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TWO YEARS AGO
UTAH … BENEATH THE SALT FLATS




      Uphold my vows and die.

      
      Or break my vows and die?

      
      Evalle Kincaid had faced death more than once in the past five years, but never with these odds. If she had a one percent
         chance, it would be a miracle.
      

      
      A citric odor burned her lungs, confirming that Medb majik shrouded the rock walls, high ceiling and dirt floor of her underground
         prison. It was the stench of her worst enemies.
      

      
      She still couldn’t believe that one of her own, a Belador, had betrayed her.

      
      Not just her.

      
      Anger over the betrayal and being tricked into falling for this chewed at her insides. But she pushed it down, knowing it
         wouldn’t do anything except weaken her more. And right now, she needed her full sense and bearings.
      

      
      Peeking carefully from beneath lowered eyelashes so that no one would know she was awake, she took in the other two captives—
         male Beladors—also held upright by invisible constraints.
      

      
      A human would be blind in this black hole, but her vision thrived on total darkness. Natural night vision that allowed her
         to see in a range of monochromatic blue-grays. One rare perk of being an Alterant, a half-breed Belador, unlike those two
         pure bloods with their backs against the glistening red-orange stone wall.
      

      
      Did those men know each other?

      
      Did she really care? They were either allies or enemies. And until she knew more about them, they were definitely enemies.
         
      

      
      Similar in height and size, they were different as night and day in skin color and the way they dressed. The one with nothing
         on but jeans had been conscious when she’d regained her wits twenty minutes ago. Completely still, he hadn’t made a sound
         since then—like a snake lying low until it saw an opportunity to strike. Arms outstretched and legs spread apart, his gaze
         now cut sideways at a rustle of movement.
      

      
      The fair-haired guy on his left struggled to reach lucidity.

      
      Being imprisoned with two Beladors would normally fill her with hope for escape because of their ability to link with each
         other and combine their powers. When that happened, Beladors fighting together were a force only the upper echelon of preternatural
         creatures could touch. They were damn near invincible.
      

      
      But linking required unquestioned trust. And right now, she couldn’t offer trust so easily. Not after a Belador’s telepathic
         call for help had lured her into this hole—into the hands of Medb warlocks. Her tribe had fought this bunch for two thousand
         years.
      

      
      Burn me once, shame on you. Burn me twice …
      

      
      Die with pain.
      

      
      Even so, could she refuse to help these two warriors—members of her tribe—if there was a chance to save them? Beladors were a secret race of Celtic people connected by powerful genetics and
         living in all parts of the world. She’d only met a few.
      

      
      Never these two.

      
      But every member of the tribe had sworn an oath to uphold a code of honor, to protect the innocent and any other Belador who
         needed help.
      

      
      If a warrior broke that vow, every family member faced the same penalty as the warrior, even the penalty of death.

      
      Evalle had no one who would be affected by her decisions. The only person she’d had was an aunt who’d died that Evalle didn’t
         mourn. Not after what that woman had done to her.
      

      
      But even without having someone to worry about she’d upheld her vows since the day she’d turned eighteen. Not because she
         had to, but because she wanted to. And—until now—she’d always supported her tribe without question. 
      

      
      If only she knew which side of the lake those two across from her swam on. Hers or the Medb’s?
      

      
      She had one chance to answer that question correctly.

      
      Live or die…

      
      What else was new?

      
      “Anyone know who called for this delightful little meeting?” the fair-haired male grumbled in a smooth voice born of enhanced
         genetics and a hint of British influence. The sound matched the urbane angles of his European face, which could be Slovak
         or Russian. He straightened his shoulders as if that would smooth the creases in his overpriced suit, obviously tailored to
         fit that athletically cut body that James Bond would envy. She’d put him in his early thirties and at close to six foot three.
      

      
      Bad, black and wicked next to him might be an inch shorter, but he balanced out the difference with a pound or two of extra
         kick-your-ass muscle.
      

      
      “Introductions appear necessary … unless you two know each other.” The blond guy looked in her direction, then at the other
         male, but she doubted he could see a thing in this blackness.
      

      
      Then again, who knew what powers he had as a Belador? That thought sent another chill down her spine.

      
      Evalle fought a smirk over pretty boy’s dry tone and well-honed nonchalance. She’d never met a Belador male who wasn’t alpha
         to the core. But she had no intention of jumping in first to answer after deceit had landed her here.
      

      
      One of these two could very easily be a Medb surveillance plant.

      
      Tonight’s betrayal had put a serious damper on her “team” mentality, and it burned raw inside her.

      
      “I suppose I shall have to open,” pretty boy continued, undeterred by the rude silence. “I’m Quinn.”

      
      The other prisoner still hadn’t twitched since being hauled into the cave by four Medb warlocks and slammed against the wall.
         He’d been the last one captured. Blood that had trickled earlier from gashes in his exposed chest had dried … and the gashes
         were gone. Rumors had surfaced that a few of the more powerful Belador warriors could self-heal some wounds overnight, but
         she’d never heard of one healing so quickly. Odd. 
      

      
      His head was completely bald, which added a lethal edge to his face. Ripped muscles curved along his arms. All that body flowed
         down to the narrow waist of his jeans. He cleared his throat, and even that sounded dangerous. “I’m Tzader.”
      

      
      “The Maistir?” Quinn’s gaze walked up and down the other warrior, sizing him up.

      
      “Yes.”

      
      Truth or lie? Evalle had never met Tzader Burke, commander of all the North American Beladors. If he was Maistir, that might explain why
         he was here. He would be a coup in any Medb’s career.
      

      
      She slashed a look at the self-appointed cave host, waiting on Quinn to make the next move.

      
      He shifted his head in Evalle’s direction. “I can see another faint aura glowing across from us. A woman, I presume from the
         look of it.”
      

      
      How come other Beladors could see auras, but not her? What had she done to tick off the aura fairy?

      
      When she didn’t pick up the conversation thread, Quinn asked, “You would be?”

      
      “Pissed off.” Evalle opened her eyes all the way.

      
      He smirked. “Love the name, darling. Should I refer to you as simply Pissed?”

      
      She ignored his sarcasm. “No offense, I’m going to need a little more information before I’m ready to buddy up to anyone. Especially two who could be lying to me.”
      

      
      First again to keep the ball rolling, Quinn nodded. “I had assumed only Beladors answered the call, but your aura is—”

      
      “—not Belador,” Tzader interjected.

      
      Quinn’s moment of hesitation spoke louder than his words. “I see.”

      
      Snubbed again. What else was new? Even though she’d heard the traitor’s call for help telepathically just like this pair of
         full bloods had and felt the sizzle of their tribe’s connection on her skin, they still didn’t consider her one of them.
      

