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In the year of Our Lord 417 

      
May the fifth 

      
Glastonbury Tor

      Betrayal.

      Cold and brutal, it always took the shape and form of the closest friend and ally. And stung so deep to the soul that it left you bleeding and weak, wondering if you’d ever find your way to trust again.

      Left you adrift in misery and heartache. Unable to breathe for the pain of it.

      Worse than that, the treacherous bastard always came when least expected. And at the worst fucking time.

      Given the brutal circumstances of his birth, Falcyn Drago had never considered himself immune from its fetid claws. Far from it. Indeed, he’d been nursed on its most foul and bitter taste. He’d learned to anticipate it from everyone around him, at all times. And sadly, no one had ever disappointed him by being above it.

      Never once. 

      Rather, they seemed to glory in stabbing him through his wounded heart as ruthlessly and viciously as possible.

      And none more so than his own brother, who now stood before him in all of Max’s sanctimonious and smug glory. Something that would have been galling had his brother been in his real and true dragon’s body, but like this, in the guise of a man, the betrayal burned twice as deep.

      And hurt all the more.

      “Damn you, Maxis! Was it not enough you left Hadyn alone to die amongst the humans? Now you take my son, too!”

      Maxis’s hazel green eyes flared to gold, then to red as his anger ignited. “That’s not fair! I did everything I could to save our brother. How dare you throw that in my face! I’d have given my life for his!”

      “Bullshit! I should have strangled you the moment you crawled from your egg!”

      Grabbing him by the throat, Max shoved him back against the wall of the stone room where Falcyn had thought to meet his son, but now instead found himself barred forever from the realm his child called home.

      Because of Max! The flesh of his flesh.

      His worst nightmare.

      Max’s eyes showed the depths of his own despair. “I wish you had, brother. I wish you had.”

      His brother’s agony scorched Falcyn, but not as much as his own misery that ate him whole and left him bereft of anything save utter despair. Damn him for caring about Max’s feelings when it was obvious that his brother didn’t give one shit for his. Tears blinded him. “Maddor was all I had in this world. How could you!”

      A tic started in Max’s jaw as he stepped away. “I had no choice. Dammit, Falcyn! Be reasonable. The Adoni plan to use you as a tool. Nothing more. They bred a hybrid child with you, without your knowledge or consent, and you’re fine with this?”

      “Igraine was to be my wife!”

      “Igraine is a faithless whore. An Adoni sorceress who has killed two husbands before you… think you that she’d spare you her treachery?”

      “As you have?”

      Max drew back as if he’d hit him, but he must have rethought that stupidity. Because they both knew that Max would never survive a real fight with Falcyn. “If she truly loved you, brother, my spell on your child wouldn’t have mattered to her, would it?”

      Nay, it wouldn’t. The truth was an even more bitter pill to swallow.

      And for that, he hated Max most of all. Because now he knew for an indisputable fact that he was every bit as unlovable as his dearest mother had proclaimed him to be upon his arrival into this hateful existence.

      Max drew a ragged breath. “We were cursed from our births, and well you know it. The gods spurned us and our mothers abandoned us. The only hope your son has is that if he is more man than drake, he won’t come under their fire… or notice. Or control.”

      “That wasn’t for you to decide!”

      “And you should have never allowed yourself to be used by the Adoni. You know the laws of magick the same as I. For this… some debt will be collected.”

      Falcyn winced at another truth he didn’t want to face. “I was to protect him from it. Now…” He gestured at the veil that separated this world from the one where Igraine had taken their child to raise him out of his reach and care. There was nothing he could do for his son. So long as Maddor lived in his mother’s fey realm, Falcyn couldn’t get to him. Not even his powers were that great. “Never, ever speak to me again, Maxis. I’m done with you.”

      Returning to his dragon’s body, he spread his wings, intending to fly.

      “Careful of your ultimatums, brother. Like magick, they come with a terrible bite.”

      Falcyn shot a burst of flame toward him. “And so do I, Max! So do I!”
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      “Remi! You can’t kill Daimons at the front door!” Dev Peltier shot across the main bar floor of Sanctuary at a dead run, with his wolfwere brother-in-law Fang Kattalakis hot on his heels.

