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    Chapter 1


    “Stay human. Stay human. Stay human.”


    Parker Berenson, alpha of Seattle’s werewolf pack, slammed the door to his aging brown Chevrolet Caprice. “Stay human. Stay human.” Hands clenched into fists, his feet pounded the icy pavement leading from the driveway to his blue-gray stucco house. Although the February fourth night was unusually bitter, and he wore neither overcoat nor jacket, he didn’t feel cold. Sweat streamed down his face and neck, soaking his white dress shirt. Tiny tendrils of steam rising from his muscular shoulders made him look as if he were smoldering.


    His wolf’s hard push against the mental bonds that held him inside their shared body and mind made Parker stumble. Fuck staying human. I want out! he roared.


    Regaining his balance, he ignored his beast as best he could and kept walking. “Stay human. Just stay human.”


    I’m—


    “At least wait until we get inside,” he said through his teeth.


    The porch light was out again, but Parker could see by the streetlamps’ ambient glow. He shoved his key into the front door lock and gave it a savage twist. The bolt didn’t move. Using more pressure, he tried again and nearly snapped the key in two. “Open, you sonofa…” he muttered, jiggling the key in its slot.


    That’s it, his wolf snarled and gave another hard mental shove. Tear the sucker off—


    “No!”


    The key finally turned. Parker threw the door open, stormed over the threshold, then banged the door shut.


    One day, I swear-to-God, I’m gonna kill that—


    “You and me both.” He leaned against the door, panting. “Now calm down, will you? Calm—”


    Calm down? After what he did to us tonight? Again? Calm down my—


    “Shut up. We need a drink.”


    I don’t need a drink. I need—


    “Shut up, I said.”


    His wolf didn’t reply. That was a good sign. 


    Parker strode away from the small patch of faux-slate tiles that served as a tiny foyer. The room he marched across comprised nearly all the ground floor. White walls supported glass and metal sculptures with jagged edges sharp enough to carve a holiday roast. These stood in stark contrast to the rest of the sparse furnishings—the clean, straight lines and ninety-degree angles of industrial-grade steel pipe. The black leather cushions on the sofa and chairs did little to soften the interior’s threatening appearance.


    The decor wasn’t pretty, but it had its uses. The lack of furniture allowed enough space for all his wolves to sit when the pack met at his place. And, in case his neighbors discovered what he was and decided to do something about it, he could break the wall hangings and furniture into makeshift, but lethal weapons if he needed them.


    Parker headed for the freestanding bar twenty feet away. He grabbed the jumbo-sized Jack Daniel’s bottle from the counter, then snatched a double shot glass from a nearby rack. Pouring the glass full, he drank it in one gulp, ignoring the liquid fire searing his throat. He tossed down two more shots.


    After his fourth drink, he felt at least some of the tension leave his shoulders. Holding the glass in two large, strong, and trembling—but very human—hands, he set it down on the upper counter. Leaning against the marble, he closed his eyes. “Okay. We’re okay now. Right?”


    His wolf remained silent. Another good sign. The last thing he wanted was to morph into his other, a gargantuan man-wolf eight feet tall. The full moon always triggered forced morphs in werewolves, but, like now, so could violent emotions. And the greater the size differences between the human and were selves, the more agonizing the change. Parker-the-human stood six feet, six inches tall in his stocking feet. Morphing into his eight-foot were hurt like a knife-wielding bitch.


    Parker had been about to let out a sigh of relief when he caught a whiff of cologne clinging to his shirt. It wasn’t his. He ripped the still-wet shirt off and threw it across the room. His broad, hairy chest heaving with indignation, he watched the discarded garment land in a crumpled heap ten feet away.


    No, we’re not okay, his wolf growled. Human, when are you going to wake up and smell the blood? That bastard is driving us insane.


    “That bastard” was Kurt, the vampire Master of Seattle. Old and uber formidable, Kurt extended preternatural protection from the city’s human horde to just about every exotic—zot—who lived there. The smell Parker had picked up was the vampire’s favorite scent.


    He poured a fifth shot of whiskey into the glass. “Quit calling me ‘human.’ Besides, what do you suggest we do about it? We’re Kurt’s servant. Bound to him by blood. Day or night, he calls, we come, and then we do whatever he wants.” He downed his drink and grimaced. “Like we’re his damned dog or something.”


    His wolf’s anger surged. Guess you like it, huh? Like this, maybe? 


    A mental picture flashed in their shared mind’s eye; one Parker would rather not have seen. Kurt’s grinning face poised above him. Seductive whispering in his ear. The sweet ecstasy of fangs piercing his flesh.


    Parker’s face burned. “You think I wanted to go down to Kurt’s nightclub tonight?” he shouted. “You think I wanted his hands on me? No. You know what he does. Takes over my mind and twists my head around until I’m practically begging for it.” He tossed down a sixth shot. “And while he’s doing it, I sure don’t feel you trying to stop him.”


    That’s bull and you know it.


    “Shut up.” He poured himself a seventh shot and drained it, followed by an eighth. But Jack wasn’t doing the job. The humiliating images of what had happened to him and his wolf in Kurt’s office beneath the vampire’s Last Chance nightclub refused to fade.


    Parker gripped the shot glass harder. His blood pressure skyrocketed. Rivers of sweat burst from his pores and ran down his face and chest. His wolf’s snarling inside their shared mind swelled into a howl. He ground his teeth, a sure sign he was going into a forced morph.


    “Oh, shrrit!”




    Chapter 2


    After a Herculean effort of will, Parker kept his wolf at bay. He slammed the glass down on the bar’s marble countertop. It shattered; a shard gouged the base of his right thumb. He didn’t notice.


    “I know how to get Kurt outta my head,” he muttered. Dropping into a squat, he yanked open the doors to all the lower storage cabinets, unaware of his cut thumb spattering blood on the floor. Metal beer steins, shot glasses, and ceramic ashtrays clattered as he knocked them aside, rummaging for the marijuana stash he thought he’d put there.


    “Shit.” Parker ran to his study, leaving the cabinet doors hanging open. Barreling over the threshold, he kicked at the pile of software magazines on the floor, sending them flying. He rooted around for whatever stash he might have left in his desk and file cabinets, and even looked under the cushion of his desk chair.