      
      Raw fury roiled through her veins. What would she have to do to be considered one of the group? Too bad their hazing wasn’t
         as simple as eating a few live goldfish. But then, why was she surprised or even hurt? Her own family had wanted nothing to do with
         her. Why should anyone else?
      

      
      Still, she refused to be discounted so easily. “You two may be able to see auras, but I doubt that either of you see anything else in this pitch dark. Not like I can.”
      

      
      “That explains it.” There was no missing the disgust in Tzader’s tone.

      
      “What precisely does that explain?” Quinn allowed his annoyance to come through that time. Not the happy cave host after all.

      
      “She’s an Alterant.” Tzader stared her way, studying on something. “The only one not in VIPER protective custody.”
      

      
      Evalle released a sharp stream of air from between clenched teeth. “Right. Protective custody sounds so much more civilized than being jailed, which is what really happened to the other four Alterants. I’m not there because I don’t deserve to be there and I refuse
         to live in a cage—just like you would if you were me. So deal with it.” She’d been there, done that and burned the T-shirt
         reminder, and it would take more than the entire Belador race to put her back in one.
      

      
      And she had no doubt how he’d vote if she shifted into a beast in front of him.

      
      Thumbs down. Hang the Alterant.

      
      Yeah, the pendulum was buried on the side of them being her enemies.

      
      Tzader frowned. “You work for VIPER?”

      
      VIPER—Vigilante International Protectors Elite Regiment—was a multinational coalition of all types of unusual beings and powerful
         entities created to protect the world from supernatural predators. Beladors made up the majority of VIPER’s force, and if
         that really was Tzader Burke across from her, he’d know the only free Alterant worked with VIPER. Might as well cop to it.
         “I’m in the southwestern region.”
      

      
      Quinn cleared his throat. “I’m with VIPER as well and was on my way to investigate a Birrn demon sighting in Salt Lake City
         when I heard the call. What about you two?”
      

      
      “Meeting an informant in Wendover,” Tzader replied, mentioning the small gaming town at the Utah-Nevada border. “What were you doing in this area tonight, Alterant?”
      

      
      Following a lead I have no intention of sharing with you … dick-head.
      

      
      When she didn’t answer, Tzader chuckled in a humorless way that brushed a ripple of unease across her skin. “Listen, sweetheart.
         We might have another couple hours, or we might only have a couple minutes. The Medb don’t ransom. They trap, plunder minds,
         use bodies in hideous ways and toss the carcasses into a fire pit. I could reach Brina even this far below ground, but I can’t
         get through the spell coating these walls. So there’s not going to be a Belador cavalry charging in to save us. You either
         join up and help us find a way to escape, or prepare for the worst death you can imagine.”
      

      
      As if she didn’t know the stakes…

      
      And hadn’t already lived through a fate worse than death. They had no idea who and what they were dealing with.

      
      “I quite agree, love,” Quinn added. “I can understand your resistance to trusting anyone after being caught in this trap.
         I, too, want that traitorous Belador’s head as a hood ornament on my Bentley, but none of us will have any chance to discover
         his identity if we don’t survive, and that endangers all our people.”
      

      
      Evalle would give him that, but hanging here manacled to a rock wall by majik didn’t exactly instill a sense of camaraderie
         in her. More like, it brought back memories that made her seethe.
      

      
      She held the key to possibly overpowering the Medb—a physical ability to shift into a more powerful form that might afford
         the three of them the combined energy to fight their way out of here. But using that ability would expose the secret she’d
         shielded for five years and give the Tribunal, the ruling body of VIPER, all the reason they’d need to lock her up.
      

      
      Adult Alterants did not get a second chance for any infraction. The four male Alterants with unnaturally pale green eyes like
         Evalle’s had shifted into hideous beasts over the past six years and killed humans—and Beladors—before being imprisoned.
      

      
      When she’d turned eighteen and an old druid had appeared and informed Evalle of her destiny to be a Belador warrior, Evalle
         had explained how the dark sunglasses she wore constantly protected her ultrasensitive eyes. By the time the Beladors had realized
         her eyes were the pale green of an Alterant, she hadn’t shifted or posed a danger. For that reason alone, the Belador warrior
         queen Brina had asked the Tribunal to allow her warriors to train Evalle with the understanding by all parties of what would
         happen if Evalle shifted.
      

      
      They would cage the beast if it ever made its presence known. 

      
      These two Beladors in the cave with her had taken a vow to uphold the Belador Code of protecting humanity—which also meant
         reporting any Alterant who shifted.
      

      
      Evalle had almost changed into a beast once.

      
      Almost.

      
      Even now, she didn’t know if she could do it and maintain control. Which meant she could shift and the Medb could still kill
         her.
      

      
      So her only real option for escape depended on trusting these two men enough to link so the three of them could use their
         cumulative natural abilities to defeat the Medb.
      

      
      If not…

      
      Casket time.

      
      Her choices narrowed by the heartbeat, and Quinn had a valid point. She couldn’t find the one who had betrayed her and make
         him pay if she died in this underground prison.
      

      
      “I’m Evalle. My reason for being in this area tonight is personal.” She shot her attention to the one who would clearly lead
         a charge against the Medb. “Got a plan, Master T?”
      

      
      “Working on it. They must have used water from Loch Ryve to coat the walls and hold the spell. That’s the only substance I’ve
         ever known of that can drain Belador powers. I don’t know how long we’ve been down here, but it’s probably been working on
         us for awhile—”
      

      
      “Not my powers,” she corrected, enjoying a moment of satisfaction over another unexpected difference between her and the pure
         bloods. “I’m at full strength.”
      

      
      Tzader paused for a moment, then nodded. “Good. That’s one plus for us, but we’re losing power, right, Quinn?”
      

      
      “Correct. I’m probably at half strength, which is why we must strike soon while we’re still capable of battling.”

      
      Evalle looked across at both men. “Either of you have an idea how many we have to fight to get out?”
      

      
      “Best I could tell, there were five Medb warlocks and the one traitorous Belador.” Tzader’s deep voice hardened on the last
         word. He was either just as pissed off as her or a very convincing liar. “Didn’t get a good look at the fifth Medb, but he
         wasn’t big and wore a priest’s robe. This is a war party of hunters. If they were taking us to someone higher, we’d be gone.
         They plan to torture information out of us or maybe use us to bait another trap. I want blood from that traitor, too, but
         I won’t let the Medb hurt another Belador regardless of what that bastard did.”
      

      
      Tzader’s immediate concern for his tribe struck a note of guilt in Evalle, making her realize she’d been more worried about
         getting out of here alive than protecting her tribe. She’d fought alongside Beladors until she was bloody and spent to defend
         the tribe…
      

      
      And to prove she was worthy.

      
      Refusing to help another Belador now would destroy what trust she’d gained from some and give voice to the ones murmuring
         that she was little better than a trained animal.
      

      
      Quinn shifted. “I agree with Tzader.”

