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      Of Gods and Shapeshifters

      They say Dionysus is a wild, untamed god, beautiful in the way of all gods. He loves wine and women, and his rites are dark, tempting, addictive. It was Dionysus and his followers, both fae and human, who created the first fada during his infamous bacchanals. By some mysterious magic, the fada were shapeshifters, a mix of fae, human and animal genes—and a touch of the god himself.

      The first fada lived in the Mediterranean Sea, water shifters who could change to dolphins, seals, otters, even sharks and other fish. They were dark, ruthless, and as untamed as the god who’d first given them life. From the Mediterranean, they spread throughout the world’s rivers and seas.

      Centuries passed, and then one day, a tiny clan of Arab fae from North Africa’s Fertile Crescent got together and created the earth fada, shifters who could change to land-based animals like cougars or bears or deer. Dionysus found it amusing to provide the spark of life to this new creation. The North African fae gifted the quartz and its special energy to earth fada alone. But like most fae gifts, it came with an edge—with the right incantation, a fae can control an earth fada through his or her quartz.

      Fortunately, that knowledge is known to only a few North African fae.

      When an earth fada reaches a certain age, he or she is taught the secret of the quartz. They vow to guard the secret with their lives. Because if the fae ever learn the earth shifters can be controlled through their quartz, they’re doomed.
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          THIRTEEN YEARS EARLIER: THE DARKTIME

        

      

    

    
      Jace Jones slogged through a cold December rain on Baltimore’s west side, dog-tired after a rough two-month assignment in South America. All he wanted was a shower and a six-pack.

      His best friend Adric was pacing the street in front of Jace’s den. “Takira had her cub.”

      Jace’s exhaustion fled. That was bad. His sister wasn’t due for another month. He’d hated to leave her, but you didn’t say no to your alpha.

      “She’s okay? It’s too early—”

      “She’s fine, and the cub is, too. I just came from their den.”

      Jace raced down the stairs to his den, Adric behind him, and tossed his backpack on a chair. “Your uncle? He’s expecting me to report.”

      Adric’s uncle, Leron Savonett, was the Baltimore alpha. An abusive, out-of-control alpha who didn’t deserve the title. Sending Jace out of the country when his sister was heavily pregnant was typical behavior for Leron—keep families and friends apart.

      Adric’s face hardened. He was Jace’s age—barely in his twenties—but the past few years had left him with an old man’s eyes. “Leave him to me.”

      “Thanks, man.” Jace stopped only long enough for a shower, then rushed across town.

      He’d missed the clan’s winter solstice celebration. It was early Christmas morning. The streets were empty except for a few hard-eyed humans for whom December twenty-fifth was just another day.

      Takira’s mate let him into their tiny apartment. Silver was a half-blood fae, beautiful in the way of all his people. Right now his stunning face was drawn. He looked as exhausted as Jace.

      “How is she?” Jace demanded.

      “Fine. Tired, but fine.”

      Takira was in bed, a tiny bundle in her arms. She looked weak and way too thin for a woman who’d just given birth, her skin an ashy brown, but she smiled proudly up at Jace.

      “She has her father’s chin.” She touched the infant’s sharp chin. “And his pointed ears.” She grinned at her mate.

      Silver’s spare features softened. “She’s got a lot of her mom in her, too—and I thank the gods for that.”

      Jace kissed his sister’s cheek and stroked a finger over the cub’s soft black curls. “She’s beautiful.”

      “Do you want to hold her?”

      He gulped. It had been years since he’d held a baby. He and Takira were earth fada. Their Baltimore clan had been decimated by a bloody civil war. The two of them had lost both their parents by the time they were in their teens.

      The Darktime. That was what the clan called the bloody civil war that Leron Savonett had sparked when he’d set out to become alpha no matter what the cost—and the gods knew, the cost had been tremendous, year after year of killing and dirty deeds.

      Things had become so bad it was all they could do to survive. Food was scarce, which meant the few cubs that had been born were sickly or died.

      His lungs clenched as he stared down at the infant.

      Takira kissed her tiny nose. “Meet Uncle Jace, sweetie.”

      “Hello, love.” He lifted the child from his sister’s arms. “She’s so light. Can’t weigh much more than a feather.”

      Takira chuckled weakly. “She’s a newborn, idiot.”

      “Mm,” he said, all his focus on the precious bundle in the crook of his arm. He pressed a kiss to her soft forehead. Her scent was milky-sweet, not a whiff of the graveyard stench that emanated from most night fae. He detected a hint of silver and iron, though—silver from her fae blood, iron from the human.

      My niece. I’m an uncle.

      It struck him like a punch to a gut.

      The cub gazed unseeingly up at him with wide, catlike eyes. Then she gave an adorable little stretch like the unfurling of a flower before settling back into the tightly curled position of a newborn.

      Jace swallowed hard—and just like that, his heart was hers.

      “Her name is Merry,” Takira said. “Because it’s Christmas—and it’s a happy name.” As followers of the old gods, the fada celebrated the winter solstice, but their Jamaican mom had made a big deal of Christmas, too.

      “It’s perfect,” he said. “She’s perfect.”

      “I just wish Mama could’ve seen her.” A tear leaked from the corner of Takira’s eye.

      Jace’s chest squeezed. “She would’ve loved her, and Dad would have, too.” Their father had been a mix of Cherokee and Scottish, with a deep, fierce love of family that he’d passed on to his two offspring.

      “Yeah.” Takira smiled through her tears.

      Silver hovered protectively nearby. He touched Takira’s shoulder. Their eyes met, and Jace guessed he was sending reassurance through the mate bond. Takira rubbed her cheek against Silver’s palm.

      Merry’s tiny brow furrowed.

      Jace rubbed a finger over it. “Don’t worry, little one. I’ve got you safe.”

      “Thank you,” said Silver.

      Jace gave Merry a last kiss and handed her to her father. Night fae were stunning, with pale skin and black hair. Silver might be half-human, but he looked all night fae—mesmerizing as a glittering cobra. Jace could barely tolerate being in the same room with him; the man made his skin crawl. Night fae were the energy suckers of the fae world. They fed on dark thoughts and emotions.

      How the hell had Takira fallen in love with the man, and worse, taken him as her mate?

      Still, Silver’s expression was tender as he looked down at his new daughter.

      Takira moved restlessly. “You can’t tell the alpha. He thinks I lost the baby last month. Promise you won’t tell.”

      “The alpha doesn’t know?” Jace pulled a chair up next to the bed. “How the fuck did you manage that?”

      Takira flicked a glance at Merry, then lifted her chin. “I lied.”

      “The hell you did. With a cub inside you?” He scowled. Fada couldn’t lie, not without making themselves violently ill. And since she was pregnant, the cub would’ve been affected as well.

      “I had to.” His sister’s expression was fierce. “It was the only way to save her.”

      “She was sick as a dog after,” Silver interjected. “That’s why she’s so thin—for two weeks, she could barely keep food down. But she had no choice. Your friend Adric told us that Savonett was going to force Takira to abort the baby. He doesn’t want the clan to be saddled with a fae bastard.” His mouth twisted.

      Anger flared in Jace. “When you were seven months along?”

      At his sister’s nod, he snarled. “Someone needs to put that SOB down.”

      It was Leron’s fault their parents were dead, too. Oh, he hadn’t killed them directly—just sent their mom to almost certain death in an overseas skirmish, and then dragged their dad into clan politics. Leron was a vile, power-hungry excuse for an alpha.

      “She’s a fada,” Takira said. “I know it. We all have a few drops of fae in us, just like we all have some human. But she’s going to be able to shift.”

      “How do you know?”

      His sister touched her quartz. “I can feel her drawing on my energy already.”

      He nodded.

      “We’re going to hide her,” Takira said. “Only you, Adric, and Marjani”—she named Adric’s sister—“will know about her. For now, Marjani’s covering for me—Leron thinks I’m still in Florida on a mission. I’ll go back to work in a few weeks.”

      “Maybe you should just run,” Jace said, but even as he spoke, he knew it was hopeless. The alpha was too powerful—and fada trackers were the best in the world.

      “He’ll hunt us down,” she returned. “You know he will. The best thing is to hide in plain sight.”

      Jace nodded. “I’ll back you up any way I can. And you know Adric will.”

      “I know.” Takira grabbed his hand. “Promise me something. If anything happens, you’ll keep her safe.”

      “Of course. You don’t even have to ask. You know I’d die for her.”

      “Say the words.” Her gaze desperately searched his.

      He clasped her hand between his. “You have my vow. I will keep your daughter safe no matter what it takes.”

      And between the five of them—Takira, Silver, Adric, Marjani and Jace—they were able to keep Merry a secret for four years. And then one bleak January day, Jace stopped by his sister’s apartment to find it had been trashed, the small family gone.

      Jace, Adric and Marjani had torn Baltimore apart looking for them—and then extended their search up and down the East Coast. But Jace never saw Takira or Silver alive again.
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          THE PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      Jace should’ve known better than to stop for a drink at a local bar.

      Grace Harbor wasn’t his town. Normally a Baltimore earth fada wouldn’t be welcome this close to Rock Run river fada territory. But he’d been visiting the quartz mine his clan was excavating just north of Grace Harbor, and when a couple of Rock Run men had invited Jace and the other miners out for a beer, he’d figured why not? It wasn’t like he had anyone to go home to.

      For a Thursday night, the bar was packed. Some of the other fada had hit on the humans, but Jace made it a practice to stay far away from humans—especially females. He’d downed a couple of beers, caught a few innings of the Orioles game on the TV behind the bar, and decided to call it a night. Outside, the air was still warm from the June sun as Jace made his way to the parking lot in the back to get his motorcycle.

      The night fae was waiting for him, lurking in the narrow space between the bar and the next building. The only warning was the acrid scent of metal and decay. Then a tall, pale man stepped out of the shadows, buzzing with a dark excitement.

      Invisible tentacles slid over Jace’s skin, seeking to entangle him in a net woven from his darkest fears. Death…loss…betrayal…

      Night fae liked to play with their prey. A scared, panicky victim was catnip to creatures who fed on negative energy.

      Jace’s growl came from the depths of his cat’s wild, primal soul. He drew on his quartz’s energy, resisting with everything he had. A silent, deadly battle commenced—five minutes, ten minutes...

      He was losing. Sweat beaded on his forehead. His quartz’s song grew fainter. He thought of Merry and threw everything he had into fighting back.

      It wasn’t enough.

      The night fae’s teeth flashed in triumph. The shadows shifted and a knife jumped into his hand. He lunged, slashing open Jace’s belly.

      It was like taking a red-hot poker to the gut.

      Jace grunted and doubled over. When he forced himself upright, the bastard stabbed him a second time right below his navel. Digging deep and twisting.

      But the fae had made a fatal mistake. He’d let himself get within reach of a man whose animal was a jaguar.

      Jace’s claws shot out. He struck at the night fae, ripping out his throat in a single, savage blow. The man gurgled and staggered back into a brick wall. He slid to the ground, twitching, his expression shocked.

      Jace waited, breathing hard until the man’s heart went silent. He was dead.

      A hand to his belly, Jace crouched on the asphalt, hurting so bad he could barely think. The motherfucker had stabbed him with an iron knife, poison to both fada and fae. Worse, the blade must’ve nicked a small artery, sending the poison directly into Jace’s bloodstream.

      His vision hazed. He set his jaw and hauled himself upright. For a few seconds, everything went black. He swayed on his feet, gazing down at the leather-wrapped hilt sticking from his abdomen.

      Get it…out.

      Gritting his teeth, he grabbed the hilt with both hands and jerked the knife free.

      The iron blade hurt even worse coming out than it had going in. From far away, he heard himself groan. He let it drop to the ground and used the last energy in his quartz to heal the nicked artery. The spurting blood slowed to a trickle.

      The parking lot was blurry. He shook his head and forced himself to focus.

      The night fae was sprawled at his feet, his blood seeping onto the asphalt. Jace could still see his mocking smile as he thrust the knife into Jace’s belly.

      The bastard wasn’t smiling now.

      Thunder grumbled in the distance. Jace’s skin prickled. The parking lot appeared empty, but he sensed more night fae nearby.

      And there was no fucking way he could ride a motorcycle.

      Taking a bandana from his pocket, he pressed it to his wounds and limped around the corner of the building. The movement sent a dizzying jolt of pain through him.

      He leaned against a loading dock, breath sawing in and out, and closed his fingers around his quartz, drawing what energy he could from the vibrating crystals. The stone warmed in his hand. Given time, it would refill with energy, but time was something he didn’t have.

      From the parking lot, he heard two men speaking in hushed tones. His heart rate ratcheted up. He couldn’t tell if they were night fae, but his skin still tingled, so he forced himself to keep going, dragging himself around a chain-link fence.

      He zigzagged, slow and awkward, through town, trying to throw off any trackers. He was fading fast when he arrived on a dark, quiet street. At some point, he’d lost the blood-soaked bandana, but maybe that was a good thing—if someone was following him, it would draw their attention and hopefully, grant him a little more time.

      He’d left Grace Harbor’s small business district. Mind working, he considered the long line of attached Formstone houses.

      He couldn’t run much further. He had to go to ground before he passed out altogether.

      Two doors down, a plump, gray-haired human sat on a concrete stoop, cigarette in hand. She glanced his way and did a double take.

      He peeled his lips, showing his canines, and snarled lowly, his cat rising at the sign of a threat.

      “Easy now.” The female came to her feet and backed up. “Tim?” she called through the screen door. “You there?”

      Jace didn’t wait to meet Tim. He lurched off down the sidewalk. Thunder crashed and he scented the rain close behind. That was good. It would wash away the blood, hide his scent.

      About halfway down the block, he came to a break between the row houses. Limping into it, he followed a strip of asphalt to its exit in an alley behind the houses.

      He was almost back where he’d started, the bar a hundred yards to his left. He cursed and headed the opposite way. He was staggering now, the single streetlight hurting his eyes. A few doors from the end of the alley, his legs gave out.

      Hide. Dark. Den.

      But his den was thirty-some miles south in Baltimore. He crawled into the nearest backyard, instinctively seeking a dark corner, and collapsed against the concrete steps.

      The iron crawled through his veins like a troop of fire ants. He took a few short, ragged breaths and tested his quartz. The tiny crystals were nearly depleted. Instead of humming their customary song, they were barely vibrating. Too weak for him to draw on the quartz’s energy to heal himself.

      Too weak even to signal for help.

      If the iron didn’t kill him outright, the night fae would find him.

      Merry.

      He told himself his niece was safe with her adopted family. But there was so much she didn’t know…

      Adric will watch over her. Make sure she has what she needs.

      Even so, regret lanced him, the pain worse than anything the night fae had inflicted. He leaned his head against the concrete and prepared to die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Evie almost didn’t see him.

      She was on her way home from a late shift at the restaurant when thunder rumbled. She picked up the pace, jogging the last few yards down the alley to her backyard. The lavender her mom had planted was about to bloom. Purple spikes shivered in the rising wind, their scent perfuming the air.

      A crash of thunder made her jump. She sprinted down the gravel path bisecting the tiny garden. Suddenly, every hair on her nape lifted. She skidded to a stop, straining to see in the light cast by the single bulb over her back door.

      There. A man huddled by the stoop, his eyes glowing an unearthly green in the gloom. His chest shuddered, and the chunk of quartz hanging from a leather cord around his neck caught the light.

      Earth fada. With those glowing eyes and the quartz, he had to be.

      Keeping her gaze on the fada, Evie bent and scrabbled in the garden for a weapon. Shapeshifters didn’t just turn up at your back door. Whatever this guy wanted, he was trouble—and she didn’t need any more trouble in her life.

      Her fingers closed on a small rock. She straightened and raised it threateningly. “Get the hell out of my yard.”

      The man stared back at her, unblinking. Then his lips curved. The prick was laughing at her.

      Anger seared through Evie. Anger, and fear.

      Her kid brother Kyler was in the house. At least, he was supposed to be. She had to get this man—this fada—out of here.

      “Did you hear me?” Her fingers tightened on the rock. “I want you gone. Now.”

      His eyes closed. The small smile faded, and he rested his head against the concrete foundation. “Can’t.”

      “What do you mean, you can’t?”

      He slid sideways, boneless as a rag doll.

      What the—?

      Evie froze.

      Several seconds ticked past. The man didn’t move.

      She eased closer. That’s when she smelled the blood.

      She darted a look around. There were three homes to one side of their row house and six to the other. Most times you couldn’t move two yards without a neighbor popping out to see what was up.

      Where was nosy Mrs. Linney when you needed her? Or Kyler, for that matter?

      “Hey.” She nudged the shifter’s shin with her toe. “You okay?”

      When he didn’t move, she dashed up the steps, yelling for her brother. “Kyler! Open up, damn it.” She hammered on the door. “It’s me, Evie.”

      No answer.

      She set her jaw. Would it kill the dude to be where he was supposed to be for once? She dropped the rock and dug in her backpack for her keys, her eyes on the motionless fada.

      Her fingers closed on the key ring. She shoved the house key in the lock and pushed open the door. The kitchen was empty, but the light was on. She dropped her backpack on the nearest chair.

      “Jesus. Wake the neighborhood, why don’t you?” Kyler sauntered into the kitchen, tall and thin and full of sixteen-year-old attitude until he saw her face. “Evie? What’s the matter?”

      “Outside.” She jerked her chin at the backyard. “A fada. He’s hurt—bleeding.”

      “For real?” Kyler pushed past her and vaulted over the railing to the injured shifter.

      Evie followed. “Hurry. I have a bad feeling about this.”

      Somehow, she knew she had to get the shifter inside—and soon—or he was dead. The fada were the killers of the magical world—assassins and mercenaries. If this man was injured, someone dangerous was after him.

      Kyler slid his hands under the fada’s shoulders and head. “Grab his legs.”

      She hurried to obey. Rain poured down, drenching them to the skin.

      Kyler looked at her. “Ready?”

      “Yep.”

      “One, two, up,” he said, and they lifted him.