    Nothing.


    “Where is it?” he shouted to no one. His wolf’s growling inside his head grew louder. On top of everything else, his frustrated searching was making it harder for him to stay human. Then he had an idea. “Maybe it’s…” Whirling, Parker dashed back into the great room, sprinted upstairs, and blew into the master bedroom. He flipped the switch, and the bedroom flooded with light. Four long strides brought him to his bureau. With its intricate pattern of colored wood and mother-of-pearl inlay, the piece was worthy of an Erté print. He’d found it at a yard sale.


    “Okay, okay…where?” He tore into the drawers’ contents. After several minutes, he still hadn’t found what he was looking for, not even an old, dried-out weed stem. He stepped back, his gaze sweeping over the rumpled king-size bed and the nightstands on either side. “I can’t have gone through a quarter pound of weed in less than two weeks.” He scratched his chin. “Could I?”


    Giving up the hunt, Parker stumbled across the frayed, room-sized blue braided rug to an overstuffed chair near his bed and fell onto its cushions. He blew out a heavy breath. Propping his elbow on the armrest, he rubbed his eyes and tried to think.


    “Yuh smoke it all agin, Park?” a voice from his past echoed in his head. It belonged to Frank Suggs, his werepanther friend in Arkansas who’d been skinned alive when the boys were fifteen. At thirteen, the two had discovered a small patch of weed growing wild in the woods behind their houses. In those last years of Frank’s life, Parker’s buddy had said that to him a lot. “Hey, Park—yuh smoke it all agin?”


    Parker snorted at the memory. “Guess I did, Frank.”


    The telephone rang. Pinching the bridge of his nose and squeezing one eye shut, he glared at it, willing it to stop. The phone rang twice more. Scowling, he snatched up the receiver. “Berenson,” he growled.


    “Alpha?” a young child’s timid, sexless voice said. “Alpha, it’s me, Susie.”


    Despite his desperate state, Parker’s face relaxed and the murderous look in his eyes softened. He smiled into the handset and crossed his legs. “Hey, Susie.” His voice was gentle, showing no trace of rage. “Whassup?”


    Parker-the-human and Parker-the-wolf were very fond of this darling, precocious little werewolf girl, one of the few children in his pack. Parker-the-human thought it was because the child was a lot like him at that age. Parker-the-wolf thought it was because this girl cub might just grow up into an alpha someday.


    “Alpha, are you coming to my birthday party on Saturday?” she said, her voice sounding relieved now she knew Alpha wasn’t mad at her.


    “’Course, honey. Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”


    Susie had just taken a breath to say something else when Parker heard the faint sounds of a scuffle. The anxious voice of a young woman replaced the child’s. “Alpha, I’m sorry,” Susie’s mother said. “Susie knows she’s not supposed to call you, but she picked up the phone while I was out of the room and—”


    “Hey, it’s okay, Janet,” Parker reassured her, keeping his tone light. The child had broken an important pack rule—no one under the rank of Third could contact the alpha wolf directly outside of dire emergency. Anyone who did was subject to punishment. Even Susie’s mother wouldn’t have called him since she was a Sixth.


    “She’s only four years old. Okay, almost five. The cub’s excited about her party. Can’t blame her for that.” He shifted in the chair, back to his original position.


    “But Alpha—”


    “No, Janet.” Parker’s voice was firm. “Susie broke a pack rule, but she’s too young to understand what it’s for. You can punish her for it any way you like, but I won’t. I’ll see you guys on Saturday. Stay human.”


    Parker dropped the phone into its cradle, annoyed. She dared to question me. But it soon faded. He stared at the ravaged bureau drawers without seeing them, thinking. Maybe I should have been more polite?


    You asking me? I would’ve—


    “No, I wasn’t asking you. It’s just that…look, just because Janet is one of the lowest-ranked wolves in my pack doesn’t mean I have to treat her like it.”


    Why not?


    “Oh. So you would’ve pulled a Slade on her, right? Maybe beat her to a pulp while Susie watched?” Darrlyon Slade was the old alpha Parker had defeated in a death-match almost three months ago.


    He sensed his wolf’s anger crank up a few degrees. Don’t wanna think about him.


    “Fine. Let’s just relax, huh? Think good thoughts. Say, what about our last pack hunt when we caught those deer?”


    His beast’s temper eased. Uhrrm. That was great, wasn’t it?


    Parker sighed in relief. Between his wolf’s rage and his own, he’d had enough trouble staying human tonight. He stretched out his six-foot-six-inch frame in the chair and tented his hands over his stomach. Closing his eyes, he willed forth the memory of the deer herd he and his pack had brought down and the feast they’d enjoyed afterward.


    It didn’t work.




    Chapter 3


    Parker tensed in his chair. Instead of the pack’s last hunt, his inner movie screen played his memory of the night of last December third, an endless rerun of a tortuously bad horror film in which the wolfman was the star.


    

    “Come on, Park,” Garrett Larkin said, a witch and the woman he loved. “You have to do this. You haven’t got a choice. So you might as well get it over with.”


    Walking along an alley, they stopped at the Last Chance nightclub’s back door. “I don’t see why. Kurt already knows you. You two have known each other for years.”


    “Yes, but this is different.” Garrett made a face when Parker sighed. “Look, Park. This introduction’s just protocol. You don’t like Kurt, but you know the rules. You’re alpha of the wolfpack, and the alpha is Kurt’s servant. I’m your new freyja. That doesn’t make me his servant, but I’m in charge of the pack in case something happens to you.”


    “And if something does happen to me?”


    He watched Garrett’s jaw set. “I won’t be Kurt’s servant, Parker. Master or not, I’ve better things to do.”


    The remark stung, but Parker said nothing. He turned away and searched for the loose brick near the door’s jamb. Finding it, he pulled it out and thrust his hand into the open space, ignoring the mortar scratching his skin. His fingers brushed against the hard plastic button and mashed it. The door’s lock clicked. The two entered, and he led Garrett into the nightclub proper.