      
      Before she had a chance to say yea or nay, Tzader started strategizing. “Let’s do a quick check of resources. Since she’s
         wary of us, I’ll start. I’ve got kinetic, telepathic and energy force, plus two sentient blades they stripped from me with
         my body armor. If I can get out of here, I’ll call them to me.”
      

      
      Quinn went next. “Ditto on the kinetic, telepathic and energy force, plus I can mind lock.”

      
      Evalle had no idea what he was talking about. “What do you mean by mind lock?”

      
      “I can reach into another mind remotely, lock into their brain waves and see through their eyes. I can guide them as well
         … if they don’t realize I’ve invaded their mind and resist. Then I’d have a battle on my hands.”
      

      
      “I thought the spell coating the walls was blocking us from reaching anyone. How can you access someone’s mind from here?”
         She hadn’t lived this long by accepting anything at face value.
      

      
      “I can’t reach beyond this facility, but I feel air movement. The Medb must have air passages running between the caverns
         or we’d have already died of asphyxiation. I can access anyone in another space connected to this one by even a thin gap in
         the rocks.”
      

      
      Tzader perked up at that last bit. “Can you destroy their mind while you’re inside a person’s head?”

      
      Whereas his question had been asked purely for battle strategy, Evalle wanted to hear the answer for another reason. Could
         Quinn tamper with her mind if they linked? She didn’t like the thought of that at all.
      

      
      Quinn’s pause indicated he’d given Tzader’s question some thought. “Yes, but I won’t. Not without our warrior queen’s approval.”

      
      On the other hand, Evalle had hoped he’d share something no one knew about him, a secret that would make Quinn as vulnerable
         as she was if she had to shift.
      

      
      Fat chance either of these two men would make that mistake. 

      
      “Are you … dressed, Evalle?” Quinn asked that with sincere concern that surprised her. He thought they’d stripped her?

      
      “Yes. I’m in jeans and a shirt.” The dark brown cotton shirt hanging open over her T-shirt was one of the two changes of clothes
         she owned—she preferred to live her life unencumbered by anything, even wardrobe. She’d twisted her shoulder-length hair up
         beneath a frayed ball cap to spend a night of surveillance in Wend-over. Lost the cap when she was captured.
      

      
      “What about your powers, Evalle?” Tzader clearly wanted all the weapons laid out so they could make a solid plan.

      
      “I have exceptional vision, similar to infrared illuminated night-vision optics. I have kinetics, telepathy, energy force
         … and the Medb failed to remove my boots, which conceal blades.” And I might be empathic, but that was a recent surprise and is unimportant right now.
      

      
      Quinn gave a low laugh. “Can’t wait to get a look at you.”

      
      “Your optics are another plus.” Tzader’s eyes stared her way. “The next step’s gonna take some trust. You willing to link
         with us so we’ll have your full power and night vision?”
      

      
      Not if Quinn could overpower her mind.

      
      “Evalle, I sense hesitation on your part after learning I have the capability to take control of your mind.” Quinn’s voice
         was smooth, as though he’d lifted her thoughts. Could he? “But do realize that I could have already done so and locked onto
         your vision if I’d so chosen.”
      

      
      He was right.

      
      She considered her dwindling options and had no choice but to relent. “Linking is our only chance, but first I want an agreement
         from both of you.”
      

      
      “On what?” Suspicion filtered into Tzader’s commanding voice.

      
      “That no matter what we have to do to get out of here you vow that we keep any secrets shared between us. You swear on the
         life of our goddess Macha.”
      

      
      “You get a head injury when they caught you, woman?” Quinn lashed back, not sounding quite so cultured, as if he hid a less-than-polished
         background behind that suave voice. “Swearing on Macha’s life’s a good way to see the last of yours.”
      

      
      “You think that’s any crazier than me making a leap of faith with you two after one of our tribe tricked me?”

      
      “Our tribe?” Quinn asked.
      

      
      “Yes.” Evalle was tired of always being doubted. “I swore the same oath you did. I’ve put my life on the line many times for
         other Beladors, even though—” She bit off her last words, stopping before she finished with even though I’m treated like some mutt with tainted blood. Never let them know how much their biased stares and constant spying slid under her defenses.
      

      
      Beladors might tolerate an Alterant, but any trust she’d received in the past had been an uneasy alliance in tense times.
         She’d admit that the tribe had reason to be suspicious of Alterants after the last male who’d shifted two months ago had killed
         nine Beladors trying to contain him. But she’d proven herself for five hard years and deserved respect.
      

      
      Too bad they didn’t see things the way she did.

      
      “No deal.” Tzader’s unmerciful gaze arrowed through the dark in her direction with the intensity of a lightning bolt.

      
      “I think not as well,” Quinn concurred.

      
      Now what was she going to do?
      

      
      The stretch of curved wall on her left that ran between her and Tzader began to fade.

      
      Evalle tensed. She had no offensive edge. Not until she either linked with the two men or was released from the shackles so
         that she could shift. Both options twisted her stomach into a sick knot of terror.
      

      
      When the rock disappeared, leaving a hole big enough to drive a small automobile through, a diminutive Medb figure wearing
         a pale gray robe entered. Light glowed from inside the hood. Where were the four brutes who had hauled Tzader into this chamber?
      

      
      “You shouldn’t be here.” Quinn’s soft voice was full of tender feelings.

      
      Evalle glanced at him. Was he talking to that warlock?

      
      The person in the robe moved toward Quinn as though floating across the floor. Evalle debated the risk of linking with Quinn
         and had just about talked herself into helping him when the hood fell away from the Medb’s head. Not a warlock but a stunning
         witch, with hair so bright it had to be the color of a flame in natural lighting.
      

      
      Angling her chin at him, the witch stood a head shorter than Quinn. Without saying a word first, she lifted up on her toes
         and cupped his face with her hands, then kissed him sweetly on the mouth. Quinn didn’t just let her kiss him: he joined in
         until she finally pulled away. “When my men described the three Beladors they’d caught I didn’t want to believe what I heard.
         I had to see for myself. What are you doing here?”
      

      
      “Protecting my tribe.” Quinn’s heavy sigh bulged with regret. “Leave before your men find you here.”

      
      “I don’t know how to help you,” she whispered desperately. “You can’t. If you do, they’ll kill you for treason, regardless
         of your being a priestess.”
      

      
      “You shouldn’t have been caught in this trap,” she whispered. “They weren’t looking for you—”

      
      “Who do they want?” Quinn’s tone sharpened.
      

      
      The witch shook her head. “They’ll take you last. I’ll come up with a way to free you. I have to go.” She turned to leave.

      
      “Kizira.”
      

      
      When the witch turned around, Quinn softened his tone again. “Don’t try to save me. I’m bound to my tribe and will die with
         these two if they can’t also be saved.”
      

      
      “Ever the fool.” She shook her head. “You should not have protected me that day.”