      Evie staggered, struggling to keep her end up. “Damn, he’s heavy.”

      “I’ve got him.” Kyler moved his hands lower on the shifter’s back, taking more of the weight, and together, they maneuvered his limp body up the stairs and into the kitchen.

      Her brother raised a dark brow. “Where should we put him?”

      “The floor, I guess.”

      They laid him on the ratty vinyl. Swiping the rainwater from her face, Evie peered down at the unconscious man. His face and shoulders were wet, but the dark stain spreading across his T-shirt wasn’t from the rain.

      While Kyler locked the back door, Evie scrubbed her hands in the kitchen sink and squatted down for a closer look.

      His thick lashes were spiked with water drops. She couldn’t help noticing that the man was freaking gorgeous—shiny black hair, broad cheekbones, a body that was all hard muscle. But then, the fada had a few drops of fae blood, and with it a touch of the fae’s beauty.

      Easing up his T-shirt, she sucked in a breath. He had a deep slash across his lower abdomen, and another small but deeper wound directly above it.

      Kyler whistled. “Somebody cut him good.”

      She nodded grimly. “Get me something to clean it with. Hot water, but not too hot.”

      Kyler nodded and filled a bowl with warm water. Meanwhile, Evie found a couple of clean kitchen towels and knelt next to the fada, dabbing at the blood. From what she knew about first aid, the wounds weren’t life-threatening. Neither was spurting blood, which meant the knife or whatever had cut him hadn’t hit an artery. And the blood seemed to be clotting.

      The biggest danger was probably infection. Hopefully, he’d be out of here before she had to worry about that.

      She wrung out the cloth and dabbed at the gashes again. She’d heard somewhere that whiskey disinfected a wound, but the only alcohol in the house was a six-pack of cheap beer.

      “D’you think we should pour some beer on it?” she asked Kyler. “You know, to kill the germs?”

      “No.” The earth fada’s eyes opened. The intense green had faded to hazel. “Use…my quartz.”

      Evie didn’t know much about shifters, but everyone knew earth fada had a special connection with their quartz. This man’s looked like an ordinary rock to her, but what did she know?

      She reached for the pendant.

      “No!” He grabbed it himself. “Don’t touch. Only…me.”

      She jerked her hand away. “Gotcha.”

      The fada’s fingers toyed with the quartz, and it started to glow the same green as his eyes had. His lips moved, and the blood stopped seeping. His wounds closed a bit, too.

      “Wow,” said Kyler.

      The fada’s head dropped back to the vinyl. “Can’t.”

      He released the pendant. The quartz lost its glow and turned back into a plain, smoky gray with a touch of purple. Pretty, but nothing out of the ordinary.

      Evie swallowed. “So what should we do?”

      His eyes shut. “Nothing.”

      She sat back on her haunches. “Look, you are not going to die in my kitchen. You got that?”

      He grunted.

      Kyler dropped to the floor on the other side of the shifter. They met each other’s eyes over his body.

      “Maybe I should call 911,” she said.

      “What good would that do?” he asked. “Fada use their own healers. A human doctor would probably be useless.”

      “But they could clean the wounds. Stitch him up.”

      Outside the storm had worsened. Wind whipped through the trees and rain drummed against the kitchen windows. Thunder boomed, shaking the house.

      She and Kyler stared at each other. Neither moved to take out their phones.

      Her shoulders slumped. It had been a long day. Before working her shift at the restaurant, she’d gone to her biology class at the community college. In between, she’d rushed home to make sure Kyler had supper. Now she was exhausted, out of ideas.

      Hopelessness rolled over her. “He’s going to die,” she said dully. “And take us along with him.”

      Kyler’s throat worked. “There’s nothing we can do.”

      The earth fada roused himself to growl, “Fucking fae. He’s messing with your minds—you have to fight it.”

      “What do you mean?” Evie asked.

      The fada’s hand was on his quartz again. The muscles of his neck strained with effort. The glow infused it again.

      “Touch me,” he gritted.

      “Touch you?” she repeated. What was the point?

      “Now. Anywhere.”

      She and Kyler glanced at each other and then Evie shrugged. “All right.” 

      She took the earth fada’s hand while Kyler touched him on the shoulder. Nothing happened.

      Evie blew out a breath. Why bother? She was so tired, her clothes and hair soaked from the rain. If she could only lie down…

      Then something odd happened. The hand touching the earth fada warmed. She frowned down at it. The heat moved up her arm to her shoulder, and she and Kyler were enfolded in its warmth.

      Her brother’s mouth slackened. “What the fuck?”

      “Night fae,” the fada rasped. “Don’t…talk. He—hear you.”

      Evie’s stomach did a complete flip. “A night fae? That’s who’s after you?”

      She’d only seen one night fae in her entire twenty-six years, but one had been enough. He’d been coming out of an after-hours club in Baltimore, tall and loose-limbed with black hair and pale skin. She’d stopped and stared. He was rock-star sexy in a tight black shirt and leather pants.

      Then he’d turned and caught her looking—and smiled, a cold show of teeth. Darkness washed over her, powerful and seductive. When she’d shuddered, his smile had widened.

      Evie had sprinted out of the alley, his mocking laugh echoing in her ears.

      The earth fada gave a terse nod. “Afraid so.”

      Evie shut her eyes. What had she done?

      For the most part, the fae kept to themselves, considering humans as somehow less—which was fine with her. You did not want to attract the attention of a fae. You especially didn’t want to attract the attention of a night fae.

      She looked at her white-faced brother, the brother she’d promised her mom to protect, and stifled a moan.

      The rain eased. Gravel crunched.

      The night fae was right outside.

      Evie grabbed the fada’s hand with both of hers and prayed. Hard.
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      Jace swam out of the darkness. A female appeared.

      Dreamlike, he wondered if an angel had descended to save him from the night fae—an edgy blond angel in jeans and a black muscle tee.

      Then she threatened him with a rock, and he jolted awake.

      Fucking wonderful. She was going to bash his head in. A female, and human at that.

      His mouth twisted wryly—and he passed out. The next thing he knew, he was on a vinyl floor blinking up at a fluorescent light.

      He tensed. There were two humans now, the edgy blond angel and a lanky teenager with short brown hair and suspicious eyes.

      He had to get out of here. He tried to roll over, but the female was messing with his stomach. He readied himself to fight her off until he realized she was cleaning his wounds. That wouldn’t be enough, not against iron. He tried to use his quartz, but he was too weak, the crystals barely vibrating.

      He let his head drop back to the floor.

      An earth fada’s quartz was almost a living thing. With rare exceptions, his crystals’ unique song had been with him ever since he’d bonded with his own personal quartz as a cub. To have the song fail now was hard, like watching a family member do a slow fade into death.

      And there was nothing to stop the iron burning a path through his veins, poisoning him slowly and inexorably.

      His gaze fixed on the female. She was striking, with a face he could’ve stared at for hours—warm brown eyes topped by dark, definite eyebrows and high cheekbones in a narrow, intelligent face.

      Her mouth moved. She was scolding Jace, telling him he’d better not die in her kitchen.

      Inside he chuckled—if he were himself, he could take her out with a single swipe of his claws. But she had spirit. He liked that. Reminded him of Takira.

      He inhaled, testing the humans’ scents. They were tense and afraid, but they seemed to want to help.

      And his cat liked the blonde’s smell. It relaxed, easing them both. When the female touched Jace’s stomach, the cat damn near purred.

      Okay, that was strange.

      Then every hair on his body stood on end. All the sass went out of the female. Even her hard-eyed brother drooped.

      Night fae. Jace had brought trouble straight to these people’s door.

      “Think,” he managed to say. The female leaned closer to listen. “Happy thoughts.”

      He used the quartz’s last trace of energy to protect them, then slid back into the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      “Happy thoughts? Yeah, right.” Evie met Kyler’s eyes. “Better do what he says.”

      The doorknob rattled and she froze. She darted a glance at the deadbolt. But somehow either she or Kyler had remembered to lock it in the rush to get the injured fada inside. Fortunately, the door was solid wood, and the shade on the back window was down. He couldn’t see into the kitchen.

      Because she knew it was a man. She could almost picture him on the top step—tall, dark and coldly determined, sending feelers out.

      A night fae.

      She stilled, her breath shallow. Dread filled her. As if she could fool the fae when she knew he could sense them. But the earth fada was somehow shielding them. The dread lessened.

      Across the unconscious man’s body, Kyler had his eyes screwed shut. Her wannabe badass looked scared to death, his face pale, his lips pressed tight.

      Her heart clenched. That frightened, vulnerable expression took her back seven years to when Kyler’s dad had died and all they’d had left was their mom.

      Their mother had tried her best, but those first few months, she walked around like a zombie. Evie’s dad had left before Evie was two, but Kyler’s dad had been an anchor for all of them. His sudden heart attack was just too unfair. Meanwhile, the money was running out. Her mom’s part-time job and food stamps only stretched so far.

      Kyler had tried to act tough, but one night their mom had snapped and thrown them outside, ordering them not to come back until bedtime.

      Kyler had slipped his hand into Evie’s. “What are we going to do?” he’d asked in a small voice.

      Evie had taken a deep breath. “Why don’t we walk to the playground?”

      Fortunately, it was summer, and there was another hour of light. She and Kyler rode every piece of equipment on the playground at least three times, and by the time they went home, their mother had calmed down and let them back in without any fuss.

      The rattling stilled. But the fae was right outside.

      Evie didn’t know how she knew, but she would’ve bet her pitifully small bank balance on it.

      Happy thoughts, Evie. Happy thoughts.

      Kyler’s tenth birthday. Yeah, that had been a good day.

      Things had been better by then. Their mom had a job at an upscale restaurant, and Evie was working at a pizza place after school and on weekends. They lived paycheck to paycheck, but at least they had food in the house.

      She and her mom had pooled their money to buy Kyler the latest video game console and a couple of games. Evie had baked Kyler’s favorite cake—chocolate banana, but hey, he’d asked. Now she tried to visualize his expression as he blew out the candles, then tore open his packages.

      He’d learned not to expect much. That made his grin when he’d seen the console even more special. His face had lit up brighter than the ten candles on his cake. “This is the best birthday ever!”

      Now Evie smiled. She squeezed the fada’s hand more tightly.

      More footsteps, but they were moving away. The ominous presence receded.

      Evie expelled a breath. She felt the night fae moving down the alley, testing other doors.

      She stiffened. There must be blood on the back steps. Had the night fae seen it, or had the rain washed it away in time?

      Happy thoughts, damn you. Don’t think about the blood. Not now.

      Things went quiet—and then, whatever had been shielding them abruptly failed.

      The earth fada was unconscious again. The ominous feeling increased.

      Evie’s spine iced. The night fae was coming back.

      She and Kyler exchanged a look.

      “Don’t stop,” she mouthed. “Happy thoughts.” She set a finger on either side of her mouth and mimed a smile.

      His lips twitched. “If you could see what you look like…”

      She made a face at him and they both smiled. Weakly, but it worked. The ominous feeling slid past her without latching on.

      She made another face at Kyler, and he caught on and made one back. They took turns making silly faces at each other. A laugh escaped Evie, and she froze until she realized the best thing was to make the night fae believe they didn’t know he was out there.

      Kyler made a monkey face at her, and she returned, “Yo mama.”

      He chuckled.

      And the night fae was gone.

      She let out a shaky breath. “Better wait another couple of minutes,” she said in a low voice.

      “Yeah.” Kyler glanced at the unconscious man. “What are we going to do with—”

      “I have no freaking idea. What’s he doing in Grace Harbor anyway? This is Rock Run territory.”

      The local fada were water shifters who changed to dolphins, sharks and other water-based animals. The nearest earth fada clan was thirty-five miles away in Baltimore.

      “We can’t just throw him out,” Kyler added. “The night fae could come back.”

      “I know.” Evie pinched the bridge of her nose. Their narrow row house consisted of two floors, with the first floor taken up by the kitchen, living room and a tiny half bath. The upstairs consisted of two bedrooms and a full bathroom, but they couldn’t carry an unconscious man up a flight of steps to one of the bedrooms. “I guess we’d better move him onto the couch.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Kyler rose to his feet.

      It took them a few minutes to work out the best way to transport the injured man into the living room until Kyler had the idea of putting him on a sheet. They each took an end, Evie at his head.

      “One, two, up,” her brother said.

      This time Evie was prepared for his weight. Bracing herself, she bent her knees and lifted her end of the sheet—and she still staggered.

      She gritted her teeth. “Got him.”

      They maneuvered him past the kitchen table, Evie walking backward. She turned into the living room and almost banged his head against the wall.

      “Almost there.” Kyler strained to take more of the load.

      The couch backed up to the wall dividing the living room from the kitchen. They maneuvered until they were parallel with the cushions.

      “Lift him a little higher,” Kyler said. “He’s sagging in the middle.”

      Evie gripped the sheet and obeyed.

      “Good grief,” she muttered as they eased him onto the couch. “What does he have, concrete for bones?”

      The man lay sprawled where he’d landed, his breathing shallow, a leg dangling off the couch. Evie slid a small pillow beneath his head while Kyler pulled off his sneakers. He wasn’t wearing any socks. Kyler arranged his legs so both feet were on the cushions.

      Evie pulled up the hem of his T-shirt and flinched. The cuts on his stomach had turned an angry, puffy red.

      “That doesn’t look good,” muttered Kyler.

      “Can a wound get infected that fast?”

      “All I know is their biology is different from ours.”

      She frowned. “But I thought they healed faster than humans. Plus, he did something with that crystal to heal it. He shouldn’t be getting worse.”

      The earth fada moaned.

      Evie laid a hand on his forehead. His skin felt clammy. “Shh. You’re okay.”

      A pulse at the side of his neck jumped erratically. She set two fingers on it.

      “It feels really fast,” she said to Kyler. “Is that normal for them?”

      He moved a shoulder. “Fuck if I know.”

      The fada’s eyes popped open. They were a bright, feverish green again. “Salt.”

      “Salt?” she asked. “Are you thirsty?”

      Kyler stood up. “I’ll get him some water.”

      “Yes.” Their patient moistened his lips. “But…iron—poison. Need salt. Clean.” He indicated his stomach.

      “You want me to clean it out with salt?”

      A short nod. “Salt. And warm water.”

      Kyler returned with a glass of water. Evie took it and lifted the fada’s head enough so that he could drink. His eyes closed but he greedily gulped the water down.

      She handed the glass back to her brother and helped the guy resettle his head on the pillow. He lay there, eyes closed, panting raggedly. His light brown skin had an unhealthy yellow tinge. And were those red streaks spreading from the wounds out across his belly?

      “What was he saying about the salt?” Kyler asked.

      “He said clean it out with salt and warm water.”

      The fada’s eyes opened. “One part salt, four parts water,” he said in a clear voice. “And now. Or I…die.”
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      Jace could guess who was behind the attempt to kill him—Lord Tyrus. Nothing else made sense.

      Tyrus was the only surviving son of the night fae prince, but more importantly, he was Silver’s half-brother. When Tyrus had learned that Silver had mated and sired a daughter, he’d put out a contract on the entire small family to ensure his father had only one heir—himself. The assassins had gotten first Takira, then Silver, but a Rock Run fada had saved Merry.

      Prince Langdon, Tyrus’s father, hadn’t wanted it known that he’d spawned a mixed-blood granddaughter. But when he found out Tyrus was hunting Merry, he cast a special ward to protect her. Any night fae who tried to harm her, even Tyrus, would meet their end.

      Thank the gods Merry had a new set of parents now, a Rock Run couple who loved her like she was their own daughter. When Jace had finally tracked her down, years after Takira’s death, she’d been adopted by the man who’d saved her from the night fae and his mate. As far as Merry was concerned, Rui and Valeria do Mar were her parents now, the Rock Run base her home. Jace couldn’t bring himself to take her away from the only family she’d ever known.

      The pretty blond female frowned down at Jace, and his mind spun away from his niece.

      The pain was a raging fire in his belly now. While he was unconscious, the small amount of healing he’d done seemed to have been reversed, another symptom of iron poisoning.

      “Salt and warm water?” The female’s low, practical voice came from down a long dark tunnel.

      All he could do was tell her what to do and hope it worked. Because if not, Jace would die, and probably the two humans as well. He’d somehow eluded Tyrus’s henchman, but the night fae lord was smart—and brutal. He’d track Jace down and snuff these two like flies.

      Fortunately, his rescuers followed directions. The boy returned with a pitcher filled with the salt solution. The female knelt on the floor next to the couch and then, to Jace’s surprise, touched his cheek.

      He squinted in her direction and her face swam into view, pinched with concern. “I’m Evie, by the way, and this is my brother Kyler.” She indicated the skinny dark-haired teenager.

      Her fingers were cool—or was it because he was so hot? He moistened dry lips and then croaked his name. “Jace.”

      “Nice to meet you, Jace.”

      His lips twitched despite himself. It was so human, to introduce herself at a time like this…but sweet.

      Her fingers brushed his forehead, and he tensed, anticipating what was to come.

      “Try to relax,” the female—Evie—murmured.

      She smelled like fresh soap; she must have washed her hands again. He could’ve told her there was no need. The iron would kill any germs, and if not, the salt solution would do the rest.

      That was, if the iron didn’t kill him first.

      “Relax,” Evie repeated, and to please her, he smoothed out his forehead.

      “Okay.” She wet a clean rag with the salt solution and dabbed at the wounds. “I’m going to clean this out for you.”

      “No,” he said, and she stopped and looked at him, her brow furrowed. “Pour it into the cut,” he said. “You have to…rinse it out. Poison.” He rolled onto his side and dug his fingers into the couch, knowing what was to come.

      “Okay,” she said. “Take it easy.”

      He drew a slow breath, but there was no way he could relax. “Just do it,” he said between clenched teeth.

      Her brother handed her a folded bath towel. She tucked it under Jace’s stomach to catch the overflow, and then set her fingers on either side of the lower cut and gently pulled it open. “You pour,” she told Kyler.