    Kurt, alone in the club, stood on the far side of the hardwood dance floor, waiting for them. Parker and Garrett crossed until they stood ten feet away. “Master,” he said as politely as he could, “I present to you Garrett Larkin, my freyja and the mother of my pack. She is my equal in all things.”


    

    Back home, on his private movie screen, Parker could almost feel how tight his throat had been while choking out the next line of his formal recital.


    

    “Ask of her whatever you would ask of me, and it shall be given.”


    “Thank you, my servant. You have chosen well.”


    He cringed. The inflection had felt like a knife twisting in his gut.


    Kurt’s amusement at Parker’s discomfort was plain to see. Turning to Garrett, his gaze traveled up and down her small, willowy body, lingering on those parts he apparently found intriguing. He gave her a beatific smile and held out his hand. “Come with me. Let’s go over here, hmm? he said, pointing to a table and three chairs abutting the dance floor.


    Garrett took it without hesitation.


    

    Sprawled in the overstuffed chair, Parker winced hard, not wanting to face the shame he always felt as his galling weakness before the vampire. He remembered his dismay when Garrett dropped her hand from his and accepted Kurt’s. He’d tried to keep her hand in an iron grip, but his strong fingers had loosened like overcooked spaghetti. Kurt’s telekinetic power over Parker meant the former could take control over his body whenever he wished. Exploiting that control, Kurt had freed Garrett’s hand by forcing Parker to let go.


    

    Walking Garrett to the table, Kurt looked over his shoulder. “Stay there.”


    “The hell—” Parker took a step forward, but that was as far as he got. Kurt had immobilized him, putting him under a stasis so he could neither move nor speak.


    With a smile, Kurt removed Garrett’s cloak and massaged her shoulders. “You are a beautiful woman,” he purred. “I’m pleased my servant has such good taste.”


    Garrett smiled, her eyes shiny and vacant. “Thank you, Master.”


    

    Parker gripped the arms of the overstuffed chair. He’d known what her look meant. He’d seen it before in other zots. The bastard had hypnotized her and now she’d do anything he wanted. He remembered how surprised he’d been that she’d succumbed so easily. Garrett wasn’t just a witch—she was a mage. He’d seen her stare down vampires who thought she’d be easy prey. Why didn’t you fight him, Garrett? Why? he thought for the thousandth time.


    His movie resumed.


    

    “I’ve never had a mage servant before,” Kurt said, glancing at Parker. “Humans, weres, elves, and even witches. But never a mage.” He turned to him. “I want her. Frankly, I think she’d be happier with me than with you. Wouldn’t you, Garrett?”


    “Yes Master.”


    Kurt smiled, a grin of triumph. Parker tried to break the stasis by repeatedly throwing his mind against it, but the vampire’s hold didn’t budge. He was furious enough to force morph, but dammit, he couldn’t move.


    Kurt walked over to him. “I know how much you hate to share, wolfman,” he cooed in Parker’s ear. “But you’ll just have to get over it, hmm? Of course, I’ll lend Garrett to you whenever you wish, as long as I’m not busy with her. I do respect she is your freyja, Parker. I really do.” Kurt took a few steps backward. “To show my respect, wolf, I will even ask before I make her mine.” He smiled again. “Garrett, would you consent to be my servant?” he said without turning around.


    To Parker, it had sounded like some kind of sick marriage proposal.


    “Yes.”


    Kurt returned to where Garrett stood. Giving Parker a lascivious smirk, he took her into his arms and sat her atop the table, then sank his fangs into her neck. When he had his fill, he looked up, mouth stained with her blood. He licked his lips. “Mmm…like nectar. Let’s see if the rest of her is just as sweet, hmm?”


    To Parker’s horror, Kurt lifted Garrett’s dress and fucked her on the table in front of him. He took her from the front, from behind, and every other which way he chose. Parker could only stand rooted to his spot, forced to watch while his woman gave herself to the vampire. He wanted to scream but couldn’t.


    

    At home now, he could and he did. “Gawwrooo!” he let loose with a howl of pure misery. Clapping his hands over his mouth to stifle the second howl welling up in this throat, he leapt from his chair and paced in tight circles.


    When the urge to howl had passed, he dropped his hands from his mouth and gripped his head. “Stay human, stay human, stay human…” he chanted, still circling. The pressure in his chest was almost unbearable.


    After his breathing returned to something approaching normal, Parker fell into his chair a second time. Closing his eyes, he pinched the bridge of his nose. “Oh, God…why did I have to see that shit again?” He grit his teeth at the few tears that leaked from under his eyelids. “There was nothing I could do. Nothing.”


    He slouched in his seat, feeling sorry for himself. Then he noticed his wolf was quiet, too. The memory—and the hurt—of that horrible night had taken the wind out of its angry sails.


    Parker sat up. “Screw this. I gotta do something.” Glancing down, he saw the healed gash in his right thumb. He licked at the dried blood, thinking. Was gonna stay home tonight for a change, but after all the shit Kurt put me through, fuck that. 


    He slouched in the chair again. I was a good boy at Shanty’s Bar yesterday. That dude was being an asshole, but at least I didn’t throw him through the window like I did to that other guy in the Lion last week. He nodded once. Okay. Shanty’s it is.


    What about the blonde? his wolf growled. Remember her? She might be waiting for us to show up again.


    Parker grimaced. He’d almost forgotten. Sitting eight stools away from him at the bar counter, the blonde women kept giving him the eye, a blatant come-on for him to buy her a drink. Maybe lots of drinks. He hadn’t, though. He knew he was built like Hollywood’s version of a hairy Norse god—werewolves like him often were—but he’d have bet his werewolf’s hairy balls the woman had been a lorelei. Loreleis were humans who specialized in outing exotics. After gaining a zot’s trust by pretending to be a zymp—zot sympathizer—the lorelei would turn a lover over to the police. When that happened, the exotic in question disappeared, never to be heard from again.


    So, what should he do, then?


    I’m starving, his wolf blurted.


    He blinked in surprise. The two of them had been so pissed off at Kurt their shared stomach’s distress hadn’t registered until now. Whatever else they did tonight, eating had to come first. A werewolf’s metabolism was way off the human charts. That extraordinary metabolism was also why it was so hard for a werewolf to get drunk.