      
      “I must uphold my oath of honor in all situations.”
      

      
      Quinn’s reply renewed Evalle’s hope at gaining an ally in keeping secrets. If she had to shift to escape, would either of
         these two be willing to say she’d done so with honorable intent?
      

      
      The Medb witch visiting Quinn lifted her hood back into place and started to leave, then hesitated. “Your time nears.” She
         vanished, and the wall was solid again.
      

      
      The tight muscles in Evalle’s chest relaxed after that bizarre scene. Quinn was friends—more than friends—with a Medb priestess.
         Not kosher in the Belador world, but she couldn’t fault him if he’d acted out of honor and spared an enemy rather than kill
         without thought as their bloodthirsty ancestors had. Their goddess would respect that, but Quinn had a secret to protect as
         vigorously as Evalle shielded hers.
      

      
      Now, if only Tzader had something to hide.

      
      But he was a warrior who would die before exposing any vulnerability. She’d bet he hadn’t shared all his powers either.

      
      “Want to explain that visit, Quinn?” Tzader asked. “Sorry, chap. Rather not.”

      
      Evalle smiled. “Maybe you should both reconsider my offer to hold each other’s confidence in order to escape.”

      
      Quinn gave a quick shake of his head. “I won’t ask either of you to put yourself in jeopardy with Brina or Macha. Not for
         me.”
      

      
      Damn. Damn. Damn. What was with these two? Why couldn’t they bend an inch? Evalle wouldn’t admit defeat, but winning their
         freedom wasn’t looking too promising either. The witch had said they were running out of time.
      

      
      Quinn narrowed his eyes. “I’m roving mentally through the tunnels for a mind.”

      
      Evalle was starting to like this guy in spite of his being cozy with a Medb. He knew his ass was in a sling if word of his association with a Medb made it to Brina, but he was still determined
         to help. Maybe she could trust him.
      

      
      Tzader, on the other hand, had yet to get her vote.

      
      “Got one … don’t think he’s the leader.” Quinn’s voice changed to a monotone. “He’s listening to one of the other warlocks
         … they can’t wait on the spell to drain the Beladors … Kizira arguing they should wait … Beladors dangerous even one at a
         time … leader says … “ Quinn’s head jerked back. His shocked eyes swung toward her. “You’re the one they want, Evalle, and
         you don’t want to know what they plan to do to you.”
      

      
      “Bring it,” she said with more arrogance than she felt capable of backing at the moment.

      
      Quinn’s eyebrows tightened, his eyes staring at nothing as he concentrated. He sucked in a breath. “I hope you can take on
         four warlocks alone, because that’s what’s coming for you … Right now.”
      

      
      The warning in his voice spiked chill bumps along her arms. 

      
      “Link with us, Evalle. Now!” Tzader’s tone brooked no argument or questions.

      
      She had seconds to make up her mind. Tzader and Quinn couldn’t link unless she lowered her mental shields. “How do I know
         you aren’t lying just to trick me into linking?”
      

      
      “You don’t.” Quinn shrugged. “Just like I don’t know what I’m in for when I link with an Alterant, but I’m willing to trust
         you for a chance to escape.”
      

      
      The wall to her left started fading again, slowly widening as though to accommodate more people this time.

      
      Grace be to Macha, it was time to decide if she’d live or die.

      
      As the cave wall disintegrated under Medb majik, Evalle realized she only had to answer one question. Could she let even one
         Belador die after vowing to protect her tribe?
      

      
      The answer was an unfortunate one for her…

      
      No.

      
      She sighed softly. “Let’s do it.”

      
      Flexing her fingers quickly before the warlocks entered, she opened the channel to her mind for Tzader and Quinn.

      
      The immediate synergy that shot between the three of them sparked the air with combined power. She flagged physically for
         a couple seconds, experiencing how drained the other two were; then she focused only on sending energy to them.
      

      
      You got some screamin’ optics, babe, Tzader’s voice whispered in her mind.
      

      
      And her vision isn’t her only asset. Quinn searched through her thoughts like a warm flood of fine whisky.
      

      
      If she wasn’t so concerned over the threat entering as soon as the wall disappeared, she’d have smiled at the flirt.

      
      Don’t move until I give the signal. Tzader gave that order with enough heat to let everyone know he was in no mood to joke.
      

      
      Guess we’ll allow him to lead this one, eh? Quinn’s sarcasm took the edge off Evalle’s anxiety and filled her with a flush of confidence. She glanced over at the rogue
         and winked, then sent them a message. I’ll wait for the word to attack, but let them unshackle me before you do anything if you want the full force of my power.
      

      
      Tzader gave a curt nod of his head.

      
      Quinn lifted a finger in acknowledgment.

      
      The wall cleared. Four warlocks in swirling gray robes with no hoods carried torches into the room, all headed for Evalle.
         Without her sunglasses on, she squinted to be able to see in what, for her eyes, was brilliant light.
      

      
      Serpent tattoos wrapped their thick necks, then swept around each bald head. The pointed tip of the viper’s head stopped at
         the bridge above each warlock’s wide nose. The vipers’ eyes glowed yellow-orange and had narrow black diamond centers. When
         one warlock stood in front of each of Evalle’s arms, they chanted in unison, releasing the shackles.
      

      
      She dropped to the floor.

      
      One of the other two warlocks extended his hand, not touching her. His fingers kinetically circled her throat and lifted her
         off the dirt floor.
      

      
      She fought to breathe. Tzader? What are you waiting on? “She is secure, Priestess,” the warlock choking Evalle called out in a loud voice.
      

      
      Kizira appeared at the entrance, her face stoic.

      
      Quinn shot his thoughts to Evalle. Tzader was waiting on Kizira to enter. I’ll deal with her.
      

      
      Kizira closed her eyes and held her hands in front of her with the palms turned up. Her eyes glowed yellow. She began murmuring
         foreign words that sounded ancient and deadly.
      

      
      Now, Evalle, Tzader roared in her mind.
      

      
      Evalle willed herself into battle form, a minimal physical change all Beladors were approved to use when engaging with an
         enemy. She tightened her fingers into fists. Spiked cartilage rose along the lengths of her arms. Power surged throughout
         her, expanding muscle tissue and driving her adrenaline to a volcanic level.
      

      
      She gripped both hands around the invisible arm holding her and bared her teeth. “You’re dying first, just to kick this party
         off on a high note.”
      

      
      The blunt-nosed warlock smiled and squeezed tighter, drawing tears to her eyes.

      
      Using her kinetic ability, she knocked the torches into the dirt, killing the flames. The warlocks howled in anger.

      
      Ready?

      
      Tzader and Quinn broke free of their shackles, drawing the other three warlocks around to face them.

      
      Battle screams ricocheted off the walls, gathering force like the wail of a banshee.