      “Good,” Jace said. “That’s good. Clean it out.”

      The kid tipped the pitcher and salt solution poured into the wound.

      Jace’s whole body bowed in pain. God’s cat, it was like getting stabbed all over again. He tightened his jaw and rode it out. Because screaming, especially in front of two humans, would be the final humiliation.

      And then, mercifully, he passed out.

      When he came to, Evie was stroking his forehead. “There, there,” she said in a motherly voice at odds with her edgy appearance. “It’s all over now.”

      He stared at her through slit lids. “Thanks,” he managed to say.

      She looked down at his stomach. “Did it work?”

      He frowned, checking inwardly. The fire in his blood had subsided to a simmer. “Think so.”

      “Can we do anything else?”

      “Water.”

      “Just plain water?”

      He gave a single nod.

      She removed her hand from his forehead, and he grabbed for her, latching onto the hem of her shirt. “Not you. Him.” He jerked his chin at the teenager.

      Her dark brows lifted. “You want me to stay?”

      He nodded again. He knew he was being unreasonable, but both cat and man wanted her to remain close.

      “Okay.” She took his hand. “Kyler will get you the water, then.”

      His fingers folded on hers. “Thanks,” he whispered.

      When the water came, she put an arm beneath his shoulders to support him while he drank greedily. It was ice cold and wonderful.

      He finished the glass, and she laid his head back down on the cushion and pressed a wet rag to his forehead. He closed his eyes in relief at the coolness. How did she know exactly what he needed?

      The storm had slowed to a drizzle. From far away, he heard Evie tell her brother to go outside and make sure there wasn’t any blood. Smart woman.

      “The rain must have washed it away,” Kyler replied.

      “Get the hose out and wash it down anyway.”

      “’Kay.” He heard Kyler’s footsteps move into the kitchen.

      Evie touched Jace’s arm. He pried opened his eyes to see her holding another glass of water. “You need liquids—you’re burning up. Unless that’s your normal body temperature?”

      He shook his head. “Water…good.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Again, she slid an arm beneath his shoulders and held the glass to his lips.

      After drinking his fill, he rested his head against her shoulder and let his eyes close again. She’d changed into a dry T-shirt—gray with a purple star in center. She stilled and then to his satisfaction, remained where she was. She was a sturdy little thing—the arm around him had a lean strength—but the spot between her shoulder and her breast was soft and comforting. He inhaled deeply, filling his nostrils with her sweet, womanly scent.

      His breath sighed out. Tomorrow he’d be embarrassed at how weak he was acting, but right now, he didn’t fucking care. Because he needed this.

      “Do you want any more?” The glass nudged his lips.

      When he shook his head, she lowered him carefully to the pillow. His cat whined, but both of them were too weak to do anything about it.

      Evie came to her feet. He watched through slit lids as she stretched. The hem of her T-shirt rode up to reveal a tan strip of skin above her waistband.

      She glanced down and caught him looking, and her eyes flickered. She unhurriedly brought her arms down and straightened the shirt.

      “I’m going to see how Kyler’s doing. You’ll be all right for a few minutes, won’t you?”

      He nodded. His cat wasn’t happy, but the man told the cat to suck it up.

      She touched his shoulder. “Try to rest. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      He listened as her footsteps moved down the hall to the kitchen.

      He drew a slow breath. With Evie out of the room, the effects of the iron seemed worse. He touched his abdomen. The salt had neutralized the iron so that it wasn’t still feeding into his bloodstream, but he felt like he’d been run over by a frigging semi.

      He’d live, as his soldier mom used to say, but he was in for a rough night while his body worked to eliminate the small amount of iron that had entered his bloodstream. The best thing was to sleep and let his body’s natural healing abilities take over. That would also give his quartz time to reenergize so he could call for help.

      He trusted that Evie and her brother would do their best to keep him safe—and trust didn’t come easily to Jace. Even so, he instinctively sized up his surroundings, noting the exits.

      The living room ran the length of this side of the narrow house. He was on the single couch, which backed up against an inside wall. The two windows behind him faced the alley, their blinds closed. An air conditioner hummed in one window, which was good, even though his animal preferred fresh air.

      Closed windows meant that he couldn’t be scented from the outside. Fae didn’t have any better sense of smell than a human, but they could be working with a fada.

      On the other side of the living room, two more windows looked onto a narrow front porch. If he lifted his head, he could see the front door to the left of the windows. The room itself only had a few pieces of furniture. Other than the couch, there was an easy chair, a sturdy oak coffee table, and a bookcase filled with books, DVDs and other knickknacks, and crowned with a large green fern.

      Evie returned. She sat on the edge of the couch, careful not to bump him.

      “Is there anyone we should call?”

      Jace considered that. He shared a den in Baltimore with a handful of other unmated men. They were friends, but they didn’t keep tabs on one another. He wouldn’t be missed until tomorrow morning at the earliest.

      Adric was alpha of the Baltimore clan now. He’d be pissed off when he found out Jace was hurt and hadn’t tried to contact him, but the night fae clearly didn’t know where Jace had gone to ground. In fact, calling for help might lead the bastards straight to this house.

      “No,” he told Evie.

      “Not even your mate?”

      “No mate,” he said firmly, and then wondered why he’d told her. As a fada, he couldn’t tell a lie without making himself violently ill, but that didn’t mean he had to answer the human’s questions.

      “That’s good.”

      He watched, fascinated, as she pinkened. His clan was mostly brown skinned. He hadn’t known someone could blush that easily.

      “I mean,” she added, “no one will be worrying about you then.”

      “No,” he agreed. “No one will worry.” And for a moment that seemed so fucking sad. He tightened his jaw. Hell, in another minute he was going to be tearing up like a girl. “I’ll leave in the morning.” By then he should be well enough to slip away without anyone being the wiser.

      “Okay, sure.” Her relief was clear, but she hurried to add, “If you feel up to it, I mean.”

      “I’ll leave,” he repeated grimly.

      Evie took out her phone. “You mind if I play some music?”

      “Go right ahead.”

      She tapped the screen and set the phone on the coffee table. Music filled the room, a soothing mix of nature sounds, flutes and drums that sounded like something he’d heard coming out of a yoga studio in downtown Baltimore.

      His lids drifted shut.

      “Go to sleep,” Evie said. “You’re safe. Kyler didn’t see anyone outside.”

      He nodded. No sense explaining that a night fae could blend into the shadows even better than a fada. Because the night fae was gone for now—Jace’s skin would’ve been crawling if he were near. The assassins’ orders would’ve been to get in and out quickly, standard operating procedure.

      Besides, the remaining night fae—because he suspected there had been three altogether—had to remove their fallen comrade before he was found by a human, or worse, by one of the local fada. The Rock Run alpha would be furious to find a night fae in his territory—dead or alive.

      Evie grabbed a laptop and sat in the easy chair at the foot of the couch. She folded her legs tailor-style and frowned at the screen.

      Jace studied her profile through half-open eyes. She was…fascinating.

      Thin but sturdy, with clearly defined muscles on her upper arms. Her platinum hair was cut short as a man’s and she had those strong dark brows, but her cheek had a soft curve that could only belong to a woman. She wasn’t wearing any makeup, but her earlobe was pierced by a delicate gold hoop from which dangled a silver disc.

      Evie touched the screen, scrolling through a document.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “Writing a paper for my biology class.” She started typing. “It’s due next week.”

      “You’re in school, then.” He swallowed a touch of envy.

      No one in his clan had been to a human college, but it wasn’t unheard of. As a teenager, Jace had already been studying the clan’s quartz technology, and he’d have loved to major in physics and IT at one of the local universities.

      But the clan had been in the midst of the Darktime, the bloody internal war that had come to a head in his late teens. He’d been too busy surviving to even think of going to college.

      “Yeah. I just started back, but I’m going to be an LPN.” She slanted him a grin. “I just thought of something—you’re my first patient. You can’t die on me. That would be too effing wrong.”

      He stared, entranced, at the dimple that winked to life in her right cheek. Just as quickly, it was gone. He wanted to keep watching her, but his eyelids drooped.

      Outside, rain was falling again, a soothing patter against the windows.

      “I’ll do my best,” he muttered and slid into sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Evie glanced at the sleeping shifter. His color looked a little better now, and he seemed to be breathing normally.

      Relieved, she turned her attention back to her paper. When you worked two jobs and went to school, you learned to focus whenever you could snatch the time. In fifteen minutes, she had the first couple pages written.

      Kyler returned to report that he’d washed down the whole area behind the house, even the alley as far as the hose could reach. “Of course, Mrs. Linney came outside and asked what I was doing washing the steps in the rain.” He flopped down on the floor and took a gulp from a can of soda.

      Evie shut her laptop. “You didn’t tell her—”

      “Yeah, right.” Kyler gave her the kind of look only a teenager could give. “She’d broadcast it to the entire frigging block. I told her I spilled my soda and you’d be pissed off if I left it until morning. Ants, you know. And then it started raining harder again, so I probably didn’t need to bother.”

      Evie gave him a thumbs-up. “Quick thinking, squirt.”

      “I hate it when you call me that,” he grumbled, but she could tell he was pleased at the compliment.

      Jace muttered something and both their gazes shot to him. He sighed and moved his head against the pillow before curling up on his right side.

      Kyler lowered his voice. “What are we going to do with him?”

      “Hell if I know. He says he’ll leave in the morning.”

      “Good. The dude’s trouble. I mean, what the fuck do the night fae want with him?”

      “Who knows? But it doesn’t matter. Tomorrow he’ll go back to Baltimore or wherever he came from, and we can forget he was ever here.” Her heart pinched at that, which was crazy. Shifters didn’t mix with humans, except for the occasional hookup—and hookups weren’t her thing.

      Kyler glanced at the curled-up fada. “Wonder what his animal is?”

      “A cat.”

      “He told you?”

      “No.” But she’d bet a night’s worth of tips she was right. “Look at how he moves. And his body—that’s a cat’s body if I ever saw one.”

      Kyler glanced at Jace’s long, powerful body and shrugged. “If you say so.” He took another slug of soda. “It’s kind of cool having a shifter in the house—especially a Baltimore shifter. I’ve never seen one up close before.”

      “Me either. I wonder why he was in Grace Harbor?”

      They contemplated the sleeping man for another minute, and then Kyler finished his soda and rose to his feet.

      “Are you going out?”

      “I was thinking about it, yeah.” He paced to the front windows and twitched aside a curtain to peer out at the dark street.

      Evie took a moment to choose her words. Kyler was so easy to set off these days.

      “Do you think you should? That night fae could still be out there.”

      He glanced over his shoulder. “Why would he care about me? But I guess I should stay here in case he comes back. I don’t want you here by yourself.”

      Evie blinked. Was this the brother who just that morning had growled that Evie wasn’t his frickin’ mom and he didn’t have to answer to her if he didn’t want to? But all she said was, “Thanks.”

      Kyler returned to her side of the living room. He sat down, his back against the wall, phone out.

      She frowned. “You’re not going to tell anyone about Jace, are you?”

      “No, Evie,” he said with exaggerated patience. “I’m just letting Ben and the other guys know what’s up.” Ben, who lived three doors down, was Kyler’s best friend.

      Kyler sent a flurry of texts, and then settled down to play a game.

      Evie glanced again at Jace. He looked okay, so she went back to her paper. By eleven o’clock she had a rough draft done. Shutting the laptop, she massaged her forehead.

      In the kitchen, Kyler was making popcorn. He returned with two large bowls and handed her one.

      “Thanks,” she said, digging in. “I only had time for a sandwich tonight.”

      “Thought you might be hungry.” Her brother popped a handful of popcorn into his mouth. “I’m going upstairs,” he said, crunching his way through it. “Shout if you need me—or if you want me to sit with him.”

      “I will. And Kyler?” He halted in the doorway to look over his shoulder. “Thanks, dude. For helping tonight, and for staying in with me.”

      His narrow face split in a grin. “Hey, it was an adventure. Too bad I can’t tell Ben.”

      She nodded. “Maybe in a few weeks, but for now, we’d better keep this quiet.”

      With Kyler in his bedroom, she took a quick trip upstairs to brush her teeth and grab a sheet and pillow from the hall closet. “Don’t stay up too late,” she told Kyler.

      He grunted in response.

      Back downstairs, she shut off all the lights except the one in the hall and curled up again on the easy chair.

      She had fallen into a light doze when something made her open her eyes. Jace was staring at her, his irises glowing that odd feral-green again. Her skin prickled. She glanced around the room for a weapon.

      Then his breath sighed out and she reminded herself he couldn’t hurt anyone right now.

      She rose to her feet. “You okay? Would you like some water?”

      “Yeah.” He swiped his tongue over his lips. “I’m so damn thirsty. And I need to take a piss.”

      “Water first.” She hurried into the kitchen and returned with a large glass, which he drained in a couple of gulps and then handed back to her.

      “Can you walk?” She glanced at him doubtfully as she set the glass on the coffee table. “I can get Kyler. He’s upstairs.”

      He eased his legs over the side of the couch. “I can do it.” He set his feet on the floor and used the coffee table to push himself to standing.

      He only took a couple of steps before he winced and grasped his belly. “I could use some help here,” he said ruefully.

      She was already moving the coffee table out of the way. “Put your arm on my shoulders,” she said as she slid an arm around his waist.

      Together, they shuffled into the hall and turned right toward the bathroom. Fortunately, it was only a few steps further. Evie flipped on the light and helped him inside.

      Jace gripped the sink and dragged in a breath, head down. He was flushed, his temples beaded with sweat.

      She bit her lower lip. “Will you—I mean, do you need any help?”

      “I’m okay,” he muttered.

      “Okay, good.” She backed toward the door. “I’ll be in the hall if you need me.”

      “I won’t. But thanks.”

      She shut the door and walked a few feet down the hall to wait. The toilet flushed and then she heard water running, followed by a long silence.

      She rapped on the bathroom door. “Everything okay in there?”

      “Yeah.” The door opened and he limped out. “Just moving…slow.”

      Evie’s eyes widened. He’d washed his face and taken his shirt off. Her gaze went to a hard chest covered by wiry black hair, and then she jerked it back to his face.

      The look he gave her made her cheeks heat. The man might be injured, but that considering expression told her he was recovering fast. They stared at each other. A heartbeat passed, then another.

      He spoke first, indicating the shirt balled in his hand. “It was bloody. Where do you want it?”

      She swallowed. “Just drop it next to the sink and I’ll take care of it.”

      “Thank you.” He tossed it into the bathroom.

      She hesitated and then reminded herself she was a nurse. Well, almost, anyway.

      “I’ll help you back to the couch,” she said in her most professional voice and slid an arm around his back.

      He shook his head. “You don’t look strong enough to hold up a kitten,” he said, but let her take some of his weight.

      The man was all muscle. Beneath her hand, his waist was taut, the skin hot from his fever. She tried not to notice how good he smelled—warm, sweaty male.

      Down, girl.

      Sure, the man was sexy in a dark, dangerous way, but he was hurt, for God’s sake. And even if he wasn’t, he was a fada—and a Baltimore earth fada at that. Everyone knew they were a murderous clan. She was surprised any of them were still left alive.

      The last thing she wanted was to have anything to do with a Baltimore shifter.

      No, she’d make sure Mr. Jace No-Last-Name left as soon as he was able, then pray she never saw him again.

      Back in the living room, Jace sank down on the couch. He closed his eyes and bent forward at the waist, his breath ragged. It was clear he was hurting.

      Evie turned on the lamp next to the easy chair. “You’re hot. I’ll turn up the air conditioner.” With that done, she shoved her hands into her back pockets, feeling helpless. “Are you hungry? I can make you some chicken soup. Or—”

      “I don’t think I can eat anything right now,” he said without opening his eyes.

      “Yeah, right.” She flushed, recalling he’d taken a knife in the belly. “Maybe something that digests easily? I have popsicles.” Her mom had given them popsicles whenever she or Kyler were sick.

      “A popsicle.” His hard mouth edged up. “Okay, sure.”

      “Be right back.” She hurried to the kitchen and returned with an orange popsicle. It would put more liquids in him, and maybe the sugar would give him some extra energy.

      While he ate the popsicle, she rinsed his T-shirt out in the bathroom sink and hung it up to dry before getting a popsicle for herself. When she came back, he was reclined on the couch, still sucking the popsicle. A cat’s paw was tattooed in black and gold on his upper left arm. He saw her looking and his face shuttered, so she didn’t ask, just curled up on the easy chair again.

      The cuts on his abdomen were still an angry red, but they were starting to close. “I think you’re healing,” she said.

      He nodded. “It’s going to be a rough night, but this helps.” He indicated the popsicle. “Feels like my fucking belly’s on fire.”

      “I wish I could do more.”

      “You did good. I just need to rest now, give it time to heal.”

      She wrapped her arms around her legs. “What happened, anyway?”

      “Some bastard night fae stuck a knife in me.”

      “The one that was outside?”

      “No. The guy who stabbed me is dead.”

      She gulped. “Oh.”

      He regarded her from beneath thick lashes, as if expecting her to cringe from him. But she knew that sometimes, you don’t have a choice.

      Jace’s eyes closed. Silence fell while they sucked on their popsicles.

      “Iron,” she said. “It was an iron knife? That’s why you’re feverish?”

      He nodded. “You know what iron does to a fae?”

      “Sure.” Everyone knew that iron was a fae’s Achilles’ heel. They couldn’t even stand it against their bare skin. “It’s like poison for them. But you’re a fada, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah. But we have some fae in us. Iron doesn’t affect the fada as bad, but it’s still poison to us. And the knife was probably cold-forged—formed into a blade at room temperature. That makes a difference.”

      “Salt neutralizes the iron?”

      “Yeah, but don’t ask me how. It just does.”

      She opened her mouth to ask why the night fae had stabbed him, and then closed it again. It was better she didn’t know.

      “That’s right,” he said, seemingly reading her mind. “The less you know, the better.” He slid down on the couch until he was prone again. “I’ll be all right, now. You can go to bed.”