      “Sure I can,” his identical brother snarled in his earpiece. “Watch me!”

      Dreading the scene of his shapeshifting lookalike ripping the heart out of a demon on the busy streets of New Orleans underneath a closed-circuit police camera, Dev considered teleporting to stop the coming disaster, but that would only worsen this fiasco.

      And guarantee them both some special quality time in a high-security government lab someplace where they’d never be seen or heard from again.

      He and Fang barely reached the open front door in time to grab the tall, muscled mountain that sometimes passed as a human being before Remi ate the petite blonde standing nonchalantly under the outside streetlight.

      And that bastard fought them with everything he had as they pulled him back from his would-be victim. A victim who didn’t appear the least bit concerned that she’d narrowly escaped certain death at the hands of a savage bear-human-beast.

      Remi even bit Dev in the shoulder as he struggled against them.

      “Dammit!” Dev snarled. “You better have had your rabies shot, boy!”

      Growling in that unique way that only a shapeshifting bear could, Remi continued to try and throw them off so that he could reach the woman, who still hadn’t moved.

      In fact, the Daimon yawned. Then checked her watch and manicure as if the entire event left her bored out of her mind. “Can I go in now? You two have him leashed, right?”

      Fang’s jaw dropped at her nonchalant tone. “You know, Medea, given what happened the last time a bunch of you showed up here, you’ve got a lot of nerve.”

      “’Course I do. It’s what makes me the bad guy. And I’m told my half brother’s upstairs, playing poker with your little brother. So if you don’t mind…” She headed inside as if she didn’t have a bar full of shapeshifters who’d love to make her their late-night snack.

      Remi continued to curse them both. “They killed Maman and Papa! How could you let her waltz into our bar like that?”

      Dev kept his brother in place with his forearm across Remi’s throat. “Because if you harm one hair on her head, we’ll lose our sanctuary license again. Think of your nieces and nephews and the danger you’d be putting them in!”

      The last time they’d lost their license, Sanctuary had been razed and they’d lost their parents and several good friends.

      Remi’s gaze fell to Fang, and Dev knew that had finally reached through his brother’s temporary insanity and need for blood vengeance. Their sister – Fang’s wife – had just given birth to a son and daughter. And Dev’s own wife was pregnant after having given up her immortality so that they could start a family of their own. Last thing any of them wanted was to risk enemies crashing the gate and burning Sanctuary to the ground.

      Again.

      Above all, they had to maintain their limani standing so that no shapeshifter or demon could war here. They’d all lost too much during the last battle that had shattered their family. Now, they had even more to lose.

      Finally, the fire went out in Remi’s eyes as he stopped struggling against them.

      “We good?”

      Remi nodded.

      Releasing him, Dev stepped back to eye Fang. “So what idiot put hothead on the door tonight?”

      Fang cast him a disgruntled glare. “I be said idiot. Thank you very much. Thought he was you. Could one of your bastards cut your hair so that I can tell you apart?”

      Dev rolled his eyes. Then pointed to the double bow-and-arrow tattoo on his biceps. “I do have one mark that distinguishes me from the other idiots I’m blood related to, you know?”

      Fang scoffed while Remi started for the door.

      “Hey, hey!” Dev caught his arm. “What’cha thinking, punkin?”

      “That Maman should have eaten you when you were whelped. Or at least before you were weaned.”

      Dev snorted. “You can’t go in there and start a fight with her. Need I remind you there’s a shit-ton of human tourists in that bar and Max is a bit preoccupied tonight with his dragonswan. That boy ain’t been up for air in days, so we can’t count on him to help us out with mind-wiping the humans in the event they see something they shouldn’t.”

      Remi’s nose twitched in that way that said he was hell-bent for blood. “Can’t his brother mind-wipe them, then?”

      Good question. Falcyn might have the same powers as Max. Then again, he might not. Even if he did, there was no guarantee he’d use them, as helping others wasn’t exactly the surly dragon’s priority. “No idea. You want to ask Falcyn?” That shapeshifting bastard was the only creature alive with a worse attitude than Remi.

      Unless you counted the former Dark-Hunter Zarek. Though to be honest, Dev would run Falcyn up against Z any day. Thrice on Sundays.