      
      Pulling in opposite directions with each hand, Evalle snapped the force holding her throat. The warlock screamed in agony,
         his arm falling uselessly to his side. Released from his power, Evalle again dropped to the dirt floor. He snarled with pain
         and dove at her. She shoved her hands up, palms out, blocking him with a shield of power. He bounced back, falling to the
         ground.
      

      
      Kizira swayed, caught in a deep trance.

      
      Evalle stomped each foot and silver spikes with razor-sharp tips shot out from around the boot soles. She took a step toward
         Tzader, who fought two warlocks.
      

      
      Quinn snapped the neck of the Medb he battled, tossing the body aside quicker than yesterday’s trash, then snatching one of
         Tzader’s opponents away.
      

      
      The warlock Evalle had knocked out gained his feet. He charged her, his mouth opening wide to release demonic curses on a
         stream of black breath.
      

      
      She spun, whipping her boot high, the lethal tips slicing his neck like a buzzsaw. Purple liquid bubbled from the mortal wound,
         filling the air with a soured-orange stench. Evalle whipped her boot up again in a crosskick. The warlock’s head flew off
         sideways, hitting Kizira in the chest. That jolted the priestess out of her trance. Her glazed eyes started clearing.
      

      
      Oops.

      
      Evalle swung back to the fight, but she couldn’t jump in kicking and risk killing the Beladors, who now fought the only two
         warlocks still alive. Of the two dead, one lay facedown on his chest with his head spun around to stare at the ceiling.
      

      
      Tzader battled a warlock armed with a three-pronged sword he hadn’t possessed a moment ago.

      
      Quinn blasted the fourth warlock backward with a shot of energy, then produced three Celtic Triquetra with jagged blades and
         threw them with deadly accuracy. The blades struck the warlock in his throat, heart and eyes, killing him instantly.
      

      
      “Not my brother! No!” Kizira screamed. She looked at Quinn, her agonized face a mix of shock and betrayal. When the priestess
         lifted her hands at Quinn, Evalle dove at her.
      

      
      “No, Evalle!” Quinn shouted.
      

      
      She slid to a stop at the side of Kizira, who froze in mid-motion with arms extended, eyes stuck open, full of fury.

      
      Quinn appeared next to the priestess. “I’ve locked her mind, but I can’t hold her long without harming her.” He cut eyes teeming
         with sadness at Evalle. “Help Tzader.”
      

      
      She nodded, then felt a blow to her midsection and doubled over. Quinn groaned but held his position with his back to the
         room. When she turned to Tzader, she found him on the ground, the three-pronged spear staked through his chest.
      

      
      Tzader looked over at her. His face twisted with pain. Unlink … before I die, and leave me, he called into her mind. You can’t kill this one.
      

      
      Evalle looked at the last warlock, who laughed in triumph until he eyed Kizira immobilized. That’s when the eyes on the serpent
         tattoo on his head came to life. That meant he carried the same blood as the Medb High Priestess.
      

      
      Evalle looked at Tzader. Escape or fall, we stand as one.
      

      
      Agreed, Quinn confirmed on a gasp. But I can’t help you and hold Kizira immobile.
      

      
      Evalle faced the warlock. Intimidation played a role in every battle won. “You don’t look so hard to kill.”

      
      The warlock whispered a chant, lifting his hands to his lips and blowing across the palms. Both hands tripled in size, extending
         into claws. He swiped one long talon at the nearest wall, digging a trough through stone as though cutting butter with a cleaver.
         He crooked the same claw, smiling when he goaded her to attack.
      

      
      Well, crap. She hadn’t really expected to get out of this mess without facing this decision. But she’d only shifted once—partway—and
         that had been in reaction to terror. Returning to her normal physical state had been a struggle. Could she do it again? Or
         would she remain a mindless beast?
      

      
      No time to worry about what might happen.
      

      
      If they stayed, they died. If she shifted…

      
      Evalle mentally reached inside herself, deep into the core of her life force. She urged her body to free itself. Power rolled
         through the center of her, surging into her legs and arms. Bones cracked and popped, skin stretched tight. Her clothes split,
         shredding into tatters that fell away from her body.
      

      
      Leather ripped with a squeal when her feet thickened, toes growing the length of a human hand. Her jaw expanded to accommodate
         a double row of teeth that sharpened into jagged fangs.
      

      
      Nerves and tendons cried out in pain. She roared an echoing, haunting sound, now able to stare down at the warlock from ten
         feet off the ground.
      

      
      He dared to laugh, then threw a ball of energy at her.

      
      She batted it away, blowing a hole in the rock wall.

      
      The warlock cocked his head, still smiling, but with a little surprise. He flew at her, arms drawn back to swing a clawed
         hand at her neck. Before he could sever her head, she blocked him, using an oversize arm that sizzled with unspent power.
      

      
      He bounced back, stunned for the two seconds she allowed him to live.

      
      She curled her leathery fingers into a fist and smashed his face, slamming him backward into the wall, where his body clung,
         shaking. Bolts of energy popped and sparked around him before he dropped to the ground. When she stepped close to the warlock,
         he gasped, “You’re a dead monster—”
      

      
      She lifted a foot as heavy as two cement blocks and slammed down on his midsection, crushing him into two halves.

      
      His last breath screamed out of him, a sound of agony Evalle never wanted to hear again.

      
      Brilliant orange light blanched the inside of the cave. His body foamed purple, then disintegrated into a puff of brown smoke.
         A sure sign he was Medb royalty.
      

      
      Evalle took several breaths, calming the power pulsing through her. She begged her body to pull back into itself now that
         they were safe. Each breath she drew forced another part to tighten and shrink, but hallelujah, she was reversing the change.
         Sweat covered her skin. Pain daggered her arms and legs, sickened her stomach. Her head felt as though a stake was being driven
         through her temples, but she’d end up facing worse if the Tribunal found out she’d shifted.
      

      
      Feeling the last of her body return to human form, Evalle swung around to Tzader, who lay perfectly still. When she reached
         him, she yanked the spear free. Blood gushed from the three holes. Mortified by her naked state but unable to repair her shredded
         clothing, she dropped down on her bare knees and pressed her hands over the gaping wounds to stop the flow of blood. But she
         had no power to save him from all the internal damage.
      

      
      “He can’t be dead, because we’re alive,” Quinn said in a wheeze over his shoulder from where he still controlled Kizira.

      
      “You’re right.” Evalle and Quinn had a chance to survive if they unlinked and escaped, but she couldn’t walk away from Tzader.
         He was not the traitorous Belador. If she unlinked, he’d lose the strength she still gave him. Her abdomen hurt, too, but … not as though she’d been stabbed. Why didn’t she feel like she was dying?
      

      
      Could an Alterant linked to a Belador not die?

      
      Tzader’s eyes fluttered.

      
      “I’m here,” she assured him. “I won’t leave you.”

