. 
 
   “What has occurred?”
 
   “You passed out.”
 
   Jacqueline covered her eyes with the back of her forearm. She began to cry, the tears wetting her sleeve.
 
   Oh wow, just—wow. 
 
   “Hey.” Julia patted Jacqueline's arm awkwardly while covertly scanning the area. “It's okay... Jacqueline.” Julia ignored the current weirdness and took Jacqueline's arm away from her face. “Let's get some food, then when the batteries are recharged, we'll figure out where we are and get someplace safe.” Julia tried on a smile she didn't feel and forged onward. “And Jason and the others will be right after us.”
 
   Jacqueline sat up and rubbed her eyes. “I feel so foolish.”
 
   “Don't—” Julia began, but Jacqueline put a palm up. 
 
   “I wish that I could be somewhat as I was before. But now, I am nothing but a weak, clinging mess.”
 
   Julia didn't know how to respond to that. “Well, I think you're a tired, weak, disoriented and very hungry pregnant woman.” 
 
   Julia stood, offering her palm. “Come on.” 
 
   Jacqueline stared at the proffered hand. 
 
   “I think everything will look better after a meal.”
 
   Jacqueline took her hand. The two women made a beeline for the diner.
 
    
 
   Two pairs of eyes followed them.
 
   One set turned away, as he replied into his mic, “Subject spotted and identified. Repeat, subject positively identified.”
 
   His well-tailored arm dropped into his lap, setting the binoculars to rest on his thigh as he looked at his partner. 
 
   “Gotcha,” he said to himself.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “Do you have human currency?” Jacqueline whispered.
 
   Julia nodded. “I know it's totally weird, but Lily, the imposter”—Julia paused in a small huff of memory—“used to insist I always carry a $20.” 
 
   Julia showed Jacqueline the corner of green inside her pocket. “Can't believe it survived intact.”
 
   They walked through the diner's front door, a bell announcing their entrance. 
 
   Many local gazes drove down their bodies in curious perusal. Julia felt horribly conspicuous with her bare, and rumpled appearance. In fact... “Hey, let's use the restroom.” 
 
   Jacqueline gave a grateful nod and the two walked into the women's restroom. 
 
   Julia couldn't believe how awful she looked. Not a patch of skin without grime. She was afraid she'd make a clean spot if she scrubbed her face. 
 
   She did anyway, beginning with her feet, taking her time.
 
   She looked up into the mirror, and Jacqueline's amused expression greeted her. It was the first genuine bit of anything close to happiness Julia had seen on her face. “What?” Julia asked, cleaning between her last two toes.
 
   “You're aware that your feet will become dirty yet again.”
 
   Julia laughed. Awesome point. “Yeah, I know. But it feels so good to get all the ick out.”
 
   “ 'The ick'?” Jacqueline asked with a slight frown.
 
   Julia laughed again. “Y'know, all the dirt and crap.”
 
   “Oh,” Jacqueline answered quietly. 
 
   Julia looked at Jacqueline's face. She took her foot off the bathroom sink’s rim and tore off a sheet of brown paper towel. She ran the hot tap and put the sheet underneath the water. She took it from under the hot spray and pushed a dollop of shimmering pink soap from the dispenser onto the towel. 
 
   “Come here,” Julia instructed. 
 
   Jacqueline moved with docility, closing her eyes when she reached Julia.
 
   Julia began at her forehead. She ended at her neck. “There,” she said, surveying her handiwork.
 
   Jacqueline opened her eyes. “Thank you.” She looked at the floor, and Julia threw the towel away and opened the bathroom door.
 
   She didn't turn around, giving Jacqueline a moment to compose herself. 
 
   “Let's go get some grub.”
 
    
 
   Jacqueline leaned back with a satisfied burp that she tried to hide with a palm. 
 
   It didn't work very well. Julia laughed, her guts protesting after the inhaling of the meal. 
 
   A thought broke through Julia's mental shielding she'd been mastering so well.
 
   This is divine.
 
   It's good, isn't it? Julia responded in her mind.
 
   Jacqueline's eyes widened. “That is... very untoward, Julia.”
 
   Oh... rude. “Sorry,” she mumbled. “I just heard... I heard your thoughts.”
 
   “Were they bad?” Jacqueline asked shyly.
 
   Julia shook her head with a small laugh. “Nah, they were a lot like mine.”
 
   The tension leaked out of Jacqueline's shoulders.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The women surveyed the table littered with empty plates and ketchup beginning to gel with air exposure. Metal cups that contained the extra shake they'd been unable to choke down sat between them. 
 
   One lone fry lay on Julia's plate. Jacqueline eyed it with interest.
 
   Julia laughed. “Go ahead.”
 
   Jacqueline picked it up and tossed it into her mouth, chewing happily. Interesting, when Jacqueline wasn't evil, she was okay to be around. 
 
   Helps when she's not trying to kill me.
 
   The bell sounded behind them, and two men walked in. Julia's face must have changed, because Jacqueline stopped mid-chew. “What is it?”
 
   “Looks like we've been discovered.” Her voice sounded morose even to her.
 
   Jacqueline did not turn around. “By whom?”
 
   “The FBI,” Julia whispered.
 
   Jacqueline put her palms flat on the table, and her nostrils flared. When she opened her eyes, they met Julia's. 
 
   “No.” Jacqueline shook her head. “They are Were.”
 
   “Posing as agents?”
 
   “I do not know. It sounds like that might be the case.”
 
   Great.
 
   “Maybe they're not looking for us.” Julia dared to hope.
 
   Jacqueline sighed. “They are Reds.”
 
   Hope fled along with her appetite.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWENTY
 
    
 
   Slash stayed forward, Adrianna following close behind. He took in the myriad of scents present in the forest, widening the gap with that of the corpses they'd slaughtered to escape.
 
   A familiar scent caught him, grinding his progress to a sharp halt. 
 
   His new pack slowed behind him. Yips, soft howls, and snuffles met his ears. The Were were all in their half forms, the Combatant were keeping up nicely, and the Unseelie Sidhe were taking up room at the back of the group.
 
   The Singers’ Feeler, Angela, slid off a Were’s back. She was the only one in the group that struggled to keep up, her talents not of the strength or speed variety. It necessitated a carry.
 
   “Harriet is somewhere nearby,” Slash told the group at large. 
 
   “His scent, you mean,” Truman corrected.
 
   Slash gave the new Were a hard look. “Perhaps.”
 
   “Let's keep moving. It's him against us. He'll lose.” Jason was already moving toward Julia’s and Jacqueline’s scents. 
 
   “I smell adrenaline dipped in fear,” Ezekiel murmured.
 
   “I see pieces of aura that mix,” Angela added.
 
   “Whose?” Cyn asked.
 
   “Jacqueline... and the Rare One.”
 
   “So they are together,” Domi said. 
 
   The fey seemed to think it very important they all understood his planning prowess. 
 
   Slash remained unconvinced. If they scooped up Julia in their net and Jacqueline hadn’t harmed her again, then he might think better of the fey. But for the moment, Slash thought the Faeries to be an unknown for potential violence. 
 
   “I don't like leaving Tom Harriet as a loose string,” he said, catching his breath from the run. 
 
   “I don't either, but getting Julia is most important. Let's worry about that chump after we've got her safe.” Jason lifted his eyebrows, and Truman slapped him on the back. 
 
   “You're right, kid, but I'm with Slash on this one. I think it's a mistake not to flush this puppy out and work him over. He stole Julia. He's a pack master—”
 
   “Was,” Adrianna interrupted.
 
   “True... but he didn't get the memo on that, sweetheart. He still thinks he's top dog.” Truman turned to Angela, his eyes moving from their natural blue to his wolf’s green. “Do you see his aura? Maybe we lucked out and he bit it.”
 
   Cyn laughed.
 
   Slash frowned. The Were spoke differently and with much slang. A few curse words seemed universally understood, but this male used a metaphor every other phrase. It irritated him.
 
   “No,” Angela said shortly. “He is very much alive.”
 
   The group was silent except for the Reds, who circled the area, eager to move, wherever it might be. 
 
   Slash put his hands on his hips, absently scratching at the itchy material that barely covered him. 
 
   If the females had not been around, he'd go nude. But they were, and only one Were was in charge of packing clothes. They'd hit a thrift store as soon as they got to the nearest large town and suit up with used clothing. 
 
   He looked at the females and felt a pang of envy. Females could do a quarter-change. It meant all the speed without the looks and burst clothing. The ability was present for the contingency of pregnancy. They could not shift into fully wolves while carrying young. It was protective of the species and their procreation.
 
   Only the eyes appeared wolfen, glowing and luminous. They shone back at Slash from the two women.
 
   “We're going to need a supply run. Adrianna,” Slash called, and she jerked her face up, her normally brown eyes a light gray. Her wolf swam just beneath her surface; Slash could see it. Hell, his wolf could smell it.
 
   “Don't, Slash,” Adrianna said.
 
   He flushed. He'd been thinking too hard about her wolf, and it wanted to come out. “Sorry. I—” He looked at her, remembered his ugly mug, and looked away. “We'll need clothes and food.”
 
   Adrianna turned to Cyn. “We've gotta get clothes for the dudes, and groceries.”
 
   As if on cue, several stomachs voiced their empty displeasure. 
 
   Cyn laughed. “Men.”
 
   “Let's go,” Jason said.
 
   Slash reluctantly turned away from where Tom Harriet’s scent was strongest. 
 
    
 
   He left, Truman following where Slash's gaze had been, seeing nothing. Though his nose said differently.
 
   In the darkness, Harriet watched them leave with guarded relief. His task force should be closing in.
 
   He'd already thought about this contingency.
 
   No one became a packmaster of his caliber without brains.
 
    
 
   *
 
   “Okay, here's what we'll do,” Julia began. 
 
   Jacqueline held up her palm for the second time they'd been traveling together. “Your talents are sporadic, yes?”
 
   Julia hated to reveal anything confidential to Jacqueline, but now they were in danger. The greater evil and all that. Julia reluctantly nodded.
 
   Jacqueline silently searched her face. “Do not be embarrassed. We all must become.”
 
   Yeah.
 
   “This is what I propose. The FBI shall not want witnesses to see they are Were. I assume they're after you. I will sacrifice myself to give you time to”—Jacqueline waved a small hand around—“make your fortuitous escape.” She arched her black eyebrows delicately.
 
   “No way. They'll hurt you.”
 
   “They can try,” she said quietly. “Yet, they are Reds. They will be loath to hurt a female of Were blood. And they will scent I am with child. There has never been a documented case of a Were harming a female with child.”
 
   Julia's gaze went to Jacqueline's. “What about Tony?” 
 
   She regretted it the instant the words were released. 
 
   That dark gaze slid away from her and looked out the window, her expression terrible to witness. “I think it is a fair assessment to say he does not fit within the norms of the typical supernatural male.”
 
   Julia's eyes flicked to the two behind them. 
 
   They were coming their way. 
 
   She leaned forward. “Maybe he's something new.”
 
   Jacqueline brows came together. 
 
   “You guys didn't know much about the fey and look, there's an entire mound of them. All I'm saying, is Tony could be something else besides just Were.”
 
   Jacqueline didn't answer.
 
   A hand landed on their dinette, shaking the salt and pepper holders.
 
    
 
   “Ladies,” the one on the left said. They wore identical suits, their eyes buried beneath dark and slightly reflective lenses. Julia figured if you couldn't see their eyes, then they were soulless. 
 
   They flashed their badges. 
 
   Of course, the ID looked authentic. Tom Harriet, the Red Were pack master from Homer, Alaska, was legit, too.
 
   Julia wiggled her cold toes underneath the table.
 
   “You can make this easy,” Leftie said smoothly, his strong hands a shadow of muscles rippling like disturbed water over his skin as he slid his badge home. 
 
   “Or you can make it hard.”
 
   Julia scowled. Her belly was full, and all she wanted was a nap and Jason. 
 
   Home. 
 
   Region One was a dysfunctional mess, but she belonged there. 
 
   Julia looked at Jacqueline.
 
   “Hard,” Jacqueline purred in an obscene word. The jagged edges of the old Jacqueline showed like a slip underneath a dress.
 
   Obviously a deliberate choice, her switching gears still surprised Julia.
 
   Leftie's gaze slid to Jacqueline, his nostrils flaring hard. “We don't want to hurt you.”
 
   “That's what you two thugs think, but in the end, robbing someone of their freedom is the very worst thing you can do to your fellow beings.” Julia stood. She’d left the “human” part out. 
 
   Jacqueline stood as well.
 
   Rightie's nostrils swelled as he took in their scent. “She is pregnant.”
 
   Leftie sighed. “That complicates things greatly. You're a mongrel, but you have enough Were to preclude us from doing what we must to assure your compliance.”
 
   Jacqueline opened the pathway of their minds.
 
   Julia's mouth parted in a little O of surprise. Jacqueline had been working to keep her out since their earlier interchange.
 
   I will cause a scene and you run. I am a powerful telekinetic. Trust in me.
 
   Trust? 
 
   You must.
 
   That was the true.
 
   On my signal.
 
   Julia wondered what it would be.
 
   When Leftie reached for Jacqueline's small wrist, the air by Julia moved. Jacqueline drove him through the first wall. The drywall sheet buckled, collapsing quickly to allow him to travel into the 1950s cinderblock behind. 
 
   He blew through the huge cement bricks, pots and pans clattering to the floor.
 
   Julia recognized a clear signal when she saw it and took off. 
 
   She heard the sound of flesh being slapped and didn't look back.
 
   Trust in me.
 
   She felt like a jerk leaving Jacqueline. 
 
   Julia could only hope she was as defensible as she claimed.
 
   She leapt down the stairs and into the arms of Leftie. 
 
   He locked strong arms around her in a bear hug. Julia sneezed from the spray of concrete dust plumes that exploded in her face.
 
   Then a wash of blood as someone tore his arm off.
 
   A sharp bark sounded, cut off with the prize in hand. Jason casually threw the limb behind him.
 
   Julia's relief was so acute she wanted to sob.
 
   Instead, she yelled, “Save Jacqueline!”
 
   She had never uttered stranger words.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
    
 
   “What?” Jason yelled over the screaming patrons behind them. 
 
   The diner was emptying, screaming eaters running for their cars in a stampede.
 
   So much for being subtle and preventing humans from getting a load of the supernatural turf wars.
 
   “Jacqueline! She's in there with one of the Bozo-the-clown Feds!”
 
   “I'm not leaving you!”
 
   “Jace—she's pregnant...” 
 
   His eyes widened, then he shook his head. “Let the jolly green giant get her. He's the one that knocked her up; he can figure it out.”
 
   As though summoned, Domiatri came rushing past them in a green streak. 
 
   Julia went to go after Domi, but Jason held her back. “No effing way. Let green boy take care of Ms. Jekyll and Hyde.”
 
   Julia tore out of his grip. “I get it, but she tried to save me back there.”
 
   “It's about damn time! You're not going. Your preservation instincts are about zero so I'll protect us both.”
 
   A noise like a million eggshells being ground startled them, and they turned together. 
 
   A large tank rolled down the street.
 
   “What the hell?”
 
   “I think it's a firepower thing.” 
 
   “Run!” Jason yelled and jerked her after him. She ran full out, bare feet punctured by small rocks. 
 
   Julia didn't know tanks could be so loud. The gun rotated on the turret, grinding its shrieking ambition. 
 
   Jason ran to where the others had gathered. 
 
   Julia made out Tharell easily, the only purple man on the street. 
 
   “The witnesses will be gone in any event,” Tharell said in a droll voice as a boom that rattled Julia's teeth went off. 
 
   Truman jerked Cyn and Angela, putting them behind him. “What the blue hell?”
 
   Julia scanned the environment for Adi and finally saw her next to Slash. 
 
   They raced toward Julia and Domi, and a limping Jacqueline brought up the rear.
 
   Like agitated ants, men in military uniforms poured out of the top of the tank, their guns aimed at the four who hadn't made it across the road and into the patch of woods. 
 
   Julia screamed a warning. Adi had begun to lag. Slash tucked her underneath his arm and ran with her as if she was a clutch purse. 
 
   Bullets sprayed dirt at their feet as they ran.
 
   But the real horror was the careful aiming at the diners. As if slapped by a giant hand, the bullets drove into them from behind, flinging them forward like broken dolls. They landed face first in the dirt and gravel.
 
   “No...” Julia whispered.
 
   She didn't realize she was crying until it dripped off her jaw.
 
   “Those merciless fucks,” Truman said. 
 
   Tharell regarded him. “It is the way the humans deal with that which they do not understand.”
 
   Julia turned to him in a fury, grabbing the once beautiful warrior's tunic and shook him.
 
   It was like trying to shake a solid concrete wall. “Do something!” she screamed into his face.
 
   Tharell gave a grim smile of acknowledgement. “I will try.”
 
   The Sidhe made complicated gestures in midair.
 
   A minute slipped by, and more people fell like cut trees. Julia could taste metal in the air and realized it was their blood. 
 
   “Hurry,” she said.
 
   “It must be done properly,” Tharell answered without looking at her.
 
   “What, for the love of God?”
 
   “The spell,” he said, and suddenly Julia could feel the magic in the very air. It rushed past them and raised the small hairs on the back of her neck.
 
   Julia gasped when the charged force struck the militia. 
 
   Instant chaos ensued. They ran into one another; some shot randomly. The remaining survivors, seeing the confusion, took off. Many remained motionless in a pool of their own blood and bits of their bodies.
 
   “What's wrong with them?” Julia asked.
 
   Adi reached them with Slash at her side and Domi half-carrying a beleaguered Jacqueline.
 
   “Who gives a ripe good shit, let's get outta here!” 
 
   Domi chanced a glance behind him and smirked, giving Tharell a full wattage smile. “Nice work, Tharell.”
 
   “I couldn't have you bleeding out there and ruining your perfect skin...”
 
   “I'll heal,” Domi responded dryly. 
 
   “What are they doing?” Julia asked as one of the soldiers tripped over his feet into a graceless pile on the ground. 
 
   A Red Were strode to the fallen man and kicked him in the teeth. The soldiers head ripped partially off, canted at an awkward lean as he fell from his knees straight back.
 
   “Okay... let's go.”
 
   The stares of approaching Reds met Julia’s comment. “Oh my God!” she yelled and began to run. 
 
   Jason yanked her back. “Shh, Jules, they're okay.” He stroked her hair as they drew nearer.
 
   “They're under me now,” Slash said.
 
   “How'd that happen?” Julia tried not to let the caterwauling in the background distract her. Holy smokes, I’m gone for a few hours and the Reds surrender? 
 
   “Fight for dominance,” Adi replied casually. 
 
   “It was way worse than that. More like fight to the death,” Cyn said. “These guys”—she jerked a thumb in the general direction of everyone but she and Jason—“make nothing out of all the ‘I almost killed ya’ moves.” She rolled her eyes. “Really? It's more like a sport.”
 
   “It is not a sport, female. It is the Were way,” a Red said and immediately Julia knew he must be important within the hierarchy of the pack. He had a way of speaking with authority.
 
   A low growl split Slash's lips, and a hard glance from the Were who had just spoken shut him up.
 
   “That is Ezekiel.”
 
   “Zeke.”
 
   Slash leveled the smallest chin dip she'd ever seen at the Were and turned to Cyn. “We'll explain this on the way.”
 
   “Great, 'cause, I'm dying to get out of here before more winners show up to kill defenseless Americans. Not. Cool.”
 
   Julia cast a glance at Jacqueline. She looked positively haggard. Domi's eyes met hers. His gaze held assurances she didn't think he could really give. Jacqueline seemed to barely be hanging on. 
 
   Julia quickly appraised the group. Twelve new Were, all varying degrees of Red-blooded wolves. Tharell, Domi, Jacqueline, Adi, and Cyn followed closely behind, and as she turned away Scott, injured but managing, was there, held up by Lucius and Angela the Feeler at his sides. 
 
   They took their mixed bag of supernaturals and beat feet out of there.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Slash kept the pace deliberately hard. Only when Julia stopped them did he pause in his objective to put distance behind them. 
 
   Her feet were ribbons of gore. Filthy, bleeding, the soles torn from her travels.
 
   “Oh my God, Jules,” Cyn said.
 
   Julia nodded, gritting her teeth.
 
   “Can you heal her?”
 
   Cyn studied the Rare One's feet. 
 
   “I'll try, but it seems these reoccurring injuries are their own kind of stubborn.”
 
   Scott crossed his arms, his healing abilities as Combatant having restored him perfectly. “We need to find some place to hole up.”
 
   Cyn laid her hands over Julia's wounded feet, and she gasped from the pain. 
 
   Then groaned in pleasure as they began to mend. 
 
   Cyn shook her head. “This is the best I can do. We need to find some shelter... and some goddamned shoes.”
 
   She sat back on her haunches, flinging her hands up. “Was it those flimsy Keds?”
 
   Slash couldn't help the lift of his lips. It appeared to be a well-worn argument between the two. Apparently, some things didn't change.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Julia and Cyn looked at her Nikes on her own feet, dirty but intact. “Spend the money on footwear.”
 
   “Coming from the UGG devotee,” Julia said, rolling her eyes.
 
   Adi piped in, “Those stand for fugly in my opinion.”
 
   Tharell put up a hand. “Though I appreciate the efforts at levity, I do like the suggestion of lodging, running water, and extra garments.” His gaze went to Julia's feet. “And footwear.” 
 
   “Where?” Zeke asked.
 
   Slash searched the geography. Judging by the mountains to the east, they were coming close to Bellingham. “Twenty more minutes of walking and we'll spit ourselves out in Bellingham.”
 
   “Big city?” 
 
   Slash thought about it. “Big enough. Ample camouflage, numerous eateries. We should be able to get what we need.”
 
   “As long as Jules gets some shoes.” Jason picked her up.
 
   “Put me down,” Julia said, indignant.
 
   “Nope. We're not gonna undo Cyn's work. Don't worry, that little bit of weight you've packed on won't slow me down.”
 
   Julia sputtered, and the males shared a good-natured laugh. 
 
   Some of Slash’s tension dissolved. The place of respite couldn't come soon enough. 
 
   There they would have plenty of time to dissect the new threat.
 
   Slash felt he knew.
 
   He hoped he was wrong. 
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
    
 
   “It is time,” Praile told Tony. 
 
   He slid the curved saber across the scarred surface of the table between them.
 
   Tony didn't touch the thing. He was as fucked up a supernatural as any he'd ever encountered. Intellectually, he understood that. He'd embraced what he was long ago.
 
   Praile didn't give a shit.
 
   The dark metal glimmering in the shadowed room he shared with the demonic was a tangible reminder of his mixed blood.
 
   Praile folded his muscular arms against his bare chest. His stubby horns rose from a skull free of hair. Not all demonic males possessed a tail. Praile did, a nod to his breeding amongst Hades’ otherworld creatures. 
 
   Not of this world but on another plane.
 
   Tony reached out, gripping the finely honed wood. It was narrow where it met the arcing swath of metal, flaring to a deep triangle at its base. 
 
   Carved runes he couldn't read, but caused a thrum of electricity when his fingertips traced over the etchings, deepening his anxiety by the moment.
 
   “Why now? After hundreds of years, I need to fulfill my duty?” Tony wheedled.
 
   Coal black eyebrows like slashes of inky pain dropped over glowing red eyes. A slow smolder lifted off Praile's skin, his agitation manifesting into a broil. He placed two palms on the table that separated them.
 
   Tony shifted in his seat, containing his nervousness badly.
 
   Praile said nothing at first, and the silence tore at Tony. He swallowed the brick inside his throat, his anxiety lodged and painfully sliding down to settle uncomfortably in his churning stomach.
 
   “Because there are few who survived this world with demonic blood. Werewolves, with their shifting abilities, are uniquely suited vessels for what we offer.”
 
   Tony didn't say what he was thinking. 
 
   “Where do you think your evil impulses stem?” Praile asked, though his question did not require a response. He straightened. “Do you think your assaults against females, both Were and non, have been accidental?” His eyes narrowed to slits of fire. “After all, it is against your primal nature to harm females, yet you have proven an aptitude of great finesse in this regard.”
 