      Proof to the point? Remi backed down immediately at the thought of speaking to Falcyn, and that was something his brother never did.

      “I’m going to go watch her,” Remi grumbled before he headed inside.

      Dev growled low in the back of his throat as he met Fang’s irritated smirk. “I know. Dev, go watch your brother.”

      “And find me someone else to guard the door.”

      “Where’s your ear p…” Dev’s voice trailed off as he remembered that one of Aimee’s favorite things was to nibble Fang’s ears in the back room when no one else was around. Disgusted with the thought of his baby sister touching anything male in a sexual way, he grimaced. “Never mind. I’ll grab Cherif. You can’t miss him. He’s the one who looks like me, but isn’t.”

      “That could also be Quinn.”

      “Don’t remind me.” It was hell to be one of four identical quads. Only Aimee and the Dark-Hunter Acheron had ever been able to tell them apart.

      And Dev’s wife, Sam. She’d never once confused him with his brothers, which was one of many reasons he loved her.

      “Double time, Bear!” Fang snapped. “Don’t need your brother starting some shit while we’ve got humans around to witness it!”

      Letting out a bear growl in his throat, Dev went to find Remi before the bear really did eat the Daimon, and start another war they didn’t need to fight.

       

      Medea screwed her face up at all the humans in the dark, noisy bar as they swayed to the music of the house band of shapeshifters they’d ironically named The Howlers. Gah, how she hated them all. Though to be honest, it would be quite a feast for her should she choose to indulge, not that she needed their blood to feed – unlike the others of her kind.

      For her, it was just fun payback…

      More tempted than she ought to be, she forced herself to ignore all the throats that would be so easy to rip open and searched for her half brother’s familiar face. Though she and Urian were technically enemies who fought on opposite sides of this war, he was still one of the few people she considered her friend.

      Right now, she had dire news he needed to hear.

      “Hey, baby! You looking for me?”

      Medea curled her lip at the cheesy come-on line. Worse? The filthy human stank of cheap alcohol and some cologne he must have bought off a clearance drugstore aisle. “Out of my way.”

      “Ah, now, why you want to do me like that, baby? Be nice and stay for a bit.” He put a rough grip on her arm to hold her by his side.

      Laughing, she bit her lip seductively. “Sugar, you have no idea what I really want to do with you…”

      His eyebrows shot north. “Oh yeah?”

      “Ummm-hmmm.” She stepped into his arms as she dreamed of gutting him on the floor.

      An instant later, he was snatched back and shaken like a dog would do to its favorite toy. “Take a hike.”

      The human started to attack, until he caught sight of the man who’d grabbed him. That took every bit of bluster out of him, and he quickly dashed away.

      Not that Medea blamed him. This Were-Hunter was huge, even by their inhuman standards. Tall. Well muscled. His caramel skin would make any woman’s mouth water. And to her instant horror, she wasn’t immune to his charms.

      In fact, she was strangely breathless as her gaze went to a pair of silvery blue eyes that practically glowed. Between that and his black hair, she’d almost think him a Dream-Hunter. Indeed, his powers were strong enough to be godlike.

      The air around her was rife with them. It crackled in a way that was reminiscent of Acheron Parthenopaeus – an Atlantean god who pretended to be a Dark-Hunter for reasons only he knew. More than that, she couldn’t even tell what breed this particular Were-Hunter belonged to. Bear, wolf, bird, lion, leopard, panther, tiger, dragon, jaguar, cheetah, or jackal. He was that powerful.

      “What are you?”

      Falcyn felt an odd half smile curve his lips. A rare, rare thing for him. But then it’d been a long time since he’d seen a morsel as tasty as this one. Her white-blond hair was an unusual shade, but natural. And it contrasted sharply with her black eyes.

      And she wasn’t just a Daimon. There was something a lot stronger inside her. Something he could taste and smell. The scent of it was like honey to his tongue.

      “Hungry,” he whispered.

      She actually rolled her eyes and stepped around him.

      A sound rumbled out of him that was even more rare than his smile. So rare, in fact, that it took him a few seconds to realize it was a laugh.