    “Me, too. Lunch was a long time ago. And we’ve lost a lot of blood tonight.” He thought for a few moments. “Okay. This is what we do. We go to Tina’s on Southwest Thomas for dinner. She always gives us extra big helpings, and we can sit in that booth way in the back in case we see any loreleis. After we eat, we score a new stash, then come home and finish that program before our client fires us. Sound good?”


    Uhrrm. Let’s do it.


    Getting to his feet, Parker’s sensitive nose caught another whiff of Kurt’s cologne. He shoved aside the memory of how the scent had gotten into his skin. “Shower first,” he muttered. “No way I’m going out smelling like him.”


    After showering, he dressed while humming a paean to his expected meal. Tina’s was casual, so he wore an Oxford cloth shirt, jeans, and a pair of loafers that hadn’t yet seen better days.


    Parker turned out the bedroom light and loped downstairs. Pausing at the base of the staircase, he decided against wearing a coat. The night was arctic, but he wouldn’t be outside long—just enough to get in and out of his car.


    He’d begun turning the front door’s knob when a familiar trance overtook him. His eyes narrowed and his jaw tightened.


    What does he want now? his wolf growled.


    The door vanished. Parker gasped as if he’d been sucker punched. His mind’s eye had filled with an intimate view of Kurt sodomizing a young man.


    But that wasn’t even the worse part. The young man was Gerald, a minor member of this wolfpack, kept as a sex slave by a human family from God-knew-when until he was fourteen years old. From what Gerald had told him, they’d used the werewolf boy for themselves, their friends, and anyone else who’d been willing to pay.


    He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Eighteen years old now, Gerald had been so traumatized by his human abusers that he seemed more or less unable to care for himself. Much as he’d hated having to do it, Parker had placed him with the vampires. In Kurt’s colony, someone—human or not—was always around.


    A wave of protective concern for this junior member of his pack surged through him. Gerald, he was sure, hadn’t consented to Kurt’s attentions.


    Parker’s hand gripping the doorknob shook and the shaking soon spread through his body. The door rattled in its frame. Even if he was in the room with them, he could do nothing to stop Kurt from taking as much pleasure as he wanted from the boy, nothing at all. And he knew Kurt was putting on this—this show—for his benefit. To remind him of his impotence.


    His wave of concern turned into a tsunami of fury, and his wolf’s ominous rumbling vibrated his head. What was the point of being alpha if he couldn’t protect even the least of his pack from this sort of abuse, the very thing he’d thought the poor cub had been rescued from?


    Kurt’s contemptuous, echoing voice filled his mind, silencing him. You may be king of your wolves, but really, you’re just another of my little peg boys like Gerald.


    The vision disappeared. For a full five seconds, Parker stood frozen in shocked disbelief.


    He couldn’t take anymore. His wolf erupted. A lava flow of were-strength blasted through his arms, then through the rest of him. His human eyes glowed his wolf’s green. He heard and felt his clothes rip. He was morphing.


    Hardly aware of what he was doing, Parker ripped the knob from the door. Spinning, he hurled the brass piece across the room. It shattered a large mirror that had, until recently, reflected his remarkably still-human image.


    “I. Am. Not,” his maddened beast roared. He tore the door open, nearly taking it off its hinges. Leaping over the threshold, Parker slammed the broken door shut and fled into the freezing night.




    Chapter 4


    While Parker burned rubber out of his driveway, six thousand miles to the southwest of Seattle, Melera, Shen’zae of Xia’saan and Domina of the Third Galactic Sector, lay on her bed twitching in the throes of a nightmare.


    

    She stood on the observation deck inside her captured yacht, watching with mounting fury as Akkadian starlegions herded her ship’s seventeen-member crew—prisoners now, judging by the manacles and chains they wore—down the yacht’s boarding ramp and into the huge docking bay.


    Seran Rhys betrayed us.


    Yes, her czado’s cold, four-toned voice echoed in her head. We and the captain were the only ones who knew the coordinates for our jump.


    Melera’s lips tightened. Her czado, or shadow, shared her body and mind, the conscious remnant of a twin she’d absorbed while developing in their mother’s womb. And it was right about Seran Rhys’s betrayal. Her czado was always right.


    The breathtakingly vast ship had been waiting for them after they’d reentered three-dimensional space. Rhys had ordered their immediate surrender. Melera’s warrior instinct told her they should fight. The temptation to override his order was strong, but logic prevailed. Her yacht boasted enough firepower to fend off a pirate attack, but it was no match for the Yprés-class dreadnought that now held it in its iron grip.


    The swishing sound of the deck’s automatic doors made her turn. Mag Beloc, Jahannan warlord of the Akkad Protectorate, strode into the small room with ten of his legionnaires crowding in behind him.


    “Your Majesty,” Beloc rasped, inclining his bald, pale blue head. 


    Melera glared at him. “What gives you the right to seize my ship? I could have you—”


    “No, you could not. The Fourteen Sectors—”


    “Fourteen? What are you talking about? There are fifteen sectors.”


    Beloc smiled. It wasn’t pleasant. “That’s why I’m here. The Fourteen have declared your Third Sector forfeit. And you, Shen’zae, are under arrest.”


    Melera gaped. “For what?”


    The Jahannan warlord’s smile faded. His three eyes narrowed. “Don’t play coy with me. Treason—for aiding the Vst in their rebellion against the Akkad.” Before Melera could protest, he barked a command, and the legionnaires swarmed over her. She fought as hard as she could, but it was no use. On the crowded deck, there was too little room for her to maneuver. 


    Grappling with a legionnaire over the plasma pistol strapped to her thigh, she squeezed off one shot before falling to the deck in a sea of armored fists.


    

    The loud zzzzt! from the plasma pistol’s charge exploding against the ceiling woke her. Wide-eyed and panting, she struggled to sit up. Her head swiveled left and right. There were no legions, no Beloc. It had been a nightmare. Again.


    The acrid smell of molten rock filled her nostrils, and a grating sound from above made her look up. A big, smoking piece of her hidden island fortress was falling straight for her.


    “Jakk,” Melera shouted, her five-toned voice echoing about the cave. Clutching her gun, she threw herself off the bed and landed on her knees. She peeked over its edge. The super-heated stone had landed near the middle of her bed and was melting another crater in its inflammable wadding.