   Tony looked at a point above Praile's shoulder. 
 
   The demonic moved into his direct vision, his eyes like embers, low and burning. 
 
   “No,” Tony answered in quiet resignation. He should have known the demonics would never release him from his obligation to them.
 
   Praile knotted his hands behind his back, nails black-tipped and shaped like short talons. 
 
   “You will do this thing. Then, when you are done, we will have decimated the one species that stands against our objective.”
 
   Tony raised an eyebrow. “What about the fey?”
 
   Praile laughed from his belly, clapping his hands together in glee. It startled Tony so much he almost dropped the saber. 
 
   “We do not concern ourselves with the Unseelie Sidhe. The immortals are Faerie bound and do not pose a threat. The strongest of them is weak without their precious sithen. No.” Praile shook his head. “We eradicate the Singers, vampire and force-breed the Were that can produce more of the blood of Hades, and soon our kind will rule this world as well.”
 
   Tony's guts sprouted spots of fire like acidic flowers in bloom. He swallowed his slow terror. “What about the Reds?”
 
   Praile's smug happiness disappeared as soot cleaned from a mirror. “They are only a problem if banded together.”
 
   “When we met last, you told me they were the ancient transition between Hades and the supernaturals of this world.”
 
   “I know what I have said—every word,” Praile hissed and Tony flinched. He didn't want to experience the bloodlust of this particular demonic, a torture better executed than any he'd ever survived, ever again. Blood and magic indebted Tony to whatever Praile would have of him.
 
   Praile tapped the blade, and a drop of ebony blood sprung from his injured skin. He sucked it off in a long and noisy pull. 
 
   Tony neutralized his expression when the fork of Praile's tongue trembled against the oozing blood.
 
   The demonics were disgusting.
 
   Of course, Tony was as well. 
 
   He liked his brand better.
 
   Praile opened the wound further, running his finger down the entire length of the two-foot-long blade. He rolled his glowing eyes up to meet Tony's. “Kill every one that you come across; men, women and children.” His black eyes bored holes into Tony. “Kill their pets if they have them.”
 
   Tony opened his mouth. The Singers’ plethora of talents, diverse and in varying degrees of strength, made them dangerous. 
 
   It was suicide.
 
   He seemed to sense Tony's question. “You will be lucky to survive, yet I care not. The metal of this saber is proof against most talents. You were bred for this.”
 
   “Who is immune?” 
 
   “Watch your tone, demon cast off.” Steam rose from Praile's mouth with his words, though the surrounding air didn't warrant it. 
 
   Tony stayed silent. Better he say nothing than have his tongue torn out.
 
   Praile grinned, his teeth black chips of banked night, the only color his divided red tongue. It was a grotesque sunset inside his mouth.
 
   “The Rare One, of course, and any who have blood of the Red.” Praile made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat.
 
   “What talents are immune?” Tony pressed. Praile's eyes sharpened inside the small, murky cottage that held him. 
 
   “You will know when you cannot use magick to assist in the genocide we bring to this contingent of Singers.” Praile smoothed his hand down the blade, cupping it.
 
   He jammed his palm on the blade, the curved and sharpest part slicing so deeply into his flesh, the skin on the backside of his hand stretched in the shape of the blade.
 
   Praile's lips parted in ecstasy, and a low groan of pleasure slid out of his mouth, steam escaping. The affect was immediate on his lower region, his disgusting penis stiffening. The smolder of his skin filled the small house that served as prison to the Singers.
 
   Blood like ink washed the blade and ran in creeping rivulets across the table to Tony. Tony jerked to a stand, watching the river of the demonic's blood crawl to tremble at its edge. The drops fell, hitting the ground with a splat. Like acid, the blood smoldered, eating at the wooden floorboards in an etching that grew deeper by the moment.
 
   “My blood seals the fate of those who come into contact with it. Do this well and live. Fail, and suffer torture, Anthony Daniel Laurent.”
 
   Tony made a wide berth around the spilled blood. 
 
   Praile backed away from the blade, a blood trail falling to drive through the floorboards. Tony curved his hand around the wooden hilt. The magic of the ancient runes, mixed with Praile’s blood, swept over him. 
 
   Tony swung his head back, and a hoarse cry of revulsion laced with lust escaped him. No longer his own master, he controlled the blood that was a part of him. Praile had called it to the surface.
 
   Very much like the Singers who would die by that blade’s magic.
 
   Tony lowered his chin, and he leveled a stare at Praile, who was already shimmering to opaque, his evil deed complete.
 
   “Why do I have to do your dirty work?”
 
   Praile's smile held no happiness. “Understand that we have been forbidden to interfere directly with the humans and supernaturals. Much as our counterparts.” He said with weighted reluctance.
 
   Angelics. Tony knew they existed only because he was part-demonic. 
 
   Praile hated to admit limits. His own especially.
 
   He became ghost-like, the insane smile, pinned on his face like a mask.
 
   Tony went to the door.
 
   Of course it was locked.
 
   He stepped back and kicked it open. The door flew off the hinges like a tooth succumbing to periodontal disease. It hung off the bent metal, the jamb’s gums weakened beyond holding.
 
   The two Combatant guards turned, startled. The pretty boy Victor would be a pleasure to end. 
 
   Tony raised the blade.
 
   When they both lay dying, blood poisoned from Praile’s contamination, he kicked them in the crotch like the dogs they were. 
 
   Vic-boy wasn't looking too good. 
 
   Tony was suddenly bolstered, his evil nature sliding into place like a long lost friend.
 
   Found again and embraced.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
    
 
   Tharell easily found the low-slung rock formation that signaled the entrance to potential shelter. It seemed to wink at him from a knoll surrounded by madrone trees. They grew toward the sky, throwing themselves from between the rocks. Burnt orange twigs sought the clouds like fingers. Gracefully sweeping boughs of western red cedar whispered against the small cleft of shadow that stood as a door to the observant. 
 
   It would be beyond cozy with the size of their group.
 
   He stopped in front of the four-foot-tall opening. 
 
   Slash delivered a hard look that felt like a slap. 
 
   Tharell answered the unspoken accusation. “I am aware we need supplies. I cannot obtain those for you. Obviously.” Tharell swept a palm down his body. 
 
   He held partial court in looks to what the humans called African Americans, though the nickname struck Tharell as humorous.
 
   Black people. A low chuckle slipped out.
 
   Some fey possessed skin so true a black its blue highlights shone in any light. Tharell would have preferred that. He enjoyed becoming invisible against his surroundings, and his mixed heritage was only good for blending with the sithen walls when called for. However, his eyes were so vibrant a blue he kept them closed until the enemy’s breath was upon his skin. 
 
   Faerie was beautiful and edified his fey blood. But it was also a place that, by its very design, was full of danger, treachery, and subterfuge.
 
   “Fine,” Slash responded after a moment. Slash deserved careful watching. All Were were rash creatures, but this particular male used his head far more that Tharell liked. 
 
   “I will go. You and Domiatri can stay with the females, and the rest will go.”
 
   “Ah—no,” Cyn said, clearly indicating the idea was dumb. 
 
   Tharell quirked his lips. The other species were entertaining. It eased his loneliness and allowed him not to be under the constant disdainful tolerance inside Faerie. Tharell liked their patent indifference of his lineage more than he ought. 
 
   He breathed deeply of the human's air, finding it fine as he schooled his emotions into that tightly contained steel box within his mind. 
 
   “I'll go—you boys look like... I don't know, George of the Jungle or something.” Cyn pointed at Jason, Truman, and Slash, who'd all gone through numerous changes. Clothing hung over what modesty required and no more. 
 
   She glanced at him, and her beauty momentarily struck him. Though she was a Singer, and he would never have a chance at offspring, her steely wits and personality, balanced on a seesaw of fragility, created an interesting intersect. 
 
   “And rainbow guys”—Cyn gave him a pointed look, and he experienced an uncommon emotion.
 
   He was embarrassed. By a Singer female.
 
   Tharell narrowed his eyes on her, his earlier admiration like amnesia.
 
   She laughed at his expression. “You guys will be nailed in a hot minute. That leaves all the non-Were.”
 
   “You guys are volunteered.” Her eyes took in the rest of the group. “Anybody have cash?”
 
   Silence.
 
   Cyn put her hands on her hips. “Are ya kidding? I'm digesting my spine.”
 
   Tharell dipped his head, hiding his mirth.
 
   Cyn blew hair out of her face, fitting her chin into her palm. “Okay, I need some fuel. I don't want to be Robin Hood or anything, but we'll have to dumpster dive at McDonald's.”
 
   “I'll go,” Julia said. 
 
   “No.” Jason turned to Cyn, pointing at Julia's feet. “Size seven-and-a-half.”
 
   Julia crossed her arms. “That's romantic.”
 
   “No,” Cyn said in a huff. “We look like a dog's butt.”
 
   “Amen,” Adi agreed. 
 
   Tharell frowned. Canine buttocks?
 
   “But he remembers my shoe size.” Julia smiled.
 
   “Anyway,” Cyn said, rolling her eyes, “I'll take the Combatant dudes and Angela, we'll bust into town, snag threads, and get ten million burgers.”
 
   “I don't know if that's feasible,” Lucius said with a frown.
 
   “Me either, but I'm motivated. Let's book.”
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Cynthia looked around. Dumb effing place. None of the stores screamed Used Clothes. She'd die twice for a Ross. Huh. 
 
   The Golden Arches beckoned. “Let's go,” she said to the Combatant. She didn't know any of them, but the one chick was a mouse. Cynthia never heard what words she said, just squeak, squeak, squeak. 
 
   “'Kay.” Cynthia put her hands on her hips. “Do you guys get off the rez that much?”
 
   All three pairs of eyes stared blankly back at her. 
 
   “Wow.” Cynthia rolled her lip inside her mouth, teeth lightly mauling. “You're going to stand out like a turd in a swimming pool. It'll be bad.”
 
   Scott said, “We don't have money, and we're all starving.”
 
   “Noted, pal.” Cynthia leaned forward. “I'll go order, and you two make a commotion.” Cynthia nodded, but Lucius shook his head. She frowned.
 
   “We're supposed to stay off the radar, not present ourselves on a platter as a spectacle for humans to witness and remember.” Lucius was trying to make her see reason. She got that.
 
   Wasn't gonna happen. 
 
   “Listen up,” Cynthia replied to Scott. “You need to figure something out while I pretend to order.” She dropped her fingers from imaginary quotes. 
 
   Scott paced away from the group, and Cynthia watched him jog around the building. 
 
   “I think I want a shake,” Angela said randomly.
 
   Cynthia barked out a laugh. “It'll melt.”
 
   “Oh,” she replied in a small voice. “I've never been outside of Region One.”
 
   Cynthia tried to close her mouth. She couldn't. Never been to McDonald's. It was a tragedy of epic proportions. 
 
   Angela had big puppy dog eyes. 
 
   Scott ran up, saving the moment.
 
   “We can go through the back. You order, and Lucius and I will break the door down...”
 
   “And steal cheeseburgers from McDonald's.”
 
   Scott grinned. “It is somehow funny.”
 
   Cynthia agreed but was too hungry to laugh. The guys went around back while she and Angela walked to the counter. 
 
   A young woman with blue hair and scarlet lips approached the front, the D  was unraveling in her scripted name tag. “May I help you?”
 
   Cynthia tried not to stare at the horrible Rainbow Brite look. There'd been no full-length mirror for this chick. She flicked her eyes to Angela, who was similarly blown away. “I'd like thirty double cheeseburgers and the same amount of water bottles.”
 
   Fuck fries.
 
   The smell of grease alone formed a river of saliva. She swallowed hard.
 
   The girl's eyes stayed glazed. “What?” 
 
   Cynthia leaned forward and repeated the order. She was so proud of herself for not strangling her on the spot. 
 
   “You're going to have to wait.”
 
   “I thought this was fast food?” Angela asked, genuinely puzzled. 
 
   Oh boy. “It is, but... maybe it's not so fast when you ask for that much.”
 
   Dee, of the nauseating neon-blue hair, said, “Do you want fries?”
 
   Cynthia shook her head and cast her gaze to the floor before she cracked up. They were dirty, hungry, and the sudden urge to laugh might turn hysterical if she allowed it.
 
   The door burst behind Dee at the same time Angela gripped her arm in a brutal hold.
 
   “Ow!” Cynthia exclaimed, trying to tear her arm out of Angela's vise grip.
 
   Then Cynthia followed her eyes.
 
   And met those of Tom Harriet.
 
   “Oh shit.”
 
   Tom Harriet rushed forward, a streak of flesh-colored paint in the air, with the Weres’ breathless speed. 
 
   “‘Oh shit’ is right,” he replied before gripping her neck, his manic eyes set on the Combatant behind her. Cynthia felt the breath trapped in her lungs. Her feet left the ground to dangle beneath her. 
 
   She used the distraction of the dudes behind her and brought her knee into his crotch. She aimed for it to go through his body to his head.
 
   Harriet howled, dumping Cynthia. 
 
   Scott and Lucius leapt over the counter. 
 
   Blue hair shrieked and ran as Cynthia’s head rapped against the floor.
 
   I will not faint, I will not faint, Cynthia chanted.
 
   Then she did.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
    
 
   Cynthia rolled over and puked on the McDonald's floor. 1980s terracotta titles with uninspired black grout became obscured with vomit more bile than anything. 
 
   Angela put her hand on Cynthia's shoulder, and she shuddered. 
 
   “How long was I out?” Cynthia asked. 
 
   Angela hauled her to her feet, and she swayed. Angela's grip tightened. 
 
   “Seconds.”
 
   Cynthia focused her blurry vision on her. Not so mousey after all. 
 
   She looked behind her and saw Harriet struggling to rise. Her gaze skipped around the building. 
 
   It was mayhem in motion. Customers were screaming and piling up at the door.
 
   Cynthia looked at the cheeseburgers lined up, to-go orders in various stages of assembly. Eff it, she was hungry. The Combatant dudes could figure out Harriet, and she'd suck up the grub. Cynthia hiked her ass on the top of the counter, sliding across it, and bounced lightly on her feet. 
 
   She grabbed the first thing she saw and stuffed a handful of fries in her mouth. Angela followed right after.
 
   They decimated the large fry.
 
   Then Cynthia took a huge, two-handled McDonald's bag and stuffed all the to-go boxes inside. She swept in a combo of quarter pounders with cheese and even a yogurt parfait. 
 
   The whole kit and caboodle plopped into the bag.
 
   Someone seized her hair from behind. It felt like the roots were on fire.
 
   She dropped the bag of food, and that pissed her off on principle. 
 
   Cynthia cracked her elbow into the head of whoever grabbed her. 
 
   A satisfying but gross blood spray hit her neck. Splatter like drizzling rain slid down her right arm. 
 
   Gawd, she needed a hose-down. She was going to qualify for hazmat apparel soon. 
 
   Cynthia looked into Angela's wide eyes. “Reds,” she whispered.
 
   Great.
 
   Some dudes whose energy was not human entered the restaurant. Cynthia knew the difference now that she was Were. That tingling live wire felt like insects feasting on her skin.
 
   “Shit,” she said. 
 
   Cynthia scooped up the bag and ran out the back door, Angela in tow.
 
   “Grab the food!” Cynthia shrieked.
 
   Angela jerked up the second huge bag of food, the yelling customers in the drive through cursing after them in an impressive blue streak.
 
   No refunds, Cynthia thought. 
 
   They ran, leaving Lucius and Scott behind. It was shitty.
 
   It was also their only choice.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Sometimes great shit happened when you least expected it. Like your enemies begging for their lives.
 
   And killing them for sport.
 
   The movies always portrayed murder as a slick, clean occurrence. The killer moved through people like a change of underwear when, in reality, it was a messy business.
 
   Only Tony’s eyes were free of blood. He was careful to keep them closed on an arterial swipe. 
 
   The blade had swung true, magically sharpening itself as it deftly cut down every Singer in its path. 
 
   Marcus, father of the miserable band of siblings, had been the most difficult to cut down. 
 
   His talents had been formidable. But ancient metal of the saber had been proof against even that Singer's powerful royal blood. 
 
   He scowled when he thought of the few who'd escaped.
 
   Tony was vaguely insulted that his daughter had thought he'd kill her. His vanity was entirely too rich a tapestry to allow for that. After all, through the union with the bitch, Lacey, Reagan was still part of him. 
 
   A demonic, though she remained unaware. It would be that way until Praile or one of the others in his league decided her time had come to work for the legion that populated Hades. 
 
   Tony sighed, his exhaustion so acute he had to force himself to stand upright. The slaughter of so many had numbed his dominant arm. 
 
   He'd lost count after one hundred. 
 
   His elbow felt like a loose hinge as it hung from his side, and the saber was an anchor. Tony dared not let it go. 
 
   Instead, he moved through the old Victorian mansion in which Region One had been headquartered. He reached the kitchen, stepping over a couple of bodies. 
 
   He opened the fridge, and it hit something solid. 
 
   Marcus’ dead son... What was his name? Tony shrugged. Who gives a ripe fuck? He rolled the body away from the door and peered inside. 
 
   Several items interested him as he scanned the interior. He locked on the meat and mashed potato leftovers and, with fingertips embedded with dried blood, he pulled out what he needed.
 
   Tony carefully set the food dish on the counter and tore off the plastic lid. Taking a solid whiff and finding it unspoiled, he set the long blade on the granite counter top and dug in.
 
   When he licked his fingers clean, the flavor of murdered Singers was like a wonderful underlying aftertaste. 
 
   A condiment.
 
   Tony chortled to himself, an empty sound in the stillness of a house once full of life.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Julia clutched her belly. The pain was ferocious, like a storm of glass inside her guts, slicing her to bits.
 
   “What—Jules? Talk to me!” Jason knelt beside her.
 
   “It's—something's wrong back home.”
 
   Jason's face would have been comedic if she wasn't so certain something terrible had happened. 
 
   “What? Home like... Homer?”
 
   She shook her head. “No. Home as in, Region One.”
 
   “Okay...” 
 
   Jason obviously didn't consider the Singers’ Pacific Northwest Region home yet. 
 
   Julia did. As queen, apparently her blood knew where it belonged. And right now it was living up to its namesake. 
 
   It was singing. And it was a melody of despair. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “We need to go,” Julia argued with Slash.
 
   He shook his head. “We need food, drink. Us leaving before the other Singers have returned is a recipe for sure disaster.”
 
   “Gah!” Julia threw her hands up. She didn't want to leave before Cyn, Scott, and the others returned with the food. 
 
   She looked down at her feet. Her heart told her something terrible was happening.
 
   Or had already occurred.
 
   Just then, Cyn ran into the small clearing in the middle of the stand of trees. 
 
   She held out the food, and Slash took it. She bent over, sucking in big lungfuls of breath. “I—” She coughed. “Here's the food, but we left Lucius and Scott behind.”
 
   Julia stepped forward. “Why?” Her heart raced, its beating only slightly less audible than her voice.
 
   “Reds,” Angela replied, gasping.
 
   “Damn,” Slash said in a voice thin with anger. “I was afraid of that.”
 
   Julia gave him a sharp look. “Afraid of what?” 
 
   “The Reds finding us before we could get out of here.”
 
   Slash had revealed he was a pureblood, and her husband was also of mixed Red ancestry. Julia hesitated then asked slowly, “What does this mean for us?”
 
   Slash held up a finger then handed her a cold cheeseburger and grabbed one for himself. He uncapped a water, taking a long pull. It leveled half the water gone. He tore off a third of the burger and chewed for about three seconds then swallowed the entire chunk. 
 
   Though tasting horrible cold, it was the best food she'd eaten in some time. It was even more important to the Weres. When in starvation mode, a Were did not consider sensory pleasures of heat and taste. Sustaining life was the highest priority.
 
   “What it means is the Reds will take the Combatants and torture them until they tell them where you might be.”
 
   Julia stalled out, her food a lump in her stomach. “I... oh, no.”
 
   Slash shrugged. “It's what we sign up for during war.”
 
   “But this is not war, not really.” 
 
   Slash shook his head like close enough. 
 
   Jason set his hand, warm and vital, on the small of her back—a comfort. 
 
   “He's right, Jules. It is what it is. That's why you couldn't be sacrificed by going with them.”
 
   “You are the queen. We needed supplies, so the beings who were the least strange-looking secured what the entire group needed.”
 
   “So now I have to assume that Scott and Lucius are being tortured.” Julia felt sick and set the half cheeseburger down.
 
   “It's not like I don't care,” Cyn said between bites. “It's that the responsibility for our protection was on them. I was in charge of getting the food.”
 
   Julia stared down at her dirty feet. They became blurry. 
 
   Everything did when she was crying.
 
   “Come on, babe—maybe they're just late.”
 
   Julia swiped angrily at her tears and shook her head. “Nope. That's not the way our luck runs. Right now, we need to eat and get back to Region One.”
 
   Tharell, Jacqueline, and Domiatri looked to her, as did the rest of the Weres. 
 
   “Can we leave a trail for Scott and Lucius if they don't find us right away?” she asked Slash hopefully.
 
   Truman spoke up, his cheeks distended with the food. “No way, that's a bread crumb trail for the Reds to find.”
 
   “How do you know they'll try?” The edge of despair clouded Julia’s judgment, making her itch to react.
 
   “I would,” Truman said.
 
   Great. 
 
   Julia finished her cheeseburger. Talking was useless. Their band of allies was now fractured, and something miserable had gone down in her Region. 
 
   She knew it.
 
   The half-naked Weres and Sidhe followed her, Scott and Lucius somewhere unknown.
 
   Julia was worried, yet what awaited them when they arrived on the Olympic Peninsula bothered her even more. She knew what Scott was capable of. He had a chance to defend himself. Lucius, too. 
 
   No matter how much Julia tried to calm herself and rationalize that a Singer population with that many, possessing the talent array they did, would be safe, she couldn't.
 
   Julia ignored her bare feet. Her suffering was small compared to what those faithful to her might be enduring. 
 
   She trudged on, Jason at her side. 
 
   The sole comfort. 
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
    
 
   Tharell took the rear position, listening to the discussions of what occurred at the eatery. It certainly wasn't a nod toward subtlety. They had decided against the other Reds going because of lack of wardrobe. In the end, they would have had the nose to identify the Reds who attacked Lucius and Scott. Instead, they were now down two warriors for the remainder of the journey.
 
   It troubled him.
 
   Domi glanced over his shoulder at Tharell. The look was enough. Domi was on point. Nothing would approach them without the other Sidhe alerting him and that eased Tharell. Though the issue of Jacqueline remained, Tharell would not address it with Domi prematurely. Timing was critical for his long-range goal.
 
   Actually, Domi allowed great flexibility in the relationship. It was not Tharell's place to remind Domiatri that Jacqueline was a brood mare for the Sidhe. However, the lines of the other male's body indicated he would not welcome any suitor other than himself. Unyielding. Relentless.
 
   It did not bode well. The fey were not known for sharing what they considered valuable.
 
    
 
   They kept to the tree line, floating the perimeter like silent, uninvited ghosts. 
 
   Yet not without cause. 
 
   The Reds stayed at the front, and the four women traveled in the center. The pulse of Faerie synced with Tharell’s every heartbeat. He knew it grew stronger for Domi, but it was a distance from the Singer's lair. He took the Rare One’s misgivings seriously. Her blood tied her to every Singer in the world because of what she represented. If her feelings of disquiet centered on her homeland, then they were to be heeded. The Red Were, Jason, her husband, was young in his knowledge of what it was to be a Singer while also an infant in terms of being a werewolf. They could not count on him to understand or react to the things that occurred. 
 
   He would be a good fighter, as all werewolves were.
 
   When they had walked two hours, they finally came to rest. Tharell strode past the loose knot of women, Jason close by Julia, and stood beside Domi. 
 
   “Where is Jacqueline?”
 
   Domi shot him a sideways look and answered, “She attends to her needs.”  
 
   A long blue chunk of hair swept forward as he scanned the environment after Jacqueline.
 