      
      He gasped hard for air, chest heaving. His hand shot up to grab her arm with a strength that surprised her.

      
      “He’s living… I feel him getting stronger.”

      
      Evalle glanced over her shoulder at Quinn. “Me, too.”

      
      Tzader groaned. “You can move your hand now.”

      
      When she looked down, his face was robust with life. She pulled her hands away. The holes in his chest were shrinking. She
         stared in shock. “What’d you do?”
      

      
      Tzader sat up and stretched; then his shoulders slumped with the effort. “You saved my life, Evalle.”

      
      “No, I didn’t.” She stood up and backed away from him. “I do not have those powers.”
      

      
      Pushing up to his feet, Tzader turned to her, politely avoiding her naked body. “You ought to grab a robe.”

      
      She yanked a robe off the ground where it had been left behind when one of the warlocks had disintegrated. She shoved her
         arms through the sleeves. “Now. What happened to you, Tzader?”
      

      
      He moved slowly, still recovering. “Best I can tell, the spear tips were made of lava from a volcano I’m not telling either
         of you about since it’s the only thing that can kill me. But the tips have to stay in place while I die a slow death. If you
         hadn’t defeated the last warlock and pulled out the spear, I’d be dead.”
      

      
      Beladors were not immortal, as a rule, as far as she knew. “Why can’t you be killed?”

      
      When Tzader didn’t reply, Quinn did. “Might as well tell us. Then Evalle can share what it takes to kill her, too. I’m not
         leaving here without knowing more about both of you.”
      

      
      She gave him an arch stare. “I think you two know all you need to know about me right now.”

      
      Tzader shrugged. “Let’s just say I’m the descendant of a Belador who had me blessed, or cursed, depending on your point of
         view, and leave it at that, okay?” He walked over to Quinn. “Can we get outta here?”
      

      
      “Yes. I pulled the exit route from Kizira’s mind.”

      
      Evalle stepped up to both of them. “I doubt she’s going to let us go without a fight once you unlock her mind.”

      
      “I won’t kill her,” Quinn said with quiet conviction. “I can leave a blank place in her thoughts when I release her that will
         last maybe a minute after she comes out of this state. That’s enough time to reach the surface.”
      

      
      “Do it.” Tzader glanced at the still-open wall. He whistled shrilly. Two spinning knives with Celtic designs on the handles
         flew into the room and circled him, landing at each hip. The tips of the blades snarled and hissed.
      

      
      Evalle missed her boots more than her clothes, but she had bigger worries. She knew better than to believe these two would
         protect her secret unless they gave her their word. But what Belador would risk his existence and his family for an Alterant?
      

      
      “We have to go now.” Quinn stepped away from Kizira, who stood motionless, like an eerie statue. He led the way, racing through
         a maze of dark corridors that climbed upward to the surface.
      

      
      Tzader followed Evalle, who kept pace with Quinn.

      
      “We’re all good with keeping a few secrets, right?” Evalle was dying to know why neither of the men had commented on her shifting.
         She’d do anything to protect her tribe, but she would not go willingly into a cage again.
      

      
      Not after spending her childhood locked away as a freak. 

      
      Tzader’s steps pounded close behind. “Let’s get outta here first, then talk.”

      
      Fear went through her. He was going to throw her to the higher-ups. She knew it. He just wasn’t man enough to tell her until
         he was safe. “You can talk and run. Admit what you saw. I changed right back into my normal state. I’m not out of control. I chose when to shift and when
         to come back.”
      

      
      “It’s complicated, Evalle.” Quinn led them with confidence, choosing turns without hesitation and running all-out.

      
      Until he reached a pile of rocks that blocked their path.

      
      Everyone skidded to a stop.
      

      
      Neither man made a move to clear the rocks, and their minute of a head start was close to ending. Evalle looked at them. “Let’s
         get kinetic, shall we?”
      

      
      Quinn shook his head. “We can’t move these rocks that way. I pulled several chants from Kizira I believe are connected to
         this route, but—”
      

      
      “But what?” Anger mixed with fear inside her. “Start the freaking chant before your crazy priestess wakes up from her little
         nap.”
      

      
      “I might kill us if I use the wrong chant. And she’s not crazy.” Quinn’s tone told her his patience was strained.
      

      
      An unearthly shriek right out of a B horror movie rocked the underground tunnel.

      
      “Sounds like Sleeping Beauty’s awake,” Evalle sighed.

      
      “I liked you better when you didn’t talk,” Quinn snapped, losing all hold on his composure.

      
      “I don’t like either one of you right now.” Tzader glared at them. “Open the damn exit or I’m gonna have to kill one seriously
         pissedoff priestess.”
      

      
      Kizira’s shrieks grew in volume.

      
      Quinn faced the rocks and spewed out a rapid sequence of mumbo jumbo Evalle couldn’t begin to translate or remember.

      
      Boulders started falling away to each side, parting to make an opening. She took one quick look behind them for Kizira. Quinn
         might not want to hurt his evil-eyed honey, but Evalle did. If not for the Medb she wouldn’t be facing imprisonment—or worse—for
         shifting.
      

      
      “Let’s go.” Tzader grabbed her arm and dragged her through the opening. “Seal that mother, Quinn!”

      
      Quinn’s chant was lost in the sound of rocks piling in behind them.

      
      When Evalle caught her footing she was above ground.

      
      In daylight. No shelter within a mile.

      
      An August sun blistered the desert landscape, and it blistered her.

      
      “No!” She curled inside the robe, pulling the thin protection around her. Skin on the back of her exposed hand started turning
         a nasty green color.
      

      
      Tzader and Quinn shouted something, but her screams drowned them out. Heat scorched through the blood vessels in her arm and
         into her body, carrying the poison into her system.
      

      
      She wouldn’t face imprisonment after all.

      
      The sun would kill her first.
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      Evalle kept a city block between her and the Cresyl demon skulking along Peters Street through one of the riskier sections
         of downtown Atlanta after dark.
      

      
      Three-in-the-morning dark. Graveyard quiet for a Sunday morning. Where were all the people leaving the bars? There should
         be more on the street than this.
      

      
      But more importantly, who had sent a Cresyl demon into this territory—again—and why? Second time in ten days, and she wouldn’t
         have identified this one so quickly if not for having studied up on them after the last one showed up and ruined her day.
      

      
      So many nonhumans to learn about, so little time. Especially while hunting them. But the last Cresyl sighted in Atlanta had
         disappeared before causing any trouble.
      

      
      This time, they weren’t so lucky. A human had died, and in a suspicious manner for a demon attack. A death that meant trouble
         for Evalle in the worst way with VIPER.
      

      
      The body of a young female had been mauled with only the heart missing. Worse had been the stink of sulfur, which told her
         exactly how nonhuman the attack had been. But that didn’t make sense. A demon had to ingest the entire human to take a soul,
         so why only one organ? Why maul the body?
      