      She shook her head. “I’m staying right here in case you need me.”

      His brow lifted—and then he smiled. A quick but real smile that lit an answering warmth inside her. “You don’t have to,” he said, “but thanks.” And with that, he curled up on his right side, closed his eyes and fell back asleep.

      She finished her popsicle, and then set a pitcher of ice water on the coffee table within easy reach of her patient before curling up on the chair again.

      She was too wide awake now to sleep, so she took out her phone and checked her messages, and then downloaded a book to read, but her gaze kept flicking to Jace. He was a beautiful man: big shoulders, six-pack abs and long, strong legs. And inked—besides the cat’s paw, an intricately rendered tat of a snarling black jungle cat stretched across his upper back.

      Kyler came downstairs in a pair of gym shorts and she jerked her gaze back to her phone.

      “You sure you’re all right?” he asked.

      “I’m fine.”

      He yawned and scratched his stomach. “Okay, but holler if you need me. I’m all grown up—you need me, you call for me.”

      He frowned down on her, and for a second, she was reminded of his father, even though Aaron had been shorter and square-faced, while Kyler had a narrow, sharp-boned face. But those dark eyes and the frown were all Aaron, who had been just the same when it came to protecting his family.

      “I will.” She crossed her heart. “Promise.”

      “G’night, then.” Kyler gave another huge yawn and went back upstairs to bed.

      Evie shut off the light and snuggled up on the chair again.

      Kyler had made her proud tonight. All spring, he’d argued with her about every little decision. Some nights he slammed out of the house and didn’t come home until after midnight. She didn’t know what she was going to do with him when school let out next week. He’d tried to find a job, but so far, no luck.

      But tonight, he’d really come through. His dad would’ve been pleased.

      She smiled. She’d have to remember to tell Kyler that in the morning.

      She glanced at her sleeping guest one last time. His face had gone slack, his lashes dark crescents against his cheeks. Curled up on the couch like that, it was hard to believe he was as dangerous as people said.

      Her eyes drifted closed and she fell asleep.

      Two hours later she jerked awake to find Jace thrashing in his sleep.

      “No,” he muttered. “Mary—” He bolted upright.

      She fumbled for the switch on the lamp next to the chair. It came on and he hissed, an angry cat-sound.

      She blinked against the sudden light, trying to see him. “You all right, dude?”

      He ignored her to chug water from the pitcher she’d left on the table, then fumbled with the zipper of his pants.

      She rose to her feet. “Jace? What are you doing?”

      His gaze swung to her and she took an involuntary step back. His eyes were that strange bright green again. His growl raised fine hairs all over her body.

      “Okay.” She raised her palms. “Take it easy.”

      He snarled and dragged off the pants. Bright bits of color danced over his skin—and then a huge black panther was crouched on her couch.
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      Jace was hot. So fucking hot.

      He groaned and thrashed on the couch. His belly was burning. But the heat seemed to have spread everywhere.

      He turned onto his side and then onto his back again.

      “No…Merry—”

      He dragged a hand over his face—and was thrown back seven years into his worst nightmare. Adric had finally tracked Merry and Silver to their latest address. It had been over a year since Jace had last seen any of Takira’s family. His sister had turned up dead, and Merry’s fifth birthday had come and gone while she was on the run with Silver.

      The call from Adric came just after midnight. Jace rushed to the site—only to find a burned-out house. The bitter scent of ashes and death filled the air.

      Adric had been waiting in the shadows. His throat worked. “I’m sorry, bro.”

      Jace had backed away, shaking his head. “No. No. There must be some mistake.”

      “No mistake. I tracked them both here.” Adric’s eyes were bronze holes in his face. “It burned down last night. The neighbors said no one got out alive.”

      “Leron,” Jace had rasped. “I’ll kill him. I’ll fucking tear him to pieces.” He’d turned to stride off, but Adric’s hand clamped on his arm.

      Jace tried to shake him off. “Let. Me. Go.”

      “No. I won’t stand by and watch you commit suicide.”

      Jace’s mouth had twisted. “What the fuck do I have to live for?”

      His friend blew out a breath. “I can’t answer that for you, but I do know I need your help to take Leron down. And we will. We’re close, Jace. But if you go after him now, you could blow it all to hell.”

      “You ask too damn much.”

      “I know,” his friend returned quietly. “But it’s not for me. It’s for the clan.”

      Jace had stared at the house’s charred remains, the desire for revenge raging through his veins. He’d fisted his hands, dropped back his head and roared his fury at the moon. The local dogs had joined in, an eerie, mournful howl.

      When he’d turned back to Adric, he knew his eyes blazed a feral green. “Fine,” he bit out. “But promise me he’ll die. No mercy.”

      “No mercy,” Adric had agreed.

      Now Jace writhed on the couch, his soul as dark and bitter as that burned shell of a house that he’d believed had contained his niece’s remains.

      An unfamiliar scent recalled him to the present—a female. It’s only a dream.

      With an effort, he forced his eyes open and looked wildly around until he recalled he was in some human’s home in Grace Harbor.

      Evie. He grabbed onto her name like a drowning man would a life preserver.

      She’d left a pitcher of water on the table. He fumbled for it and, without bothering to pour the water into a glass, drank deeply. His cat was to the fore now. It wrinkled its nose at the chemical taste of the water. But it was cool and wet. The burning eased, but he was still too hot.

      He had to shift; he’d heal faster in his cat form. He sat up and reached for his zipper.

      The female was staring at him, eyes wide. He hesitated. He distantly recalled that he hadn’t shifted already because he didn’t want to frighten her. Humans tended to get edgy around a 250-pound black jaguar.

      His cat rubbed at his skin, frantic to get out. He could feel his eyes had gone night-glow, signaling his animal was in control.

      The female backed up and his chest rumbled. Didn’t she know he wouldn’t hurt her?

      The hell with it. He dragged off his pants and let the shift take him—and almost didn’t make it. Energy danced over his skin, and for a few frightening seconds he thought he’d get stuck between man and cat and die, his organs unable to adjust to a half-shifted state.

      His quartz. A quick check told him it had recharged to about forty percent. He drew deep, pulling energy from the slowly vibrating crystals, and completed the shift. He lay on his side, weak and trembling. So much for his big, scary cat.

      But the female took another step back. The cat instinctively leapt off the couch to stop her. She froze and babbled something, and he scented fear, sharp and acrid.

      No. He nudged her hand. It’s all right.

      She sucked in a breath.

      He rumbled low in his chest but held still.

      “Okay,” she said in a strangled voice. “Okay. I’m the good guy, all right? The one who’s trying to help you.”

      He huffed a breath and waited, his head against the back of her hand.

      At last she understood. Her hand turned and she stroked his head.

      Ah… He pushed back against her hand, rubbing his scent onto the skin. Then he got his head between her hand and hip and that was even better.

      He breathed in her spicy feminine aroma and rubbed his head against her hip, taking her scent on him and marking her with his. His chest was rumbling again.

      “Are you purring?” She let out a high, nervous laugh. But to his satisfaction, she relaxed.

      He pushed her hip, herding her toward the couch.

      “You want me on the couch?”

      He gave her another nudge.

      “Okay, but you must be thirsty. Why don’t we get you some more water first?”

      That seemed like a good idea, so he followed her to the kitchen and watched as she filled a large bowl with water and set it on the floor. When he lapped it up, she gave him some more.

      Then he went to the back door and waited. He needed to keep voiding the iron in his system.

      This time she guessed immediately what he wanted and unlocked the door. He paused on the small concrete landing to test the air. He could smell his own blood, but just a trace—the kid had done a thorough job. There were other scents—a dog, a nearby car engine that had only recently been turned off—but he couldn’t pick up the noxious, graveyard odor of a night fae.

      He padded down the stairs, pissed on a patch of grass next to the driveway, and then came back to where Evie waited in the doorway to let him in.

      Back in the living room, Evie got the sheet from the easy chair and sat on the couch. He figured she wouldn’t want him on the couch with her, so he lay down on the floor in front of it. The jaguar wanted to stay close for two reasons—his animal liked how she smelled, and it feared the night fae would return. Or another shifter might show up, one who’d scented Jace’s weakness. This way, Jace would be between Evie and any danger.

      Evie curled up, her head on the pillow he’d been using. He could see her watching him in the darkness, and then she sat up and patted the cushion on the other end. “That floor’s got to be hard.”

      He didn’t need a second invitation. He heaved himself onto the couch, circled once and then settled on the cushions at her feet with a contented sigh.

      Evie lay back down. He could tell from her breath that she was awake, and he felt a twinge of guilt at disturbing her sleep. Well, tomorrow he’d be gone and her life could get back to normal.

      But he’d been right to shift. The fever had broken, and even though the shift had drained more energy from his quartz, he could hear the tiny crystals humming a healing song. The quartz had recovered enough energy to aid in his healing now, although he was still shaken from the nightmare.

      Merry’s fine, he reminded himself. She’s safe at Rock Run.

      But if he died, what would happen to her? Sure, Rui and Valeria had given her the family Jace couldn’t, but they were river fada, not earth fada. Someday Merry would probably want to return to the Baltimore clan, to be with her own people, and Jace wanted to be there to ease her way. Not everyone in the clan would welcome a mixed-blood with open arms.

      And only another earth fada could teach Merry the secrets of her quartz. Yes, Adric would instruct her if Jace died, but by tradition, it was Jace’s right as her only living family.

      Evie nudged him with her knee. “It’s all right,” she murmured. “Go back to sleep.”

      He edged closer, waiting until her breath smoothed out and she went boneless with sleep, then laid his head on her thigh. Even through the blanket and her jeans, he could smell her. Summer and lavender.

      He inhaled deeply, imprinting her scent on his mind.
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      Someone was at the back door. Rat-a-tat-tat. Rat-a-tat-tat.

      Evie jolted upright, because it was barely dawn, and there was no good reason for someone to be knocking on her door so early.

      Jace-the-panther was already off the couch and disappearing around the corner into the hall. She hurried after him into the kitchen to find him with his nose to the door.

      She crept up next to him. He stepped back, indicating with a twitch of his head that she should open the door.

      “You know who it is?” she whispered.

      For answer, he nudged her hand in the direction of the doorknob.

      “Okay, then. If you’re sure…” Sliding the bolt to the left, she cracked open the door.

      A lean, good-looking man stared back at her. The tips of his spiked black hair were bleached blond, and he had a gold stud in one earlobe. She couldn’t see a chunk of quartz, but he had a telltale lump beneath his T-shirt.

      A warning chill tightened the back of her neck as he looked her over with cool bronze eyes. But his words were polite enough.

      “Peace to you and yours,” he said in the traditional fae/fada greeting. “Sorry to bother you this early, but I believe you have one of my men here.” His gaze flicked to Jace, who had edged the door wider so he was standing beside her.

      Evie kept a firm grip on the doorknob, her every instinct screaming not to let this stranger inside. “Peace,” she returned. “And you are?”

      “Adric. Jace’s alpha.”

      “Lord Adric.” Her fingers clenched on the doorknob. Even in the human world, the Baltimore alpha’s reputation was known. People said he’d killed his own uncle and driven his cousins out of the clan. In Baltimore, he had as much power as the mayor, and even the gangs left him alone.

      The alpha inclined his head.

      Jace leaned into her. Not pressuring her, just reminding her he was there.

      She glanced down and he rumbled in reassurance. It was clear he wanted her to let his alpha inside. And the longer she left Adric standing there, the more likely one of her neighbors was to see him, which would only complicate things.

      Besides, the alpha could’ve easily pushed his way in. The fact that he hadn’t was a good sign.

      She forced her fingers to release the doorknob. “Why don’t you come in?”

      “Thank you.” He didn’t seem to hurry, but he was past her almost before she knew it.

      She shut the door behind him, but didn’t bother bolting it—because what was the point?

      Adric crouched next to Jace, a hand on his shoulder. “You okay, bro?”

      Jace nuzzled the alpha’s hand.

      “You’re hurt?”

      While Jace rumbled what Evie took to be a yes, she eyed Adric. Like Jace, he was all muscle in jeans and a camo-print T-shirt that strained over his shoulders. Average height, but with a powerful build that reminded her of the ex-Army ranger in her biology class.

      But damn, the guy was young. From what she’d heard, she’d have expected the Baltimore alpha to be older, in his mid-forties at least. Sure, the fada lived way longer than humans, and so aged more slowly, but this man didn’t look much older than Evie herself.

      Adric glanced up at her with those odd metallic eyes. World-weary eyes. Eyes that had seen too much, too soon.

      And suddenly Evie didn’t have trouble believing the stories. This was a man who’d killed, more than once.

      But his concern for his injured friend was clear. He rose to his feet. “Can you shift?” he asked Jace.

      Evie raised a brow. So the fada couldn’t always change forms? Last night, Jace had made it look easy, but then she’d never seen anyone shift before.

      Jace-the-panther twitched a soft black ear.

      Adric bent to examine Jace’s quartz. “Better not,” he agreed.

      Evie would’ve loved to know what the man could learn from the quartz, but whatever it was, he wasn’t sharing.

      Adric turned to her. “I know he’s hurt. I followed the trail to your house. I have a man cleaning it away, so no one else can follow it.”

      “There was a storm, and we hosed down what we could.”

      The Baltimore alpha nodded. “I know. But he dripped blood all the way down the block. Thank the gods the storm came when it did. If whoever was tracking him had picked up his trail—” He shook his head. “What happened, anyway?”

      “It was a night fae.”

      The alpha tensed—an almost imperceptible tightening of his neck and shoulders. “You’re sure? It wasn’t a fada?”

      “No. The night fae followed Jace here, but he didn’t seem to know which house Jace was in. Jace protected us somehow.”

      “Good. You don’t want to know what a night fae can do to you.”

      “I can guess.” Evie rubbed her arms, remembering the darkness that had slithered out of the night. “He stabbed Jace with an iron knife.”

      “Iron?” Adric shook his head. “No wonder his quartz is so drained.”

      Evie nodded. A glance at the clock above the stove told her it was a little after seven. “Look, why don’t you sit down and I’ll make some coffee. That’s if you drink coffee?”

      Jace snorted.

      The alpha’s mouth quirked. “I would fucking kill for a cup of coffee. I’ve been out all night tracking him. When we didn’t find a trace of him in Baltimore, we came up here.”

      He took a seat while Evie started a pot brewing. She tried to act normal, but it was unnerving having a creature who was basically a human cat seated at her kitchen table.

      Jace-the-panther had settled on the floor next to the table and was watching her as well. She filled a bowl of water and set it next to him. She and Adric watched as he greedily lapped it up.

      “We did what we could,” she told the alpha. “He wouldn’t let me call for help.”

      “We?”

      “My brother and me.”

      “Ah.” He waved a hand. “Relax, love. I’m not here to cause trouble—I just want to take him back home.”

      She nodded but remained near the coffeepot as the water heated and started dripping through. She did not want to sit at the table with Adric, and if worst came to worst, she could always use the hot coffee to protect herself.

      Kyler’s footsteps sounded in the hallway above.

      Evie briefly closed her eyes. She didn’t care what she’d promised last night—she didn’t want her brother involved in this. But it was too late now.

      Adric rose to his feet with a feline grace as her brother entered the kitchen, barefoot and clad only in a tank top and loose gym shorts.

      Kyler’s eyes bugged at the sight of Adric and the big black cat. “What the fuck?”

      Evie inserted herself between Kyler and the bronze-eyed shifter. “This is Lord Adric,” she told him. “The Baltimore alpha.”

      Kyler’s mouth dropped open. “No shit.”

      “Good to meet you.” Adric stuck out his hand.

      “This is my brother, Kyler,” Evie said. “He helped me with Jace last night.”

      “Wow.” Her brother pumped the alpha’s hand. “It’s an honor to meet you, my-my lord.”

      “Call me Adric.”

      “Okay, sure.” Kyler glanced down at Jace, who had risen to his feet again. “And that’s Jace? He’s a…panther?”

      “Yeah,” Evie said.

      “Actually, he’s a jaguar,” Adric said. “A black jaguar. You can see the spots if you look close.”

      “Wow,” Kyler said again.

      A lean, furry body brushed Evie’s hip. Jace had moved closer. It was almost as if he were protecting her.

      Adric’s brow raised. A look passed between the two fada, but all the alpha said was, “I’d still like to hear what happened last night.”

      “Yes, of course,” she told him. “Please, sit down.”

      While Adric sat back down and Kyler got himself a tall glass of milk, Evie set milk and sugar on the table and handed Adric a mug of coffee before pouring another for herself. She and Kyler took seats at the table across from Adric, while Jace lay on the floor near her feet, his gaze on his alpha.

      Adric dumped a hefty amount of milk into his coffee and then drained the cup in a couple of gulps. Evie went to refill his cup, but he rose to his feet. “I’ve got it.”

      She and Kyler exchanged a look. It was so surreal—the freaking Baltimore alpha making himself at home in their kitchen.

      Adric sat down and leaned back in his chair, one big hand wrapped around the mug, seemingly at ease. But his eyes were watchful.

      Evie cupped her own mug and tried to imitate his calm.

      “So,” he prompted, “a night fae, huh? And how did you get involved?”

      “I found him—Jace—outside. In my backyard. I didn’t know he was hurt until he passed out.”

      “He passed out?” Adric scowled at Jace. “How the fuck did the asshole get close enough to hurt you that bad?”

      Jace’s growl was low and vicious. Evie blinked, but Adric just shook his head.

      “Go on,” he told her, and she explained what had happened after she’d found Jace on her doorstep, with occasional interjections from Kyler.

      “I don’t think the knife went in too deep,” she finished, “but he was getting worse until we cleaned the cut out with salt water. Thank God he was able to tell us what to do.”

      “You say he shifted in the middle of the night?” Adric glanced at Jace.

      His eyes were closed, his big black head resting on his paws, but his ears twitched.

      “Yes,” Evie confirmed. “I think his fever spiked. He was restless and moving around, and the next thing I knew, he’d changed to a jaguar.”