   Bathroom. Tharell dipped his chin in tacit acknowledgement. He laced his hands together behind his back. He asked the question while no one but Domi was present. “How long?” 
 
   Domi closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Close,” he answered in a whisper.
 
   Tharell narrowed his eyes in the direction of where Faerie felt strongest. Like a thread that slid through his body, it tugged at his inner being.
 
   Jacqueline returned, coming to stand beside Domi. He whispered something against her temple, gently pushing hair away from her face as he did. She gave a small nod and tentatively wrapped an arm around his waist. Domi pressed her against his side. Tharell was glad of her presence; it kept Domi from sliding into an abyss of madness. 
 
   He would be quite glad of it when they were inside the sithen once again. Though an unhealthy environment for Tharell, it was the one he knew. Better to see the evil as it came at him than be taken by surprise.
 
   Low voices of anxiety began to ripple through the small group and sent the Sidhe to the front of the line.
 
   Julia was doubled over. 
 
   “What is this?” Tharell asked, but Cyn hovered next to Julia with her hands pressed against the Rare One's back. 
 
   “We're close, and it's bad,” Julia said though her voice was lost to the ground. The earth absorbed the words but none of the fear in them. Terror trembled in the air like the smell of rain. 
 
   “What? What's bad, Jules?” Jason asked in a low voice, his hand on his wife. His gaze was everywhere and nowhere.
 
   Tharell felt his restlessness. It matched his.
 
   “Death,” Julia moaned.
 
   “Let's go,” Jason said, hauling Julia up by the armpits. “Hang on.”
 
   Julia wrapped her arms around Jason's neck, and he melted to half-wolfen. It was all the finer attributes of the change without the mess. Tharell suffered a pang of envy. Would it be that he could change into something more desirable to look upon, his troubles in the Faerie court would lessen considerably.
 
   Jason grasped her hands at his throat with one of his own. His attention turned to Tharell and Domi. “Can you two keep up?”
 
   Tharell silenced his many biting remarks. Instead, he simply nodded. 
 
   He glanced behind him, and Jacqueline was on Domi's back, legs wrapped around his waist. 
 
   Tharell surveyed the group with sharp eyes. The Reds had all changed to half-forms, the last of their clothes discarded like scattered leaves. 
 
   The Feeler, Angela, and Cyn rode on the back of the female Were, who had completely changed. 
 
   Tharell had not realized the moon was so close to full. 
 
   They ran, the shadow of uncertainty sharpening as they did.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Tharell and Domi arrived first at the edges of the bloodbath. He instantly took in what it was and stopped the Rare One before she could see the pieces of her people spread like flung and spoiled meat upon the land.
 
   “Let me through!” Julia spat, and Tharell gripped her. 
 
   “No.” 
 
   Jason fingers bit into Tharell's deep violet skin. The Were’s downy red fuzz looked like fire upon amethysts. “Don't touch her, fey.”
 
   “I will if I must. Go ahead of me and see what it is. Tell me you wish for those memories to burn brightly inside her head forevermore.”
 
   Julia's lips thinned as Jason released Tharell and cautiously walked around where he and Julia stood. 
 
   The howling came next.
 
   Mournful and complete, it was more acknowledgement than mere words could ever have been.
 
   Jason was human when he returned, his skin greenish, his eyes wide with the beginnings of shock. Tharell moved aside. 
 
   Tharell heard his words, but they weren't enough to express a horror without description. “Jules—baby,” Jason began, moving hair behind her ear. “They're dead, baby...”
 
   She sucked in a breath, her hand briefly covering her mouth. “Who?” Her gaze probed his.
 
   Jason shook his head and gave a rough exhale. “Everyone, I think.”
 
   “What? Brendan, Michael—oh my god—Jen!” Julia screamed and took off running in the direction of the house where she'd been given temporary sanctuary. 
 
   Twice she fell, the grass so slick with blood she couldn't keep her footing. 
 
   Tharell raced after her, easily keeping pace. “Do not... Julia, I beg you. These are your people. You cared for them.” He grabbed her arm and yanked her backward. 
 
   She slapped her palms against his chest. 
 
   “I want to know!” she screamed.
 
   He shook her once, hard enough to rattle her teeth. “You do not want to remember them this way.”
 
   “What way?” 
 
   “Dismembered,” Tharell said simply.
 
   Julia's head hung. Then she shook it. “No—they can't all be dead.”
 
   Tharell brought her into the shadow of his body. “Not all, my queen. Most.”
 
   She beat him with her fist. “No! I don't believe you.”
 
   Tharell understood Julia did not want to believe. It was very human of her.
 
   He held her hands together with one of his own as she struggled against him. He must make her come to an understanding.
 
   Tharell sensed something and looked up as Jason approached, his face filled with dark thunder. 
 
   He ignored the Were, concentrating on the words he must imbue to the Blooded Queen. “You do not want this memory. If you must look upon them, promise me you will let me take it from you afterward.”
 
   After a beat of silence, the Rare One’s mate tackled him, rolling them into the gore at their feet.
 
   His loyalty was not to her mate.
 
   Tharell did not hold back.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
    
 
   “Stop!” Julia shouted. Her breathing was deliberately shallow, a self-preservation tactic. The dead all around her were fresh, the blood so thick it overpowered all other senses. 
 
   Julia couldn't smell the forest, the grass, flowers... The scent of blood that saturated the air was so strong it tasted like metal vapor.
 
   Tharell and Jason, the sounds of their fists a collision of raw meat, looked up at the sound of her yelled plea.
 
   She drove a shaky hand through her long hair, a tangled and dirty mess. Julia repeated herself. “Stop.” Her eyes stayed on them. “They are dead, and I am tired.” 
 
   She took in the tangled fey and Were and sighed. All species’ males battled it out. No one actually resolved anything with words. Out loud. 
 
   The two stood, their bodies hopelessly covered with the remnants of the newly dead. Jason shoved Tharell.
 
   Julia had never seen a man slap another. It rocked Jason's head back, and a low growl erupted like boiling water from his lips.
 
   Tharell's azure eyes flashed on Jason. 
 
   Daring him—warning him.
 
   “Look!” Cyn cried, and Julia turned. The blood of whomever her best friend kneeled beside soaked her to mid-thigh. Julia ignored the men’s posturing and ran to her.
 
   She tripped over a severed leg, owner unknown. Her hands bit into the slick soup of death at her feet, and she jerked upright. A sob broke away from her like a chunk of her soul. Julia plowed forward, the bits pressing  between her toes, and it took all she was not to make more of a mess with the gorge that rose inside her. 
 
   She fell on the opposite side of the body from Cyn.
 
   Marcus. Julia covered her mouth, trying to stifle the sadness that threatened to pour out.
 
   Then his eyes opened.
 
   Julia gasped, landing on her butt and instantly soaking her pants. “Can you help him?” 
 
   Cyn shook her head. “I can heal, but this...”
 
   She didn't say more. 
 
   Marcus' body did not exhibit one uncut surface. That he'd survived so long was a miracle.
 
   “I can make him feel better...” She gave a small lift of her shoulders. Cyn's eyes conveyed their miserable situation eloquently, wide and shiny with tears none of them had time to shed.
 
   “So we can ask questions,” Julia clarified as the others came to stand behind her.
 
   “Yes,” Cyn confirmed.
 
   Marcus' pain-filled eyes rolled in his head, looking between the two women.
 
   His slight nod was the only indication he knew what their plan was.
 
   Cyn lowered her palms to his chest.
 
   A shuddering breath took hold of him, wracking his body. A spasm shook his torso and more blood oozed out.
 
   “I am dying,” Marcus stated from a throat that was no longer working perfectly.
 
   Julia ripped a tear off her cheek with a finger. It burned her skin, scorching her heart. “Yes,” she answered. 
 
   Marcus nodded. Julia grasped his hand. “I am sorry.”
 
   “No. This is not of your doing.” He tapped Julia's lips to silence her then dropped his hand to his ruined chest. 
 
   Julia did not look down, could not.
 
   “My children?”
 
   Julia and Cyn's eyes met over his body. 
 
   When Julia glanced at Marcus' face, his eyes were closed. 
 
   “Scott is alive.” Julia didn't have the heart to mention the possible torture of his one living child by the Reds of Alaska. 
 
   Marcus' face hardened, becoming resolute. “Listen closely.” 
 
   The survivors moved around him in a loose circle, but his eyes remained focused only on Julia.
 
   “It was Anthony Laurent.” He coughed, and blood-tinged phlegm landed beside him.
 
   Cyn made a choked noise and Julia gripped his hand tighter, her throat clicking with a hard, awful swallow. “How...”
 
   “He had a blade cleansed by the blood of the demonic.” He took a rattling breath. “It is proof against all Singer talents but a handful.”
 
   Domi and Tharell exchange a portentous glance.
 
   “Demonic?” Julia whispered.
 
   “Like the fey, they are an entity we assumed did not need consideration.”
 
   “Until now,” Cyn offered, and Marcus nodded. 
 
   “It has been a thousand years since the last appearance.” Marcus ended on a wheeze.
 
   “Like Jules being the Rare One,” Jason said from behind him. 
 
   Marcus slid his gaze to Jason. 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He closed his eyes, as did Cyn. She opened her own and looked a Julia. “He doesn't have long.” To Marcus, she said, “I'm sorry.” 
 
   He covered her hand with his. “It is more than I'd hoped. To be able to speak with the queen, to transfer my knowledge to her. Preparedness is key.” He coughed and more blood fed the hungry earth beneath him.
 
   “Hear me,” Marcus began again. “The demonic may only use those who possess the blood of Hades. They cannot influence or manipulate humanity directly. But Were, especially the Red, even without demonic blood, can be used as vessels of destruction. Tony must have demonic blood and a debt of that lineage has been called in.”
 
   “Why kill the Singers?” Cyn asked.
 
   Tharell spoke for the first time. “Where there is the blood of the demon, there is also its counterbalance; the blood of the angelic.”
 
   “Angel's blood?” Truman asked in disbelief.
 
   Marcus nodded. “As Singers are an offshoot of humanity, those who possess the blood of the Singers might also have that of the angelic. Being Singer does not automatically guarantee the lineage.”
 
   “But if all Singers were dead, then there would be no angelic blood,” Julia guessed.
 
   “Singer-cide,” Adi said from behind Cyn's shoulder and Julia nodded sadly. 
 
   “By killing the known Singers, the natural enemy and protector of all supernaturals, the potential for peace is lost forever.”
 
   “So we're not really human?” Julia pressed and Marcus' eyes fluttered shut.
 
   Please do not die before I have this answered, Julia thought. Then guilt heated her face in a blush that burned along her skin. Marcus lay dying, but she wanted the answers. Even knowing how badly she needed those for a chance of resolution didn't make it any more justifiable. 
 
   “When was anyone going to tell me I was an angel?” Julia asked aloud.
 
   Marcus' eyes snapped open. “You are not heavenly but of heaven. The blood of the angels is most strongly entrenched inside you. You are the hope of all that is good.”
 
   “No pressure,” Truman muttered in the background.
 
   Julia silently agreed with the sentiment. 
 
   “What do I do?” she asked.
 
   “If I had that answer, I would have anticipated what was coming.” He breathed deeply, his face tightening in pain.
 
   Cyn shook her head. 
 
   Marcus was fading. 
 
   “I should have married the three, for protection from this.”
 
   “It is too late,” he said softly. 
 
   He gasped, trying to sit up. “You are the Rare One; through you, peace can be realized.” 
 
   Marcus' hands fell away from hers. “Yet not without bloodshed and death.” 
 
   His eyes glazed over, hands dropping from his chest to the blood-soaked grass on either side of his body. His palms faced toward the sky as though asking for forgiveness from an uncaring power.
 
   Karl Truman hunkered down beside the dead leader of Region One and closed Marcus' unseeing eyes with gentle fingers. 
 
   “We might have bigger things than the Reds finding us,” he said as he stood.
 
   Jason held his hand out to Julia, and she took it. 
 
   She couldn't baby herself any longer. 
 
   Julia gazed out over the massacre of her people. Their severed body parts littered the ground as far as the eye could see. A sea of blood buried the green of the grass in a scarlet river of decay and violence.
 
   Heat rose from her feet, driving up her body like a flame without end.
 
   Jason caught Julia as she wailed against his shoulder. The sound lifted the heads of wildlife caught in the melody of her sorrow. A chorus of absolution, grief, and determination buried in a song of which even the lowest of the creatures heard and took note.
 
   A plan began in the part of her brain not consumed by sadness. It wasn't perfect—it wasn't even right.
 
   But it was what she must do.
 
   Julia would enlist the vampires.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
   The blistering shower she'd taken still warmed Julia’s skin. Running shoes firmly encased her damaged feet, scraped raw of the abuse from outside Region One. 
 
   Jason stood by her side as a first guard of sorts. The survivors were downstairs. The house escaped being a mausoleum by a millimeter. When they'd heard shouts for help, most of the Singers must have run outside and had been summarily cut down. They had found Brendan’s body in the kitchen and buried him.
 
   “I don't understand why the sheer numbers didn't just take that prick down. Overwhelm him,” Jason said.
 
   Julia shook her head, sad and puzzled. Though the idea had occurred to her as well. Over and over. “I don't know. There must be some magic to that sword beside demon's blood.” Just saying the name demon felt wrong. Filthy.
 
   Jason blew out a ragged exhale. “We need to track Tony down and kill his ass.”
 
   There'd been enough killing, but for Tony she'd make an exception.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Tharell and Domi had cast a spell like a great magnet of death.
 
   Then they had asked Julia where she wanted the remains. 
 
   When they posed the morbid question, Julia's thoughts had turned to the lake, a beautiful spot that calmed her. She'd told them where, and they dug a horrible, necessary trench where they interred the unidentified parts. They closed the wound of the earth, every drop of blood and sign of the physical bodies collected as if summoned by an unseen force.
 
   Tharell and Domi had cast a powerful spell of death attraction inside the mass grave, and the parts of Julia's people had responded like a summons. 
 
   She hadn't wanted to but felt she owed it to the murdered Singers. She had watched as the remains crawled and trembled along the grass as though dragged by invisible pulleys. It slid off the house and over every surface to which it clung then made its gruesome way to the resting place. 
 
   It was a vision that, when Julia was old, haunted her just as strongly as when it happened.
 
    
 
   She continued to braid her hair, thinking about how she could bring up what she needed to do, remembering what she wanted to so badly forget.
 
   “What, Jules?” Jason asked, taking an escaped wisp and tucking it behind her ear. 
 
   “I know how to find Tony.”
 
   Jason sighed. “It's been one day, Jules. Lucius and Scott are still missing, the Reds unaccounted for.” He gave her a level stare. “There were ten Combatant, now there are two left, and we don't know where the hell they are.”
 
   “Victor was never found.”
 
   Jason rolled his eyes. “Okay, GQ might still be okay. But doesn't his blood know where you are or something?”
 
   Julia lifted the corners of her lips at Jason's utter lack of indifference about the Singers. Her smile waned at what it'd mean to bring him in as her king. He didn't seem ready. 
 
   Really, she wasn't ready, either. 
 
   Julia sighed. 
 
   Jason pulled a face. “What—Jules, you gotta know that just us staying alive is the main thing here.”
 
   “I do.” 
 
   She met his hazel eyes, filled with concern and longing. Julia knew, as sure as she stood before him, Jason wanted to go back to the way things had been. But the past was lost like sand through fingers.
 
   He knotted his brow. “I'm sorry, all those people...”
 
   “Singers,” Julia corrected softly.
 
   “Yes, Jules—Singers.” Jason raked a hand through his hair. The absence of his hands on her, as well as his acceptance of their new life, left her cold. “I'm sorry Tony wasted them. But it is what it is. There's not a thing we can do to take it back. Going after Tony right now is begging for worse things to happen.”
 
   “Maybe.” Julia lifted her chin, giving him steady eyes. “Or maybe he's going to go from one Region to the next, slaughtering whoever he can find.”
 
   Jason folded his arms across his muscular chest. The sunlight streamed through her bedroom window, hitting his hair just right, making it appear blond when it was too sandy to qualify. She noticed it needed a trim.
 
   She pushed distracting thoughts to the side. “I want to call vamps in.”
 
   “What?” Jason said, his arms falling to his sides. “No fucking way.”
 
   Julia stood up from the vanity where she'd been plaiting her hair. “I think I can make it work, with William's kiss.”
 
   “Oh yeah,” Jason said sarcastically, “the vamps are so trustworthy.”
 
   “They won't have the problem with the metal.”
 
   They regarded at each other for a moment in mutual consideration.
 
   “Why?” Jason asked.
 
   Julia sucked in a breath. “Because they're dead.” Then let it out slowly.
 
   “Ya sure?”
 
   No, she wasn't. “I don't know. In theory, it sounds like it'd be worth a try.” 
 
   Julia leaned forward. “Don't you think it's odd that all we have left are a few Singers and Reds?”
 
   “Reds who are up our asses,” Jason countered.
 
   “That's true. But there's also the fey.”
 
   Jason shook his head, refolding his arms in semi-defiance. “Nah, they're okay, but I'm not sure I'm buying what they're sellin'. Don't trust them.”
 
   Julia laughed. “You don't trust anyone.”
 
   “Kevin. I trusted him.”
 
   Julia looked at Jason while they paused to remember their friend. The first casualty of many.
 
   “Yeah,” Julia whispered as their fingers intertwined. 
 
   Jason pulled her against him. “Let me protect you, Jules. It's all I can do for now—all that I am.”
 
   She laid her head against his chest. The ache in her soul was more than a bruise; a crushing wound of grief. 
 
   In the absence of hope, darkness bloomed like a black orchid.
 
   Dark, final. A night without day.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “He has killed almost all the Singers of this Region. Therefore”—Tharell paused for effect—“I do not see any reason to hold to our bargain.”
 
   “I still want the Rare One.”
 
   Tharell scooped the water, spreading it again to capture the image perfectly. A ripple across the surface of the lake spun, taking the shape of a circle. 
 
   Gabriel's image sharpened, the water the mirror of their communication. 
 
   “Be that as it may, I am not the transporter of this. Now that this colony of Singers has been decimated, the demonic will move on to Region Two. The logic of evil never wavers.”
 
   An expression of distaste spread across Gabriel's face. “Our intelligence suggests the leader of Region Two has been subdued, she is of sufficient Sidhe descent that she is no longer necessary.”
 
   Tharell did not like Sidhe business leaving Faerie. And here were the most intimate of secrets traveling to this corrupt coven of vampires. Someone was leaking things they should not be.
 
   They would be found, but that was for a different day.
 
   Tharell kept his face clear of his thoughts. “That one Singer female, though she has sufficient blood quantum to breed—”
 
   Gabriel laughed. “No.” He shook his head, golden red hair slithering over broad shoulders. “The demonic is raging across this great land, taking out any supernatural in his sights. He can heal everything but a killing blow. How long do you think it will be before he pays Faerie a visit with his special metal?”
 
   Tharell did not respond immediately. He had said nothing when the Region One leader had spilled truths with his dying breath. 
 
   Nor was Gabriel aware that angelic blood would cure all their ills. The Singers would make the Sidhe indestructible. Perfect. That had been Queen Darcel’s hope as she died knowing her model for purity was imperfect.
 
   “Only vampire can overwhelm the rogue werewolf.”
 
   Tharell smirked. Bastard. “For a price.”
 
   Gabriel possessed a great deal of angelic blood. He was a Rare One as Julia. Tharell would have never known it with how strongly he negotiated his evildoings. 
 
   He knew not if Jacqueline would survive what they planned. 
 
   Tharell did not know if he would.
 
   It was a death sentence, for life in the world of Faerie and a debt closed.
 
   Tharell, his heart too heavy to break, wiped the surface of the water. That smug satisfaction fixed on Gabriel's face shattered with the ripples of the lake. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Julia asked around, but the few Singer survivors and her group hadn't seen Tharell. 
 
   “Why do you want to talk to him?” Jason asked, kissing her knuckles to take the sting out of his question.
 
   “I was supposed talk with the Sidhe and invite them into an alliance where we could talk about intermarrying.”
 
   Jason gave her his full attention.
 
   “And now everyone's dead. And I want to reach out to William's former kiss and see if they want to chase after Tony and kill him before he does in more of the Singers. So the treaty is on hold.”
 
   “And the fey don't bargain,” Jason said slowly.
 
   Julia shook her head. “I've read about them—myth only. But oath breakers are killed.”
 
   Jason held her hands tighter, his eyes narrowing. “What about extenuating circumstances?”
 
   Julia shrugged. “No such thing. We find Tharell and see what our options are. Or be held to a promise I made, not understanding all the Singers would die.”
 
   “No all.”
 
   Julia sighed. “No, not all.”
 
   “You're very ruthless, Jules,” Jason said, only half-joking.
 
   “More than I want to be.” 
 
   A small rustle in the tall grass caught their attention. A dark silhouette made slow progress from the lake. The gait and carry of the broad shoulders were unmistakable, but the bruised plum of his skin, a deep violet smear against the pressing twilight, was most distinctive.
 
   “Speak of the devil,” Julia said.
 
   “Yeah.” She gave Jason a sharp look. 
 
   It sounded like he meant it.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
   Tharell caught sight of Jason and Julia at the crest of the knoll. The great Victorian homestead rose behind them like a yawning pursuer. 
 
   He was not comfortable with his uneasy alliance. Gabriel lacked integrity in so many ways. And Domiatri would never forgive him. However, if Tharell could enlist the largest coven of the Pacific Northwest region to aid him in bringing down the demonic werewolf, the cost of one would be justifiable. 
 
   Tharell needed to progress a contingency plan he never imagined to employ. Yet he must.
 
   He had struck the deal. There was no going back. He was fey, and the fey did not lie. Tharell would not be an oath breaker for all the wishes on earth.
 
   Julia drew nearer, and Tharell leaned down into her embrace, guilt striking him like a lashing wave against rock. In her solemn eyes he saw she pressed through her grief. 
 
   “Now that my dead have been buried, we should discuss our promise.”
 
   Tharell inclined his head in agreement. “I am pleased you understand the importance of an oath with the fey.” At his words, guilt hardened like an uneaten yolk in his belly. 
 
   She gave a sad laugh. 
 
   It deepening his disquiet about his choices. 
 
   “There aren't enough of my people to negotiate with. However, I've found another option that might satisfy what I'm trying to do and save other Singers from...” He hesitated in the face of her remorse.
 
   Tharell watched her struggle, tears sliding out of the corners of her eyes like a diamond river that has burst its damn. 
 
   “Blooded Queen,” Tharell began, and dropped to one knee before her, “I know your sorrow.”
 
   “You can't know dick, Tharell,” Jason spoke for the first time.
 
   Tharell's crisp blue eyes met hardened hazel, unwavering and distrusting. 
 
   “I have been in war, Were. Many have died—legion.” Tharell dismissed him. He had never warmed to the Were. That was the problem with a turned Singer. They were unpredictable and maintained much of their humanity. A distinct disadvantage.
 
   Humanity did not overly impress Tharell. Their apathy killed any respect the fey might have for them. Now, the Singers were another matter entirely. The talents they possessed alone put them in a different league, one parallel to the Sidhe. 
 
   “Jason,” Julia hissed and Tharell rolled his lips together in a grim line to cover his smirk. The story of this Were was of being in the state of Feral for too long. When he erupted from his fugue, and he had been lucky to do so, he had gained none of the knowledge or history of either lineage.
 
   Ignorant and angry, Jason Caldwell was a ticking time bomb of spontaneous decisions and reactive conduct.
 
   It might prove useful. Others’ emotions were malleable.
 
   Tharell sensed they had not joined as a female and male, their energy remained separate. Julia was still pure; claimed by the paper of human law; not body and soul. He knew of her vulnerability. Yet with the chaos of Region One’s slaughter, coupled with escaping the rogue band from Alaska, that fact had been overlooked. 
 
   It would not be for much longer. And the Reds that had not submitted to the newest pack master, Slash, would regroup and attack again.
 