      
      It didn’t smack of demon. It smacked of the way Alterants had decimated bodies in the past.

      
      Was someone intentionally trying to make the killing appear as though an Alterant had attacked the woman?

      
      Or am I just being paranoid?

      
      She wished Tzader and Quinn hadn’t both been called out of town. They could sort reality from paranoia. She hadn’t been really
         good at doing that for herself since surviving their escape from the Medb two years ago.
      

      
      Had the Medb sent this demon?

      
      Were they still trying to get her?

      
      But that didn’t make sense either. Cresyls were South African and not Celtic, therefore they weren’t the kind of demon the
         Medb would use.
      

      
      Stop with the crazy thoughts and catch that friggin’ thing sneaking around the city. If she handed proof of what had killed the human to VIPER before they opened an investigation, she wouldn’t face even suspension. If not, the first finger would point at her the minute they
         found out about a ripped-up human.
      

      
      Always worked that way.

      
      Guilty beyond doubt. Burden of proof on me, no matter how much I prove myself.

      
      Bastards.

      
      She’d never harmed a human, but she was an Alterant after all, profiled in the purest sense of the word as a predatory threat
         for nothing more than breathing their air.
      

      
      Even temporary suspension would be unbearable, because it meant having her powers stripped to a minimal level. That would
         leave her practically defenseless in a city where preternatural beings moved silent and deadly.
      

      
      With purpose.

      
      Like the being that crept along steadily ahead of her.

      
      If she ran around Atlanta without her powers, it’d be open season on her and she’d end up on a slab in the morgue next to that poor
         woman missing a heart.
      

      
      Much as the idea of losing her powers gave her the shakes, her greater worry would be that the sudden stripping of powers
         might trigger an involuntary shift into her beast form out of a natural instinct to protect herself.
      

      
      That would end any question of her guilt as far as VIPER was concerned, and she’d be doomed.

      
      She’d face a room full of demons to avoid that scenario. Besides, VIPER needed her out here working. She had the best informants in the city when it came to supernatural intelligence.
      

      
      That’s how she’d found this demon in so little time.

      
      The Cresyl stumbled, caught his balance, then stopped as though stuck in place. Dividing her attention between him and her
         path, she barely sidestepped a pile of putrid-smelling ick on the sidewalk that he’d left in his wake.
      

      
      Great … like walking behind a horse. Jeez. Didn’t they have any sense of cleanliness?

      
      He—the demon’s gender as determined by the size of his horns— glimmered in and out of shape, appearing more as shadow and
         mist than anything lifelike to unsuspecting humans at three in the morning. Even through her dark sunglasses, Evalle’s natural
         night vision picked up his bony spine, slinking tail and leathery skin as clear as a high-resolution image.
      

      
      Why was he moving at such a sluggish pace? Cresyls were generally quick and dangerous… and traveled in pairs.

      
      Where was this one’s mate?

      
      Which one had ripped into a human tonight…

      
      Or had they?

      
      Something had, and they were the most likely candidates. The remains of the young woman had shown up in the Atlanta city morgue a few
         hours ago. The morgue where Evalle worked part-time as a maintenance tech from ten at night until five in the morning. All
         agents at VIPER were expected to integrate into the community, preferably somewhere that allowed them intel on supernatural
         activity.
      

      
      The morgue was a perfect place to be. Not just for VIPER but for her own personal reasons as well.

      
      The dead were not a threat.

      
      Most of the time.

      
      And what better place to hear about unusual killings or strange DNA evidence? Being on call for early Sunday morning usually
         meant processing run-of-the-mill Saturday night violence, not a demon mauling. The graveyard shift supervisor who’d received
         the woman’s body had filed a request that animal control come inspect the ravaged body and gouged chest.
      

      
      That visit wouldn’t happen until Monday during business hours. But Evalle couldn’t gamble on the possibility of VIPER finding
         out about the mutilation before Monday, since they had other spies with morgue access besides her.
      

      
      Even if a wild animal from the zoo could have ripped the heart out of the body so cleanly, any investigator would question why an earthly predator would leave the
         rest of the body uneaten.
      

      
      Animals tended to be sloppy killers. Demons not so much.

      
      Everything about this death was off, didn’t fit anything she’d ever seen or heard about with regard to Cresyl demons—or any
         other kind, for that matter. Her Spidey sense was tingling off the charts, and she couldn’t shake the feeling this was bad
         for her. Real bad. Having been alone right before work, she had no alibi for the time of death.
      

      
      Not paranoia. I’m being set up. I have to be. Nothing else made sense.
      

      
      Quinn and Tzader would help with a minute’s notice, but they were in Charlotte, and she refused to call them like some helpless
         female. I came into this world alone and I can handle anything it throws at me.

      
      And by the gods, she could handle the Cresyls.

      
      If she didn’t make a mistake.

      
      Or run out of time. With daylight coming in less than two hours, she’d be forced off the streets to hide from the August sun.
         That was why she’d faked a case of nausea at the morgue and clocked out early to go home. It wasn’t a total lie. She really
         was feeling sick to her stomach that someone wanted her butt in a sling.
      

      
      Or more to the point, a cage.

      
      Evalle flinched as unwanted memories tore through her with sharp talons at that thought. Nothing set off her panic attacks
         worse than imprisonment.
      

      
      Well, there was one other matter, but she wouldn’t think about that either.

      
      Focus. But it was hard. No matter how much she tried to keep the past buried, things like this threat unearthed her worst fears
         and made the old wounds burn anew.
      

      
      Which was why she’d much rather battle the demons without. Once she killed them, they stayed dead. Too bad the ones inside
         her weren’t so cooperative. Even when she did manage to kill one, a dozen more cropped up to attack her.
      

      
      As Quinn would say, bloody inconsiderate wankers.

      
      But that was neither here nor there. She’d made the ten-minute ride to her secure apartment beneath a downtown parking deck
         only to pick up a weapon—the special dagger she carried, which had a bone handle carved with Celtic designs. The blade shimmered
         with a death spell. Badass to the extreme, it could be used to kill most demons if she stuck the blade into the creature’s
         forehead between where horns grew above each eye. The dagger had been a gift from Tzader after he and Quinn had saved her
         life in Utah.
      

      
      Just one of several treasured gifts from Tzader and Quinn, with friendship and trust being the most cherished of all.

      
      But she was on her own right now.

      
      The demon paused in the middle of the next block at the newspaper-wrapped feet of a sleeping vagrant, a poor wadded-up piece
         of humanity not bothering anybody.
      

      
      Was it sizing up the guy as a meal?