    “Damn.” She squeezed her eyes shut and smacked her forehead against the cushion. Blowing a heavy breath, she surveyed her bed and grimaced. “I’ve had this jakkin’ dream so many times this thing looks like the back end of some misbegotten moon.” She shook her head. Ph’uk it. I’ve had it worse.


    Hauling herself from the floor, pistol in hand, Melera sat at the bed’s edge with her head hanging. She began trembling. Elbows on her thighs, she dangled the gun between her muscular legs, her chest hurting from a muscle she must have pulled while throwing herself to the floor. Staring at the weapon, she waited with dread for what often followed one of her nightmares. She stroked the gun’s matte black barrel with shaking fingers. Maybe she should just use the pistol on herself. Considering what was about to happen, it was tempting.


    Moments later, a sad half-smile formed on the dream-haunted warrior’s lips. She stopped her stroking. “Not today, my friend,” she whispered at the gun. She couldn’t do it. Mag Beloc—her nemesis—would see her suicide as an admission of defeat and in more ways than one.


    Still…


    Melera sat up. No. Beloc will not win.


    Her tremors disappeared with her newfound resolution. She hurled the gun across the cavern with every ounce of her alien strength. Following its trajectory with her eyes, she watched the weapon discharge upon hitting the far rock wall. The plasmatic explosion took out one of the arc lamps attached to the enormous metal grid suspended from the cave’s ceiling.


    Get ready, her czado said.


    Melera scooted back two feet from the edge of her bed. Leaning back, she crossed her legs beneath her and then sat forward. She knew how to escape the worst of it. Taking slow, deep breaths, she pushed her consciousness down until she’d settled into a profound trance. She kept pushing. She was almost there, in that special, secret place deep in her psyche. Hiding in what she’d always visualized as her very own cozy and warm dark hole would shield her mind from the worst of the torment. Which, she was sure, would begin at any moment.


    As Melera had expected—but not as she’d hoped—when she reached her inner psychic sanctuary, she couldn’t get in. The way was blocked, as it always was now, by a mental barrier she couldn’t break through—a solid wall of gray, soft and pliable as limp rubber yet unyielding as the hardest stone.


    It took three seconds for her to break the trance. “Damn you, Beloc. Damn you.” Tears of resigned anticipation rolled down her cheeks. She squeezed her eyes shut.


    They popped open a few minutes later, after she realized she felt no pain. She let out a little gasp. Maybe this time there won’t be any. “Please?” she whispered to the cave. But no, there it was. Deep in the center of her brain, a minute vibration had begun, so gentle she could barely feel it. It became a soft buzzing in her left ear and soon spread to her right.


    Melera tensed and gripped her knees. Would she make it through this time?


    The buzzing grew stronger and louder. In seconds it had filled her entirely, becoming an infinitely complex pounding rhythm that threatened to burst her skull. The buzz’s pitch rose. It became a hum and then, rising higher, turned into a spine-freezing whine. The searing vibrations stripped apart the very fibers of her being.


    Clapping her hands to the sides of her head, she keened in counterpoint to the devastating, insistent whine. She rocked back and forth, faster and faster. Violent spasms rippled her muscles. The tremors hurled her off the sleeping couch and she struck the floor with a sharp, smacking thud she didn’t feel. Each convulsive tic of sinew and tendon brought pain so exquisite it sang.


    When the drilling whine in her head sharpened to become an iron bore tunneling through her brain, Melera screamed with enough force to break the small blood vessels in her throat. Thrashing and roaring, she tried in vain to dislodge the ravaging bore and the worms eating through her from the inside out. Writhing on the smooth floor, she clawed at her flesh and howled. Her agony seemed eternal.


    Then she felt nothing.




    Chapter 5


    Melera opened her eyes only to be blinded by the glare from an arc lamp’s triple suns overhead. She groaned in pain.


    Little by little, her brain started functioning again. What happened? was her first coherent thought. Where am I? Then, who am I? She concentrated hard, but the answers wouldn’t come. Eyes wide with terror, she tried to get up. A fireball of agony exploded through her. “Augh,” she grunted, falling back to the floor.


    When her feeling of being charred had subsided to a mere burn, her amnesia lifted. “Oh…yeah,” she croaked, her quintuple voices sounding like a chorus of broken bassoons. She’d had another seizure.


    Eyes riveted on the cave ceiling, a few tears trickled from their outer corners and slid down her temples. The trickle became a torrent. “I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”


    Toq! You are a war machine. Machines endure.


    “Well, this machine is wearing out.”


    Her czado said nothing. She stared at the ceiling a few minutes longer, then closed her eyes. “The seizures are getting worse, aren’t they?”


    Yes.


    “How many more of them, do you think, before they kill me?”


    I do not know, but you are not dead yet. Clean yourself up and get back to work.


    “Your sympathy warms my heart.” But her czado was right. Gathering what little strength she had left, she struggled to her feet, ignoring the wave of nausea that washed over her. Once stable, she headed for the bath.


    Best to make sure you and I remember everything, her czado said as she staggered across the cavern. Amnesia can be tricky.


    Melera stepped over one of the translucent, glowing power cables that festooned the cave’s uneven walls and smooth floor. “Good idea.” Her voice, hoarse from her screaming, sounded exhausted. “Why don’t you start?”


    Very well. Who are you?


    “I am Shen’zae Melera of Xia’saan. I am czado, a warrior elite.”


    What else?


    “I came here to find the battlestar war fleet my father, Shen’zae Tarq, hid somewhere in this solar system.”


    And?


    She tripped over a large exhaust hose. Stumbling forward, she grabbed at the seven by four feet replicator to keep from falling. “To find the fleet, I have to decipher the code he left behind,” she said, lurching upright. “When I find it, I’ll…I’ll…”


    Think!


    A vision appeared in her mind’s eye. Once again, she hung naked from a metal beam attached to a ceiling in one of Beloc’s “playrooms.” The Jahannan warlord held one of his favorite toys—a zaprod—a foot-long laser he used to burn holes into prisoners’ flesh. In their more intimate moments, like the one she saw now, he’d been especially fond of taking her from behind and skewering her breasts, cooing sweet nothings into her ear while she screamed.