   It worked well for Tharell, as so many agendas going on at one time would additionally camouflage him.
 
   “I think I will contact William's kiss and, if I can manage it, we will ask their cooperation in finding Tony. Only his death will stop this... butchering.”
 
   Splendid, Tharell marveled. Gabriel of the Northwestern would send his troops to locate the interloper, and if Julia could secure it, she would also recruit the Southeastern. They would shred Tony.
 
   The demonic threat would end, and he would make his payment to Gabriel. Faerie would have a bevy of Singers to take the threat of extinction away and fulfill his illicit pact.
 
   His eyes found Julia's. Keeping her hands in his, his gaze slid with wary consideration to Jason. He towered over her. “That is a wise choice. I accept.” He cocked his head. “Region Two is in Montana?”
 
   Julia nodded.
 
   “Let us assemble a caravan.”
 
   She frowned slightly at the expression. “I'll reach out to the vamps.”
 
   Jason stalked away, and Julia turned toward him while Tharell gave a broad smile they did not see.
 
   “I don't like it!” Jason yelled, throwing up his hands.
 
   Julia strode to him, grabbing his bicep. “Do you have a better suggestion?” Her small figure vibrated with anger and the urgency of the truly committed. 
 
   “I don't have the effing time to consider how much I don't want to ask for help. I don't have the luxury. The Singers that would have had better ideas are gone. I found out we have angel's blood. That somehow heaven is on earth, and we're all here to make the wrong right. How can we not save their lives? Tony might already be there!” Julia said, her face taut.
 
   “God!” Jason shouted to the heavens. “When can this be over?” He grabbed Julia against him. “I don't want to give you up. I don't want that jackass getting his talons on you.”
 
   “He can't kill me.”
 
   Jason pulled away from her. He looked at Tharell. 
 
   Tharell nodded, speaking the full truth for once. “She is proof against the metal of the blade he carries. It will not work against a full-blood.”
 
   Jason gripped her arms, spinning her to face him. “You're an angel.”
 
   Julia quirked her lips. “I don't feel like one.”
 
   Tharell circled around the pair. Jason tensed.
 
   Tharell hated Jason Caldwell’s instincts. It made everything he necessitated accomplishing more of a challenge. “When something has a choice, do you choose good or bad?”
 
   Julia blushed, a lovely peach color washing across high cheekbones, her whiskey eyes flashing in the low light of impending night. “Good, I guess.”
 
   “Would you sacrifice your life for another?”
 
   She lifted her chin. Surer now. “Yes,” she answered with an imperceptible hesitation.
 
   Tharell's eyes narrowed. “Do you love more than hate?”
 
   Resolute. “Absolutely.”
 
   Jason shrugged in apparent agreement. “See Jules—full angel. Must be cool to be you.” Jason said it with admiration.
 
   Though Julia appeared to feel unworthy of the title, humility was also the stamp of the purer bloods. So rare.
 
   So valuable.
 
   Tharell squeezed her shoulder. “I think you've made a wise choice. The vampire will require payment.” He cupped his chin, pondering as Jason looked on with a sour expression. It was clear he did not like another male's hands on her. “You might offer an unbroken alliance, citing your truce via their former leader, William.” He spread his palms out as if that was the obvious choice.
 
   Julia nodded slowly, a tentative smile lifting her mouth. “Thank you, Tharell.”
 
   Tharell hardened the seed of tenderness he held for her. He could never allow it to germinate. “Do not thank me until Tony’s blood blankets the land of the Singers.”
 
   Julia frowned at his words. 
 
   The best lies hid within partial truths. The fey were expert in that area. Tharell's mixed lineage made it even more so. 
 
   He watched the two walk away. 
 
   When Jason Caldwell turned and gave him the glance he expected, Tharell nodded once. 
 
   Jason's expression was speculative.
 
   Tharell would not win over the Were. That was an absolute. He had seen to the protection of the Rare One for too many years. 
 
   Tharell put his hands on his hips and looked to the sky. The sinister encroachment of sunset was a wash of blood that leaked over the dying clouds like a sinister encroachment.
 
   His plan solidified within the confines of his mind, the methodical order of events clear. Julia communicating to the other arm of vampire in this region was fortuitous. He had not anticipated the move, and it would aid the groundwork already laid after two decades of careful planning. As the humans liked to say, an alignment of the stars.
 
   It was the same for the supernaturals and truer than the lowly humans could ever know. There was but one chance every one thousand years or so. And as when the Jewish carpenter died on the cross, the celestial climate had been portentous. As it was again.
 
   The Singers had grown complacent when they should have gathered in large numbers. The fey had watched the heavens whisper what was to come, and paid heed to the opportunity. Now it was at hand and Tharell the catalyst, a queen on the chessboard of fate. How powerful a piece she was. Moving in any direction, coveted and stealthy, she was renowned for taking out all the players.
 
   Tharell would not gain pleasure from what he must do. However, one did not always control their life's path. His first loyalty must be to his sovereign.
 
   Praile would pay in the coin that Tharell wished to have most.
 
   Vengeance.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
    
 
   Julia was relieved that Tharell had given the nod to her communication with the vamps. Ten adopted Reds added to Slash, Jason, and Karl Truman. Cyn and Adi were hard-hitters, not weak girls to scream and wail when they tough things needed doing.
 
   Scott and Lucius stood missing. Tom Harriet of the FBI was bent on having her. 
 
   She was determined to elude him. 
 
   Julia didn't want any more death, but she wouldn't allow herself to be captured again. She bit down on her sadness over the potential of Scott coming home only to find his family wiped out.
 
   Then there was Jacqueline, the strangest thing of all. If he were to return whole, then maybe, just maybe, they could have a relationship. Though for the life of her, Julia couldn't even see Jacqueline as the same woman she'd been before. 
 
   The green Unseelie Sidhe warrior shadowed Jacqueline constantly. Julia supposed it was the rarity of children in Faerie. The little bit of Faerie culture she'd experienced had been frightening. She couldn't imagine a child living in the torture as norm for anyone who dared stray from what was acceptable in Faerie. 
 
   They had not located Reagan or Delilah. 
 
   Has Tony killed his own offspring? Had Delilah escaped because she had been vampire enough to negate the power of demonic blood over magic metal? Further... what had happened to Alan and Lacey Greene? Many were missing, but the sheer amount of bodies now buried near the lake convinced her that Tony had killed most of the Singers. The method of their murders had made it impossible to identify everyone. A sad truth.
 
   They had only Cyn as a Healer. Julia didn't have to be told they were in an insecure position with regard to injury. Few Singers had escaped, and maybe their talents had left them able to defend themselves. Or blood purity. Her remaining band of friends and few subjects may or may not survive the siege against Tony. Julia would not be directly responsible for their deaths, even more motivation to contact the kiss.
 
   Julia massaged her temples. She tramped down the static, like a fire begging to start, of people's constantly buzzing thoughts, a low-grade headache that wouldn't go away.
 
   “How do you propose to contact the vamps?” Jason asked, kicking a small rock with the toe of a borrowed sneaker. It shot across the yard in front of the huge house and launched off a tree trunk, a bare spot where the bark fell away, marring the surface. She turned to him, frustrated. 
 
   His earnest face stopped the scathing comments she almost made. Julia was sad, tired of the constant fighting, worried about Two, and frantic about securing help so more people would not be killed. 
 
   “I don't know,” she admitted.
 
   “Listen,” Jason said, roughing his hair with irritated fingers. It stood on end, and Julia smiled at the familiar gesture. “I say we go back to the last known place William was held.”
 
   Julia stopped walking. “I don't know where that is. And”—she shrugged—“who knows what has happened in the weeks after William's death?” She looked into his eyes. “They could have a new leader and I come, hat in hand and say, ‘Hey guys, sorry William's gone, and your torture of him to get to me didn't work, but I need you to go kill a bad werewolf’.” Julia made a sound of pure disbelief. The words were utterly ridiculous when she said them.
 
   Jason slung an arm around her shoulders. “It's solid, babe. It just takes guts.” He paused and she glanced up at him. “Let's take the fey dude...”
 
   “Tharell?”
 
   Jason made a face. “Yeah, I guess... and he can act as a go-between. Put his ass out there since he thought it was such a great idea.”
 
   Julia didn't want to owe the Sidhe any more than she already did, but she wanted to save the other Singers. Tony was traveling on foot; that much they knew from his tracks. The Reds had followed his prints to the road, where they disappeared. 
 
   Someone had given him a ride, she bet. While she stalled, intimidating herself out of the toughest part of solving this mess, Tony was heading east.
 
   The good Samaritans who gave him the ride forfeited their lives doing it. Knowing Tony, he'd done it at night so they wouldn't have caught the blood.
 
   “Okay. Enough with The Dumb of us running around until our feet fall off.” 
 
   Julia laughed. That'd been brutal but unplanned. Cyn had made the worst of it better, but they still ached from the abuse.
 
   “Right?” Jason leaned back and thumped his chest, and she laughed harder.
 
   “So true.”
 
   “So where's a set of proper wheels at this joint?” Jason looked around as if a great 4x4 would pop out of the ground. “I say we four by it to where the fangs live, get the A-Okay, then chase after Tony's murdering ass. Is there a better tracker than another Were?” 
 
   There had been, Julia thought.
 
   He searched her face and grimaced. “Sorry, babe. That didn't come out right.”
 
   “No.” Julia looked down for a moment. Then she lifted her chin. “But it's the truth.”
 
   “That's my girl,” Jason said.
 
   She gave a watery smile and answered, “I've always been your girl.”
 
   He held Julia while she cried. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   A truck in the huge shop reminded Julia of her 1977 Blazer left in Homer. 
 
   She ran her hand down the side then flicked a fingernail against the tires’ deep treads.
 
   “Look familiar, Jules?” Jason asked, not requiring a response.
 
   “Yeah,” she said anyway.
 
   “All these wheels were here, and dipshit Tony didn't take a one.”
 
   A stealthy noise made Jason liberate a knife he wore clip-tucked in his front pocket.
 
   It glinted as he flipped it closed when he recognized the figure.
 
   “He was likely possessed with the influence of the blade.” 
 
   Jason relaxed his posture as Tharell went on, “A blade rendered magical by the blood of a demonic casts a powerful thrall over those of the right lineage.”
 
   “Sounds like we're all just whores to genetics.”
 
   Tharell's expression was unreadable, but he answered with more feeling than Julia normally heard from him. “Crudely put but accurate.”
 
   “Well whatever, it's time for us to find the fangs and get on the road. The sooner we do in old Tony boy, the faster we can move on.”
 
   Julia's gaze went from Tharell to Jason. 
 
   “What?” Julia asked Tharell. 
 
   “The fey do not like metal.”
 
   Jason jerked his chin back, confused. “Why not? I mean, we can be to the vampire coven in forty-five minutes if we go hard.”
 
   Tharell's Adam's apple bobbed in his throat. “I can manage it, but Domi could not.”
 
   Interesting, Julia thought.
 
   “So you're a no-go?” Jason curled his lips into a smirk.
 
   Tharell appeared to rise to the bait, his forearms curling into tight slabs of muscles and his fists like clenched hammers. “I will bear it.”
 
   “Good thing,” Jason said, giving him a guy clap on the back with his open palm. “Let's get everyone that'll fit in this thing and take off.”
 
   Tharell glowered at Jason, straightening his back where Jason had struck him.
 
   Julia had a fleeting premonition as something flashed across Tharell's face. She couldn't identify it, but she almost recognized it. 
 
   It had felt a little like Tharell was biding his time. 
 
   Julia was interpreting his impatience for her to fulfill her promise. It saddened her that Tharell could not understand the deaths of so many made his timeline longer. 
 
   People had died. That was more important than a race of supernaturals threatened with extinction but that still survived.
 
   Her people had almost been wiped out. 
 
   The two weren't comparable. 
 
   Julia could not be everything to all.
 
    
 
   A handful of survivors decided to accompany them. No one was really in charge of her direct safety. Julia felt a sense of relief. She'd never loved all the pomp and circumstance surrounding the Combatant. Fate hadn't been kind, but she lived another day. 
 
   They hadn't found Lucius, Scott, or Victor, the remaining Combatant. Slash, Truman, Jason and Tharell were joining them.
 
   Though the men didn't like it, Julia insisted on Cyn coming. If someone got hurt, there was no way to speed recovery. She was their lone, surviving Healer.
 
   The potential for something to go wrong was high. Julia was just going by historical precedence.
 
   Nothing had been easy.
 
   Or free of violence.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER THIRTY
 
    
 
   Tony lay in the center of the highway, a rural intermediary route that fed to Interstate 90. He was all about getting his ass to Montana, murdering all the Singers he could, and moving on to the next region.
 
   Praile would be proud, if anything as evil as him could feel pride.
 
   Tony waited, succumbing to his acute senses. He'd do anything to shift to his wolf but that wouldn't work. He needed to let precious minutes slide by to make better time. Sacrifice the now for the later. 
 
   Night had fallen and he was finally in a position to mask himself. Blood dried and flaked off his clothing and skin. Only his eyeballs were free of it. It didn't bother Tony in the least but it would give the human he hoped to steal a ride from pause. 
 
   That's why he'd waited under cover of the woods until it was too dark to see anything with detail. A human's weak eyesight would never be sharp enough to see what covered him, but a wolf would smell the blood almost five miles away. A Were's nose so sensitive that it could smell the tenor of injury. 
 
   Murder was exciting. The blood Tony wore was akin to a dinner bell clamoring. He didn't want that, either. What if stupid, rule-follower Manny is still around? He didn't want Lawrence and Manny catching on to who and what he was. It would go badly. Manny he could dispose of, but Lawrence The Alpha? Short of using the blade, Tony didn't think he could put him out of his misery. 
 
   So he waited. The pebbles of the old asphalt road, not re-covered for years, dug into his back. His soaked clothing molded to each tiny stone as they pressed uncomfortably.
 
   Finally, his sharp hearing captured the noise for which he'd lain there hoping.
 
   A car was drawing nearer.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The stupid human didn't see him. He was going to have to fake a resurrection or something to get their vehicle to stop. He certainly didn't have time to heal the damage from a car running over him.
 
   Tony flopped like a fish, his senses carefully noting the heat of the car’s headlights as they sliced over his body. The faint aroma of rubber as the tires bit the nubby black road and pressed to a skidding stop about six inches from his arm.
 
   “Fucking close,” Tony grumbled. 
 
   He cracked an eyelid, playing dead. A couple of old geezers peered at him over the dash.
 
   The man swung the heavy car door open, and Tony was relieved the thing hadn't flattened him. Chrome shone like strips of silver along the fins of the 1960 Chevy Impala that sat idling in the center of the road. 
 
   What the fuck? Is this old dick not going to get out and check on me?
 
   Some humans had a drop or two of Singer blood. It made them wary, intuitive.
 
   Figured he'd get the one in a thousand.
 
   He slammed his eyelid shut.
 
   The old guy shambled over toward Tony, his own heartbeat so loud he could hardly hear the old fart over it. It always roared like a lion before he killed others.
 
   He felt the press of air before whatever the old guy held touched him. 
 
   Tony snapped his hand out, latching onto something smooth. 
 
   He opened his eyes, and the man's widened.
 
   The blood, Tony surmised. He's gotten a load of that.
 
   “Tessa!” the codger screamed. “Gun!”
 
   Fuck this, Tony thought. He grabbed the end of a cane and twisted it sharply, easily breaking the old man’s grip. 
 
   Tony stabbed the cane backward, envisioning driving it through his stomach to the other side. 
 
   Breath wheezed out of the guy like a popped balloon. He wrapped his gnarled hands around the cane, and Tony sat up. 
 
   Huh. Tony grinned. The cane had speared the old fuck, and his guts were now decorating the back. Nice.
 
   Tony bounded to a standing position and roundhouse-kicked the old man with every ounce of his Were strength. He spun, tottering to a splat on the ground like a bowling pin. His chrome dome pegged the asphalt and bounced once, smacking the surface a second time. It cracked like an egg. 
 
   Brains spilled over the black surface like an underdone breakfast, leaking out over the road. 
 
   He did a pivoting swagger, facing the wailing banshee in the background, and the first spray of bullets penetrated his chest like spears of chucked salt. 
 
   Tony opened his mouth, but the damage disallowed breathing at the moment. He toppled backwards. 
 
   What the hell is that noise?
 
   He realized his body was trying to heal the shot. Not one bullet but effectively hundreds.
 
   Shotgun.
 
   Fuck me.
 
   Tony sat hard on the ground. The impact traveled his spine and landed in his skull with an instant, sickening headache. 
 
   More worrisome still were the twin barrels of a sawed off shotgun leveled at him.
 
   “Don't do it, you dumb old bitch.”
 
   “I'm not old, and it's you that's the dumb one. Lying out in the middle of fucking nowhere and killing a man who was there to help.”
 
   Tony looked at her and his spirits dropped like a rock. Could his fucking luck get worse?
 
   She lifted the shotgun and flung the butt into his chin. It rocketed him back six feet, and he landed on his back. 
 
   Stars like tossed diamonds mocked him in a velvet sky.
 
   “I'm the Alpha female he picked up.” 
 
   Her grin was like the wolf that she was.
 
   The next stab of the butt had Tony's head spinning. “Fucking bitch!” he slurred.
 
   “Sticks and stones, 'tard,” she said conversationally.
 
   Praile burned inside his skull, almost enough to keep him conscious. He passed out as she dragged his body by one arm across the road. 
 
   In the end, a rogue Were female had taken him by surprise.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Tessa hauled the Were to a ditch and kicked his body into the gully that flowed with a foot of water, though it was the height of summer. 
 
   This little journey had been sketchy at best, and now she had an additional mess to worry about. She generally didn’t concern herself with humans. The old man who'd given her the ride hadn't been a neutral acquaintance.
 
   When the male Were had casually murdered the human male, a surge of irrational anger had surprised Tessa. He was a dumb human. 
 
   However, no one had ever shown her kindness. She was an unprotected, unmated female Alpha, and no male let her forget it. But this old human had trusted her.
 
   Somehow, Tessa had failed him. 
 
   She would not fail him now. 
 
   Tessa left the unknown male in the ditch. It was more than he deserved. Much more. 
 
   If she had the balls, she'd drown him. Tessa looked at the water inside the swale and hesitated.
 
   Then her gaze found Gus. She could already smell the decay beginning on his body. 
 
   He deserved a burial. He had been a good human. 
 
   She reluctantly left the Alpha male and went to Gus. She easily lifted his limp body and swung it over her shoulder. Tessa opened the back door of his vintage car and carefully arranged his body in the back. With a final glance at the Were, she slid into the driver's seat and took off.
 
   Tessa should have smashed his offensive skull in. Or noticed that the murder of many lay like a cloak of dried venom over every bit of his body. Subduing the threat, and Gus dying, had simply gotten her too wrapped up. It was what she did.
 
   It was what she'd had to do.
 
   Tessa would again.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
    
 
   Tharell proceeded ahead of Julia and Jason. The pretense he maintained grew thin. Though the fey did not typically embrace luck, the Were could not smell a lie on a Sidhe. Their flesh simply didn't exude a detectable emotive scent. However, the Were were astute to the body’s subtle tells. Tharell had not lived centuries atop centuries to learn nothing of other supernaturals. Because of his mixed blood, he could manage distance from Faerie better than others could.
 
   He was sharp to the alert of vampire proximity.
 
   Vampires could bring true death to the fey. They had always been mortal enemies. It had been most interesting that a distant Sidhe had chosen to lie with a vampire to produce the mixed-blood, Delilah. If they had ever allowed Tharell to choose a mate, she would be a temptation. There was something so attractive about dallying in the forbidden.
 
   A pungent smell touched him, and he held up a hand in a halting gesture.
 
   Footsteps ceased from behind, and Julia stood beside him. “Have you found them?”
 
   Tharell nodded. He had endured almost forty minutes in the accursed metal vehicle, holding onto his churning guts by a thread. When he could finally exit, he'd felt instantly well. The steel tomb of the vehicle coupled with the jarring ride across moving terrain had been a challenge. 
 
   “They lie beneath us.”
 
   “Something smells like snake piss.” Jason wrinkled his nose.
 
   “An apt analogy,” Tharell murmured. He lay on his side on the forest floor. He could hear the death bringers rise for the night like tunneling earthworms seeking the surface.
 
   Tharell leapt to his feet and backed away, grabbing the Blooded Queen as he did. 
 
   “Hey!” Jason followed the movement and anticipated where Julia would be as Tharell swung her away from the area. Jason gathered her against him before Tharell’s slow spin left her.
 
   The Red Weres stepped back as a group. 
 
   The earth began to roll. The blanket of grass and rocks that dotted the surface undulated as though a large serpent did indeed live beneath the plot of soil.
 
   Vampires burst through the earth. Large gaps like dirty mouths yawned from the ground, allowing the undead to eject like rockets. Tharell forced his hand away from the dagger at his side with monumental effort. His skin crawled with the need to slay the death bringers. 
 
   He held his instincts in check. Constantly reminding himself of the end result. 
 
   The goal: infiltration of Faerie.
 
   The vampires held nothing in check. They assailed the intruders of their territory with a unity borne of purpose.
 
   An eerie light shone, leveling the vamps that rushed the group.
 
   It came from Julia, spectral, perfect, and dominating everyone within range. 
 
   Tharell fell to his knees before it. It was captured sun. Fissures of jewels lay mercy to its glitter, shards of light speared the supernaturals all, and the vampires cried into the heat of it.
 
   Their shrieks and howls were painful even to Tharell.
 
   “Stop,” Julia commanded softly. Tharell dared to look at the Rare One, and she stood shining. The light was integral to her being, and she looked the part of the blood she carried.
 
   Angelic. 
 
   Tharell’s demonic blood boiled in direct response, her purity water to the oil inside his veins. He reveled in the contrast, drowning in his shame, claiming emotion so strong he thought he would never feel again.
 
   The vampires crawled to Julia's feet for her subjugation, laying their heads between hands cupped as though in prayer. 
 
   The light dimmed then finally grew dark.
 
   Tharell allowed himself a single, shattered breath. The first of a half-dozen he forced into his starved lungs. 
 
   He had never endured anything so terrible. His gaze went to his skin. A light smolder evaporated as quickly as it rose. Tharell darted his eyes around to see if anyone had witnessed the evidence of his lineage, but all eyes were on the vampires. 
 
   Relief left the tips of his fingers and toes tingling. 
 
   Jason was the only one who remained standing; the rest of the group were daze. Shaken.
 
   Julia began with one word. “William.”
 
   The vampires' heads rose from the pillows of their hands. 
 
   When she had finished speaking, the vampires no longer lay on the earth's floor but stood at her side.
 
   Tharell shook his head. Julia Caldwell was fulfilling her role as every supernatural bible said she would. Even the book of Faerie mentioned her coming, and the opposition that would present itself. 
 
   Tharell sometimes wished the small things in the millennia since his birth had not grown so large in his mind or so black in his heart.
 
   Tharell steeled himself for what would come to pass.
 
   His thoughts broke as introductions were made. The one who seemed to be the leader confirmed it. “I am Brynn, William's second. We knew of his death when our power was depleted.”
 
   Tharell lifted his eyebrows. The news puzzled him. 
 
   “When he died, it made you weaker?” Julia asked.
 
   Brynn surveyed the group. He was counting his numbers as less,  Julia's sheer talent range and identity necessitating his submission. 
 
   His answer was an unhappy “Yes.” His black gaze fell on each of them. “However, we regain what we've lost day by day. We rest at day and feed at night.”
 
   “On anything?” Truman asked. Even Tharell could hear the human sarcasm in his tone. He found it interesting how the newly changed Were so often wore the shadow of who they had been in their previous life. 
 
   “No,” Brynn said softly. “It must be humans.”
 
   Julia sighed. Tharell watched, saying nothing. Jason put his arm around her. 
 
   “I am sorry, not for what we need to consume to live, but that you're bothered by it,” Brynn said. He and the five others of his small kiss kept their eyes on the warrior. 
 
   Not a good development. 
 