      Adric shook his head. “You should’ve had her call me,” he told Jace.

      The big cat huffed in disagreement.

      “Stubborn ass,” his alpha returned. He looked at Evie. “He hasn’t shifted since?”

      “No. But he seems better—he’s definitely moving easier this morning.”

      “Right. Okay, let’s talk about the night fae. Did he get a look at you?”

      “No,” Evie said. “He was right outside the door, but he couldn’t see us. The window blind was down.”

      “So he didn’t see you, and he doesn’t know for sure Jace was here?”

      “No on both counts.”

      “That’s good. And night fae can’t scent any better than a human, so I know he didn’t follow Jace’s trail here. He was trolling the neighborhood, seeing what he could find.”

      “But I could swear he could somehow feel us on the other side of the door.”

      “He could.” Adric took another gulp of coffee. “Night fae get off on dark energy—fear, anger, pain. He could sense you all right, but he couldn’t be sure one of you was Jace. And from what you said, Jace used his quartz to tamp down your energy. The only way to hide from a night fae is to sit quietly and slow your breath and heartbeat.”

      “And think happy thoughts,” Evie said.

      “Is that what Jace told you?” The corner of Adric’s mouth twitched. “I suppose it didn’t hurt—but if Jace hadn’t been here, all the happy thoughts in the world wouldn’t have helped you. He was trying to keep you from panicking.”

      Evie exchanged a glance with her brother. What if Jace hadn’t recovered enough to protect them?

      She felt another rush of last night’s dark fear. This time it was mixed with anger. That the night fae had dared mess with their minds…

      Adric’s calm, businesslike tone recalled her to the kitchen. “Sounds like you’re safe enough. We’ll make sure there’s nothing to trace Jace to you or your house.” He finished his coffee and came to his feet, and Evie and Kyler rose with him. “And now, I believe we’ll be on our way.” He came around the table and held out his hand to her. “I owe you, Evie Morningstar.”

      She stiffened. How did he know her last name? In fact, now that she thought about it, she hadn’t told him her first name either.

      “No worries,” he said with a hint of amusement. “I just wanted to know what I was walking into.”

      “Of course,” Evie replied faintly as she shook his hand. His fingers were warm and strong—perfectly normal, in fact. It was easy to forget he was one of the most dangerous men in America. “You don’t owe us anything. We couldn’t let him bleed out on our doorstep, could we?”

      “Some humans would’ve.” Adric was turning toward the door when he drew a deep inhale and swung back around. “What the fuck? You’re fae?”

      Evie took a step back. Kyler put an arm out to steady her.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I smell silver.” He leaned closer and took another breath. “It’s you, not your brother.”

      Jace had gotten off the floor and was growling lowly. One side of his mouth peeled back to reveal a sharp white canine.

      “You’re a fae,” Adric said. “It’s faint, so maybe you’re a mixed-blood, but I know a goddamn fae when I smell one. What clan? And I want the truth, woman.”
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      Fae.

      Jace snarled, low and savage. He was operating at a primal level, his animal close to the surface while he was healing.

      To his jaguar, the fae were the enemy. They’d tried to kill him last night. They’d been behind Takira’s death, and they’d almost killed his only niece.

      His lip peeled back. Now he could taste as well as smell Evie’s scent, allowing him to separate the different notes. She definitely had some fae in her: he detected a hint of silver. The only reason he hadn’t noticed before was that his own body had been emitting a metallic odor as it rid itself of the iron in his system.

      Evie paled but held her ground.

      That gave his animal pause. The cat shook its head, confused.

      “What clan?” Adric asked again. His voice was softer now. Menacing.

      “Look,” she said, “I’m not fae, okay? D’you think if I were a fae I’d be living like this?” Her gesture encompassed her shabby surroundings. “And why does it matter anyway?”

      “It matters,” Adric returned grimly.

      Neither Jace nor his cat liked the alpha’s tone. He had to shift. The energy drain on his quartz was still considerable, but he needed to be able to speak.

      He focused inward, drawing on the tiny crystals. Normally, he had the strength to change forms with ease, and he enjoyed the buzz of energy it brought. But today, the energy was weak—more a prickle than a buzz. It increased and he almost had it, and then it faded.

      “Jace,” Adric said, “are you sure—”

      Jace barely heard him. He sucked in a breath and tried harder.

      And then his friend was beside him, adding his quartz’s energy to Jace’s, and the prickle strengthened to something close to normal. Through sheer force of will, he wrenched himself back to man and immediately doubled over, gulping oxygen.

      Evie’s eyes narrowed. “Get out of my house,” she said, low and mean. “Both of you.”

      “As soon as I get some answers,” Adric replied.

      Jace came upright. The man was in charge again, and things didn’t add up. “Leave it, Ric.”

      The alpha stiffened, but Jace was a lieutenant, directly below Adric in the hierarchy. More than that, he was an old friend. Adric was wrong, and he needed to hear it.

      “She had nothing to do with this,” Jace said. “It was pure chance I ended up at her house. And when the night fae came, she and the boy could’ve told him I was in here with them. Instead, they were nearly caught. There’s no way she was working with him.”

      He turned to Evie. She had an angry flush on her cheeks, but that was better than seeing her pale with fear.

      “I’m sorry,” he apologized. “As you can see, we don’t like the fae.”

      “Don’t fucking trust them, either,” Adric muttered.

      She blew out a breath. “I am not fae, damn it.”

      “No?”

      But her scent held the freshness of truth. Whatever she was, she believed what she was saying. Adric scented it too, because he relaxed.

      And at least she wasn’t night fae—she didn’t have that graveyard stench. So she was sun fae or ice fae. Still an enemy, but not the dark hunters the night fae were.

      Adric gave her a small smile. “If you would just get Jace’s clothes, we’ll be on our way.”

      Evie’s gaze flicked at Jace. “Fine,” she said coldly, and jerked her head at her brother. “Kyler—”

      “No—you go. I’ll stay here with the two of them.”

      She opened her mouth to argue, then glanced at the teenager’s tight jaw and nodded her head.

      While Evie went into the living room, Jace and Adric stood quietly, hands open and relaxed to show Kyler they meant no harm. It was funny, really. Like the kid had a prayer of a chance against two shifters. But Jace respected that Kyler had stepped up to protect his sister, and he knew Adric did,

      His alpha examined the lanky teen. “How old are you, anyway?”

      Kyler balled his fists. “Sixteen. Why?”

      “No reason.”

      Jace slid Adric a look. What was he up to? But his friend just stood there, his gaze moving around the kitchen, noting the scuffed and peeling vinyl floor, the cheap plastic blinds on the window and the fact that the table and chairs were clearly secondhand.

      Like Evie had said, if she were a fae, would she live like this? Even the most down-on-their-luck fae usually had something to sell—a ward or a spell, or a Gift that was valued in the human world. Her fae blood really must be just a trace, probably less than most fada.

      Evie reentered the kitchen and thrust Jace’s pants and shoes at him. “Here.”

      He took the pants and pulled them on, leaving the top button undone in deference to his still-healing wounds. To put on the running shoes, he had to sit on a chair, because there was no way he could bend over to lace them, and he was damned if he’d ask anyone for help. He shoved his feet into the unlaced shoes and stood back up.

      Evie shot a glance at his bare chest and then met his eyes. She pinked up and pressed her lips together.

      So he hadn’t imagined her interest last night. He’d been too hurt to do anything about it, but he’d planned to return when he felt better. For this woman, he would’ve made an exception to his rule about human females.

      Now that was blown to hell. She just wanted him and Adric out of here, and frankly, he’d think twice—make that three times—before getting involved with a mixed-blood, especially one who didn’t even know what strain of fae ran in her veins.

      But as he looked at her set face, regret twanged through him, a single harsh note. Just once, he would’ve liked to touch those soft cheeks of hers, smooth a finger over those strong dark brows. Taste her pretty lips.

      Adric had his wallet out. “Here’s something for your trouble.” He held out a handful of bills to Evie.

      Jace tensed. “No,” he started to say, but it was too late.

      Evie’s eyes flashed. “Get out—now. Both of you.” She pointed to the back door.

      “Okay, okay,” Adric said. “Just trying to show our appreciation.”

      “I don’t need your appreciation,” she gritted. “I did it because I’m a fucking nice person, got it?”

      “Got it,” Adric said mildly. Jace could tell he was trying not to laugh. He tucked the money back into his wallet and glanced at his quartz. “Luc’s here.”

      Jace held out a hand to Evie. She hesitated, jaw tight, but took it.

      “Thank you.” He squeezed her hand. “And you, too, Kyler. I won’t forget this.”

      “Fine.” The kid shook his hand, then jerked his chin at the door. “Now leave.”

      He moved closer to his sister so they stood shoulder to shoulder, expressions hard. But beneath the anger there was fear, and that made Jace’s heart twist.

      Because he’d stood like that with his sister, too. More than once.

      With a regretful nod in their direction, he followed Adric out the door.
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      Outside the sun was rising over the alley. The storm last night had cleared the air. It promised to be a bright, cloudless day, the kind that made Jace itch to run free as his cat, far away from humans and buildings and roads.

      Luc was waiting in a jeep. Luc was another lieutenant, although unlike Adric and Jace, he was a wolf, with his animal’s narrow, hard-boned face and amber eyes. When Adric’s cougar uncle had been alpha, he’d appointed only other cats to top positions. But Adric was too shrewd for that. If a man was good, he was good—didn’t matter what his animal was. In fact, out of his four lieutenants, two—Luc and another man, Zuri—were wolves. And the fourth was a female, Adric’s sister Marjani.

      Jace approved. The clan was the stronger for it. Diversity at the top meant everyone was represented when Adric met with his lieutenants. What they lacked were older, wiser heads. All five of them including Adric were younger than thirty-five turns of the sun, but that was because most of the elders had died during the Darktime.

      Adric rode shotgun with Luc, while Jace eased himself into the backseat. He leaned against the door and stretched out his legs, trying to get comfortable. That last shift had been a bitch, and now his body, especially his injured abdomen, was protesting.

      “Damn,” Adric said as Luc put the jeep in drive. “Woman’s a wildcat, isn’t she?”

      “Leave it,” Jace said. “She’s part fae, remember?”

      “Sure, dude.” Adric shot him a look. “She’s not for you, you know.”

      “You think I don’t know that?”

      “All I know is there was something going on in there. Your cat was protecting her—from me.”

      Jace closed his eyes. “She saved my life. I owed her. End of story.” And it wasn’t a lie—it just wasn’t the whole truth.

      “What the hell happened, anyway?” Luc asked as he pulled out of the alley.

      “Night fae,” Jace replied without opening his eyes. “Son of a bitch stabbed me with an iron knife.”

      Luc snarled. “Tell me he’s dead.”

      “He is.”

      “What the fuck were you doing in Grace Harbor?” Adric asked. “I thought you were in Rising Sun, examining that new vein of quartz.”

      Jace opened his eyes. It was clear the alpha wasn’t going to let him rest until he answered a few questions.

      “I went to Rising Sun first.” On a normal day, Jace wouldn’t have been at the mine; he was the clan’s chief tech, not a miner. But the miners had found a new vein of high-grade quartz and he’d wanted to see it for himself. “By the way, those crystals just might work in the clan’s smartphones.”

      Every fada had a Gift, and Jace’s was to work with the tiny crystals in quartz. He’d designed a quartz smartphone that had promising applications, but they were still working out the bugs.

      “No shit?”

      “Yeah. We’ll have to run some tests, but it looks promising. I asked the miners to send some to the Factory for testing.”

      “That’s good news.” Adric permitted himself a rare smile.

      Jace nodded. “Anyway, after work, I went out for a drink with a few of the guys. Some of the Rock Run men were there, too. Tiago do Rio invited us.”

      That got Adric’s attention. Tiago was the youngest brother of the Rock Run alpha and a high-ranking member of the clan in his own right.

      “Do Rio, hmm? Think Rock Run had anything to do with it?”

      “Why the fuck would they help a night fae?”

      “Because Tiago’s big brother Dion would love to stop our mining. He hates having us on his mate’s territory.” Lord Dion wasn’t just the Rock Run alpha, he was mated to Cleia, the sun fae queen.

      “And he’s not happy about us mining so close to Rock Run, either,” Luc added. “They may have figured out that you’re the guy who developed the smartphone technology.”

      Jace considered that, but it didn’t compute. “I don’t like him any better than you, but if Dion wanted me dead, he wouldn’t hire a fae. He’d do it himself.”

      “True,” said Adric. “And we signed a contract with the Rising Sun fae. If Dion doesn’t honor it, his mate would have his balls on a platter.”

      Luc snorted and Jace grinned. “She would.” Dion might be a big, dominant man but Queen Cleia was one of the most powerful fae in the world.

      “Which leaves us with Lord Prick.” It was their code name for Tyrus.

      “That’s my guess.”

      A muscle ticked in Adric’s jaw. “God’s cat, I’d like to take him out. But the prince would wipe the floor with us if he found out we killed his only living son.”

      Jace nodded. They’d discussed this before, and the answer was always the same. It wasn’t fucking worth it. The only consolation was knowing it was a stalemate. They couldn’t take out Tyrus, but the reverse was also true. Prince Langdon had kept his son in check for the past six years—although Tyrus had apparently slipped the leash.

      Thankfully, Merry was protected by Langdon himself. The night fae prince had woven a protection ward deep into the crystals of her quartz. If anyone—fae or not—tried to hurt her, they would die. Instantly.

      “The bastard will go too far one of these days,” Luc muttered. “And then, he’s dead.”

      Adric growled in agreement.

      Luc took the I-95 ramp south toward Baltimore. They bumped over something in the road and Jace tensed against a jolt of pain.

      “Sorry, bro.” Luc eased the car onto the interstate. “Couldn’t avoid it.”

      “Hang in there,” Adric added. “We’ll have you home in less than an hour.”

      Jace nodded, tight-lipped. “I need you to do something for me—call my niece. Rui and Valeria should know what happened.”

      “Of course.” Adric tapped his quartz. “Merry? How are you, love?”

      “Uncle Ric!”

      Jace’s mouth curved at her excited response. In the days after they’d first found Merry with the Rock Run fada, she’d been terrified of Adric, especially after he’d tried to steal her back from the couple she thought of as her parents. But the alpha had a soft spot for cubs, and it hadn’t taken long before she adored him like all the clan’s young.

      “Don’t be worried,” Adric said, “but Uncle Jace got hurt. He’s going to be okay, though.”

      “Uncle Jace?” The brightness went out of her voice, which made Jace want to kill the night fae assassin all over again. “He’s okay? You’re sure?”

      “Absolutely. He’s here with me right now.”

      “Why didn’t he call me then?”

      “Because he’s using all his energy to heal.”

      “Oh. That’s good, then. Can I talk to him? Please?”

      “Of course.” Adric removed his quartz and held it over the seat so Jace could speak into it.

      He leaned forward. “Yo, Merry. I’m okay, like Uncle Ric said. I won’t be able to see you tomorrow, though. But I’ll come and see you in a couple of days.”

      “Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      “Okay, then.” Her relief came through the quartz. “I hope you feel better soon.”

      He smiled even though she couldn’t see him. “I feel better just talking to you. Now, is your dad around?”

      “Yeah, we just had breakfast.”

      “Tell him Uncle Ric wants to talk to him. And Merry? Love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      Jace sat back. His belly was throbbing, which meant he was healing, but he’d had enough talk. He leaned his head against the seat and listened as Adric told Rui do Mar about the night fae attack.

      Rui was also Dion’s second-in-command. He understood immediately that Merry could be in danger. Wards could be broken. Yes, it would be suicide to kill Merry, but that didn’t mean Tyrus wouldn’t send someone after her. If the assassin died, Tyrus would chalk it up to collateral damage.

      “Thanks for the heads-up,” Rui told Adric. “I’ll let the alpha know. We’ll keep her safe.”

      “I know. That’s the only reason she’s still with you.”

      “Try and take her,” Rui retorted, “and you won’t live the week.”

      Adric ignored that to say, “We’ll keep you informed.”

      “You do that.”

      “And do Mar?”

      “What?”

      “Give Rosana my love.” He tapped the phone, cutting off the other man’s growl.

      Jace’s mouth twitched. Rosana was the youngest do Rio, a sultry black-haired beauty about twenty-two turns of the sun. Adric singled her out every chance he got: dancing with her at the sun fae’s big midsummer celebration each year, bringing her small gifts.

      And Rosana encouraged him.

      It drove the Rock Run men insane, especially Tiago and Dion. Jace didn’t know what Rosana’s game was, but Adric did it to tweak the older alpha.

      Adric and Luc fell into a low-voiced conversation. Strategizing. Jace tried to listen, but his eyes closed, and all he heard was the healing hum of his quartz.

      The next thing he knew, Luc said, “We’re here.”

      Jace sat up. They’d arrived in Baltimore. Adric hopped out and opened Jace’s door, holding out his hand. Jace took it, because frankly, he needed the help.

      The clan lived in small dens scattered around the city. Most of them lived underground, with a house on the surface as camouflage. Some of the dens were connected by underground tunnels, although not Jace’s.

      After his parents died, the brick house on his lot had fallen into disrepair, but Jace had fixed it up and rented it out to a single mom and her kids. The mom was grateful to have a landlord who kept things in good repair, and in return, she ignored the odd hours he and his den mates kept—and the big cats, wolves and bears that could be seen in the backyard from time to time.

      Adric slid an arm around Jace’s waist. When Jace tried to shrug him off, he growled, “Let me help, you idiot.”

      “Asshole,” Jace returned, but gratefully accepted the alpha’s strength as he limped around back to where his den entrance was concealed in a small shed protected by a look-away spell.

      Suha, the clan’s head healer, was waiting in her usual colorful tunic and capris. A slender, black-haired woman whose animal was a deer, she had a doe’s soft brown eyes and calm ways, except where it came to her patients. Then the woman could out-hardass Adric.