      
      Evalle paused, perfectly still. Sweat trickled beneath her top to streak down the naked skin on her back and soak the top
         of her jeans. The back of her vintage BDU shirt stuck to her back. She wore the cotton military shirt for comfort, but nothing
         felt good in this heat. Her steel-toe boots were hot, but much handier and safer than sandals if someone or something wanted a throw down. She fingered the dagger in the sheath at her hip and wrinkled her nose at the sulfuric odor trailing
         off the demon. The odor was too faint for a demon who had eaten a human heart.
      

      
      Although one of them might have discovered the magic of deodorant or perfume.

      
      Then again, perfumed crap still stank no matter what you did.

      
      Maybe this thing hadn’t attacked the human. She didn’t like the idea of hurting anything on purpose, but that young woman
         had died a hideous death, and the quickest way to find this thing’s mate would be to make him call for help.
      

      
      Besides, as a VIPER agent, she was expected to do whatever it took to protect the humans from predators.
      

      
      And she would.

      
      A car turned onto the street half a mile down and headed toward her, the burned-out muffler rumbling loud in the still night.
         She kept her eye on the demon. The last thing she wanted to do was attack one in front of a civilian who would see the demon
         clearly if it solidified to do battle, but she wouldn’t let him kill the vagrant.
      

      
      The demon shook his head and mumbled under his breath, then continued on as though reluctant to pass up the human.

      
      She let out a breath of relief, but why had he passed up this chance?

      
      When the approaching car’s headlights flashed on the demon, the creature sprinted ahead then disappeared to the left down
         a side street.
      

      
      Evalle sucked into a recessed doorway until the car passed her then rushed forward, holding her breath as she leaped over
         the vagrant, who reeked of body odor and urine. Man, that stench gave the demon a run for his money in the stink department.
         Maybe the demon had paused to wonder if the guy was kinfolk.
      

      
      At the corner, the side street turned left and shot through a dark shadow cast by buildings on each side.

      
      The street stopped at a railway embankment.

      
      Empty. No demon.

      
      Damn. She couldn’t have lost him.

      
      Evalle moved ahead carefully, sniffing for any wisp of sulfur in the air. Luckily, she caught the scent by the time she reached
         a weed-infested concrete pad twenty feet square at the end of the street.
      

      
      The demon, now in solid form and hunched over, sat on a stack of tires, patting his scaly head above the horns. He mumbled
         incoherently. The scent of rotten eggs stank up the air, but the smell would be even more overwhelming at this distance if
         he’d fed on a human recently.
      

      
      “What’re you doing here?” She spoke with authority even though she doubted he’d just blurt out the truth. Had to open the
         conversation with the Cresyl somehow.
      

      
      He slowly lifted his head. Drool slid off one side of his wide mouth. His dull yellow eyes were unfocused. He started muttering
         again, a low guttural sound. “You.”
      

      
      Huh? What was wrong with him? She took another step but kept a ten-foot separation. “You working with anyone?”

      
      “You.”

      
      For a Cresyl, this one didn’t act dangerous. He acted demented … or drugged.

      
      Or maybe sad. Could he be sad about something? And why had she sensed it? She’d have thought her emerging empathic side was
         more discerning. “Who killed the human?”
      

      
      His eyes moved around in strange circles, then focused on her. “You.” “Guess I should make it multiple choice. Got any more
         words, or do I have to buy a vowel?”
      

      
      Where are you, Evalle? Tzader called to her telepathically.
      

      
      Off Peters on the south side of Atlanta. Not far from where we busted that Midnight Moon Fae ring last year. Why? Where are
            you?

      
      In Atlanta. What are you doing?

      
      Thank the goddess Macha that Tzader was back. Evalle wouldn’t turn down his help. I’ve cornered a—
      

      
      The demon snarled and jumped to his feet, shoulders hunched in an aggressive stance. His eyes glowed white hot. “You killed
         her.”
      

      
      “Killed who?” She pulled out the dagger and spun it once, preparing for him to attack.

      
      “You killed her.” He started howling, and his body shook as if reacting to a drug, but drugs didn’t work on demons, did they?

      
      He took a step and stumbled.

      
      Had someone cast a spell over this thing to accuse Evalle of killing the woman? “Who’s your master? Who sent you here?”

      
      Evalle?

      
      Get back to you in a minute, Tzader. Busy right now. “She died. You. Die.” The demon launched himself at her.
      

      
      He had to be talking about someone else. A Cresyl would never avenge a human.

      
      She dodged to the right and swung around when he missed her. “Who killed the woman?”
      

      
      “You.” He stumbled around and snarled.
      

      
      “Could we fast-forward to a new answer?” She needed a question he couldn’t answer with “you.” “Where’s your mate?”

      
      That had been the wrong question.

      
      He lifted the stack of tires and threw them at her, but she was too quick and spun away.

      
      Or he was too slow for a demon. When she stopped spinning, she faced him. He curled over his chest, moaning so pitifully she
         almost felt sympathy for him.
      

      
      Why wasn’t his mate coming to him?

      
      If he stopped making that horrid sound long enough to talk, she might get some answers out of him. She’d planned on his fighting
         her so she could catch his tail. Cresyls were like opossums. If you could wrap one’s tail around your forearm, he was under
         your control.
      

      
      Something had screwed up his mind.

      
      Maybe he had some kind of weird sickness. Did demons get sick? Like demon Parvo or something?

      
      She couldn’t hurt something that wouldn’t fight her.

      
      Evalle softened her voice and eased toward his tail as she spoke. “Look, buddy. Just tell me who sent you here and I’ll find
         someone to help you feel better. Or tell me where your mate is and I’ll go get her for you.”
      

      
      The demon howled a screeching sound so high-pitched no human could hear it. His tail lengthened, whipping around to slap her
         legs out from under her. She slammed backward, her skull bouncing on the concrete.
      

      
      Dazed, she blinked and touched her sunglasses, which were cock-eyed on her face. No one had told her Cresyls could do that
         with their tails.
      

      
      He dropped down over her, landing his knees on each side of her legs, arms arched above his head with claws extended to attack
         and a mouth full of teeth open to rip a chunk off her body.
      

      
      Survival instincts shoved her mind past the pain in her head. Someone called her name from far away … or had it been Tzader
         in her mind?
      

      
      The demon swung downward in slow motion.

      
      She kept her eyes locked on the crazed look in his gaze. Blood rushed through her ears. Her heart pounded like war drums in
         her chest the closer his sharp fangs came to her face.
      

      
      At the last minute, she whipped the dagger up in both hands and stabbed him in the forehead.

      
      Putrid yellow dust swirled, then disintegrated, confirmation he hadn’t killed a human. If he had, she’d have been able to
         capture his essence in her fist before it disappeared.
      

      
      Crud. No evidence. She had to get the other demon.

      
      “Couldn’t you wait until I got here?” an angry male voice yelled from the alley.

      
      She rolled over and pushed up to her knees to find Tzader running toward her. He had on a T-shirt, jeans and boots that were
         all so dark she’d never have seen him with normal vision.
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