   “No,” Julia responded softly. “I stayed with the Seattle coven for over a year. I know what it was.”
 
   “Gabriel?” Brynn inquired and Julia nodded.
 
   “He's the bastard that started all the trouble with your coven. If it hadn't been for him being in bed with your leader, William might be alive right now.”
 
   Tharell didn't correct her, though William had been dead the instant he stepped inside Faerie. No Sidhe would allow a death bringer to live within. They were too opposite, enemies for centuries. The bite of a vampire was disastrous, as Queen Darcel learned firsthand through the hybrid, Delilah.
 
   Brynn cupped his chin, alabaster skin slightly shining in the paleness of the moonlight like polished bone. “None of us have the blood of the Singer; there are no shifters. Much of what we've lost has been by your hand.”
 
   Julia shook her head. “I can't deny that when you entered our lands we used lethal force.”
 
   Brynn barked out an unhappy laugh. “Yes, very lethal.”
 
   Tharell knew of the burning corpse's flesh. The Singers believed in fire as a cleanser.
 
   “Remember, your leader tortured William to find me.”
 
   “I do.” His gaze remained on the Rare One. “I have agreed to the alliance. There was much potential in William's leadership now lost. Though the sacrifice was worth it.”
 
   Julia bowed her head. “Thank you.”
 
   “There are not enough Singers to lose every Region to a wolf gone mad. As vampire, we understand the potential shift in the food load if the highest blood quality is suddenly expunged from existence.”
 
   Julia looked ready to make a scathing comment at the comparison to livestock when the Red Were broke in. 
 
   “A demonic,” Slash said, and Brynn turned to him with a nod. 
 
   “Worse. But it doesn't matter. If the Were bleeds, he can die.”
 
   He could bleed, Tharell knew.
 
   “Once true death is upon him, the strength of the metal is no longer fueled by his genes. He is gone. The blade will grow dim and be no more powerful than regular metal.” Brynn looked around him, gauging the understanding of his words.
 
   Julia inhaled deeply in relief, and the Were and vampire regarded each other as tentative allies. It might be the time Tharell needed. 
 
   Now to find a surface of water and convey to Gabriel what had transpired. If he played things perfectly, it would seem as though the two covens had previously allied, and they would be blamed. If more were killed, then the babe Jacqueline carried would go to its calling. 
 
   Tharell couldn't anticipate every eventuality, and part of his future was yet unwritten. However, sometimes the inherent excitement of living lay in the very unpredictability of an uncertain future. It was all Tharell truly had. The only color of living.
 
   “Where is Region Two?” Brynn asked, and the vampires gathered around him shifted in readiness.
 
   “Montana,” Julia said. Tharell could taste her reluctance to give away the location of another Singer retreat. 
 
   However, it was the lesser of the evils. Knowledge of the vulnerable Singers’ location was critical to assist in the protection of the indefensible. 
 
   Tharell smiled, made his excuses, and wandered off before the untenable car trip to Region Two began. 
 
   He would find water while the vampires moved ahead with their part and secured the perimeter of the Singer fortress of America’s north central region.
 
   Tharell would leave forthwith. 
 
   Right after speaking to Gabriel through water and magick.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
    
 
   Tony rolled to his side, his body shaking with injury and chilled by the cold water of the ditch. He heaved anything that remained inside his stomach into the weeds.
 
   Bitch, he thought in uncharitable reflection. Though realistically, he was lucky to be alive. He had only himself to blame. Tony should have smelled a female Alpha five miles away. But no. He'd been so intent on killing the old jag up, he'd royally fucked up what should have been a simple carjacking. Now a female Alpha had handed him his ass, and he had jack shit to repair the multiple chest wounds from the shot with which she'd sprayed him.
 
   Tony scabbed his way out of the ditch, his talons pushing out in sluggish response to the small surge of survival adrenaline that remained. It was more than surviving. He had to consider Praile. 
 
   If Tony didn't continue east and slaughter every Singer in his path, the  end that Praile saw through would be worse. 
 
   Eternal.
 
   Things never shut down in the hot place. Praile was creative in his ministrations for those who didn't tow the fucking mark.
 
   Lying in a ditch, evacuating his guts on the side of the road, was definitely not the follow-through that would free him of his obligations. 
 
   Tony would have to kill and feed. Then he would have to get his ass over to Two and get those Singers dead.
 
   His thoughts touched briefly on Jacqueline, now knocked up by the jellybean fey. Fucking Unseelie. 
 
   She'd been a tender morsel to dominate. 
 
   Tony growled, jerking himself out of the ditch. No use crying over spilt lust. There'd be more females to hate on. Right now, it was Praile's agenda or he’d never have another thing to toy with. It'd be endless agony.
 
   Being a bully had its plus side, but an even bigger bully was in charge now.
 
   Tony moved into the forest, weaker than he'd ever been.
 
   He sighted a small herd of elk. Hunger overcame all other instincts.
 
   He ran.
 
   Killed.
 
   And hungered no more.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Jacqueline tried not to cling, alternately loving her newfound kind streak and hating the new weakness. It seemed she could not be both.
 
   There was a reserve in the way Domiatri treated her, as there was from the rest. Even the vampire had given pause when introductions had been made. Jacqueline understood. She'd tried to kill their blood messiah. The vampire looked at Julia Caldwell as the savior of their kind, the refresher of humanity’s precious blood load. 
 
   Before, Julia had been a target for Jacqueline to take out. 
 
   Jacqueline had been deep under the influence of withdrawal sickness. Even now, though her proximity to a fey mound had always been too distant for her to understand what it could have meant for her to be closer, she felt slightly ill.
 
   But she was making it possible for Domi to exist in this realm longer than a day. He siphoned, or borrowed, from her other genes while she grew weaker. 
 
   They needed to return to Faerie. 
 
   Her hand went to her belly. She was suddenly afraid. Fear felt foreign to Jacqueline, accustomed to being the intimidator. Not the intimidated.
 
   Domi took her elbow, and she startled slightly. “I do not like having you near Tony again.”
 
   She spoke the truth, “He does not look to kill me but to kill Singers of the purest blood.”
 
   Domi wore his disquiet like clothing, though he nodded his assent. “I will find Tharell, and he can search out the vagrant without me. I feel Faerie's call and need to protect my offspring.”
 
   Jacqueline frowned, thinking of his wording, trying not to remember Tony's use of her. “What of Tharell lasting outside of Faerie? Won't he sicken?”
 
   Domi gave a rough exhale, pegging his hands on strong hips. “He will, but it is not a quick thing. As a Sidhe, I cannot spend an inordinate amount of time away from the sithen. It is a kind of sustenance as well as a sentient being. It is fuel for well-being. Your presence affords more time, but it is not an indefinite thing.”
 
   “But not for Tharell?” Jacqueline thought it odd Tharell was so terribly second-class inside of Faerie.
 
   “No. He is not pureblooded Sidhe. He possesses enough for immortality, but it is not enough...”
 
   “For acceptance,” Jacqueline finished.
 
   Domi's shoulders slumped. His smooth green flesh was like grass with fresh dew and shone slightly in the deepening night. Soon he would look as the trees did in the wind, shadows of soft black that moved with the rhythm of nature.
 
   His face fell into solemn lines. “It is not of my choosing. Tharell is a great warrior and has been a good friend. Many do not understand his composition does not make the man but his deeds.”
 
   Jacqueline worried her teeth at her lip. “So we'll return to Faerie?”
 
   Domi gave a sudden grin, the white of his teeth so startling in the gloom she took a step back. Something in that smile smacked of maleficence, as well as an abiding sadness shrouding him. He seemed utterly pleased to have rescued Jacqueline from her mistreatment by Tony and her evil nature was in large part a manifestation of fey sickness. Or the lack of Faerie to “feed” her. 
 
   Jacqueline understood Tony needed to be stopped. The evilness remaining inside her rejoiced at the very idea of witnessing his demise. But a greater need overtook petty concerns such as vengeance. Her child that she carried, the first one she thought of with tenderness, was counting on her to survive. For the first time in memory, it mattered to Jacqueline that something besides herself was depending on her.
 
   Now Domiatri would confer with Tharell, and she would return to Faerie. Not to be left with her torturer but to live there while her belly swelled with Domi's child. She had been assured just how important her Singer's blood would be to the people of Faerie. 
 
   However, not a great deal more had been expounded on. It lay with her like uneasy tidings, half-told, lesser understood. 
 
   Ruling as a Singer of royal blood did not motivate her. No great reception waited for her at Region Two. Her subjects loathed her. She'd ruled with a tyrannical fist. They'd obeyed out of fear, not respect. Tony would have arrived, and the Jacqueline from before would have responded as she always had: putting her best people forward to die while she escaped. 
 
   Her face grew hot with thoughts of the past. All she could do now was go forward. Staying at the conquered Region One was out of the question. Jacqueline did not wish to face Scott when and if, he returned. Or her vampire daughter, Delilah. Jacqueline would not be welcome if she returned to Region Two.
 
   Domi correctly stated that Faerie was her best option. He'd been too diplomatic to say it was her only option.
 
   He scattered her thoughts as he stood beside her. “Yes”—he cupped the back of her head—“we'll go. Even if I must 'pull rank', as the humans say.”
 
   Jacqueline nodded, and he slid his hands from her head to her shoulders. She watched him walk away in search of Tharell. 
 
   She was bereft.
 
   Jacqueline hated these new feelings of neediness. 
 
   She turned, and half a dozen eyes fell on her like beads of hate. They burned along her skin like fire ants. 
 
   The Singers who remained would never accept her either.
 
   Jacqueline swung around in the opposite direction so she would not feel their hate any longer and walked slowly to the Singer mansion. She would eat and find a quiet room until Domi returned. She had made amends with the Rare One; the remainder would always hate her. Jacqueline could do nothing there. However, she didn't need to be around so many that wished her ill.
 
   Jacqueline had a new life to think of. And though Domi did not love her, he acted on her behalf and it was more than she deserved.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Tharell palmed the water, and Gabriel's face distorted then faded from the disturbed pool he had made with the gesture. He could not call back the things now set in motion.
 
   He stood as Domiatri approached. Tharell grieved, and a wound seeped that would never heal. 
 
   However, he remained without choice.
 
   “Tharell?” Domi asked, the moonlight turning his dark blue hair to silky ink in the low light. His eyes flashed silver, reflective like the wild animals of this region. 
 
   “What are you doing?” Suspicion had crept into his tone.
 
   As well it should. The weight of old magick thickened the air, and the vibrating hum of its use could still be felt. As a full-blooded Unseelie Sidhe, Domi would sense it as though a woman had just applied perfume and left the room. The fragrance lingered.
 
   They did not allow Tharell to use the greater ancient magicks, though he was Sidhe enough to perform them all, or allow his mating. They did not want his genes passed through. 
 
   He was not too much a mongrel that Queen Darcel hadn't wanted a taste of mixed-flesh in her bed on occasion. On many occasions. 
 
   However, Tharell had never spilled his seed in the deepest part of her. Not one drop.
 
   He was not half-breed enough to be put anywhere but at the front lines of war. Tharell had fought and bled for Faerie but never been a part of the jeweled collective.
 
   “Contacting the Northwestern coven,” Tharell answered carefully.
 
   Domi thrust his chin back in surprise, and his sword cleared its sheathing. “Tharell, we are here to assist the Blooded Queen.”
 
   Tharell felt ill for the betrayal and confusion on his friend's countenance. 
 
   Tharell shook his head sadly, his own hilt growing warm in his palm. “No, you are here for that calling. I am here to guide my brethren to Faerie.”
 
   A beat of ominous silence held portentous weight. The kind stagnant for only a moment before it erupts and boil over a pot left too long on a stove.
 
   Understanding filled Domi's eyes, but it was too late. Tharell dove at his friend, looking to wound fatally. He had a plan, the only one with mercy out of everything he had built thus far.
 
   Domi's sword made a whistling sound as he threw himself backward to avoid the metal of Tharell's blade, his arms sprung wide for balance.
 
   Tharell had feinted. 
 
   He drove the hilt into Domi's femoral artery and hauled the blade upward, severing half the leg in one go, groin to hip. 
 
   Domi did as everyone does when his or her leg is half-cut off. He fell.
 
   Tharell grabbed that beautiful long hair and hauled the warrior to the water's edge.
 
   Domi's lifeblood was rushing out in an arcing spray. He clawed at Tharell as he spun behind him. 
 
   Tharell clapped a hand over Domi's mouth, just as a short dagger slid between Tharell's ribs. 
 
   The pain staggered him, yet he hung onto the hair and shoved the other Sidhe into the cool lake. 
 
   Strong fingers crushed his forearms. 
 
   Blood like octopus ink pulsed in time with Domi's heartbeat and pooled around them as they struggled against each other. 
 
   Bubbles rose.
 
   Silver eyes regarded him with a betrayal that needed no vocalization. 
 
   A thousand years lived, and Tharell had never felt his misdeeds as powerfully as he did this one.
 
   The second slice of his blade separated Domi's head from his body. 
 
   Tharell let go of the hair he'd always admired and wished for from afar.
 
   Domiatri's body bled as his head bobbed on a lake far from Faerie.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
    
 
   “Who will stay?” Julia asked. She looked at the small group then put a thumb to her chest. “It's not going to be me. Tony's out there, and we need all the man-”—she glanced at Cyn and Adi—“and woman power we can get.”
 
   “We stop that tool and save Two,” Adi agreed. 
 
   “We Reds can stop him,” Slash said. Thirteen Reds would accompany them, including Jason. No one knew for sure if the Reds would be able to withstand whatever magic was at work on the blade Tony wielded.
 
   Tharell was just walking up. Julia’s internal tally for the Tony hunt automatically included him, Jacqueline, and the green Sidhe. 
 
   She looked around at the clean grounds and couldn't help the memory of her people’s gore rising inside her mind. She closed her eyes against the red tide of their death, but it remained.
 
   It was all very premeditated, the planning of Tony's murder. Though it couldn't be helped. He'd slaughtered nearly everyone in One. Julia didn't reflect on the people she'd personally lost. It must wait for later.
 
   Thrilled to leave thoughts she couldn't dwell on behind, Julia thought of Scott and Lucius. She turned to Angela. “Do you feel anything?” 
 
   The girl shook her head. 
 
   “It's not like that. I can only know things if they're right here.” She brought a palm up in front of her face.
 
   Scott. Julia was no longer soul-bound. But she mourned his absence and worried about what the Reds might be doing to him while they stood around planning Tony’s murder. She couldn't spare their resources to save two Combatant when a hundred Singers were in jeopardy.
 
   “So the vamps have gone ahead, and Tom Harriet is still out there with who knows how many more Reds...”
 
   “And some important peeps are unaccounted for,” Cyn reminded her. Julia already knew. Reagan, Delilah, Manny, and Victor were only a few of the important supernaturals not dead. 
 
   They were also not there.
 
   Julia blew out a slow breath, tired to the core. Small wisps of hair settled around her face. Eyes that had never regarded her before as someone who provided answers now looked to her. 
 
   “Okay, I think we need to get going and meet the vamps in Montana.” Julia looked at the assembled faces. “Who's rested enough to take three of our SUVs and start driving tonight?”
 
   Three hands rose, one Truman’s. 
 
   Julia smiled. “Truman and...” 
 
   Jason squeezed her shoulder, and she pressed her face against his knuckles. 
 
   “Jason and...”
 
   Brynn stepped forward. Julia gave a slight gasp. “What?”
 
   The Reds circled the lone vamp. 
 
   She couldn't keep the surprise out of her voice. “Why didn't you go with the others?” She assumed he would have headed up the reconnaissance with the other four.
 
   He narrowed his eyes at the Reds. “Back off. I mean no harm to the Rare One.”
 
   “Right.” Jason’s body tensed around her like clinging vine.
 
   Julia gave a short laugh. “I'm their ultimate food goddess. I think it's okay.”
 
   Brynn smiled at her joke, and his fangs appeared. “I don't require sleep, just no sunlight.”
 
   Of course, Julia thought. “You sent them ahead...”
 
   “And I will drive until dawn.”
 
   Truman harrumphed and they turned to him. “Not bad for a bloodsucker.”
 
   Brynn's grin widened as he gave a slight bow. “Yes.”
 
   Then he hissed.
 
   The Reds retreated. 
 
   Venom dripped from his fangs, the skin of his face stretched taut with his emotion. “I am not endlessly patient.” His eyes bled to cruelty, meeting  theirs for a flat endless second. “Let's go.”
 
   Julia swallowed hard, remembering William. 
 
   She followed along with Jason. 
 
   Brynn pivoted in their direction. His eyes held humor and challenge. “For those of you who aren't afraid.”
 
   Jason raised his middle finger. “Not of you, vampire.”
 
   Brynn lifted his lips in a smirk, the tips of his fangs flashing and disappearing instantly. “Good.”
 
   Jason dropped his hand but not his guard.
 
   Cyn and Adi rode in the last SUV as the Reds, Singers, and lone vampire made their way to Montana. 
 
   Though none realized they ran nearly parallel with Tony. They presumed to chase him.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Tony stuffed the body of the hotel guy in the trunk of the car he'd stolen along the way.
 
   Just humans this time, thank moon.
 
   The owner of the shabby thing had balked at Tony's look. 
 
   Tony had laughed when he got a load of his own reflection later. He appeared to have bathed in a tub of blood then rolled in a vat of mud and walked around for a day letting it dry to a cracked, desert-like finish. There was also the issue of his holey attire. And not the religious variety. Tony thought more mottled, half-healed skin showed than clothing. The bitch’s shot had shredded his clothes and peppered his skin with badly healing pockmarks, filthy and punctured.
 
   That's probably why the guy picked up the phone mere seconds after Tony walked through the doors to his cheesy motel lobby. 
 
   The proprietor had been a startled owl with glasses so thick his eyes appeared as big as a toad's.
 
   Tony had jerked the receiver from his hand and ripped it out of the wall in one motion. He'd been sufficiently spooked, trying to scramble away. A burst of talons through his back slowed his momentum considerably. With a jerk and hop, Tony leapt behind the desk in full evisceration mode.
 
   His kills were so messy. Even he could admit the fault there. It didn't bother him. 
 
   So now, Doug was stuffed inside the trunk of the stolen vehicle. It nearly made up for the supreme fuck-up with the surprise Alpha bitch.
 
   A pale and fleshy arm dangled like a swinging pendulum. 
 
   Couldn't have that. Tony casually swiped it back inside the cramped space. 
 
   He whistled, making his way back into the lobby and hit the No Vacancy sign. That accomplished, he tore the keys to the front door off a loose nail.
 
   The nail skittered across the old linoleum floor as Tony spied a vending machine filled with pastries.
 
   Perfect. Sugar was always a ready solution to faster healing.
 
   He strolled to the machine and, using a discarded shirt—Doug had most recently lost the need of it—blasted a hole through the glass with said shirt wrapped around his knuckles. Glass shards clinked like frozen rain on the battered floor.
 
   Pastries of every variety poured out at a trickle that became a geyser. Tony scooped up an armful and went to the first available room. 
 
   After eating ten slightly stale delicacies, he cut his gore-soaked clothes away and took a scalding shower. 
 
   He padded naked to the middle of the room and decided he'd need new threads. 
 
   He twirled the master keys on his finger, counting twenty-two rooms. 
 
   Someone would be a close fit for clothing. Time to shop.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Jacqueline grabbed Tharell's arm, stone beneath her grip. “You say Domiatri elected to return to Faerie and you would go on alone?”
 
   Tharell nodded. 
 
   A frown puckered her face. It was beyond odd. Domi had made it clear he would discuss their early return to Faerie with Tharell. That Tharell would go on—without them. Jacqueline relayed this.
 
   His eyes became hooded. “We do not have time to discuss the details. The Blooded Queen and half the Reds have already gone for Two—your old headquarters,” Tharell reminded her unnecessarily. It stung. He held the door open to the large car, sweeping a dark purple hand at the empty space. His palm was light lavender. 
 
   She suddenly felt like crying. Her newfound emotional well was terrible, exhilarating, and ultimately exhausting. 
 
   Tharell continued, “It is I who should have qualms about re-entering this horrible transport of metal. You will be safe. Domi prepares a place for you and his unborn child in Faerie even as we speak.”
 
   Jacqueline hesitated while Tharell calmly waited by the door. He made it sound so logical. However, her old nature struggled to the surface. Something did not feel right. Jacqueline rolled her lower lip between her teeth. 
 
   Tharell's grip on the car door, so tight that his normally purple-hued skin looked whitish-lavender in the harsh porch light, gave her further pause. 
 
   Jacqueline did not like it. She took a final scan of the surrounding fields that bled into the woods. Finally, her gaze fell on the lake. 
 
   The last place she'd seen Domiatri.
 
   With a sigh, Jacqueline hiked up into the offered seat. The Reds squished inside lifted their lips in a show of distaste to sharing a vehicle with a known traitor. 
 
   Jacqueline turned from their accusation, looking out the window as the vehicle pulled away. She had never felt more alone. Before, Jacqueline had only herself, and it had been enough, solidarity with only her. She'd not been self-aware enough to notice. Now she was hyper-aware of her place in this world.
 
   It was lowly.
 
   Tharell sat in the front seat as Brynn began to drive. 
 
   He gave her a look she thought meant a show of support. Instead, it deepened her feelings of disquiet. 
 
   His next words made it worse. “I shall take care of you until you meet with Domi once again.”
 
   Jacqueline did not respond, looking at the passing scenescape. Her eyes once again sought the black lake where she had last seen Domiatri as it disappeared from view.
 
   Domi, why did you go and not even say goodbye? 
 
   Domi apparently had not felt he owed her even that.
 
   Yet, she had wanted it. 
 
   Jacqueline put a palm to the glass as though she could touch the warrior who had not given her the word of closure she needed most. 
 
   Her forehead stayed against the glass until the last Red fell asleep.
 
   Sleep never came for her.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
    
 
   Slash knew something was afoot with the purple fey warrior. He hadn't been war-torn and buffeted not to notice the subtle signals. But for the life of him, he was unsure the motivation.
 
   It did not benefit the fey to kill Julia. She was the Blooded Queen, and everyone wanted her alive. He took her off the list of potentials. His thoughts mulled over the possibilities of what else there was. 
 
   The facts presented themselves. Tony had gone bat-shit crazy, was obviously part demonic, and had a blade juiced up with the blood of a high demon. Those were nothing to fuck with. Slash understood very few supernaturals possessed any immunity to demonics.
 
   Then there was the counterpart, aware that the blood of the angelic ran through Singers’ veins. Terrific. 
 
   Slash drummed his fingers on the stiff, borrowed jeans as he drove.
 
   If Tony was truly demonic and wielding a weapon charged with a high demon’s blood, their collective gooses were cooked. Unless Julia could somehow dampen its power.
 
   Slash chuckled. He clenched his hand around the steering wheel, making it creak in protest. Julia was basically an angel. 
 
   His smile faded when he wondered what Tharell's angle could be. His mind turned over the different scenarios a second time. Slash touched on the females, always critical to every scenario. The only species with equal numbers of genders were the Singers.
 
   An epiphany struck him.
 
   There were few females making their way to Region Two.
 
   Slash knew a trap when he saw one. 
 
   Somehow, the females were key. He'd like to take the easy road and settle on Julia, but that was too simple and obvious. He had already dismissed her as the focus.
 
   If not her, then who? Adrianna—his wolf flinched at anything to do with her—was nothing exceptional except her position as an Alpha female. That was distinctive to the Were, but not important to demonics. Cyn was both Singer Healer and newly turned part Red Were. Interesting combination but again, not exceptional.
 
   What could it be?
 
   Jacqueline came to mind, but he dismissed it. She was pregnant by an Unseelie Sidhe, and with such a mixed lineage, she couldn’t be anything but a mess of genetics for a demonic.
 
   It must be Julia. 
 
   However, how could Tony hope to combat what he'd have to assume was coming after him.
 
   Unless... 
 
   Slash’s eyes widened. 
 
   There'd be a huge welcoming party from Hades.
 