      She greeted Jace with a careful hug and a kiss on each of his cheeks, then set her hands on her hips. “Don’t you know better than to mess with a night fae?”

      “He messed with me, babe. And I’m the one who’s still walking around.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Inside with you.”

      Adric touched his quartz and murmured the words that dissolved the look-away spell. The den was two flights down. Jace could no longer keep up the pretense that he wasn’t in pain. He shuffled down the stairs, gripping the rail like a lifeline. Adric stayed on his other side, taking as much of his weight as he could.

      By the time they reached the bottom, sweat had beaded on Jace’s forehead. He leaned against the stone wall as Adric opened the door to his den and then helped him into the small foyer.

      Jace’s parents had carved the den out of the bedrock long before he was born. Both of them had been soldiers, but his dad had been an engineer at heart. In his downtime, he’d built this big, solid home for his mate, their two cubs, and assorted other members of the clan. Even in the Darktime, everyone knew they always had a bed at the Jones’ den.

      He limped into the living room, a large, comfortable space with exposed stone walls and furniture that dated to his parents’ time. The floor was covered with worn throw rugs and large pillows for their animals to curl up on, and the mantelpiece held a collection of quartz that his soldier mom had brought back from her tours overseas. Other than replacing the pillows, the only thing Jace had added was the big screen TV on the wall. He’d had to rig up a solar-powered electricity system, but it was worth it.

      Now the only thing that greeted him was Tigger, a testy orange tomcat who’d moved in last year and never left. That was strange. Jace glanced around, nostrils flared, testing the air for his den mates’ scents. With four men besides himself calling the den home, it was rarely empty.

      “Everyone is out looking for you,” Adric said. “They should be back soon—I sent word we found you. But I had people searching in a fifty-mile radius.”

      He grunted. “Call out the effing cavalry, why don’t you?”

      “Shut up and get into bed.”

      Suha had gone down the hall to Jace’s bedroom. She didn’t have to ask where it was. She’d patched up his wounds more than once.

      With Adric’s help, he hobbled after her and lowered himself onto the edge of the mattress. Damn, he’d swear these cuts had been seared into his gut by Hades himself. This morning he’d thought they were almost healed, but now they felt worse than ever.

      Suha placed a small, blunt-fingered hand on his shoulder. “Lie down before you fall down.”

      He gritted his teeth and obeyed. But it was good to be home in his own bed. His muscles softened.

      Suha scanned the wound with her quartz as he stared at the ceiling. His dad had left the stone walls bare in here, too. The stone was dotted with mica, giving the dark gray rock a pretty shimmer. He could almost hear the walls humming.

      “Not bad,” Suha murmured. “They’re healing, especially the shallow one, but deep inside, they’re still open. And you’re spiking a high fever.”

      Her voice seemed to come from far away. He dragged his gaze back to her face.

      A fever. That’s why he felt so odd, as if he were floating above the bed. He dug his fingers into the sheets to ground himself.

      Adric got a chair from the kitchen for Suha and set it next to the bed. “The humans cleaned the cuts out with salt water,” he told her.

      “Within a half hour,” Jace added.

      “Thank the gods for that.” Suha frowned at her quartz. “But the iron had already spread into your blood. That’s why you still feel—”

      “Like shit,” Jace finished for her. “But I’ll heal.”

      “With help.” She fixed him with a stern look. “Now relax and breathe.”

      Jace scowled. “I don’t need your energy. Save it…” He trailed off as he lost his train of thought.

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” the healer returned. “Close your eyes and breathe. Picture your body filling with healing energy…a warm, golden light.”

      “I’ll help.” Adric moved to Jace’s other side, but Suha shook her head.

      “I know you’re strong, but you’re burnt from being out searching all night. Save your energy for yourself. I’ve got this.”

      Adric nodded but remained where he was. He gave Jace’s shoulder a squeeze. “You heard the woman. Close your eyes and let her do her stuff.”

      He obediently closed his eyes and focused on the warmth in his belly. At first it seared, the unhealthy fire of last night, but even worse. He went hot, then cold. The humming of the walls grew louder, became an irritating buzz that made him want to clamp his hands to his ears.

      He moved his legs restively. “Hot.”

      “I know.” Suha murmured something to Adric and a minute later he returned with a damp cloth. Suha placed it on his forehead, and Jace gave a hiss of relief.

      The burning changed, became a pleasant glow that infused his wounds with healing energy. The buzzing in his head receded as his own quartz’s crystals hummed louder in response, until his whole body was vibrating with an unearthly music that was both sound and magic.

      He drew a deep breath and released it, and let himself float in the soothing sea of energy.

      Time passed. Ten minutes, then another ten.

      Adric touched Jace’s shoulder, ignoring Suha’s directive to add his energy to the mix.

      Jace slit his eyes. His friend squeezed Jace’s shoulder, his normally sculpted, arrogant face soft with concern.

      Suha shook her head at Adric, but allowed him to braid his energy through hers. They all knew that he couldn’t remain idle when any of his people were hurting. The vibrations swelled to an ocean of sound, peaceful and yet energizing.

      More time passed as the energy ebbed and flowed, washing the pain away. His eyelids grew too heavy to lift.

      “There,” Suha said. “That should do it. You’re going to have a couple of scars, but that can’t be helped.” She touched his cheek. “How do you feel?”

      He forced his lids to open. Suha’s pretty oval face hovered above him, her large doe-eyes narrowed with concentration.

      “Great,” he murmured. “Sleepy, but great. Thank you.”

      “Good. I want you to stay in bed for a few days, got it?”

      He nodded.

      “He’ll be fine,” Suha said to Adric.

      He briefly closed his eyes, and Jace realized how worried he’d been. “Thank you,” he told the healer.

      “You’ll stay with him?”

      “Only until his den mates arrive, and then I have to get home to Marjani. But I’ll check back later.”

      “How is she?”

      Adric shrugged. A year ago last spring, Marjani had been kidnapped and raped by a den of feral water fada. All the ferals were dead, and Marjani’s body was healed, but it was going to take a long time before her mind was whole again. It clawed at all of them, but Adric had taken it extra hard—because how do you get over your sister being hurt like that?

      Jace knew the answer: you didn’t. It was always part of you. The regrets, the what-ifs, the fucking helplessness. Because if you’d only known your sister was in danger…

      “About the same,” Adric said at last.

      Suha pressed her lips together. “I’ll come by to see her later.”

      “Thank you.” The alpha’s face was naked with the love and hurt he felt for his sister. “I thought she was getting better, but she hasn’t been outside in over a week. I can’t—” He spread his hands.

      Jace roused himself to say, “Tell her…I need a visitor.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Suha said. “Tomorrow, maybe.” She squeezed Jace’s hand. “You be good now, you hear? When I say stay in bed, I mean it. You don’t want a relapse.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      A slim black brow winged up. “And don’t think I don’t know when someone’s being evasive. Say the words.”

      He scowled, but she simply gazed back until he muttered, “All right. I’ll stay in bed. For the rest of the day.”

      He caught Adric’s smirk and scowled at him as well, but his friend returned, “Listen to the healer, Jace. I need you at full strength to help get the bastard that did this. Now, are you hungry?”

      And Jace realized he was. Starving, in fact.

      “Just liquids today,” Suha said. “Broth, a yogurt smoothie. We don’t want to stress his digestive system yet.” She gave them both a kiss and let herself out.

      With her gone, Jace took a nap while Adric went out to a diner to pick up some food. Yogurt wasn’t his usual fare, but it was about all he could handle right now. At least it was strawberry. He sipped the smoothie and watched enviously as Adric wolfed down his own two ham-and-egg sandwiches in rapid succession.

      Jace’s den mates returned. They wandered in and out of the room to see how he was doing. Sam, a burly redhead whose animal was a Bengal tiger, was first. He was followed by Beau, a slow-moving, slow-talking bear, and Horace, a cougar who was one of the clan’s best trackers. They stood over Jace, shaking their heads and needling him about being caught off-guard by a fae until Adric told them to get the hell out and let him rest.

      The last to arrive was Zuri, who’d been directing the cleanup in Grace Harbor. A fellow lieutenant, Zuri was a tall, dark and charismatic wolf who pretty much had to beat women off with a stick. Along with Adric, he was Jace’s closest friend.

      Zuri got a second chair from the kitchen and set it next to the bed. “Everything’s calm.” He propped his long legs on the foot of the mattress. “I followed Jace’s trail myself from the bar to the human’s house, and I couldn’t scent a thing.”

      “And the woman and her brother?” asked Adric.

      “I have Kara watching the house.” Zuri named a young female who had recently arrived from their sister clan in Jamaica. “She’s good at blending in with humans. Even if they see her, they won’t know she’s one of us.”

      “Excellent,” Adric replied.

      Jace nodded, relieved. He’d been going to ask that Adric see to Evie’s protection. “The woman—Evie—she’s good people. I’d hate to see her and her brother get hurt because they stuck their necks out for me.”

      Adric and Zuri exchanged a look.

      “You don’t usually go for human women,” said Zuri.

      He growled. “Who the fuck says I’m going for her?”

      His friend raised his hands, palm out. “Nobody.”

      Adric snorted and got to his feet. “Look, I have to go. I could use a shower—bad—and I told Marjani I’d bring her some breakfast.” He lifted the takeout bag. “She doesn’t remember to eat sometimes. Feel better, okay?”

      He squeezed Jace’s shoulder and with a nod to Zuri, left.

      Zuri stayed another few minutes and then started yawning until Jace told him to go to bed, he’d be fine. The other men were either in bed or in the living room watching TV.

      Jace looked at Tigger, who had stretched out between his open legs. “Looks like it’s just the two of us.”

      Tigger yawned and kneaded the sheet, narrowly missing Jace’s balls with his claws, and then settled his head on his paws. A minute later he was snoring.
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      “And don’t come back.” Evie slammed the deadbolt shut behind the two fada.

      Kyler was studying her as if she had two heads.

      “Damn it,” she snapped, “I am not fae.”

      “Part fae.” He leaned in to sniff her. “You smell human to me.”

      “Very funny.” She shoved him away, but he just chuckled. “Of course, I do. If I were fae, wouldn’t I know it?”

      “Maybe. But one thing we do know—if you have fae blood and I don’t, then it’s not Mom.”

      She scraped both hands through her hair. “Drop it, Kyler.”

      “So it’s Fane.”

      She heaved a sigh. “And God knows where he is.”

      Her dad wasn’t the type to leave a forwarding address—if he even had an address to leave. Fane Morningstar came and went as the spirit moved him, and Lord knew, that wasn’t often; she could count on her fingers the number of times she’d seen him in the past ten years.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t like her dad. Everyone liked him. He was tall and blond, with a laidback way of moving and talking as if time moved slower for him somehow. He always had a smile for you, and she’d never once heard him raise his voice.

      If her mom asked difficult questions, like how long he was staying this time, the man just…disappeared. Evie had learned early not to count on Fane. You just enjoyed him while he was around, and then did your best to forget him when he left.

      “If anyone has fae blood, it’s Fane,” Kyler said. “There’s that picture we found. You know, after Mom died.”

      “Yeah.” Evie set her jaw and started tidying the kitchen, picking up the bowl and coffee cups and setting them in the sink.

      They’d found the photo tucked in a cigar box along with other mementos. In it, Fane had an arm slung around their mom’s shoulders, and they were both grinning at the camera. It had to have been taken over twenty-five years ago.

      The last time they’d seen Fane, he’d looked exactly the same, right down to his wide grin and unlined face.

      “What are you going to do?” Kyler asked.

      “Make pancakes.” She took a box of pancake mix from the cupboard.

      Her brother blew out a breath. “About this fae thing.”

      “Nothing.” She measured a cup of the mix into a bowl, added milk and broke an egg on top of it. “Even if it’s true, what does it matter?” she asked as she stirred the batter. “It’s not going to change anything. If I do have some fae in me, it’s probably something like one-hundredth. It’s not like I can work magic or anything.”

      Kyler placed his hands on his narrow hips and shook his head. “My sister, a fae.”

      She pointed her fork at him. “This is between you and me, got it? You tell anyone, and you’re toast.”

      He grinned and raised his hands. “Okay, okay. Don’t shoot me with a fae ball, sis.”

      “Very funny. I mean it, Kyler Ferris.” She gave the batter a vicious stir. “Just get the plates out, will you?”

      “Hey, don’t be so touchy. At least you have a dad to visit you. I don’t really even remember mine. I probably wouldn’t know him if I passed him on the street.”

      Evie bit her lip. She ached to hug her brother, but she knew from experience he’d shrug her off. Their eyes met.

      “You’d know him.”

      “Yeah, sure.” Kyler opened the cupboard and took out two plates.
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      After breakfast, Kyler went to school and Evie finished cleaning up. She double-bagged Jace’s bloody T-shirt and then, recalling what a good sense of smell the fada had, threw it into a dumpster on the next block. Meanwhile, she washed and dried the sheet he’d used.

      In a short while, there was no trace that Jace had spent the night on her couch. She’d almost believe she’d dreamed the whole thing, except she didn’t have that good of an imagination.

      How was he doing? She bit her lip. He was the kind of man who’d do too much, too soon.

      Not my business, she told herself. He had his friends to take care of him now. The best thing was to forget they’d ever met.

      Her mind turned to what Adric had said about her being part fae. He’d seemed so certain.

      If only there was some way to get hold of her dad. But the last time she’d seen him was two years ago, right before her mom died. She wasn’t even sure how he’d heard her mom was sick, but he’d arrived in time to say goodbye. Her mom had been alert enough to smile at him, and Evie would always be grateful for that.

      Fane had stayed through the death and, to Evie’s surprise, had even taken charge of the arrangements, including paying for the memorial service and cremation. On the third night he’d said, “You seem like you’re doing okay, Evie love,” and the next morning he was gone, leaving only a glittering stone on her night table…which turned out to be a diamond worth close to ten thousand dollars.

      Trust her dad to give her a gift that caused even more trouble. She’d been afraid a jeweler would ask awkward questions, so she’d pawned it instead. But the pawn shop had given her five thousand for it, and she had to admit the cash had helped.

      Evie shook her head and took out her laptop. She had homework to do.

      That afternoon she ate an early dinner with Kyler, and then headed to the Wine Bar, an upscale restaurant on the water where she was a server. Grace Harbor was a small, historic city bordered on two sides by water—the Susquehanna River to the north, and the Chesapeake Bay to the east. This time of year, the streets were filled with boaters and weekenders. It was Friday evening, and the restaurant was packed.

      She should’ve been too busy to think, but Jace kept popping into her head at odd times. That curious smile as he’d been hurt and bleeding next to her stoop. His broad shoulders and cat-like grace. The way his eyes changed from hazel to green…

      “Excuse me.” The man at the table before her spoke. “Miss? Is that our food?”

      Evie blinked. She was standing in the middle of the restaurant, a plate in each hand. “Sorry about that,” she said with a smile, and slid the plates in front of the man and his date.

      He closed his mouth on whatever he’d been about to say and gave her a brief smile back. She smiled at the woman he was with as well, because it was low class—and bad for tips—to flirt with a guy in front of his date. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “No, we’re fine.” They each waved a hand, eager to assure her there was no problem. She’d always had a gift for soothing people’s feathers, making them smile. It was why she was such a good waitress.

      But was there more to it than that? Her mom had said Evie’s way with people came from Fane.

      Damn it, she was not going to think about it. Fae or not, what did it matter? It wasn’t like she could do anything useful, like change straw into gold. Now that would be a real Gift.

      She got off work a little after eleven. She’d taken her car this time, because after last night, she was wary about walking home after dark. Now she came out of the restaurant to find a light rain falling—and she hadn’t brought an umbrella.

      She grabbed her keys and her backpack and jogged to where she’d parked her ancient blue compact under a street light—just in case.

      At least it was a warm rain. Evie swiped the water from her face and started the car. The ignition sputtered and went dead. The car had been her mother’s, and it had grown cranky with age. It especially didn’t like wet weather.

      “C’mon, hon.” She crossed her fingers and tried again, and this time the engine ground to life.

      The half-mile drive home took under five minutes. She drove slowly, the black lampposts casting a warm yellow glow on the rainy streets. Grace Harbor had once been a workingman’s town, with crabbers, fishers and a herring cannery. But these days, it had a funky, small-town vibe with mom-and-pop stores alongside art galleries, antique shops and upscale restaurants like the Wine Bar.

      She passed a couple of her neighbors out for a stroll, umbrellas lifted. It was hard to believe that just last night a man had almost died right in her backyard.

      She parked her car on the concrete pad behind the house, took a thorough look around, and then sprinted up the steps to her back door.

      Kyler wasn’t home yet, but there was nothing unusual about that. His curfew on the weekends was midnight, and he usually came home the last possible second. That wouldn’t have bothered her, but the last few weeks he’d started pushing the curfew—coming home at twelve-thirty or one and daring her to object.

      Tonight was one of those nights. She started texting him five minutes after midnight.

      At least he replied, telling her not to worry.

      Too late, she replied. I’m worried and I want you home. NOW.

      She could see he’d viewed the text, but he didn’t reply. She sat on the easy chair, fuming, as she finished her paper. Because she was worried about him, especially after last night. What if that night fae came back? Her whole body went cold, just thinking about it.

      It was almost one o’clock before Kyler sauntered in the front door, red-eyed and smelling of pot. He flopped on the couch and regarded her through slit eyes.

      “Go ahead. Tell me what a bad boy I am.”

      She clenched her jaw so hard her teeth hurt. “You’re only sixteen, Kyler. Too young to be out after midnight, and too damn young to be smoking weed.”

      “Go to hell, Evie.” He rested his arm over his eyes. “You’re not my mom.”

      Her stomach sucked in. For a few seconds, she was blinded by hurt and anger.

      “No,” she said as calmly as she could, “but I’m responsible for you until you’re eighteen. If you get arrested, it’s on my watch.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ll tell them it’s me, not you.”

      “You think I care about that? I care about you, asshat. And I promised Mom I’d take care of you, damn it.”