    The answer came to her. “I’ll turn it over to the Vst so they can fight the Akkad.”


    Excellent. The memory function is intact.


    Leaning against the replicator, she exhaled a heavy sigh of relief. But then her jogged memory slipped in one last recital.


    Xia’saan—home—is gone…


    Fighting back her tears, Melera tottered the rest of the way across the cave floor, down a short tunnel, and into the bath.


    

    Back inside the main cavern, she slid onto the bench facing her siitheer, the instrument she used to break Tarq’s code. “I’m not ready to do this,” she muttered. “I feel like I’m tranked. Can barely think straight.”


    You must. Every minute is precious. If you do not solve the code soon, the Vst will lose the war.


    Instead of answering, Melera ran her long, lean fingers over the siitheer’s seven rows of twenty-five round, blue buttons. Then she fondled the three rows of twelve silver knobs on a panel perpendicular to the one with the buttons. They seemed like old friends. She gazed at the panel’s center knob without seeing it, her thoughts spiraling around the mystery of her father’s and her beloved Ruri’s deaths. A tear formed in the corner of one eye and trickled down her cheek. Why? How did Beloc find out Tarq, Ruri, and I were—


    Work, her czado boomed. She flinched. Nodding, she wiped her tears. It didn’t matter how Beloc had learned the three were supporting the rebellion. All that mattered was that she’d loved Tarq and Ruri with everything she had, and now they were gone, leaving a dark, empty hole where her heart had been. She pushed thoughts of her father and her lover aside. Focusing on the concave screen above the silver knobs, she watched the pattern of scrolling rainbow colors. Good—still in tune.


    Melera studied the three-sided panel monitor displaying fifteen staves of Tarq’s musical puzzle. Her determination crumbled. “What in jakk makes me think I can crack this code?” she cried, her quintuple voices breaking with despair. “It’s a damned symphony. And I don’t have the key.” She dropped her head into her hands and burst into tears. “I…I can’t do it. I just can’t do it!”


    A year ago, it would have been unthinkable that Shen’zae Melera—the finest interstellar assassin ever to serve His Majesty’s government and the last hereditary Queen of Xia’saan—would have felt so unsure. Unsure if she was good enough or smart enough or strong enough to finish this last task Tarq had left her. Unsure of who she was. Unsure of everything.


    Stop. Tarq pledged the fleet to the Vst. Tarq is dead. You gave our ka on that promise and now we are bound to keep it.


    “Then you solve jakkin’ thing!” 


    I cannot. I am tone deaf. You know that.


    Her tears eventually dried. Her czado was right again. She just couldn’t quit, and her twin couldn’t help her. She harbored no love for the Vst—nor they for her—but being ka-bound gave her one of only two choices: either break the code and deliver the fleet or die trying. 


    Melera looked up at the screens again and tugged at a moveable tray holding a trapezoid-shaped keyboard. With a heavy sigh, she took up where she’d left off earlier and continued her deciphering.




    Chapter 6


    After a long while, Melera rose from the siitheer’s bench, stretched, and then headed to her sleeping couch. Plopping onto its pockmarked cushion, she looked around at the gargantuan, rough-hewn cavern she called home.


    Her isolation was complete. She’d made base on a smallish planet, the third of at least eight she’d counted orbiting an ordinary yellow star. Her barren, volcanic rock island lay in the middle of a vast blue ocean, thrusting into the air like a gigantic insult. The planet was diurnal, but inside her fortress she had no genuine sense of day or night unless she went outside to look. Most times, she didn’t bother to do even that.


    With a small groan, she leaned forward and hid her face in her hands. What am I thinking? How can this tomb ever be home? Home could only be Xia’saan, with its vibrant, teeming cities and the edgy, earthy nature of the people who lived there. Home was her clan and their communal lives. Home was her beloved Ruri, with whom she’d been promised in heartfast. But like everything else important to her, all of that was gone. All she had now was this hole inside an alien mountain, with nothing but the dull drone of machinery for company.


    Jakk, I might as well be in prison.


    The realization jolted her. She sat up with a jerk. Wait. I don’t have to stay in this cave. I only came here because too many people in Maqu are looking for me. But that’s in Maqu. She snorted in disgust. Her paranoia about being out in the open had gotten the best of her for far too long.


    The last Shen’zae jumped from her couch. “I’m out of here.” She strode to the commcen, the cluster of machines that served as her means of communication with the Vst. “But before I go…”


    When Melera first encountered this world in the deep-space transport that had brought her, Tarq, Ruri, and their equipment, it had been obvious to her that the dominant bips—bi-pedal bioforms—were intelligent, judging by the satellites and other debris orbiting the planet. For that reason, they’d kept the transport’s stealth shields activated, in case the hardware was part of a planet-wide defense system. Other than the bips’ intelligence, though, she knew nothing about them.


    “I don’t even know what the bips call this planet.” She halted before the quantum transceiver, taller than her six feet, two inches. Always on, it monitored for messages from the Vst. Each of the fourteen colored bands of light pulsed with the different frequencies the rebels used to make contact.


    Shutting the receiver down, she watched the colored lights fade and go dark. That she’d just severed her only connection to the Vst didn’t bother her. Having been Beloc’s captive wasn’t exactly a badge of honor with them. The Jahannan warlord’s methods of breaking prisoners were unsurpassed, and a select few ended up infiltrating the rebel ranks. After her escape, she knew better than to return to the Vst. They wouldn’t immediately execute her as an Akkadian spy. They’d imprison her until she’d cracked the code and delivered the fleet. Then they’d execute her. The Vst hadn’t learned she was free until after she’d liberated her corvette from one of their off-planet base stations.


    Melera stepped over to a black cube rising three and a half feet from the floor. On its flat surface were two clear panels. The rightmost panel emitted a fluorescent-like glow. The other, now dark, provided a heads-up display of messages received. She placed her hand on the lit panel and watched it sink below its surface. The commcen’s security program measured her neural impulses and compared these to the ones stored in its memory. The panel’s color changed from bluish-gray to orange. Through a direct connection to her nervous system, she now controlled the commcen with thought. She directed the receiver to reactivate in standard mode.