   The Reds could hold their own. Slash rubbed the scar that bisected his face like a talisman. It ached sometimes, usually when blood would be shed.
 
   His own.
 
   And that of others.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Julia's eyes slid open. Sleeping against Jason had been wonderful, but now she was paying with a crick in her neck. She moved, and his arm slipped from around her. 
 
   She lifted her chin and gave him a sleepy smile. 
 
   “Hey you,” Jason said and kissed the tip of her nose.
 
   “Hey.” She cupped her hand over breath she was sure was all kinds of bad. 
 
   He smiled. “For better or worse, Jules. I bet my mouth smells like ass, too.”
 
   Julia laughed. “Nice.”
 
   He tucked her in, squeezing her against his side, and her ribs protested the movement. She shoved her arm behind him, feeling his muscles clench, and he laughed and arched his back.
 
   “Still ticklish?” she asked in an evil voice.
 
   He nodded, a dimple disappearing as quickly as it came. “Yeah, thanks...”
 
   “We're coming to the end,” Brynn announced without inflection.
 
   The pale dawn began to suffocate the darkness. 
 
   Brynn drew Julia’s gaze. 
 
   His skin was smoking.
 
   “Oh my God,” Julia said, “we've got to get you in the ground.”
 
   He gritted his teeth, and Julia wanted to clap her hands over her ears at the sound. “Yes,” was all he said. 
 
   She was a shitty leader. She should have thought this through and known that Brynn would blow up. So dumb. Julia looked around the dim guts of the car, her eyes lighting on a folded canvas tarp. “Pull over.” 
 
   He didn't argue. He'd begun to smell like simmering flesh.
 
   Brynn jammed the gearshift into park as the tires sank into the soft gravel at the shoulder. 
 
   He hopped out of the car as Jason and Julia slid back.
 
   Brynn barely made it to the ditch before he threw up. 
 
   Blood splattered like a can of thrown paint. Fresh scarlet coated the ditch and halfway up the embankment. Droplets hit the trunk of a nearby tree and slowly scrolled down the deep ridges on the bark.
 
   “What the hell?” Jason yelled, throwing himself at the vampire.
 
   “Drag him around back,” Julia yelled, running for the trunk. It was an older model with a handle on a single swinging door. She tore it open, so thankful it was unlocked she could barely stand it.
 
   Jason half-dragged, half-carried Brynn around the back. His skin had cracked in small fissures like shattered glass. The cracks deepened before her eyes and begun to run further.
 
   “Get him underneath this.” Julia threw up the corners of the canvas and Jason positioned the poisoned vamp underneath. 
 
   He gave a rasping sigh as they cut off the growing light. 
 
   Julia tucked the canvas around Brynn's body as the first rays hit the SUV like a slap.
 
   Jason half-fell against the side of the black rig. He plowed his fingers through already disheveled hair. “Goddamn... that was cutting it close.”
 
   Julia nodded. 
 
   “I can't believe I saved a vampire.” He shook his head. “How many shades of bizarre is that?”
 
   “About as weird as us racing against Tony to save our people?” 
 
   They shared a look of tense disbelief.
 
   “Let's go.” He seated her beside him in the passenger seat. 
 
   “Are we almost there?” Julia asked and Jason smiled, stroking her cheek with the back of his hand. Scabs from fighting scraped along her skin. 
 
   “You're like a kid.” 
 
   “I only wish.” 
 
   “Yeah,” he said with more than a touch of sadness. “True that.” 
 
   He put the truck into gear, and they pulled away.
 
   Julia glanced behind her. 
 
   Brynn's blood stood like an unmarked crime scene. She turned to face ahead before grief took hold and never let go. 
 
   She still had a job to do, and she couldn't let the abyss of sadness take over.
 
   Lives were depending on her.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Tony kicked the severed limb inside the door and slammed it tight, putting weight against it to secure the latch. He didn't bother locking it.
 
   He untucked one lapel from the borrowed coat and sighed. Fucking finally.
 
   He strode to the stolen car just as sirens began to wail in the background. He wasn't much for speculation, but he assumed someone had gotten too clever for their own good.
 
   Tony frowned. Ten rooms had been occupied.
 
   Who'd squealed? 
 
   He paused for a moment. Tony didn't have many of those to waste. He jogged to the other nine rooms and kicked in the doors of each. His nose did its job, finding nothing but decaying meat. 
 
   He was stumped.
 
   A woot from a siren that was closer still alerted him his seconds had run out.
 
   Dammit. He hated there might be a potential witness. He scanned the scene, seeing nothing, missing nothing.
 
   He sprinted back to the running car. Tony leapt inside and slammed the shifter into drive, putting the clutch practically through the floorboards. 
 
   Gravel sprayed as the wheels turned and finally grabbed asphalt.
 
   Tony whistled as he crossed the Idaho-Montana border.
 
    
 
   A lone female Were had been left behind. She hung up the receiver from her call to the human authorities. The rogue Alpha male had slaughtered her human guardians.
 
   He had not scented her, as Taliah had not entered her change. It had been a near thing.
 
   She could hear the human officers.
 
   A tear slipped out as she surveyed her beloved male guardian, his body discarded as a heavy weight against the door, an arm missing and driven between him and the door.
 
   Taliah looked for any escape and found it in the bathroom window. 
 
   She heard shouts and was scared. 
 
   She must use her rare talent or be interrogated about her own kind. Yet phoning the police had distracted the insane Were.
 
   Her wolf would not help her in this situation. 
 
   But the bird inside her would.
 
   She muffled the cry of pain that escaped, ending in a note of a birdcall. 
 
   A snowy white dove spread its wings, turning its neck as eyes like ebony crystal found the window, open enough to allow a small body to move through.
 
   Taliah sprung to the ledge and, looking out, flew through the hole and toward her den. She needed to warn her people that a murderer approached them.
 
   The cops never saw a pure-white bird make a deliberate slow circle above their heads before moving east. 
 
   The carnage distracted them too much to notice.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
 
    
 
   A terrified group greeted Julia and Jason. 
 
   They were also looking awfully ready to lynch Jacqueline.
 
   Julia walked into the middle of some bad blood. There simply wasn't time to deal with the backlash against their leader. Tony was coming, and Brynn's vamps were near. They hid for now as the day was at its height.
 
   “I say we jail her forever,” one tall and icily beautiful man, who looked eerily like Victor with his dark blond hair and pale gray eyes, said. He drew closer, and Jacqueline retreated a step. Julia knew firsthand how powerful Jacqueline was, but she was no match for a crowd of talents fueled by adrenaline and emotion. Bad combo.
 
   Julia put her hands to her temples in a hopeless attempt to ease the ache of the mind-noise that coursed through her brain in a numbing sea of static. She let her hands drop and walked in front of Jacqueline, facing the new group. 
 
   “Listen up!” Julia blasted out, and Cyn chuckled somewhere. She plowed forward into the silence of their surprise. “My name is Julia Caldwell...”
 
   Noise erupted again.
 
   Jason put two fingers to the edges of each side of his mouth and gave a whistle so shrill Julia cringed. 
 
   “Shut up,” Jason said and instantly, three large Singer males fenced him in.
 
   “Don't even think it, dudes,” he warned.
 
   “I am the Rare One,” Julia said, hoping for things not to escalate further.
 
   “We know who you are,” the one who looked like Victor said.
 
   “Are you a relative of Victor?” 
 
   His face flooded with surprise, and he nodded once. “He is my brother.”
 
   Great. And the bad hits just kept on coming.
 
   “And she”—he jabbed a finger in Jacqueline's direction—“is the reason he is no more.”
 
   Oh boy. 
 
   Julia put up her hands. “Listen, I know there's a lot of hate for Jacqueline....”
 
   Cheers interrupted her comment, and Julia frowned. “But she's a changed woman... and a pregnant one.”
 
   The crowd grew quiet, and Tharell showed himself. 
 
   Everyone backed away at his appearance, the rush of whispering uneasy.  Julia sensed the undeniable energy of talents readying themselves.
 
   Things were getting out of hand. Tharell had just revealed himself like an alien and the Singers of Region Two were getting aggressive.
 
   “Listen! Please!” Julia begged and two more whistles and a nod from Jason let her speak. “There is a rogue werewolf who carries a special blade dipped in the blood of a demon and he's killed most of...” She stuttered to an incoherent stop. The grief threatened to swallow her.
 
   Julia slowly lowered her head to her chest. She couldn't contain her shaking. She couldn't say the words—they were so horribly final.
 
   Tharell finished for her. “The Singers of Region One are now dead.”
 
   “Not all,” Slash interjected, and Julia lifted her head as she frowned at the look he shot Tharell. It wasn't friendly.
 
   Tharell leveled his own stare at Slash and gave a long blink. Julia guessed that was his silent agreement. However, she wasn't too sure with Tharell, he was hard to read.
 
   Julia collected herself like a broken teacup and looked out over the hundred or so faces. The thrum of their likeness was like a battery that powered her. Mainly men, some women and a few children gazed back at her.
 
   This was all so hard. Laying all the details out. The deaths, the oncoming murderer. Jacqueline the Unpopular returning, Tharell cropping up looking all… purple.
 
   “We have not heard of this”—Victor's brother began, indicating Tharell. “And the threat of a demonic has been so rare and so long ago, it is no longer mentioned. It's not part of the public consciousness. As far as our blood, we have always known it is anchored in the heavenly.”
 
   Julia was swimming upstream with a group motivated the right way but not awake to the mortal danger coming toward them. A terrible storm was ready to tear them apart, and she was the only one in the know. 
 
   “He's going to kill us all,” Julia said. 
 
   There were gasps and murmurings but not the panic she thought they ought to have, considering there had been a mass killing in their neighboring Region. She and Jason exchanged an anxious glance.
 
   “I am Gallagher, and am one of the oldest at this Region,” Victor's brother introduced himself.
 
   Jacqueline spoke up for the first time. “I have suffered at the hands of this Were, and he has a void where compassion would normally be. We are in grave danger.”
 
   A nearby Singer scoffed at her comment. “Whatever acts he has committed against you are deserved.”
 
   Julia had had enough. The feeling of surrealism descended as she took on the role of defending Jacqueline. Again. 
 
   “Rape?” Julia stepped forward in challenge, her gaze surfing the crowd.
 
   The male Singer backed away and stuttered, his face filled with the blood of embarrassment. “No, I did not know...”
 
   “Then shut the fuck up, why don't ya?” Adi said. “Jacqueline's had a case of The Dumbs for about... I don't know, forever. But now she's changed, she's sick because she hadn't ever been to Faerie, and now she has.” Adi squinted her hazel eyes at the crowd, daring them. There were no takers. She went on, “She got knocked up by a green Sidhe warrior, and she doesn't want to be queenie anymore. So now you guys have Julia, so get over yourselves.”
 
   “I really like her,” Jason said with a grin.
 
   Julia did, too. She got things said, summed up, and thrown out there for immediate consideration. That's what they needed.
 
   Gallagher frowned, cupping his chin. “She was forced by this Were?”
 
   Jacqueline kicked up her chin. “Not in the beginning. When I first arrived at the Faerie mound, I was as I've always been. I allowed the vile wretch to use me in the hopes we could make the fey uncomfortable enough to release us.” Her face grew pink, and she added quietly, “To cause more mayhem in a bid for power.”
 
   There were mutterings of assent to this. Her people had known well the temperament of their leader.
 
   She linked her hands together in a knot that appeared so uncomfortable Julia flexed her own fingers.
 
   Jacqueline spoke to the ground. Her voice was a natural contralto, sultry and evocative. No one had trouble hearing her next words, “When the environment began to work on my... sickness, his attentions became violent against my person.” Her head rose. “As I was no longer willing to play his game. And... my talents did not work in Faerie. The magick prevents talents from working correctly.”
 
   “You did nothing to help her?” the Singer who'd first commented asked Tharell in a sharp voice.
 
   Tharell nodded. “When we became aware that the Singer was suffering at the hand of Anthony Laurent, we intervened.”
 
   “Who's 'we,'?” he asked.
 
   “Domiatri,” Jacqueline stated quietly, “The father.”
 
   Gallagher put his hands on his hips. “This is all very untoward. A male claiming to be the mythological Faerie has come in our midst, while a Rare One we've only just heard about claims Region One is effectively no more. And a contingent of Red werewolves stands around making noise of defense and war. And our former leader was held in some kind of prison where she was abused then further assaulted by another male of your species, only to later become pregnant with the fey's offspring.”
 
   He frowned, then his face took on a new expression of disdainful amusement. Gallagher threw his head back and belly laughed. “Forgive me if I am not, what would you call it, ah yes, ‘on board’ with all that you have relayed.”
 
   Gallagher looked around at the faces of the Singers. As Julia opened her mouth, he raised a hand to ward off her comment. “And where is this other fey... Domiatri?” he asked with a lilt of aggressive disbelief.
 
   Tharell's entire face changed. The first genuine smile Julia had seen on his face in days, spread and stayed in a happy freeze.
 
   It gave her the creeps.
 
   “Why—he is dead,” Tharell stated, and Jacqueline turned to him, paling before Julia’s eyes.
 
   “What?” Jacqueline asked, hand to chest. “This is not funny, Tharell.” She dropped her hand, and Julia saw a fine tremble to her body. Jacqueline was nearing the edge of whatever threads kept her together. Unraveling before their eyes.
 
   Welcome to my life, Julia thought.
 
   Tharell looked down on her, his humor fading to nothing. “No, but it was necessary.”
 
   Julia let that comment percolate for about one second before terror shredded her as a many-bladed Chinese star. 
 
   Julia's hair spun into her eyes, momentarily blinding her as she swung toward Jason. He was already moving, dragging her behind him as talons slammed out of his fingertips in a painful burst of rendered flesh.
 
   Slash leapt to Julia's side as well, hauling a bewildered Adi behind him as Jason shifted into a wolf, his human shell splattering around her. Julia barely had time to react but managed to throw a telekinetic shield around herself. The bits of him hit the surface invisibly and slid down in front of her as though a thin sheet of glass molded to her body covered her. 
 
   She let the entire thing go, and what remained of Jason's human body was chopped meat at her feet. 
 
   She stepped over the circle of his remnants and his wolf moved by her side. 
 
   Julia was too late to stop him. He'd played the card so well that it seemed only Slash was ready.
 
   Tharell held Jacqueline by the throat and jerked her backward. Her dark eyes, so like Scott's, were so human in that moment as they regarded each other. 
 
   Fear reigned supreme in Jacqueline's gaze, where only power and bloodlust had before.
 
   Tharell taking Jacqueline to parts unknown was certainly a concern. 
 
   But the demons which bled out of the surrounding forest and circled the group really got Julia's attention.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
 
    
 
   Tharell scanned his surroundings and instantly assessed the options available to him. 
 
   The demonic had arrived in large enough numbers that the skin of the Singers who possessed sufficient angelic blood began to pale to partial transparency. 
 
   Their blood was reacting to the threat of their counterpart. 
 
   Veins appeared on nearly three quarters of the Singers. The thin map work of circulation, lined in silver instead of the human species’ blue, brightened and disappeared in time with their heartbeats. 
 
   It pulsed inside their skin like metallic lace. 
 
   Tharell smiled. He surmised they'd never faced their mortal enemy, their true place in this world unknown until now. 
 
   Yet their blood knew and summoned a response as ancient as it was automatic. The Blood Singers stood amongst the demonic in beautiful contrast. Had Tharell chosen another path, what was about to happen would have grieved him. 
 
   The Rare One was a thing of shining beauty. Her veins shimmered like small rivers of gold, lighting her unusual eyes from inside like golden flames, her hair a mane that floated like a cloud of gold as she glided into the circle of the Singers.
 
   The demonic could not look upon her. She was as the sun, and they were weak before her light.
 
   Jacqueline made a gurgling sound and Tharell sighed, loosening his hold.
 
   Then she launched him fifteen feet behind her and into the nearest tree trunk. 
 
   Tharell hit the old growth tree, and it did not yield.
 
   Though he was immortal, it still hurt like Hades to plow into a tree at thirty miles per hour.
 
   He shook himself like a wet dog, picked himself off the ground, and walked toward her.
 
   Tharell fell.
 
   He looked down. 
 
   Both legs were broken, and one arm hung askew.
 
   He snapped his face toward Jacqueline from his position on the forest floor, and she smiled. A little bit of the woman he'd first been acquainted with was peeking through the edges of that smug smile.
 
   Tharell had underestimated his quarry.
 
   He looked to the demonic nearest him and gave them telepathic orders. 
 
   Their black eyes slid away from Tharell and to the wayward Singer.
 
   Pregnant with the one child that could ruin the demonic.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Jacqueline was gratified. She had spun the traitor off her back like the garbage he had proven himself to be. 
 
   How dare he murder Domi? The pit of her stomach swarmed in emptiness, and she elected not to feed it with her ready despair.
 
   If Jacqueline had been honest with herself, and she was never one for introspection, she would have realized she loved Domiatri. Jacqueline knew he did not feel as she. But he had treated her with tenderness, protection and respect. She had never known it.
 
   Never deserved it.
 
   She felt a pang of guilt, remembering it could have been thus with Victor, but for her vile temperament.
 
   There was no time to consider these thoughts, though they had run through her mind like sand through fingers.
 
   Three demons approached in a loose triangle as Tharell lay in a broken heap, trying to repair the damage she had wrought. She wasted a smile on him. 
 
   The wretched botch. He deserved everything she had managed against him.
 
   Jacqueline gave no more attention to the whys behind his treachery. Tharell would pay.
 
   She had mastered that in her past life, and the expertise had not left her, only the motivation. 
 
   Heat like liquid fire beat along her skin, and Jacqueline inhaled deeply. The feel of burning from the inside did not subside. It was everywhere and nowhere specific but flowed through her, ice and fire that dove and spread through her flesh as the demons drew nearer.
 
   She glared at the demons. Their blood flowed through skin that was different shades of scarlet. 
 
   Veins flowed through their bodies like ink spilt over a parched river. Small horns decorated their heads, and whipping tails shook behind some of them like rattlers caught in a corner.
 
   They were all male and similar in stature to her own species’ warriors, though which one she could now claim lay in question. But first and foremost, she was of royal Singer blood, and that afforded certain talents and strengths the others did not possess.
 
   The demonic moved aggressively against the Singers. Empty-handed, they did not have obvious weapons to use against their enemies.
 
   Jacqueline looked around her. Many of the Singers' skin were now paper-thin, translucent and pale.
 
   Silver veins pulsed to shininess.
 
   Their heartbeats, Jacqueline thought. Their circulatory system gets bright when their heart beats.
 
   She brought her own hands up in front of her face. 
 
   Silver veins edged with ebony glittered like roads of thread through her skin.
 
   When the first demon reached her, she turned the hand at which she'd been gazing and used her telekinetic abilities. 
 
   A forked tongue shot out of its mouth, hissing as it blew backwards.
 
   Jacqueline straightened and prepared for the next onslaught. Her heart caught in her throat.
 
   Her eyes widened as the one she had thrown into the forest rolled in a graceful somersault off the trunk into which he had slammed. He was instantly on his feet, the tail riding behind him like a macabre instrument of balance. He crouched low, facing her at approximately thirty feet away, and hissed, the black tail shaking in his anger.
 
   Jacqueline's memories tumbled one over the other in a handful of seconds.
 
   She would never be taken alive.
 
   Her life would no longer be lived only for evil. Jacqueline laid a hand over her belly and an answering pulse lit beneath her flesh as if in agreement.
 
   There was someone else besides her. 
 
   She did not think of Domi. Could not.
 
   Jacqueline moved her hands to her sides loosely and readied for battle. 
 
   Then Tony appeared and her stomach dropped. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Tony ditched the car on the road, tearing off the plates and spinning them into the opposite side of the road. The trees sucked up his garbage graciously, the tops of the forest latching onto the twisted metal in a loving embrace. 
 
   He smiled. He walked to the car and jammed a busted broom handle against the accelerator and the back of the driver's seat. He slammed the POS into drive, and it took off down an embankment that dove into a ravine. 
 
   Tires spinning, it launched off in a lurching Superman dive. 
 
   Gravel, water from a swollen river below, and broken limbs showered in reverse as the car nose-dove into the shallowest part of the river below. 
 
   Tony waited, seconds sliding into a minute, and the gas tank cooperatively blew. Tony instinctively covered his face as it grew hot from the burning wreckage.
 
   Fan-effing-tastic, he thought with satisfaction. Good old Doug was laughing to pieces down there in the trunk. Literally. Of course, the dead had no humor. It was too perfect.
 
   He laughed at his cleverness and backed away from the inferno. 
 
   After about a quarter mile outside the immediate scent reach, he caught the one smell he'd been hunting before trashing the burning evidence.
 
   Singers.
 
   And one in particular: Jacqueline.
 
   The grin on his face reflected his satisfaction. 
 
   It fit him perfectly as he'd slipped his human skin to go to wolfen the instant his nose guided him into the thickest part of the woods where his prize lay hiding.
 
   Tony ran, the small animals of the forest moving like water split by a ship's prow. They scampered as he tore through their habitat. 
 
   When he arrived where the Singers and demonic fought, he wore their small bodies to mid-shin. 
 
   If they did not move out of his way, he ran them into the ground. 
 
   It was this vision that filled Jacqueline's eyes when her gaze found him. He knew what she saw from the tenseness of her body.
 
   Fucking weird, Tony thought. As he looked around at the Singers, he noticed they wore some kind of silver all over their skin. 
 
   He squinted, looking closer, and realized it was the blood coursing through their bodies.
 
   Tony took in Praile's minions, and his bowels squeezed into a hard rope of tension. 
 
   No way was he going to fuck this up.
 
   He raised the blade coated with the blood of a high demon and waded into the melee.
 
   It was time to do the master’s work.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
   Jacqueline stood stunned for all of three seconds as the fighting exploded all around her. 
 
   Demons attacked the Singers and they fought with their talents.
 
   Tony blew through two Singers with the blade. 
 
   He was moving closer to her.
 
   She swung her gaze frantically about her as horns and talents locked. One demon used his tail, with a bulbous end spiked everywhere, as a mallet and he bashed in one Singer’s head. Pulverized skull with brain matter blew apart like a bomb exploding, and the Singer fell to his knees.
 
   Jacqueline stumbled then ran. She sought the Rare One, proof against the horrible strength of the blade. She could only Deflect as she ran and did so now, robbing some of the demonic who would assault her by making false visions pop up to confuse and disorient. Jacqueline could do so much more if she could only get to Julia. 
 
   Sweaty hands, hair, and limbs were everywhere as she slipped the grip of two demonics, only to be caught by a third.
 
   She screamed as though death itself had captured her. And maybe it had.
 
   Gallagher was suddenly there and she cried out in warning. Talons like knives of death lay against her skin and the Singer's blood shrieked in protest, shining like silver fire through his skin. The demonic that held her hissed at the vision of the shining Singer in front of him.
 
   Then Gallagher took his head with a sword swipe. The breeze as the blade swung through the meat of his neck allowed Jacqueline's release.
 
   Gallagher caught her and a look of understanding passed between the two.
 
   “I am sorry,” Jacqueline shouted into the vacuum of noise.
 
   “My sovereign,” Gallagher responded, and Jacqueline sobbed in the middle of battle, when her life was at stake. 
 
   It was terrible timing, yet emotion was always without thought. 
 
   His sentiment meant that much. He was her only link to Victor, whom she had treated abysmally while under her rule. 
 
   He grabbed her about the waist and lifted her from where she had fallen. 
 
   They looked into each other's eyes, and he smiled. It was grim and tired but genuine.
 
   Then his mouth made a soft O, and Tony leaned over Gallagher's shoulder. “Surprise, bitch!”
 
   Tony jerked the blade out of Gallagher's back and he slumped to the ground. Jacqueline spun away, running as if the devil was in pursuit.
 
   He was.
 
   The nightmare had found her.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Julia did not need her werewolf guards. The pool of red demonic swirled away from her, moving to her people, and she instinctively batted her hand in their direction. They bucked, arcing their bodies and falling where she flung energy.
 