      He raised up on his elbows to glare at her. “Fuck your promise. If taking care of me is so hard, then forget it. Mom never should’ve asked—”

      “Oh, for Chrissake.” She rubbed the bridge of her nose. “I didn’t mean it like that. You know I didn’t.”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “But I mean it, Kyler. From now on, you’d better be home at midnight, or I swear I’ll—” She halted because she didn’t have anything to threaten him with, and they both knew it.

      Kyler levered himself off the couch. “Okay, okay,” he grumbled. “Don’t get your panties in a twist.”

      She watched as he stalked out of the living room, his thin body rigid, his T-shirt a little too small. He’d grown six inches this year so that she was barely able to keep him in clothes.

      She blew out a breath and rested her head on the back of the chair.

      What am I going to do with him this summer?
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      Jace spent most of Saturday in bed.

      Tigger kept him company. Jace wasn’t sure who’d first let the tomcat in, but within a week he had the run of the place. He’d adopted Jace, wisely zeroing in on the alpha of the small den. Jace had christened him Tigger, just to yank Sam’s chain, because Tigger was basically a mini-Sam—an orange tiger-in-miniature.

      Jace did sleep for a couple of hours. When he woke up, Zuri brought him some beef broth. They talked a little, and then Zuri left to run some errands. With the coast clear, Tigger jumped on Jace’s bed and settled against his leg. A short while later he was purring.

      Touched, Jace stroked the cat’s fur. Tigger didn’t usually share anyone’s bed, preferring a perch on the living room couch where he could survey both the kitchen and the front door. He was clearly offering support to an injured den mate.

      The afternoon passed slowly. Jace took another short nap. When he awoke, his head was clear for the first time in twenty-four hours. He stared at the ceiling, stroking Tigger and thinking.

      Frigging woman. Because he couldn’t get the tough little human out of his mind.

      He knew damn well she needed help. It couldn’t be easy, raising a kid who wasn’t much younger than her.

      Jace knew something about that himself. Yeah, Takira had been older than him, not younger, but only by two years. During the Darktime, the alpha—Adric’s uncle Leron—had separated families as punishment or simply to keep them from conspiring against him. Jace’s own mom had been sent on a military mission to South America that had kept her away for a year. While she was gone, his peace-loving, half Native American dad had been killed in a bloody spate of fighting.

      By the time Jace was fifteen, he and Takira had been on their own save for the small pack they’d formed with Adric, Marjani, and some of the other young members of their clan. At fifteen, Jace was already bigger and stronger than his sister, so he’d been her protector as much as she was his.

      And then Takira had fallen for Silver, a half-fae, half-human who turned out to be Prince Langdon’s illegitimate son. Langdon had kept Silver a secret—the night fae frowned on mating with anyone but another pureblood—but somehow Tyrus, his only other living son, had found out. Maybe even from Adric’s bastard of an uncle.

      Remembering, Jace’s fingers tightened in Tigger’s fur. The cat hissed and Jace released him. Tigger shot him an outraged glare and then stalked off, stiff-legged, to the foot of the mattress before lying down again.

      The Darktime. It had been like a virus attacking the clan, a killing fever that swept through the ranks, sucking in even good men and women until no one knew who to trust. Darkness and hatred had ruled.

      But the day Jace had heard that Takira had been raped and murdered had been the day he’d truly understood darkness. A familiar acridness coated the back of his tongue. If only he’d known that Tyrus had targeted Takira and her small family…

      Jace had been with Adric, planning a strike against Leron Savonett. That small, well-planned attack had turned the tide, eventually leading to the battle that finally took down the vicious alpha. Jace had rushed to Takira’s den with the news that she no longer had to hide Merry. But they were gone. The next he’d heard, Takira was dead, and Silver had taken his daughter and gone into hiding.

      He dragged a hand over his face. What the hell made him think he could help Evie and Kyler? Better he stayed away. If Tyrus was stalking Jace, he was a danger to them.

      He threw off the sheet, earning another irritated hiss from Tigger, but Jace was going to go insane if he spent any more time staring at the ceiling.

      He limped into the living room and sprawled on the couch. One by one his den mates woke up from their naps and joined him, taking seats on the chairs or the large pillows strewn on the floor.

      When Adric returned it was after six o’clock, and the four of them were eating Chinese take-out—soup for Jace—and watching the Orioles. When Adric entered, everyone except Jace rose to their feet. They hugged and nuzzled each other—their animals needing the touch—and then Adric took Sam’s seat on the couch next to Jace.

      Sam didn’t even blink. Adric was the alpha, but more, he’d earned their loyalty a hundred times over. The man would die for them, and nearly had.

      Adric looked Jace over with a professional eye. He wasn’t a healer, but like all of them, he’d done his share of field medic work. “Should you be out of bed?”

      Jace growled. “Don’t start.”

      “It’s your funeral,” he said, helping himself to a plate of ginger garlic chicken. He watched the last two innings of the baseball game with the rest of them, and then jerked his chin at the other men. “I need to talk to Jace and Zuri.”

      The room cleared immediately. Adric spun a chair around so its back was facing Jace, and sat down, arms draped over the back, while Zuri took a seat on the opposite end of the couch.

      Adric scrutinized Jace. “You sure you’re all right?”

      His nape tightened. “Why?” He set his empty soup bowl on the coffee table. “What is it?”

      “I’ve been thinking. That night fae was waiting for you, right?”

      “Far as I could tell.”

      “So, d’you think it was Lord Prick?”

      “I didn’t see him,” Jace said, “but who else could it be? The man was right outside Evie and Kyler’s door. We could feel him out there, trying to sense where I was. I protected the three of us the best I could, and then I passed out. Somehow she held him off. Hell, maybe thinking happy thoughts worked.”

      “Could be the fae in her. If I had to choose, I’d say she was sun fae, and if there’s one thing the sun fae are good at, it’s being happy.”

      Jace nodded slowly. Sun fae were rich, sexy, hedonistic—the fae world’s version of a Hollywood elite. Evie might not have the wealth, but she had a sun fae’s magnetism. Hell, even with a knife wound to the gut, he’d wanted to fuck her.

      “But if it was his royal prickness,” Adric continued, “then why? He targeted you for a reason.”

      “Merry,” Jace said, tightlipped. “He can’t get at her because she’s too well protected. That ward of her grandfather’s keeps the night fae away from her, and Rock Run has adopted her into their clan. You’d have to be touched in the head to fuck with Rui do Mar.” The river fada who was Merry’s adopted father was also Rock Run’s most feared assassin. “No.” Jace shook his head. “The only way the night fae can strike at her is through me.”

      “Merry, yeah—but why you? Sure, you’re her uncle, but it’s Silver’s line he’s worried about. And if he really wanted to hurt Merry, he’d go after Rui and Valeria.”

      “True.” Jace rubbed his forehead. “But then why?”

      Adric was out of his chair and pacing. He could never sit still for long.

      “Think about it, Jace. You’re the key to my whole strategy for getting the clan back on its feet. You’re the one who knows the quartz technology inside out. Yeah, we’ve got others who can do some of what you do, but no one has a grasp of all the pieces like you do. If you die, the project could be set back years—and who knows what would happen in the meantime?”

      “Hell.” Jace met Adric’s eyes. “You think someone’s trying to sabotage the project.”

      “I do.”

      Zuri’s brow creased. “But why would the night fae care?”

      Adric and Jace spoke as one. “Because he’s not working alone.”
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      Monday morning, Jace woke up feeling almost like his old self.

      Suha had returned on Sunday to nag him to take it easy. He nodded and obeyed, because the healer knew her stuff—and he did need the rest. Suha’s healing combined with the energy from his own recharged quartz to speed things along.

      Zuri had brought Jace’s bike home, so just after dawn, he slipped out of the den, Tigger on his heels. Somehow Suha got wind of it, though—he’d swear the woman was part Seer—and he found her waiting in the backyard.

      The healer set her hands on her hips. “Where d’you think you’re going?”

      Tigger perked up—he had a crush on Suha. He butted her calf, marking her with his scent.

      She ignored the lovesick tabby to glare at Jace. “I haven’t cleared you to work, Jones.”

      Uh-oh. She’d used his last name. Not a good sign.

      He attempted a winning smile. “I’m fine. See?” He lifted his T-shirt to show her. The cuts had healed, but as she’d predicted, they’d left behind two raised red scars. Normally fada healed quickly and cleanly, but not when iron was involved. Jace would bear the night fae’s marks the rest of his life.

      “I’ll be the judge of that.” Suha removed her crystal and ran it over his belly. “Not bad,” she conceded. “But you nearly died, Jace. Iron poisoning is no joke, and you suffered some internal damage. I want you to take it easy this week.”

      “I am taking it easy. I’m only going to the Factory to test some of the new quartz. Those new smartphones are losing their charge too quickly.”

      The Factory was the name Adric had given their combination test lab and manufacturing plant. Right now, it was just a big room in a building they’d rescued from the wrecking ball, but Ric liked to think big.

      Suha nodded. The clan had been informed about the basics of what they were doing—produce quartz smartphones to Jace’s design, and then sell them to the other earth fada clans.

      “So?” she returned. “They can survive a few days without you.”

      “But I can’t. If I stay in another day, I’ll be climbing the walls. Even Tigger is sick of me.” He nodded at the tomcat, who’d tired of trying to gain Suha’s attention and was investigating an interesting smell near the fence. “Please?”

      The healer cast her gaze skyward. “Don’t blame me if you have a relapse.”

      “I won’t.” Jace planted a kiss on her cheek. “Relapse, that is.”

      And they both knew Suha would come running if he did.
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      The Factory was only about a mile away in a blighted section of West Baltimore. The building had once been a grocery store, and the sign outside still read Allen’s Stop-and-Shop because that was as good a camouflage as any. After they’d cleared out the display shelves and cash registers, they’d been left with one large room for the tables, computers, and equipment used to manufacture the smartphones, and a storage room in the back.

      Jace felt a familiar pride as he entered the Factory. This was his baby; Adric had given him free rein to set up shop, directing the small crew to not just manufacture smartphones for the clan, but to refine and improve the technology. The beauty of quartz was that it produced a strong current when fed by an earth fada’s natural energy. It was also strong and waterproof.

      Adric was even considering selling the phones to water fada, whose biology tended to short out regular electronic devices, although none of them were sure they wanted to put such a tool in their rivals’ hands. They’d have to work out the energy issues, too. Water fada didn’t require quartz for life energy like the earth fada did, but on the other hand, they couldn’t work with the crystals from an early age like Jace’s people could.

      And after that, who knew? If Adric could work out a deal with a human communications company—and figure out a way for humans to operate the quartz—the sky was the limit. They might one day sell the phones to select humans as well. The military would love a waterproof phone that could hold a charge for several weeks. Right now, though, you had to have at least a few drops of fae blood to operate a smartphone.

      But there was one big problem; the technology burned the quartz up. It wasn’t reusable like an earth fada’s own quartz, and low-grade quartz didn’t work at all. The clan desperately needed a new supply of high-grade quartz like the vein they’d located on the border of Rising Sun Fae territory.

      Resolving all the issues would take years, but Jace was up for it. During the Darktime he’d used his Gift with crystals to design weapons. It was a pure joy to use his Gift in a positive way.

      Now he took a deep, satisfied inhale, breathing in the familiar scents—the sandiness of ground quartz, the oil they used to reduce dust, the metallic odor of machinery. A couple of people were already at work—an engineer known as Frog for some damn reason, and a pretty, dark-haired tech named Dina. They glanced over their shoulders and did a simultaneous double take.

      “Jace?” Dina came to her feet. “Shouldn’t you be in bed?”

      “Suha gave me the green light.”

      Dina inhaled, testing his statement for truth, and then shrugged. “Okay, great. I have an idea as to why the energy is getting sucked out so fast.” A cougar who’d inherited her mom’s Italian coloring—and brains—Dina was even more single-minded than him.

      He pulled up a chair and the three of them hashed out her idea. A couple of other men came in a few hours later, and they all traded ideas before breaking off to test them.

      They were eating take-out pizza at their work stations around one o’clock when Adric walked in. Jace removed his goggles and rose to his feet. “Hey, Ric. What’s up?”

      “Meeting. Zuri and Luc are on their way.” Adric helped himself to a slice of pizza. “What the fuck?” He frowned at the broccoli and spinach.

      “Dina thinks we need more greens,” Jace said.

      “We’re cats, not cows,” Adric muttered. But he took a large bite and then smiled at Dina. “Actually, that’s not bad.” He took another bite.

      Dina beamed. Like all the unmated women, she perked up around the alpha, even though everyone knew Adric wasn’t ready to take a mate. Not that the man was deprived. He had his pick of the clan’s women, who were happy to hook up with the alpha even for a night.

      A minute later, first Zuri and then Luc entered, following their practice of arriving separately at meetings for security reasons. Adric gulped down his pizza and jerked his head in the direction of their underground war room.

      Dina, Frog and the rest of the Factory crew looked curious, but they knew better than to ask questions. Adric shared information on a need-to-know basis, having learned the hard way that the less people knew about your business, the better. Sometimes it even saved your life.

      Zuri and Luc grabbed some pizza and the four of them headed for the storage room. There, Adric opened a trap door and they all passed through a ward set to allow only Adric and his lieutenants through before climbing down a ladder.

      The war room had been carved by Adric and a couple trusted stoneworkers from the bedrock beneath the Factory. Adric was a Gifted tracker—he hired himself out to the fae for outrageous sums—but what he really liked to do was work with stone. He could make a rock practically sing with joy as he used a combination of chiseling and magic to transform it into art.

      A thin vein of white quartz twisted through the rock walls. The quartz had been magically engineered to soundproof the room. Combined with the ward, it even allowed them to speak a fae’s name freely without attracting his or her attention.

      They seated themselves around the large table Adric had carved from a single large rock. Like Camelot’s famous table, it was round. This way, Adric said, each of them could see everyone else—and everyone’s ideas had equal weight.

      Adric spoke to Jace first. “I hear you’re cleared for work, just nothing too strenuous.”

      Jace scowled. “Suha snitched on me.”

      “Of course. You’re not going out on this one, bro. But I wanted your input.” He looked around the table, addressing all three of them. “On Saturday night Zuri went back to the bar in Grace Harbor where Jace was attacked. He asked some questions, but no one knew anything.”

      Jace nodded. No surprise there. “The assassin ’ported in. I don’t know about the other two, but they must have blended in somehow or I’d have seen them myself.”

      “They probably used a glamour,” Adric said. “Made themselves look like someone else—someone who fit in. Maybe even a river fada.”

      “But a glamour only fools the eyes—not the nose.”

      The alpha shrugged. “So they didn’t get too close. You weren’t going to scent them across a crowded bar.” He looked at Zuri. “Tell him what you found out.”

      “I didn’t discover a damn thing inside the bar,” the tall, dark wolf said, “but I thought I’d sniff around the parking lot, see if I could pick up anything. That’s where I ran into Rui do Mar, who was having a look around himself. I figured we should coordinate our efforts. Grace Harbor is their town, not ours.”

      “Do Mar knows Tyrus’s scent,” Adric inserted. “You know what he did to the prick after he tried to kidnap Merry.”

      “Tracked him to his lair in France,” Jace said, “and beat the shit out of him. Almost killed the bastard.”

      Officially, Rock Run remained quiet about the attack on Tyrus, because if it became known that Dion’s second-in-command was the man who roughed up his son, Langdon would’ve been forced to act. This way, the prince could pretend nothing happened—and Tyrus wasn’t going to broadcast that a fada had overcome him so easily.

      “Anyway,” Zuri said, “Do Mar was pissed as hell that a night fae dared attack a fada practically in Rock Run’s backyard. He promised to let Dion know, and then we went over the parking lot with a fine-toothed comb. Not only does do Mar have Tyrus’s scent memorized, the man’s animal is a shark. He can detect a few particles of blood in a fucking ocean.”

      Jace nodded impatiently. None of this was news to him. “And? He picked up Tyrus’s scent?”

      “Yep. Do Mar was sure—said he’d never forget it. And he recognized the scent of the man you killed, too. Tyrus’s chief enforcer.”

      Jace was on his feet. “That sonofabitch.” He spun to look at Adric. “I’m going after him.”

      “No fucking way.”

      Jace slapped his palms on the granite table. “Damn it, Ric. You’re my alpha, but this is my family. Don’t ask me to choose between the two.”

      Adric’s snarl made Jace’s spine tighten. The other two men moved uneasily.

      “Sit. Down.”

      Jace’s claws pricked out, but he grabbed onto his patience and obeyed.

      “First,” the alpha held up a finger, “you’re in no condition to take on a toddler, let alone a fae. Second,” he held up another finger, “if we do this, we have to be smart about it. You’re a smart man. Use that brain of yours.”

      Zuri murmured agreement, while Luc looked on, his wolf-gold eyes watchful, but Jace knew he’d be a hundred percent behind whatever Adric decided.

      “Fine,” Jace spat out. Adric might be right, but Jace was sick unto death of Tyrus targeting his family. “But this time, he’s dead. The man’s not going to rest until every last Jones is wiped off the face of the earth.”

      “If it’s you he’s targeting,” Adric returned. “I’m not as sure as you are. Is it you he wants, or would any of my lieutenants have done?”

      “Does it matter?” Zuri asked. “Either way, I vote we put the man out of his misery.” His lips peeled in a show of canines.

      “I intend to,” the alpha returned. “When he tried to kill Merry six years ago, I had no choice but to let Rock Run go after him. We weren’t strong enough.”

      They all nodded. At that point, Adric had only been alpha for a few months and the clan was still reeling from the Darktime.

      “But things are different now.” Adric’s smile was deadly, his cougar a shadow on his face. “We’re a hell of a lot stronger than we were six years ago. If Tyrus wants a fight, he’s going to get a fight. I’ll bring it right to his fucking lair.”

      They all rumbled agreement.

      “But we have to be careful,” Zuri said. “If Prince Langdon finds out, we’re all dead.”