    Before making planetfall that first time, Melera, Tarq, and Ruri had spent a month orbiting in near space while the transport’s cameras had clicked away, feeding data into the ship’s computers to create a precise, three-dimensional map. Sometimes she and Ruri had kept themselves entertained by switching on the viscreens to watch the planet’s fauna and flora go by.


    “Some of those towers we saw on our fly-bys have got to be for long-distance communication. All I have to do is find the right frequencies.” Concentrating, she watched the column’s topmost band change from white to deep purple and then to dark blue while she adjusted for wavelength.


    The audios exploded with gibberish. The frequency indicator glowed deep red. “That’s number one.” She muted the noise and adjusted the next locator until she heard more gibberish. Listening, she could tell the speech coming through this audio differed from the one she’d heard before. She frowned. “That means they don’t have a common language. How in jakk do they talk to one another?” She pondered it and then shrugged. That wasn’t her problem.


    After reprogramming the transceiver’s fourteen channels, Melera directed the commcen’s computers to analyze the planet’s languages for common speech structures with Xia’saan. From those cross comparisons, the commcen would translate, as much as possible, the languages into her native tongue. 


    Finished with the transceiver, she headed to the holo projector ten feet away. Ovate and opaque like milk glass, it rested on a translucent cube two feet high. Her head swiveled. “Mm…where’d I put the remote?” Spotting it on a nearby chair, she grabbed the black wand and returned to the projector.


    She pressed a small button, and a holo of the planet blossomed in mid-air. Pressing and then holding down another button, the floating image rotated. She stopped it when a spot of white light, like a tiny sun, appeared. The spot pinpointed her base. “All right, here I am. Now, where should I go?”


    Melera paced a circle around the planet’s image, inspecting the large landmasses hovering on the blue seas. Every so often, her body rippled and morphed into another being. Her czado enabled her to do this. With little thought, she could morph into anything she wished and often did it simply because she could.


    “I want to go someplace temperate.” Scrutinizing the largest landmass, she morphed into a tyraticin, a two-legged beast of burden from the planet Mylatha. Then she morphed into a wakul, a winged monster inhabiting a nameless planet on the fringes of Maqu.


    An hour and twenty-four morphs later, she’d decorated the holo planet with fifteen pink stars—all candidates. “Now for a closer look.” She adjusted the map’s focus. Five of the pink stars she eliminated because the areas didn’t have the technological infrastructure to support her or her work. 


    Melera had narrowed her choices to three when the commcen chirped. She hurried over to it and scanned the frequencies. That one. Sinking her hand into the fluorescent-like panel, she accessed the commcen’s message. The display floated before her eyes. It was the linguistic analysis she’d wanted.


    “The bips call themselves…hum…ans?” she said, her quintuple voices sounding uncertain. “Mmm…maybe it’s hu-mans.” She shrugged. I’ll figure it out later. “The name of this planet is ‘Dirt,’ which is…also what they call the soil?” She raised her brow. “Not very imaginative, but I suppose it’s accurate enough.” There was nothing more. Disappointed, she disconnected and returned to the holo projector.


    Melera had thought she’d have to start all over again when she found where she’d set up her new base. It would be on a huge and narrow landmass that spanned almost one entire side of Dirt. The spot she’d chosen was at the edge of its upper quadrant. 


    Homing in, she saw a verdant landscape with mountains in the distance, some snowcapped. The clear, bluish-violet sky arching over all made it seem magical. She zoomed in closer. Cities dotted the land here and there, some so close together she couldn’t tell if they weren’t a single metropolis. It didn’t matter. She could see the area had everything she needed to live and work in comfort.


    She zoomed in on the largest city and then adjusted the perspective, so it appeared she was at ground level. None of the buildings were very tall. She guessed the tallest probably wasn’t over seventy-odd stories. It wasn’t what she was used to, but after being holed up in this mountain, the city looked like heaven.


    Scanning more images, she found one of two hu-mans on a street. One was male, with dark hair and ruddy-looking skin. His mouth was open in what she supposed was a laugh, since he wasn’t carrying weapons. The other was female. Her skin was brownish, and unlike the male, her hair was yellow. The male wore baggy tan trousers and a colorful, one-piece shirt with short sleeves. A loose, short length of fabric that appeared to hang by two strips of material, one over each shoulder, covered the female’s torso. Her lips pursed. His pleasure-slave. Not surprising they have those here, too. Both wore open shoes strapped to their feet. 


    She examined the male and female closely. During their fly-bys, she’d caught glimpses of hu-mans on the viscreens, but she really hadn’t paid attention. Now, though… “They don’t look that much different from me. Good. Makes it easier to blend in.” I wonder what the hu-mans call this place.


    Flipping through the images, Melera felt her old self returning, her brazen, take-no-prisoners attitude slipping over her like a well-worn glove. Finding the picture with hu-man writing, she studied it and let out a little snort. “Like I’m supposed to know what this means.”


    Then she had an idea. Looking over her shoulder, she spotted her electronic tablet and stylus on a small table near the holo projector. Grabbing them both, she pulled up the chair. “I’ll just scan this into the commcen and see if it comes up with a match.” She reset the machine’s input mode from speech to manual, picked up the stylus, and began copying the mostly angular markings onto the backlit screen. “Wonder if they’re letters or numbers…guess I’ll find out soon enough,” she muttered.


    W-E


    “So far, so good.”


    O-M-E


    “Hmm…”


    T-L-E


    “Done.” Melera looked at what she’d written. 


    W-E-L-C-O-M-E T-O S-E-A-T-T-L-E




    Chapter 7


    On February first, Garrett Larkin coasted along an unnamed service road at northern Seattle’s watery edge, looking for a place to leave her car since the small parking lot was full. Parallel parking was something she’d never been very good at, so she pulled into the first open spot that looked twice the car’s length.


    Slamming the door shut, she leaned against it and took in the view. She stood atop a ten-foot-high earthen embankment, two hundred feet inland from the black waters of Puget Sound. The seagulls’ arcing swoops over the water in search of breakfast reminded her she hadn’t eaten yet, either. A rising westerly wind tousled her hair. With each gust, she felt it lift off the back of her neck. It was cold, and the light rain pelting her felt like tiny knives of ice.