   Gold filtered out of her pores. It was full daylight, and her skin was soaked with what looked like glitter. 
 
   It was sweat. She was stunning the demons with her sweat. 
 
   A shape whirled past, sprinting for her life. Jacqueline.
 
   Tony was in hot pursuit.
 
   “Julia, no,” Adi yelled as Julia took off running. Jason and Slash accompanied her.
 
   “Yes,” she threw over her shoulder, doubling her speed. Julia moved in behind Tony, and he heard her.
 
   She ran straight into the blade. 
 
   It was an agony for which she had no words.
 
   Tony shouted in glee like a banshee wail of a warrior celebrating victory.
 
   Julia floated. 
 
   Her hands wrapped around the blade of their own accord.
 
   Tony's face froze. 
 
   She pulled it out of her gut and fell backward.
 
   Jason tore forward, the dirt from his claws spraying her torso. 
 
   She watched as though out-of-body. Jason did not perform the obvious attack.
 
   Tony readied his blade. 
 
   He moved around his body, going low and took out his balls with a talon swipe.
 
   Tony shrieked.
 
   Slash moved in and took the front.
 
   Tony stood bellowing to the heavens, the saber forgotten at his feet while his fellow Weres made him a soprano.
 
   Jacqueline came to Julia's side and dropped to her knees.
 
   “I am sorry,” Jacqueline said for the second time in a matter of moments, pressing her hands on the swamp of blood Julia's wound had become.
 
   Julia searched Jacqueline's face as hiccup erupted. It tasted like a penny in her mouth. “I know,” she whispered.
 
   “I would do anything to take it back.”
 
   Julia nodded. She could see that. See her remorse as plain as the sun shining on the blood everywhere, so red in the sunlight.
 
   Julia closed her eyes, and when she opened them, it was like a camera shutter.
 
   Tharell stood behind Jacqueline.
 
   The damn of Julia's telepathy burst, and she shouted her warning to Jacqueline, Lay down.
 
   Jacqueline's eyes widened, but she didn't hesitate. She folded her body against Julia, the side of her face pressed against Julia's heart. She put her hand against Jacqueline’s head, and Tharell moved in, stepping over a crotchless Tony being torn apart by the wolves.
 
   The women lay together, and Tharell tried to scoop Jacqueline up.
 
   Domiatri appeared behind Tharell, his blade moving so quickly it was  only a streak of silver in the sunlight. A sparkle, and it was there and gone.
 
   A red line appeared in the perfection of Tharell's violet throat, a stunned look overtaking his expression. 
 
   The ripple of pink scar tissue at Domi's throat convulsed as he swung his leg out in a stabbing strike at Tharell's head.
 
   It came off in a spinning leap, landing on the ground beside where Julia lay.
 
   Jacqueline flinched, tightening her hold around Julia, unaware that Domiatri lived and fought behind her.
 
   Julia used strength she didn't possess to turn her head and Tharell's blue eyes stared at her from his decapitated head.
 
   Then blinked.
 
   Julia screamed as she bled, the poison of the demon's blood making its way to her heart as the battle raged on around her.
 
    
 
   


 
  

THE END
 
    
 
   Book #5, ANGELIC BLOOD available for Pre-Order
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   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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THE CAUSE
 
    
 
   First; Right the Wrong
 
   Second; Bear no Injustice
 
   Third; Change Not, what must Be
 
   


 
  

Prologue
 
   twenty years before
 
    
 
   The midwife made her way along ancient cobblestoned streets, the crevices catching on her shoes, though Principle knew, they were as sensible as they came.
 
   As was her occupation.
 
   She'd arrive in the birthing ward at exactly eight a.m. for her twelve hour shift. Of course, it would not be twelve hours, it would be for however long the woman labored. 
 
   And if a Reflective was born.
 
   Just the thought of the potential for that caused a nervous thrill to flutter deep within Florence, as it did each time she worked. 
 
   The Reflective newborn must be swaddled in special blankets. Non-reflective. A baby would not be lost on her shift... because it was a prodigy and jumped at a mirror or other reflective surface left uncovered. 
 
   Dear Principle, she shuddered, thinking about what the punishment would be for that. As it was they couldn't use any surgical instruments that were not brushed stainless steel, and since the last unfortunate incident—had since moved to an all-ceramic surgical unit.
 
   Florence swept up the massive steps, the rise of the treads so low the stairs felt more like a gentle slope than true steps. 
 
   The flakes of sparkling charcoal that clung to the deep thickness of the white granite reminded her that the sun still shone brightly, though their version of autumn would soon be here.
 
   A shadow fell over Florence and she twisted to look at the sky, her foot on the top step, her hand on the solid brass door handle that opened to the birthing center.
 
   A swarm of butterflies, so thick it blocked the cerulean of the sky, dropped false darkness all around her as they flew through the rectangular air ports that fed the ventilation system in warmer months.
 
   They were a deliberate architectural feature that would allow entry for the only creature in their world that could identify a Reflective.
 
   So many. 
 
   Florence stood in stunned wonder. She had witnessed butterflies come to mark the birth of a Reflective before, but never in such a great number.
 
   Their importance was such that her world was named in their honor, Papilio, Sector Ten.
 
   The path they made was a rainbow of iridescent color, which poured like water through the narrow vents that had been carved in the solid stone of the birthing center. 
 
   All who lived in their world were born in similar structures.
 
   However, Florence was one of the few that worked at the birthing center that had the highest incidence of Reflective births. She had requested it, and after a five year waiting period- been assigned.
 
   She snapped out of her reverie as the last of the mingling kaleidoscope of insects funneled through the deep recessive slits underneath the eaves of a copper roof, now aged a deep verdigris.
 
   Florence tore the heavy door open.
 
   She didn't notice it clank behind her as she ran the length of the corridor to the floor that houses laboring mothers.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Florence burst through the swinging doors as two people, a man and a woman stood over a cradle. 
 
   Florence skidded to a stop, confusion reigning supreme.
 
   What is this? 
 
   This... appeared to be the parents in front of a babe that was so new some of the vernix still coated the wee one, her arms swinging as she howled.
 
   The nurses hung back, one ending her shift, one in training.
 
   Oh, for the love of all that is good. She stalked over to the newborn.
 
   Florence halted as the sight overtook them all.
 
   Their breath.
 
   Their thoughts.
 
   Everything else melted away for those who witnessed the post-birth spectacle but the scene itself.
 
   The butterflies descended, floating in a lazy spiral as the sunlight laid an opalescent wash over their multicolored wings. 
 
   The chubby arms of the baby girl swirled and pumped, slowing as they drew nearer, her echoing screams gradually grew quiet.
 
   The insects lighted on the rails of the basinet in a portentous group, their wings moving in a steady sweep to maintain balance. 
 
   Their appearance froze the breath in the parents' throats.
 
   The moment swelled and grew in the stillness of the nursery. Rows upon rows of cradles pressed up one against the other as the parents watched the butterflies flutter precariously on the polished sides of the newborn's bed. Only hers and no other.
 
   Their appearance was beautiful... final.
 
   Florence strained to hear the mother's voice. 
 
   “She is Reflective,” she said in a sorrowful tone.
 
   Her mate squeezed her hand so tightly her knuckles bleed to white. 
 
   “Yes,” he replied, just as grave.
 
   Their gaze met in perfect understanding. They knew what the future held for their daughter: a life as mercenary, hunter and hunted. 
 
   An honor and privilege amongst their people.
 
   Florence closed her eyes in sympathy, a female Reflective. 
 
   Every parents dream... and nightmare.
 
    
 
   *
 
   five years later
 
    
 
   Beth shot the marble across the stretch of earth, watching the glass orb tumble and spin as it met the others she shot in a smack of hardened glass. It swerved at the last moment, ricocheting off a shooter and came to stand where she'd intended. 
 
   She possessed none that were mercury-coated. All the other children her age could play with any marble they chose.
 
   Beth Jasper was a solitary girl.
 
   But not one who lacked intelligence. Beth had felt the sadness from papa and mama and knew she would soon leave for the building that had a big papilio above the entrance in shining silver. 
 
   Mama and papa had taken her there last week to meet with a man who had a nose like the water birds that gathered by her family's pond. 
 
   It made it very difficult not to giggle. Beth sometimes had a problem with laughing when she ought not to.
 
   Beth had been an observer and stood watch over her new surroundings, remembering what her adoptive parents had told her.
 
    
 
   Beth, you must let us do the talking. Under no circumstances should you volunteer to train for a combative role. There are alternative roles for female Reflectives.
 
   Beth crinkled her face at the memory, she understood all of what they wanted of her and she would not shuffle papers and look like the dolls that she had given up playing—to sit behind a desk.
 
   All Reflectives were far advanced in all areas of maturation in comparison to their other humanoid counterparts from the sectors, thirteen in all.
 
   Beth was no exception. She spoke like a teen, though she was five cycle. She puzzled through things that confounded adults.
 
   She was faster, stronger... brighter.
 
   Beth was female.
 
   When Commander Rachett of the beakish nose leaned forward and delved deep, trying to pierce young Beth's very soul, she met him halfway. 
 
   Her small body leaned toward his. Unafraid—bold.
 
   In their people's ancient language of Latin, he posed the question: What role will you fill within The Cause, young Beth?
 
   Beth's eyes narrowed and Rachett's brows raised slowly. 
 
   He had studied her, no doubt noting her half-breed status, for she was not of pure descent and female beside. She had met his stare with an unwavering gaze.
 
   “A combative role, of course,” Beth said in her childlike voice, though the meaning was very adult. Understood and communicated like one.
 
   “No! Beth...” she heard her mama say. Beth swung her legs back and forth underneath the chair, her eyes drifting to the candy dish poised at the edge of the desk then returning to the commander's.
 
   Beth's stare never dropped from that of Ratchett's. 
 
   Rachett had to know what she was: a warrior. It was an attribute that was either present, or not.
 
   Her papa stood. 
 
   “We can't have her fight. She is female... and not big for her gender.” Her father's face pleaded with Rachett to see reason.
 
   Commander Rachett wasn't known to be a reasonable man.
 
   Rachett steepled his fingers underneath his chin, looking to her adoptive parents. Good people, common folk—loyal to The Cause, believers in the Principle. 
 
   Rachett's gaze had shifted to Beth. He scrutinized her face. Eyes like crushed brown velvet, hair like a raven's wing, skin like polished marble, pale but not pasty.
 
   She is too beautiful to fight, he'd thought with regret.
 
   Beth had seen that future remorse on his face.
 
   Then he looked at her hands. Long-fingered and limber.
 
   His eyes shifted to hers. 
 
   “Beth,” he asked softly.
 
   “Yes, Commander Rachett?” her small fingers held something in them.
 
   He frowned, obviously distracted from his original comment. 
 
   “What do you have in your hand?”
 
   She opened her palm and a large reflective marble stood in the middle of her tiny hand. 
 
   A shooter. Hard-laced mercury.
 
   Rachett sucked in his breath. 
 
   “That's a locator.”
 
   Her parents looked at each other. “Where did you get that Beth?” Her father asked carefully.
 
   Beth's eyes touched on the worry that each face held, she felt her face scrunch.
 
   “They hand them out at the front entrance...” Rachett said thoughtfully before she could answer.
 
   Beth nodded carefully. The nice lady had given it to her so she could have something to entertain herself.
 
   “Do you know what those are for?” he asked her.
 
   She nodded again. 
 
   Beth knew. She liked the feeling of the smooth glossy surface. Her fingers worked over the cylindrical perfection delicately, with reverence.
 
   “It is for those Reflectives that need to find their sector,” Rachett explained neutrally.
 
   He smiled down at her.
 
   Beth knew he understood she wasn't a regular five year old.
 
   She watched his smile fade as he took in her gender. Beth was weary of being thought as lesser because she was a girl.
 
   Beth noticed Rachett's hesitation. She'd heard the whispers of the bullying that was so commonplace within the ranks of the Reflectives. 
 
   Though of course, by now everyone had heard the story of the swarm that had descended at her day of birth.
 
   Papiliones do not lie.
 
   Rachett shook his head, decision made. It was safer. Safer for everyone.
 
   Beth narrowed her eyes on the vision of his soft thoughts.
 
   Rachett stood, as did Beth and the parents not of her blood.
 
   “I'm sorry. Beth will be placed in... inter-dimensional communication training. An excellent program and critical calling for the female Reflective,” Rachett stated, lacing his hands together, effectively closing the meeting.
 
   “Thank Principle,” Beth's mother murmured, shooting a look at Beth that let her know she had been naughty for not remaining silent about her crazy intentions as instructed.
 
   Heat began in Beth's chest. She recognized it immediately: anger. 
 
   It began at the core of her body and swam out like molten lava, lashing through her circulatory system in defiance of being contained. 
 
   Beth did not want to be a weak female. 
 
   She was not.
 
   Then Beth did what all children do—she threw a tantrum.
 
   Beth threw the marble at Commander Rachett of the Reflective Militia operated under The Cause.
 
    “No!” she shouted in a clear, bell-like ring that stung the ears and raised the hair on the back of his neck.
 
   Beth's body reacted to her emotions, and the spinning ball of glass coated by the forbidden mercury. 
 
   It spun and Beth tracked it automatically, as naturally as taking her next breath. It was part and parcel to being Reflective.
 
   The heat inside her body coalesced, bursting painfully—beautifully , and she gasped as it moved for her, slamming into the ball midair. 
 
   Her small body morphed into the narrow strip of shimmering ribbon that all Reflectives become when they jump.
 
   Beth allowed all of it happen in an instinctual slide of circumstance and raw emotion. Her new form lashed like a shining whip, absorbing into the shell of the spinning glass as it sailed in the air for its two seconds of flight
 
   Coolness washed the heat away and she spun with the ball... and went somewhere else, in a falling stream of fire bathed by ice.
 
   Rachett stood stunned as the ball that Beth Jasper had used for transport shattered at his feet.
 
   The three of them stood... stunned, their bearings—gone.
 
   Commander Rachett picked up a shard, one of his eyes caught in the mirror-like image and didn't like what he saw there.
 
   Fear.
 
   His own, and that of Beth Jasper's future within The Cause.
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
   Jeb Merrick
 
   present day
 
    
 
   Jeb strolled dead center into the group of Reflectives who came to attend the finals of the new class of Reflective trainees.
 
   The entire coliseum was packed nut to butt, the ground beside the ring was standing-room only. 
 
   It was the female, Jeb determined easily—she was the draw this day. If he were to be honest with himself, he'd admit the same. After all, the last female combative had been killed in action over a decade ago. Jeb had heard of it but it had been before his time.
 
   This one... she was different. 
 
   For one, she bore the scars of their calling, her elegant limbs littered with pockmarking and wounds in various stages of healing. Even with their advanced recuperative powers, Jasper was a mess.
 
   It was such a shame, she was a beautiful female though not the Papilio ideal. It was almost a purposeful snub that she refused to become the he-she that many assumed she would, retaining her femininity despite the brutal calling of the Reflective. He supposed it could be to some advantage in a mission to one of the other sectors.
 
   Jeb found a corner and put his back to it, watching the small group of inductees warm their bodies inside the practice area for the final sparring to come.
 
   Jeb liked to possess a vantage point that allowed him to see all who came through portals, windows and otherwise. Jeb was at an advantage, with his  six feet four frame, he'd skim most of the heads in his line of sight. 
 
   The ones he couldn't, were of his kind, Reflective warriors of The Cause.
 
   His eyes unconsciously scanned the vast interior of the coliseum. He took in the stands filled with the government of his world. English was not their first language, but one used in more than three quarters of the worlds they policed. Latin was their primary and native to Papilio.
 
   All Reflectives were fluent in the primary languages in the thirteen sectors they held as their responsibility. Latin was spoken exclusively by Papiliones.
 
   Jeb stood up straighter, gaining another couple of inches of precious visual real estate and caught sight of his own team, three years past their own graduations at age twenty. 
 
   They began taking up the remaining corners of the main floor that surrounded the ring, while the civilian population soared upwards in floor to ceiling tiers that held them in marble benches. 
 
   The grooves of thousands seated before them had worn broad divots in the soft cream and peach-veined marble. Centuries worth of observers had witnessed this annual ceremony.
 
   All welcomed the newest recruits. The civilians did not want to know how they were protected. Just... that they were. 
 
   Jeb felt a smirk form. 
 
   Sometimes he wondered why he jumped.
 
   He grew solemn as he waited and then... he saw her.
 
   Beth Jasper.
 
   He'd seen her about in the Barringer Quadrant, shopping for sundries and other—but never this close. It was like a different woman inhabited her body today. 
 
   Gone was the softness of his earlier observances. Instead, here was a woman with nothing but hard angles and planes, an indifferent and cool stare met those of her team.
 
   Those that she would fight.
 
   Not a one had softness for her. 
 
   Beth stood alone. 
 
   Jeb looked at the five others, all males and a slight furrow tied his brows together in the shadow of a frown.
 
   She was sorely outmatched physically, though the recruits were all equal in years. Recruits graduated each year in small groups, all at twenty cycles of age, as it had always been. 
 
   Jeb studied Jasper, assessing her as all Reflectives could. Five feet two; curves she couldn't mask, even with the bland Reflective uniform; stood in stark relief. Her black hair was in a tight braid that stopped at her waist, an unusual length for a woman of his people. An unheard of length for a Reflective. It was noteworthy she had kept hers long. 
 
   Perhaps it was a bid for femininity in a role that was exclusively male?
 
   Jeb reluctantly moved his gaze to the other five in turn, searching for his new partner. Jeb adored babysitting. Actually, it was loathsome but necessary, or they'd have a troupe of Reflectives bouncing from one world to the next where they shouldn't land. 
 
   Jeb felt his lips twitch. He had been the same when he was twenty cycles. Ignorant... a hot head. A trait his former mentor had seen fit to beat him into understanding. 
 
   Now it was Jeb's turn to mentor a new recruit, his three year first partnering now at an end.
 
   Ignorance was not tolerated in The Cause.
 
   The interior lights of the coliseum switched on, spreading the solar-powered illumination to every corner. It washed the faces of the Reflective inductees in an eerie mockery of false illness, a sickly yellow cast coating their flesh. 
 
   Reflective Kennet stood in the far corner, exactly opposite of Jeb's position and gave a chin lift in greeting and received one in return. Jeb noticed Kennet wore his dress uniform. He was on duty. That meant his ass could be snatched to one of the other twelve sectors at any time. 
 
   Yet, he was here. 
 
   Jeb allowed his eyes to run over his compatriots dress uniform, noting the deep navy, black at a distance but a midnight blue when kissing close. The only striking thing about the ensemble was the Reflective crest. 
 
   The butterfly rode high against his left breast, standing vigil over the heart. An iridescent rendering had been executed with real gold and silver, microscopic jewels used in the multicolored threading. Only a small shift of movement was necessary for the glitter of their station to alert those who passed that they were Reflective.
 
   The slaves of protection for Papilio.
 
   Jeb's musing was cut short as the chime sounded, a clear ring that donged six times for the six candidates.
 
   All would fight and be judged in various degrees of worthiness. The illegal betting had been deep and vicious. 
 
   Beth Jasper was underdog. 
 
   Humanity had come to see the female fall.
 
   There were only two rules: no blades—no death.
 
   Had he been a betting man, studying the graceful Jasper as she warmed up, he would have bet on her.
 
   Jeb Merrick understood much could be accomplished without death as an end result. He was profoundly happy that it was not he that stood in that ring to beat a female into the mat. Jeb wasn't sure he could have done it.
 
   He understood it for the weakness it was.
 
   Jeb's eyes fell on the favored male in the class, Lance Ryan. 
 
   He could, Jeb knew. 
 
   Jeb took in the predatory eyes that were all for Jasper and tensed without being aware. It had seemed fine when he'd entertained attending the ritualistic Reflective ceremony. It was a bloodthirsty hold-over from centuries past. Yet, like many traditions that were no longer necessary, it had been kept—flourished.
 
   Jeb unconsciously leaned forward as the first recruit came and bumped fists with the well-known Ryan.
 
   For being a jack ass, Jeb thought.
 
   No one truly liked Ryan, yet he had garnered the respect of many through brute force and jumping prowess. 
 
   Respect earned through fear instead of deeds, was not truly respect.
 
   Ryan was ferocious in sparring and the martial arts, a keen jumper, who was rumored to jump through some reflections as small as a fist. But not while they were in motion. 
 
   That was a rare skill. 
 
   He had heard of only one Reflective who was so fine a jumper that they could jump as a drop of rain fell from the sky. Jeb shook his head in disbelief. Legend... yet, he wished he could have been there to witness such a thing.
 
   The men raised their fists from the greeting then placed them over the plain insignia that rode the breastbones of their sparring tunics. The simple outline of the insect that had identified them as Reflectives was the same for all.
 
   They stepped away from one another.
 
   A huge gong sounded, making Jeb's teeth thrum and the two recruits burst into each other in a smack of flesh and bone. 
 
   He couldn't help but be riveted. 
 
   Ryan's beauty as a fighter was an awesome thing to behold, landing punch after punch into the side of the one he faced—all organ strikes. 
 
   The other man, Jude Calvin, Kennet's new partner, Jeb vaguely remembered, came in close and took Ryan's considerable strike advantage away.
 
   Calvin was going to try and go to ground. He wrapped his substantial arms around Ryan's torso, swinging a man that weighed two hundred fifty pounds if he was an ounce, and pile drove him into the mat. 
 
   The impact of it to those so close to the spar was felt in a reverberating punch.
 
   Ryan's response was to shoot his arm out and flat palm Calvin's nose.
 
   A low boo from the crowd sounded, which Ryan ignored.
 
   Blood burst from the offense, shooting like a geyser of bright red water as Ryan leaped off the mat, smearing the mess he'd made of his equal.
 
   Jasper's head swiveled toward a female voice rising above the crowd's, “Shoot, Calvin... shoot!” 
 
   A small fist swung above her head for emphasis and the crowd hissed their displeasure at Jasper's coaching from the sidelines. 
 
   Calvin shot, taking those long legs of Ryan's out from underneath him as he sprung forward, his nose bleeding like a sieve. 
 
   Commander Rachett stood in the corner of the ring in typical stoic silence, his body tense like a snake before it strikes, as Ryan slapped the ground again. His body smacked the mat in a hard bounce, making an echoing slap that silenced the crowd.
 
   Oohs and aahs of low-grade fear were heard all around Jeb. 
 
   This time, Ryan rolled Calvin over and pretzeled his arm into a position of unnaturalness. Shit, Jeb thought, he's got him in an arm bar. A classic move picked up from a jump to Sector Three, Earth.
 
   A place he should not have visited yet, Jeb thought with unease. A class seven world was for partnered jumps only.
 
   Calvin tapped out, hitting Ryan lightly on the leg that rode behind his own.
 
   It was Beth Jasper that let Jeb know what would happen next, like a cat losing its balance she moved forward...
 
   As Ryan snapped the arm he had locked.
 
   Calvin roared in agony, holding his injured limb as Ryan's boot came high over his head to smash the face of one he'd already beaten.
 
   Jeb stilled.
 
   Surely Rachett would disallow this?
 
   Jeb saw the brilliant flash of Beth move behind Ryan, like a shimmer of water on a sheet of glass. 
 
   She executed a spinning kick that knocked the fucker on his ass.
 
   Beth bounced away in avoidance, her fists riding beside her jaw, fear swimming in her eyes. 
 
   Her body belied the windows to her soul... calm in its economical movements.
 
   Rachett stepped away as medics pulled the moaning and shocky Calvin away.
 
   He'd heal.
 
   But that wasn't the fucking point, was it? 
 
   Ryan lacked integrity. A critical component of the militia that comprised the Reflective. 
 
   Ryan stood, his eyes nailing Beth. She'd screwed the order with her timely intervention.
 
   They cautiously circled each other. 
 
   Jeb knew Jasper had no friends within the trainees circle, however, she'd moved almost compulsively to help Calvin. 
 
   While every recruit had observed another be cut down unfairly, Jasper had acted.
 
   And now she would pay.
 