      “Agreed.” Adric looked at Jace. “Thoughts?”

      His mind was already ticking along: analyzing, examining patterns. “We find out everything we can about Tyrus. Where he lives, who he hangs out with, what he fucking eats for breakfast. Then we figure the best way to take him out so that it doesn’t rebound on us.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” said Adric. “I don’t care if it takes a month or two. In fact, that might be good. He’s a fae. He’ll think we’re too stupid—or afraid—to come after him.”

      Zuri fingered his quartz. “The night fae compound is in Virginia, but Tyrus spends most of his time at his lair in France. We’ll have to catch him outside. The night fae guard their lairs with triple wards.”

      “So we catch him outside,” said Jace. “Drag him into the noonday sun and keep him there until his fucking skin fries.”

      “First, we need more intel,” Adric said, “including exactly where his lair is.”

      “Do Mar will tell us,” Jace said. “He has as much skin in this game as we do.”

      “Good.” Adric looked around the table. “Well? You in?”

      They nodded as one. “Fuck yeah,” Luc said.

      “You’re elected, then,” Adric told him.

      Jace made a sound of dissent, and Adric slashed him a look. “We need you here to work on the smartphones.”

      “They’ll keep for a few weeks.”

      “Do you really want to be out of the country if he sends someone after Merry? We’re not even a hundred percent sure he’s in France.”

      Jace blew out a breath. Adric was right; he’d rather stay close for now. “Fine,” he said, even though his animal was scraping against his insides, coldly eager to go hunting.

      Adric turned back to Luc. “Take Nash with you.”

      “Nash Savonett?” Luc lifted a shaggy black brow. “You sure?” Nash was Leron’s youngest son.

      Adric nodded. “He’s shaping up to be an excellent tracker, and he’s earned it. It’s been six years, and he’s proved his loyalty to me. It’s time we gave him a chance to work his way up the hierarchy.”

      “What about Kane?” Jace asked. “He’s not going to be happy if you pass him over for his younger brother.”

      “Then he can prove himself the way his brother has. He works hard, but he plays both sides. I don’t trust him with a covert job like this.”

      Zuri cleared his throat. “There’s one more thing. You were right, Jace—you heard a third man that night you were attacked. Do Mar doesn’t know who it is, but he had the scent of an earth fada.”
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      Adric loped across the broken-down Westside neighborhood he called home. A third of the houses were boarded up or turned into squats for junkies. But there were families here too—a tricycle was overturned on a small, neatly-kept lawn, and two women sat on a stoop, a toddler between them.

      A man with a gangster tat on his neck strutted down the sidewalk, all broad shoulders and attitude. Then he got a closer look and continued past, eyes down. Adric was the most dangerous predator around, and everyone knew it.

      Adric rented the house above his den to a pair of baby-faced drug dealers barely out of their teens. The older one leaned against the porch rail, arms crossed, a cigarillo hanging out of his mouth.

      “Wassup, bro.”

      Adric jerked his chin. The drug dealers were camouflage—no one would guess the Baltimore alpha lived here—but he was thinking it was time he cleaned up the neighborhood like Jace had.

      The teenager’s flat brown eyes tracked him as he headed around the house. He pulled up the trap door concealed beneath the back porch and loped down the two flights of stairs to his den. As he entered the living room, the motion triggered the quartz wall sconces he’d installed when he and Marjani had first moved in.

      The den had belonged to a family who had been completely wiped out in the Darktime, but Adric didn’t think about that. Not anymore. It was his home now, the first since his parents had died and he and Marjani had been sent to live with their uncle. Leron’s den had never felt like home.

      The wall sconces cast a warm amber light over his sister, curled up on a rug in front of the fireplace. She was in her cougar form again. She’d turned on the fake fire—also quartz-powered—and was gazing into it, eyes slit. The flickering firelight turned her pelt a soft gold, but it couldn’t conceal her weight loss or that her fur was patchy with ill health.

      Adric blew out a breath. Sometimes an entire day went by without his sister taking her human form.

      “Did you eat today?”

      Her head lifted, turned. Cool blue eyes examined him as if he were an annoying insect.

      He clenched his hands, feeling helpless. “You have to eat, Jani.”

      She tilted her head, considering that.

      His claws pricked his palms, his cat wanting to slash something. He drew a slow breath and retracted them.

      “You can’t go on like this. You didn’t go out the whole weekend. Jace asked for you. He almost died, you know. Would it have killed you to pay him a visit?”

      That got through to her. She’d always liked Jace. Her furry gold brow knit, and she yowled a question.

      “He’s fine,” Adric replied. “He was back at work today.”

      She set her head back on her paws. Discussion closed.

      He let out a growl of frustration. Marjani was one step away from becoming feral, lost in her animal—and forever lost to him. Because he’d have to put her down if she became truly wild. He couldn’t have a feral cougar with her intelligence roaming Baltimore.

      He fingered his quartz, tempted. He was one of the rare fada with two Gifts. He was a tracker, one of the best in the world. But he had another, secret Gift—the ability to hypnotize others with his quartz.

      Marjani was one of the few people who knew about his second Gift. He could hypnotize her, compel her to forget what had happened last year. But she’d made him promise that he wouldn’t.

      “No,” she’d snarled when he’d suggested it. “This is me. My life. I need to deal with it. You can’t make everything better, Ric—not this time.”

      For Marjani, he’d break a sworn vow, even if the backlash killed him. But she was the one who’d extracted the vow, and that was what stopped him.

      He dropped onto the rug. It was a plush orange shag like something from the sixties, one of his few indulgences. He’d installed it as much for Marjani as for himself—a reward for the times they’d shivered all night in some boarded-up house, or crouched in the chilly rain because Leron had ordered them to stand watch.

      He sat cross-legged and stared into the fire. The fake flames danced, bright flickers of warmth. Even in the summer, their cats craved heat.

      “I need you, Jani. I need all four of my lieutenants. There’s something I’m not seeing. Lord Prick was behind Jace’s attack, but it looks like he might’ve been working with one of us.”

      He swallowed something acrid. He’d done some terrible things to end the Darktime, including assassinating his own uncle rather than challenge him to a duel for alpha. But he hadn’t been able to risk losing. Leron had been out of control, and Adric was the only one strong enough to take him. It was either kill Leron, or see everyone he loved die.

      When he’d first taken over as alpha, he’d cleaned up the last pockets of resistance and declared the Darktime over. Most of their elders were dead, and the ones that weren’t either swore allegiance to Adric—or were executed. That should’ve been the end of it. He’d turned his attention to rebuilding his ragged, war-torn clan, believing he had the full support of his remaining clanmates.

      But six years later, he was still fighting an underground conflict that he suspected had been instigated by his own cousin, Corban Savonett. Marjani’s attack had been carried out by some rogue river fada—but the rogues had been working with some of Adric’s own people.

      Corban had never accepted Adric as alpha. He believed that as Leron’s oldest son, he should’ve been made alpha after his death, but the fada didn’t work like that. An alpha had to earn the title. And strength wasn’t enough; an alpha needed his people’s respect, too.

      Corban had challenged Adric anyway, and lost. But even though Adric had made his cousin a high-ranking sentry, a position just under his four lieutenants, Corban hadn’t given up. Instead, the bastard had struck at Adric’s weak spot—Marjani. His sister was strong—a hard-ass soldier—but they’d drugged her and smashed her quartz so she couldn’t fight back.

      Adric’s fingers curled. If he’d had any proof that Corban was behind it, he’d have slit the bastard’s throat, but his cousin was too smart to get caught. He hid behind others, and every single one of them had either died or killed themselves before Adric could question them.

      He gazed broodingly at Marjani’s silent form. He questioned his decision to let Corban go every day. Every single fucking day.

      But—“I couldn’t execute Corban without proof,” he told her. “I swore when I became alpha things would be different.” Plus, Corban and his brothers were still a power in the clan. Adric had been afraid that if he pushed too hard, he’d set off another clan war.

      So instead, he’d sent Corban out of the country on a job for the ice fae, after first forcing his cousin to swear he wouldn’t come back until the job was complete. Corban was to capture a rogue ice fae and return her to her king for justice. Corban would be lucky to come back alive, and they both knew it. A powerful ice fae could literally freeze you where you stood. They fed on the energy of motion, meaning they could stop your heart, your lungs…or simply lock your muscles in place until you died of starvation.

      Marjani’s head swung toward Adric. His breath hitched. She was listening.

      He hurried back into speech. “If only we knew what the fuck happened to Corban. But he’s gone missing. I can’t even raise him through his quartz. He could be dead—but I don’t think so.”

      And why wasn’t the ice fae king more concerned? Sindre had listened to Adric’s explanation with an inscrutable expression and then said, “The agreement is void, then.”

      Adric had inclined his head, relieved Sindre wasn’t demanding he send another man out on what amounted to a suicide mission. But it was damned odd. Sindre was an old, cold fae, and the fae had a thing about honoring a contract. The king should’ve been out for blood, but instead he’d given up with barely a protest.

      Marjani rose to her feet, gave herself a shake and padded out of the room.

      “Jani?” he asked, but she didn’t acknowledge him. Disappointed, he scrubbed a hand over his face. He was so damned tired.

      But a short while later, she returned, a woman once again. She paused a few feet away and gazed down at him with shadowed eyes. She’d put on gray shorts and a T-shirt. Once, she’d worn bright, colorful clothes like Suha. And just the other day, he’d come home to find she’d given herself a buzz-cut.

      But she was up, and the eyes gazing down at him were the rich brown of her human form. For now, that was enough.

      She stuck her hands into the back pockets of her shorts. He’d thought she was too thin as a cougar, but this was shocking. Her arms and legs were bony brown sticks.

      His breath whistled in. He rose to his feet, trying to conceal his dismay.

      Marjani didn’t seem to notice. When she spoke, her voice was rusty from disuse. “Tell me what you know.”
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      Monday evening found Jace on his way up to Grace Harbor. Suha would bitch that he was doing too much, but Merry was worried about him, and if Jace could ease that by visiting her, then he would.

      He reached the Grace Harbor exit and tried not to think about Evie. But his jaguar was more basic. It perked up, flexing its claws and vibrated its throat in an instinctive mating vocalization. A picture of Evie formed in his mind—shiny blond cap of hair, big dark eyes and that tight muscle tee cupping small but perfect breasts.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Jace muttered. “But we’re here to see Merry, remember?”

      The cat settled. The cub came first. But after…

      Jace headed west until he reached the narrow dirt road that led to Rock Run. Two minutes after he crossed the line into Rock Run’s territory, two large men on motorcycles appeared on the next hill. They zoomed down the incline toward him, leaving a cloud of dust in their wake.

      Jace stopped his bike at the top of the hill. He was in a lush old-growth forest, the Susquehanna River visible over the treetops to the north. The big river undulated in the late afternoon sun, a wide ribbon of bronze and gold. To his left, Rock Run Creek snaked through the greenery on its way to the Susquehanna.

      The Rock Run men skidded to a stop a few yards way: Tiago do Rio and Chico Nobrega. The alpha had sent his own brother, and Nobrega was Tiago’s best friend and a Rock Run sentry.

      “Peace to you and yours.” Jace raised a hand in greeting. “I came to see my niece.”

      “Peace,” Tiago returned. “But this isn’t your scheduled day.” Both men were dark, good-looking Latinos, but Tiago was a younger copy of his brother Dion—big, broad and arrogant with a mane of black hair tied back with a leather thong and blue eyes so light they appeared almost silver.

      “Do Mar knows why I couldn’t come on Saturday,” Jace returned.

      And if Rui do Mar knew, then Dion knew, which meant Tiago was giving him a hard time for the hell of it. Jace’s jaw tightened, but he kept his posture relaxed, nonthreatening. He’d put up with worse to see Merry.

      Tiago’s gaze raked over Jace. “I hear you ran into some trouble the other night.”

      “I did. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about it, would you?”

      It was Tiago’s turn to tighten his jaw. “Is that what you think?”

      Jace shook his head, because this wasn’t worth a pissing contest. And if Rui was correct, an earth fada was to blame, possibly one from Jace’s own clan. He was still reeling over that piece of information.

      He gave Tiago the same response he’d given Adric. “If you wanted to take me out, you’d do it yourself, not hire a fae.”

      Nobrega’s eyes creased with amusement. “He’s got a point, Ti.”

      Tiago’s tension eased. His mouth quirked. “If you think I’d dare harm a hair on that pretty head of yours, you don’t know your niece. She’d have my effing balls. Come on, then.” He turned his bike and roared off toward the base.

      “Pretty head?” Jace muttered. But he followed at a matching pace.

      Nobrega fell in behind, hemming Jace between the two of them. A not-so veiled threat.

      They were deep in the forest now, passing through huge old oaks, beeches, sycamores and maples. The path narrowed until they were nearly brushing the vegetation on either side: lush fiddlehead ferns, tiny pawpaw trees, a stand of mountain laurel. Jace had never seen the inside of the Rock Run base—Dion had drawn the line at that. Instead, he met Merry in the woods at the edge of the river fada’s territory. It suited them both. Sometimes they ran as their jaguars; sometimes they walked as humans.

      Tiago stopped near an ancient tulip poplar with a double trunk that twisted its way through the leafy green canopy, one trunk mirroring the other in a slow, ponderous dance. Jace pulled up next to him. “Thanks for the escort,” he drawled as he set his bike’s kickstand.

      Tiago gave him a thumbs-up. “Anytime.”

      Merry was waiting in a clearing with Rui do Mar. She was thirteen-and-a-half now, all arms and legs in shorts and a tank top in her new favorite color—lipstick red. It was obvious she was a quarter fae; she had the sharp chin and pointed ears. But she had Takira’s hazel eyes and crinkly black curls, and sometimes she did something that was so like her mom that it took Jace’s breath away.

      Merry spotted Jace and her face lit up. She sprang across the clearing, graceful as a leggy young deer, while her adoptive father followed at a slower pace.

      Jace enfolded her in his arms. “Hey, baby.”

      “I was so worried about you, Uncle Jace.” She hugged him back and pressed her face into his chest.

      He ran his hand over her head. Her cheeks were wet when she lifted her face.

      “Yo, none of that.” He looked helplessly at her dad.

      Do Mar was a large man with shoulders the width of a door and the cold eyes of his shark. Jace was never going to warm up to him, but the man would stop a bullet for Merry. The Rock Run second stared back with his usual stony expression, but a muscle jumped in his jaw.

      “I told her you probably used up one of your nine lives,” he said, “but that means you still have a couple left.”

      Merry rolled her eyes at her dad. But the joke worked, because she stopped crying.

      Jace reached around her to clasp the other man’s hand. “Thanks for letting me see her.”

      Do Mar tugged one of Merry’s curls. “She asked,” he said simply and then added, “I’m going to stick around today. Just in case.”

      The two of them exchanged a look over her head. The first year, either Rui or Valeria had always been there when Jace visited, but over time, they’d trusted him to be alone with Merry. That trust hadn’t been easy for them, and Jace appreciated it. But he didn’t fault Rui for sticking close today. Hell, if the shoe were on the other foot, he’d do the same.

      Merry gave a last sniff. Jace swiped the backs of his fingers down her cheek. “I’m hard to kill, you know that.”

      Her slim dark brows snapped together. “No, you aren’t. You almost died. I felt it—here.” She touched her neck, where a shard of his own quartz hung next to hers. Six years ago, he’d broken off the piece to save her life at a time she’d been dangerously weak, and she’d kept it even after she’d found her own.

      “But I didn’t. Now give me a smile.” He slung his arm around her narrow shoulders.

      She crinkled her nose at him and then giggled when he waggled his brows at her. They started walking, following a path along the creek. Do Mar trailed at a distance, allowing them privacy but keeping them in sight.

      “School’s out,” Merry said, “so I went fishing with Mama Ria this morning. I used my jaguar to scare the bass into her net.”

      “Poor bass.”

      “She says she catches twice as much fish when I come along.”

      “I’ll bet she does.” He squeezed her shoulders.

      This. This was what he wanted for Merry—a safe, happy life with people who loved her. It tore him up that he couldn’t give it to her himself. Cubs were everything to the fada, and he was her only living relative.

      For two long years, he’d thought Merry was dead—and then she’d turned up at Rock Run. At first, he’d have done anything to bring her home. When Valeria and Rui had refused to give her back, he and Adric had tried to kidnap her back. But in the end, Jace hadn’t been able to go through with it. Merry barely remembered him. Valeria and Rui were her parents now.

      Adric hadn’t wanted to leave Merry with the river fada. The clan needed their children; they’d lost so many in the Darktime. But he’d allowed Jace to make the final decision, and Jace had left her with Rock Run, even though it had gutted him to do it.

      It had been the right thing to do. She had a whole family now—Rui and Valeria had had two more children since adopting Merry—and the powerful Rock Run Clan behind her. All Jace could offer her was a den with five males and a place in a dirt-poor clan that might never fully accept a mixed-blood, whatever Adric might say.

      Merry wrapped a wiry arm around his waist and rested her head on his shoulder. “I’ve been practicing with my quartz.”

      “Good girl. You can show me what you learned next time.”

      She nodded. She understood that the lessons between them were private. When she was younger, she’d run to Valeria with every new skill she mastered. Some things were instinctive, like soaking up energy from vibration of the crystals. But there were tricks to using the energy—how to focus it to heal yourself, or turn it outward to make a shield—and for those, she was sworn to secrecy.

      When she turned sixteen, he’d teach her the final, dangerous secret, but Adric had to be present for that.

      Merry slanted him a grin. “Do you know how to tell a smallmouth bass from a largemouth?”

      “Uh—count their teeth?”

      She bumped her hip against his. “No, silly.”

      And she proceeded to give him a lesson about something called a maxillary, a large flap on a bass’s upper jaw, which apparently extended further on the largemouth than the smallmouth. There was something in there about vertical and lateral stripes, too—Jace didn’t catch which belonged to which. He was just enjoying being with his niece.
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