    Her gaze settled on a huge, decrepit, windowless warehouse forty feet from the water’s edge. On the icy breeze, she could hear the building’s aged wood siding creak, as if protesting the wind’s rough treatment. She tilted her head and listened to the eerie sound. All the despairing souls.


    Casing the warehouse, she could see much of the wood on the windward sides had split. A few pieces looked as if the next hard storm would blow them away. Rusted oil drums and unidentifiable machine parts were strewn about like discarded toys.


    “Abandon hope, all ye who enter here,” she intoned, then giggled. That shopworn joke never failed to amuse her.


    The wind blew harder. Garrett shivered and grabbed the edges of her black wool cape, clutching the heavy material close for extra warmth. She picked her way down the slope. The unpaved road leading to the complex lay seventy-odd feet to her left, but she didn’t bother with it. She hated the cold and this shortcut, treacherous as it was, would get her to the warehouse that much faster. She slipped a few times. The soles of her sneakers couldn’t get a firm grip on the oily brown dirt.


    Reaching level ground, she stopped and surveyed the few listless weeds doing their best to survive. She turned, smiling at the figure she’d caught sight of in her peripheral vision while navigating the slope. It was Pinkie, the youngest member of the coven, who had a personality as bubbly as her name.


    “Hey, Garrett. Wait up!” the twenty-three-year-old witch called.


    Garrett waited. She liked Pinkie. The young woman had a way of brightening the world around her. Even this bleak place seemed cheered by Pinkie’s boundless good nature. Pinkie’s coat was open, and as usual, her eccentricity was on full display. Dressed in layers of loose, brightly colored clothing much too big for her, Pinkie had told her she dressed the way she did because she preferred carrying her stuff in her pockets instead of a purse. So, she’d sewn extra pockets, some large, some small, into all her oversized clothes.


    They greeted each other with mutual kisses on both cheeks. Pinkie gave her an inquiring look. “Can you feel it?”


    “Oh, yes. The tension’s gotten much worse in the last few weeks. It feels like a pot about to boil out here.”


    “Seattle isn’t always this way, is it? I’d always heard the city’s humans were pretty mellow about zots.”


    “They are, usually. Humans like to pretend we don’t exist, but they know how it works. The old spell’s energy dissipated with the election and the coven has to renew it. The longer they have to wait, the more nervous they get.”


    Pinkie squinted at her. “Do you feel it more because you’re a mage and not just a witch? I mean, I’ve never known a mage before, and…”


    “I don’t feel it any more or less than you do. The major difference between a witch and a mage is that mages have greater powers to summon the elemental forces and bend them to our will. Otherwise, witches and mages are pretty much the same.”


    “Oh.” Pinkie looked down and dug the toe of her boot into the gravel. She said nothing for a few moments, then looked up, face worried. “You nervous about this morning?”


    Garrett shrugged. “Yeah, I guess so…I mean, who wouldn’t be?” Her lips stretched into a half smile. “It’s funny. I’ve done this so many times, but each time it always feels like the first.”


    “Really? This is my first time. Don’t tell me I’m always gonna feel this way.”


    Her smile broadened. “Only if you’re not human.”


    They linked arms and chatted while they strolled toward the decrepit hulk looming in the distance. Pinkie did most of the talking, though. Garrett just made the usual noncommittal sounds. She had other things on her mind.


    They made for an odd sight, two women walking against the wind amidst the desolation of the abandoned buildings. The warehouse’s wretched appearance was deceiving. Underneath the decayed siding lay sturdy creosote-coated wooden planks an inch thick, fitted together and nailed to the studs. A sealing compound, covered with tar, stopped up the minute spaces between the planking. Dense fiberglass insulation packed the space between the inner and outer walls and beneath the floor. 


    Far from being abandoned, the property was owned, as it had been for decades, by W.B.C., Inc. The letters stood for “Witches of the Balthus Coven,” although that name didn’t appear on any corporate documents. The coven had christened the warehouse “Temple of Balthus,” the sea-god and principle deity of the Llachlan, an ancient seafaring people. Naming the Temple for the old god didn’t mean they were his followers. They’d chosen “Balthus” because of Seattle’s proximity to the ocean.


    They reached the Temple’s entrance. Garrett had started up the three wide stairs leading to a set of oversized double doors when Pinkie startled her out of her half-listening reverie.


    “I hope I don’t get to be IT,” she said, sounding grave.


    Garrett stopped. “Why not? I mean, it can be hairy, yeah, but…” Curious, she frowned and tilted her head. “Would it bother you to be chosen?”


    “Oh, no. I mean, it’s just that…” Pinkie shook her long, brown curls. “Lord and Mother, Garrett—Jim Russell’s a pig.”


    James C. Russell had won Seattle’s mayoral election last November.


    Garrett laughed at Pinkie’s comical expression. The scowling young woman looked surprised. Then she, too, started laughing. “Oh, you know what I mean.”


    “Pinkie,” Garrett said between chuckles, “I agree Russell’s a pig, but remember, pigs can be people too.” Still laughing, she skipped up the remaining steps and held open one of the oversized doors for Pinkie to enter first. Following, Garrett pulled the door closed, shutting out the cold that tried to blow in behind her. She licked her lips. Her lightheartedness hid how she really felt.


    She wasn’t just nervous. She was scared.


    Me too, Pinkie. I hope IT doesn’t choose me, either.




    Chapter 8


    Garrett smiled when she saw Paul Mendiz sitting at a small desk in the reception area, rummaging through its drawers. Balthus didn’t have a hierarchy, but all the witches recognized the trim Filipino as being the coven’s “elder” and high priest because at seventy-two years old, he was the eldest witch.


    “Hello, you two,” he called and stopped his rummaging. “Go on in. Maira made our cakes this morning and everybody’s mostly here. If you want some, you’d better hurry.” Maira was Paul’s wife.


    “Oo, cakes,” Pinkie cooed. She pulled off her boots and bolted through the double doors leading to Balthus’s Lair, where the coven made its magick.


    Garrett stopped beside the desk. “Hi, Paul. How are you?”
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