   Principle, this would not end well. 
 
   His guts churned. Jeb wasn't easily affected by fights and blood, but as they said on Sector Three: this was wrong on a hundred different levels.
 
   Jasper backed up, neatly outside of Ryan's long reach, easily twice her own. She appeared to remember her training, a drumbeat that was part of every Reflective's internal clock.
 
   It wasn't enough, as Ryan caught Jasper before she had a chance to block his assault. He nailed her gut in a sucker punch, then landed a subsequent fist into her jaw.
 
   Beth was already moving evasively, thank Principle, or she'd have been out and at his mercy.
 
   Ryan had none.
 
   As it was, Jasper fell in a spinning backwards arc, landing with her palms splayed behind her to arrest her fall. Blood splattered the mat they fought on from the cut lip made by his grazing fist.
 
   Ryan stalked toward her, hatred leaking from every pore. Their final match played out in a sick parody, unforgiving eyes watching Jasper from every corner of the mat.
 
   Jeb heard Rachett's tense voice rumble from a distance, “Get the fuck up, Jasper.” 
 
   Jeb's felt his face tighten into a scowl at their commander's words. Though he'd been just as tough when he was a recruit under Rachett.
 
   Jasper swung her head back and forth as though clearing it. 
 
   Blood from the blow she'd taken fell like scarlet rain beneath her position.
 
   Ryan smiled, his hands curling into abusive fists of presumed victory. 
 
   He spoke so quietly for only her to hear, though Jeb leaned forward to try and catch his words, as did everyone. 
 
   The roar of the crowd made it impossible.
 
   “This ends here, Jasper.” 
 
   A cruel smile overtook his face. “The Reflective doesn't have room for mongrel females.”
 
   Jeb's eyes sharpened on her utter stillness.
 
   Her form began to waver, shimmering on top of the bloody mat. 
 
   Jeb squinted at her, maybe his eyes were playing tricks on him. 
 
   The noise of the crowd- it was disorientating.
 
   Ryan flicked the switchblade as smoothly as they'd been trained to do. Training blades were all ceramic. 
 
   Jasper wore the scars to attest to that.
 
   But reflective blades could still be had on the black market for the right price. 
 
   It looked like Ryan had paid.
 
   Jeb watched the shining metal, his innate ability instantly online around a reflection and it hummed with want. His eyes met Kennet's and all went to Rachett, wondering what he would do Ryan producing an illegal weapon.
 
   Its mirrored surface shimmered in the low lights that bathed the interior of the coliseum.
 
   Holy fuck.
 
   Jeb began to push through the people. This was going to get ugly. 
 
   No, check that, gruesome. 
 
   Ryan planned to murder Beth Jasper, maybe he always had. 
 
   Jeb could let a inductee take licks, abuse and unfairness. But death by another Reflective would not happen on his watch.
 
   Why for the love of the Principle had Rachett not interfered?
 
   “Hey!” a man protested as Jeb pushed him aside. 
 
   Then he saw Jeb's uniform and silently moved aside, as did everyone.
 
   It was like the Earth's fabled Red Sea parting; Reflectives had that effect.
 
   Jeb grabbed the ropes that surrounded the perimeter, hesitating as Rachett bellowed too late, “No blades!” 
 
   His voice was on a note of high keening fear. Jeb swung his face to his Commander's.
 
   He had never seen or heard fear from Rachett. When all inequalities of the fight had been dismissed: Ryan's size against Beth, her gender, he finally took notice when an illegal weapon was produced. 
 
   It was beyond bizarre. None of it made sense from where Jeb stood.
 
   Jeb saw the white's of Jasper's eyes, the inky tail of her braid wet with her blood as the blade swung so close to her face, the breeze lifted wisps of her hair. She crab walked backward in an awkward scuttle of escape.
 
   Ryan braced himself as his commander screamed for Ryan to stop and he ignored the directive.
 
   Rachett stepped forward too late to stop his best inductee from gutting another recruit as a justified elimination tactic and grabbed Ryan's arm. 
 
   But the knife was gone. 
 
   It sung through the air in an expert trajectory toward Beth.
 
   The blade spun in the combustable silence of the coliseum, the crowd's collective breath held. 
 
   Jeb strode toward Jasper but she seemed unaware as her dark eyes tracked it seamlessly.
 
   His eye's hadn't lied. One moment she was solid, the next she became opaque.
 
   Then was gone.
 
   Jeb had seen many jumps, but never a female's, and never into something of that size. The crowd watched as what appeared to be a glittering rope of iridescent white, like a pearl with a rainbow wash, slammed into the blade. 
 
   Jasper's body appeared to disappear, then reappear in the thin reflective ribbon of the jump as it collided with the metal. 
 
   As she meant to.
 
   The knife landed in the mat, its tip sunk deeply into the soft surface with a twang.
 
   The silence was deafening. 
 
   Beth Jasper had vanished. Only her blood remained as grim testimony to her presence moments before.
 
    Rachett fisted Ryan's tunic in his hand, jerking him close. 
 
   “You dumb fuck,” he began with the quiet menace he was known for. “All you had to accomplish was keeping weapons out of it. You could have pummeled her into the mat in a fair spar.” 
 
   His eyes pegged Ryan's in blatant disgust. 
 
   “Now,” his flat eyes locked with Ryan's, “She's jumped. She won because you couldn't contain your shit.”
 
    Jeb's eyes connected with Kennet across the ring from where he stood and he was just as stunned. Jeb glanced at the embedded blade in the mat and shook his head in disbelief.
 
   “There's no way!” one of the Reflective recruits said quietly, “that's a six inch surface. She's a half-breed... nobody can jump that,” he scoffed.
 
   But somebody had: Beth Jasper, female, half-breed... had just shown her hand. 
 
   It looked like aces high.
 
   The crowd began to disperse, eyes roving for the missing Reflective female who had just made history.
 
   There would be no jeering in her future, only jealousy.
 
   Rachett reiterated what they'd always known, though a few had chosen to ignore. 
 
   “The Principle chooses who they will. There is no logic. That's why when we have an opponent, we do not underestimate their skills. Let this be a lesson to all who fight,” Rachett expounded, spinning in a slow, deliberate circle, his eyes falling on the inductee recruits, the Reflectives and the lesser audience who remained. 
 
   “Be ready,” he finished, landing a leaden glance on Ryan a final time before he stalked out of the coliseum. Guards moved up beside Ryan. His infraction would land him on Sector One for a certainty. A sector no Reflective wished to jump.
 
   This was an epic clusterfuck if there had ever been one. 
 
   Jeb groaned.
 
   The recruits filtered out, Ryan's defiant gaze challenging all that dared look his way as he was cuffed with non-reflective cuffs. One of the guards jerked the blade out of the map, giving Ryan narrow eyes.
 
   Jeb's gaze squared off with Ryan until he dropped his gaze and was escorted out. 
 
   Jeb stared after his retreating back. He ran a frustrated hand through his cropped hair.
 
   He knew what this disturbing mess meant for him.
 
   Jeb would be tasked to locate Jasper. His primary task was retrieval. He was meant to be reassigned momentarily. 
 
   However, it seemed like it would be longer than a moment.
 
   The crowd thinned and Jeb stared at the drying blood on the mat, the comments of those around him the same.
 
   Awe mixed with fear. It was a bad combination. It could be a recipe for many things. The main one would be when Beth returned, what reception would she find waiting? 
 
   He knew that the people would forget the transgressions made against her by Ryan.
 
   All they would remember was her jump. 
 
   He'd never forget it.
 
   Jeb lifted his head at a small noise. Daphne, a beautiful Reflective, came toward him, her hips swaying so he would notice.
 
   He did.
 
   But even as her lush body moved toward him like water finding a crack in a stone, his mind was on another female, the newest member of The Cause.
 
   Beth Jasper, a jumper without compare.
 
   His new partner.
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Prologue
 
    
 
   The solid wooden doors of the closet shake as he pounds them. “I’ll hurt her, Jewell,” he says in a voice thickened by his usual rage. Thwack, punch, rattle. “And there’s not a fucking thing you can do about it!” 
 
   I clench my eyes, arms wrapped around my knees; if I ignore him he’ll go away. He always used to.
 
   But it’s different this time. Faith came. She knew something was wrong and she came.
 
   I listen to her wail in the background, sweat beading on the tender part of my upper lip as I roll it in my mouth to keep from crying out. I thought I could hide.
 
   I thought it would end if I ignored it.
 
   I kept the secret, but now, as my stepbrother assaults the only friend I’ve ever had, I squeeze my head between my knees and shake with my silent sobbing.
 
   It’s me he wants to hurt. It’s me he’ll punish in this horrible moment of suspended time; Faith is merely the vehicle.
 
   Faith is in the wrong place at exactly the wrong time.
 
   Her arguing got Thaddeus to notice her. However, Faith will never submit.
 
   Her pleas go unheeded. I bear witness in a dark locked closet; shamed, terrified and soaking in my own sweat and tears, I hear what he does and I can’t stop it.
 
   Faith saved me, and my apathy is murdering her.
 
    
 
   Black
 
    
 
   Black is everywhere; it’s in the sky, the ground, the pounding rain that pings off the casket.
 
   It’s on my dress.
 
   My shoes. The umbrellas are a sea of it, rolling endlessly on and on.
 
   But there is one spot that’s red. The flare of my mother’s dress I can see from just beyond the polished lip of the wood.
 
   My stepbrother meets my eyes with the deep gray of his own and I shudder with keen revulsion.
 
   I count backward silently, the tears that scald my face chilling as the rain meets them, mingling with them in a dance of sadness that washes my face. Though it doesn’t cleanse the guilt. It never will. 
 
   He gives me a little smirk and I cast my eyes down so he can’t see the burning hatred in my gaze. 
 
   Thad thinks he’s home free. His crime buried beneath the prestige of his standing in the community.
 
   He hasn’t counted on how far I’ll go to secure his future destruction. And my own survival. I’d do it all.
 
   For Faith. 
 
   I suck in a shuddering breath, my plan firmly in place, my fear as well.
 
   I drop a single deep-cream rose on Faith’s casket. It spins in slow motion, making a soft thump as it connects with the mirrored finish, and I turn to leave, the good-bye caught in my heart for eternity.
 
   The reporters are already here.
 
   I flee, my high heels stabbing the sodden earth beneath my feet. When the limousine driver opens the door for me I slide inside, breathing a sigh of relief when I see I share it with no one. My vacant mother and stepfather will dutifully stay and shore up my best friend’s parents against the tragic loss of their daughter. For duty’s sake, not empathy’s.
 
   Thaddeus MacLeod stands watching my limo, the closing glass of my window beginning to shield me from him. As the reporters gather around him he has eyes only for me. I shiver at that quiet look of contained menace, despairing. I gather my resolve like fragile collected blossoms.
 
   I can do this.
 
   “Thaddeus!” I hear a woman reporter yell. “What does Senator MacLeod think of your attempted rescue of your dear family friend?” She heaves a microphone above her head and toward Thad’s face, skimming the heads of reporters who stand in front of her.
 
   He turns his face away from mine and even in the dim light of the outside I can see his one-hundred-watt smile come online, dazzling the reporter who posed the question. It makes me want to hurl. There’s no food in my stomach but my body goes through the motions nonetheless.
 
   I let the glass swallow the view, turning away and sinking into the plush leather as I allow my tears to come.
 
   Our limo driver flicks his eyes to my wet face in the rearview mirror, then discreetly away.
 
   I hit the up button on the divider and the glass partition slides up.
 
   It is the last moment of grief I’ll allow myself. Soon I will run.
 
   Toward anonymity, freedom. And maybe someday, absolution.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
   Two years later
 
    
 
   “Jess!” Carlie calls, chasing after me. I listen to the rat-tat-tat of her high-heeled boots stabbing the poor hallway behind me.
 
   God, if it is another scheme to get me to go along with some crazy-ass plan  . . . I’m going to be pissed.
 
   “Jess!” she shouts, and I turn.
 
   It’s impossible to stay mad at Carlie; she is too over-the-top ridiculous for words. My eyes take in her customary look, the perfectly coiffed hair, the skinny jeans jammed into second-skin boots that somehow house thinly knit leg warmers. And don’t even get me started on what she rams her boobs into. It is surely a manacle for tits.
 
   How did she get them to look like that? I shake my head and smile despite myself.
 
   “She smiles! Excellent!” Carlie runs and throws her arms around me, saying in an uncharacteristic whisper, “Look what I have, girlfriend.” She waves a paper around in my face like a flag.
 
   I can’t make anything out, it’s just a grayish blur. “Stop that, ya tool!” I say with false rage. 
 
   Carlie gives me the bird and holds it steady in front of my face. The words come together in a collision of—no. I'm not going,” I say, beginning to walk away.
 
   “I’m not going,” I say, beginning to walk away.
 
   “You are so going,” Carlie says. Then softly she calls, “Jess.”
 
   I stand with my back to her as other students ram through the hall, jostling and loud, maybe a minute left until class.
 
   “What?” I ask, still not turning.
 
   “It’s ballet,” she says.
 
   “I know,” I whisper. I break out in a light sweat, an automatic response. The opportunity to indulge my passion for dance, my former privileged life’s only oasis, now teases me with its nearness.
 
   “They’re coming here . . . to our school. You could, like . . . audition.”
 
   I could. “No, Carlie.”
 
   She takes me at my word, throwing the paper in the trash and slinging an arm around my neck. Carlie uses me for balance as she totters around on her stilettos. “You have to admit it was a good idea.”
 
   I look up into her face; she’s a damn Amazonian. “Yeah,” I say.
 
   “You can’t run forever, Jess.”
 
   Her words jolt me, but then I realize Carlie is just using an expression. She isn’t being literal.  
 
   It seems a little too easy; she’s usually a dog with a bone.
 
   Carlie stops hanging off me like a monkey and we part ways for our respective courses.
 
   I listen to the sound of her heels as they echo down the nearly empty hall.
 
   I take a deep breath and pass through the door for English lit class. Just one of many sophomores in a generic university in the great state of Washington. I like blending in. 
 
   My life depends on it.
 
    
 
   Ballet was my life—before. I can’t give it up, because it won’t give me up. The music plays in my head night and day. It’s a wonder I ever get anything accomplished. Some of the other students might see a subtle bob of my head and wonder. I smile at the looks and stare off into space during lectures.
 
   I do a similar internal music routine when I work at the coffee shop like a good drone; my partial scholarship at the University of Washington requires a little sideline income. I’m lucky to have it. I had to test out of a bunch of freshman courses, prove proficiency and then cop out as poor. I certainly couldn’t use my former grades and prestigious private school to get the full ride I’d had. That was from before.
 
   It was all worth it. The stress, the work.
 
   Then Carlie wormed her way inside my defenses despite every obstacle I’d thrown up in her way. Declared herself my friend when it went against every promise I’d made to myself. I broke them all with our friendship. What she sees in me I’ll never know.
 
   Carlie knows about the ballet barre I installed in my dorm room, which doesn’t have space for it; it’s pretty tough to hide and it’s my only décor. A huge metal bar driven into studs behind drywall. Yeah, so beautiful. I move my bed every day and go to sleep each night looking at it. Trying to forget. Ballet blanks the pain; it’s the eraser of my memories. 
 
   Each day I execute my barre exercises, just as I did every day when I was another girl. Now I am a woman, with woman-sized desires and dreams. My traumatic memories haven’t robbed me of my humanity. No matter what happens there’s a stubborn spark that wants to live.
 
   Carlie has begun something inside me with the whisper of the ballet company visiting the U Dub campus. I ignore that something, beat at it when it appears, reject it, but it refuses to let go and blooms inside me.
 
   Hope.
 
   It’s all Carlie’s fault. I was just fine when I didn’t have any.
 
   Now it’s here and there is no hiding from it. 
 
    
 
   I open my mouth as I put the blue contact in, blinking once, hoping the damn thing will sit correctly. I’ll never take having perfect vision my whole life for granted again. At the end of the day I can’t wait to tear the suckers out of my eyes; they dry up like popcorn farts and burn like hell.
 
   I stand away from the mirror, applying the barest hint of colored lip gloss, giving my eyeballs time to rest from the abuse of inserting contacts. I brush my teeth, squirt vanilla body spray on all the high points and cover my deep-ginger lashes with chocolate-colored mascara.
 
   I flutter them and decide they look just right. Next, I plait my hair into two thick braids. Even braided my hair is past my breasts; its former deep auburn is now dark blond. Its length is my only concession to my former life. Despite its length, it is nondescript, nearly invisible.
 
   Just like I want it.
 
   I study my hairline for roots. Finding none, I step away from the mirror, then turn back to it and stick my tongue out.
 
   It’s a glaring blue from the Blow Pop I’ve just ruthlessly sucked on.
 
   I need to grow up. 
 
   I saunter off just as the knock comes at my door.
 
   Carlie doesn’t wait for an invitation, she just bursts in. 
 
   I put my hands on my hips. “Why bother knocking?” I laugh.
 
   She flicks her hair over a shoulder and puckers her lips, giving a dismissive shrug.
 
   I don’t see her stuff my ballet slippers in her backpack.
 
   “Ready?” she asks innocently.
 
   “Yeah, just . . .” I collect a few things, ramming them into my oversized Guess purse, which I swing over my shoulder.
 
   It’s a rare day off and I am really dragging ass. I’m sore from the barre and twirling in the middle of a dorm room with only the walls watching my perfect performance.
 
   Pathetic.
 
    
 
   “You wore makeup,” Carlie says, eyeballing my pathetic attempt to look cute.
 
   “Does mascara and lip gloss qualify?” I ask.
 
   “Hell, yeah! Especially for you,” she exclaims vigorously. “Miss au naturel.” She giggles behind her hand.
 
   “Bitch,” I say.
 
   “Sticks and stones and all that happy ho-ho shit,” she replies, completely unperturbed by my shameless name calling.
 
   “Why did you tell me to wear makeup?” I ask, suspicious as I cross my arms underneath my breasts, my eyes narrowing. I slam my dorm door, rattling the knob to ensure it’s locked. It never closes right.
 
   We move away from the door and I impatiently wait for her response.
 
   Carlie’s brows arch and she pouts at me. “Because: you will look attractive to the opposite sex. If it takes my last breath, you will look cute even while we sweat.”
 
   I look down at my yoga pants, the turned band at the top a muted tie-dye pattern, with a tight deep-blue tee and my braided hair rounding out the hippie-chic thing I’ve got going on.
 
   “I think you’ll have to try harder,” I say.
 
   “If you were just sluttier,” Carlie says mournfully, hiding behind her dark curly hair.
 
   I slug her and she yelps, giving me hurt eyes, then she smiles. “I’ll wear ya down, you’ll see.”
 
   “Never!” I stab the air with my fist as we turn the corner and a wall of noise hits me. Everywhere I look there are students, older adults and an odd assortment of people I’ve never seen. It’s too much to take in. I turn to Carlie; obviously, we totally can’t work out today.
 
   “Hey,” I say, looking into the deep auditorium that doubles as a gym. “What’s going on . . . what are all these people doing?”
 
   But Carlie’s already moving and doesn’t hear my question.
 
   An older woman is seated behind a folding desk and Carlie speeds to the desk, her flats making no sound as they whisper across the floor.
 
   She signs in to some ledger and I start taking it in.
 
   A totally hot guy comes to me with a numbered paper and a safety pin. “Hey,” he says, and I stare numbly at him. I can’t think of a thing to say.
 
   “Hi!” Carlie blurts from beside me, fluttering her sooty eyelashes at La Hunk. “This is my friend Jess Mackey.”
 
   Hunk smiles at me and I sink into his pale gray eyes—drown, more like. “I’m Mitch,” he says.
 
   I stare.
 
   Carlie elbows me with a traitorous cackle. God, can she be more obvious? “I’m Jess,” I stick out my hand and he swallows it in his own.
 
   “I know.” He smirks and a dimple flashes into place, disappearing just as quickly. He swings back long dark hair that refuses to stay out of his eyes.
 
   “Right,” I say, heat flooding my face.
 
   He steps into my private bubble and my flush deepens; my heart starts to speed when he reaches for my thin T-shirt and I shrink away from him.
 
   “It’s okay,” he murmurs beside my face, his minty breath tickling the sensitive skin there. “I’m attaching your number.”
 
   What number?
 
   I look around and see about fifty girls with their hair slicked back in tight buns, some high, some on the nape because they’ve been zapped with the unlucky thick-hair gene like yours truly.
 
   Realization slams into me.
 
   The Seattle Pacific Ballet Company has arrived. This is the audition Carlie tried to bully me into attending a few days ago. Heat suffuses my body in a sickening nauseous wave. I turn to leave and Mitch puts a staying hand gently on my arm. He jerks his jaw toward where a mock stage has been set up. “It’s this way, dancing girl.” He smiles, his teeth very white in his face.
 
   “I can’t do it . . . I’m not signed up,” I say, folding my arms again, the paper with my audition number crinkling underneath the gesture.
 
   His smile widens into a grin as he dips his head to look at a clipboard that just magically appears. Mitch runs a long, tapered finger down the assembled names until he reaches midway. He taps it once and I jump slightly. He lifts his chin, a light dusting of dark stubble sprinkled on the slight cleft that bisects it. “There you are,” he says softly. “Mackey, Jess.”
 
   He sweeps his hand in front of me; I give a death glare to Carlie and my traitor friend winks at me.
 
   I can’t not audition without looking like an ass. 
 
   My feet are dragging like lead fills my shoes. 
 
   My slippers!
 
   Carlie jogs to my side and hands me my ballet slippers. I seethe at her; she smiles sweetly and whispers, “Break a leg.”
 
   I gaze at the stage like it’s the fabled pirate’s plank. My stomach clenches as I move to take my place in line and watch the girl onstage.
 
   She’s perfect . . . breathtaking.
 
   The music ends softly and she moves off the stage. The judges whisper and I know immediately who they’ll choose.
 
   It won’t be me.
 
   I think of Faith and what she would have wanted. I think of how I love her still. Of how this dream of Faith's that I reach my full potential, that I escape the madness of a household ruled by indifferent tyranny and jealousy born of privilege and entitlement come to an end... and a new beginning. Thad can't reach me here, and this is my way to honor Faith, and in so doing- myself.
 
   Then an extraordinary thing happens. When it is my turn I float up the steps and onto the temporary stage as they put on Moonlight Sonata by Beethoven.
 
   It’s from before. 
 
   The notes breathe through the auditorium, making the fine hairs of my neck stand at attention. The music robs me of thought, forcing my body to execute moves I forgot I knew. My arms sweep, and I pirouette, spinning and snapping my head to find my corner. The soreness from earlier melts away as my body heats with familiarity. As I whip my leg up, my foot is parallel to my head for a fraction of time and then I land softly, only to immediately rise to the balls of my feet as I approach the judges with their riveted stares. The length of the song and its sad ending beg my  limbs to undulate in a perfectly timed flutter of classic swan arms. I draw nearer still while keeping my elbows level as my arms float in a wavelike pattern and the balls of my feet propel me forward just as the final piano notes fall.
 
   Then once more their sorrowful notes swell and fill the auditorium in melancholy triumph.
 
   I stop, dipping into a graceful plié, and assume first position.
 
   My hands are cupped slightly and I tilt my head, looking off to the right of my position.
 
   The utter lack of noise causes me to look at the judges as I relax my shoulders and my hands drop gracefully to my sides.
 
   They have stood and every eye is on me. Including the gray gaze of a certain hunk named Mitch.
 
   When the applause breaks out I don’t know whether to cry or run.
 
   In the end, I stay.
 
   My eyes scan the crowd and notice the one person who does not clap.
 
   A man leans against the back of the cavernous gym auditorium, his black eyes seeming to attack me, and I take an involuntary step backward from the burning intensity of his gaze.
 
   Carlie interrupts the moment, throwing herself at me.
 
   “I knew you could,” she whispers, strangling me in an epic hug that cuts off my airway.
 
   I gently push her away and look for that disconcerting male presence. Hostile.
 
   But he is gone.
 
   Just like he was never there.
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