      No one had ever been so dismissive of him. Mostly because he ate those idiots and picked his teeth with their bones. And before he even realized what he was doing, he was after her.

      She paused in the crowd to turn around and glare at him. “Oh, I see. You’re a dog. Well, Fido, I’m sure there are some nice little humans over at the bar who’d like to take you home and pet you. I’m not one of them. So go on, boy.” She clicked her tongue like a human would do their pet or a stray they were trying to get rid of. “Go on! Shoo!”

      As she started to leave, Falcyn licked his lips. “So you’re the queen bitch of the Daimons. They told me you were something else. But how many of them know you have demon blood inside you?”

      She quirked a brow at his question, then gave him an insidious smile that made his cock jerk. “Before or after I kill them?” Her gaze narrowed as she swept a gimlet stare over him that said she was sizing him up for battle. “And you’re wrong about my title. The queen would be my mother.”

      “Then what would that make you?”

      “Daddy’s most precious little girl.”

      He belly-laughed. Something that made every Were-Hunter near them step back and gape.

      That finally took some of the bluster out of her, as she caught sight of their uncharacteristic reservation.

      And fear. Especially since they never feared anything.

      Except him. Yeah, he was that dangerous.

      “Who are you?” she asked with a note of reservation in her voice.

      “Wrong question.”

      “How so?”

      “It’s not so much who am I… as what am I.”

      Medea felt a tremor of fear finally roll down her spine. “You’re not one of them, are you?” The Were-Hunters had been created aeons ago by the king of Arcadia in a desperate attempt to save the lives of his sons from a curse placed upon their mother’s race by the Greek god Apollo – Medea’s own grandfather. Seeking to elongate the lives of his sons, the king had bargained with a Sumerian god to magically splice their DNA with animals.

      It’d worked, and the Sumerian god and Arcadian king had created two races of shapeshifters. Those who held human hearts, called Arcadians – human in their base forms, they could take animal form – and the Katagaria, who had animal hearts and were able to shift into humans.

      The “man” in front of her shook his head slowly to indicate that he fell into neither group. As he said, he was something else entirely.

      Yet he bore the scent of a Katagari warrior. An animal at heart and in base form. She knew the raw, preternatural musk that permeated their breed. It was unlike anything else in the world. And though tinged with something else, it was unmistakable.

      This wasn’t a man she was dealing with, but a creature of immense power.

      “Like you, princess, I’m something much, much older than those half-Greek by-blows… Deadlier. And unpredictable.”

      “I know you’re not a god.”

      He approached her slowly, and while it wasn’t in her to ever retreat, she found herself stepping back to keep from being overwhelmed by the sheer size of him. By the magnitude of his arcane powers that seemed to grow stronger the longer she was here.

      “Perhaps, love,” he breathed in her ear with that deep, resonant baritone. “But there are things in this world that even the gods fear.”

      And he was definitely one of them. She knew it with every single molecule of her being.

      “Falcyn!”

      Medea blinked at the sharp tone of her brother’s voice.

      The creature in front of her didn’t react to it at all. Other than to give her an odd half smile. He tsked at both her and Urian. “Do you really think to make me heel at your command, lapdog?”

      Tall and muscular, and unperturbed by that insult, Urian narrowed his eyes while he rapidly closed the distance between them. His white-blond hair fell loose around his shoulders, accentuating his sharp features as he kept his attention keenly focused on Falcyn, watching his every twitch. Which also told her how lethal and quick this being was.

      A fearless, powerful beast himself, Urian was only wary around those who were worthy. He dismissed the rest.

      Stepping between them, Urian gave her a bit of breathing room. “I would caution you to remember you’re in a limani.”

      Falcyn snorted. “As if I give two shits for Savitar’s laws.” He raked a bitter stare over Urian. “Or you, for that matter. And even less for your boss. So don’t even think of dragging Acheron’s name into this as protection from my wrath. I dare him to say a single word to me… on any matter.”

      Urian scowled at his words and bravado, given the fact that Acheron was the final Fate of all. To defy him while knowing his real place in the universe was a special level of stupid and bravery that most lacked. “Is there nothing you fear?”

      Falcyn’s gaze went past Urian’s shoulder to something in the crowd.

      “Aye, but sadly she’s not here.”

      Medea jumped at the deep voice that spoke near her ear. Startled, she turned to see another strange man in the crowded bar. One who stood out as much as Falcyn, but for other reasons. His hair was as pale as her own, if not more so, and his eyes a peculiar lavender shade. Yet for all his paleness, his skin wasn’t white as she’d assumed someone’s with albinism would be. Rather, it was a rich caramel like Falcyn’s.

      More than that, his ears held a bit of a point to them. For a moment, given the beauty of his features, she thought he might be fey… Adoni or such. But the way he moved, and given the scent of him, she dismissed the thought.

      No, he was more animal than Adoni.

      Languid and quick. A rare dichotomy that only a natural-born shapeshifter could accomplish. And like Falcyn, the air around him was rife with preternatural powers that danced for his command. This beast was every bit as powerful. Yet in a different way.

      Nor were his powers as dark or sinister. This wasn’t a creature who took pleasure in harm. Indeed, he seemed good-natured.

      Falcyn tsked at him. “Now, Blaise, why would you go and bring Xyn into this? Especially given what a sore topic that is?”

      Blaise let loose a charming grin. “Felt the need to rankle my big brother. Besides, everyone else fears you so. You need me to even you out.” It wasn’t until he stepped forward with his hand raised to feel his way through them that Medea realized Blaise was blind. “And if you’re through scaring the natives, I’ve got something I need to speak to you about.”

      Falcyn sneered. “Rather spend time scaring the natives than listening to your petulant whine.”

      “Ah, now, you’re going to hurt my feelings.”

      “You don’t have any feelings.”

      “Not true. I had a lot of them, until you, Kerrigan, and Illarion shriveled them into oblivion. But I think I managed to salvage one or two. Please, try not to kill those last two off. I might need them one day.”

      Falcyn made a rude noise of dismissal. “Those are called hunger pangs.”

      Laughing, Blaise shook his head. “Hungry for a kind word, you mean.”

      “Well, you won’t be getting it here.” Falcyn gestured toward the stairs as if his brother could see his movements. “So off with you.”

      Blaise sighed heavily. “’Fraid not. Must intrude. Can’t wait.”

      Falcyn made another sound so deep in his throat that it vibrated through Medea’s body.

      Urian pulled her back. “Well, then. We’ll leave you to your argument. Come, big sis. Let’s get out of here before Godzilla and Mothra go at it and we’re caught in the cross fire.”

      “Before who and what?”

      Urian groaned under his breath. “One day we’ve got to do an all-day movie marathon to catch you up on my references.” And with that, he pulled her toward the stairs.

      But Medea couldn’t resist one quick glance back at the stranger whose presence still haunted her. Worse? He continued to watch after her with that penetrating stare like she was a hare he was planning to devour as lunch.

      “What are they?” she asked Urian as he led her upstairs to the less crowded area of the bar.

      “Blaise is a mandrake. Falcyn… hell if I know. He’s one of the dragon breeds, but not a Were-Hunter.”

      “If they’re brothers, he’d be a mandrake, too. Right?”

      Urian hesitated. “I don’t think they’re really related. The dragons have an even more peculiar idea of what constitutes family than we do.”

      She was so perplexed by that. “But if he’s a dragon and he’s not a mandrake or Were-Hunter, how can he be human?” Those were the only two kinds of pureblood dragons who could take human form.

      At least that she knew of, and given the fact she’d walked this earth for more than eleven thousand years, she knew quite a bit about shapeshifters and the preternatural world that had birthed her.

      And them.

      Especially since her father was one. But his dragon form came from the fact that he was a demigod, not a true shapeshifter. Unlike them, he couldn’t hold his form for long, or live in it.

      Urian paused to look from her to the two dragons in the crowd below. “That, Medea, is the question we’ve all asked and no one will answer. All we know is that he’s a bloodthirsty beast who’s best avoided.”
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      “So what is your trauma?”

      Blaise snorted derisively at Falcyn’s growled question. “Lack of parental support. Failure to bond. Kerrigan knocking me into one too many walls for lipping off whenever he was in a foul mood, which was pretty much always. Fear of fluffy bunnies, but that’s not why I’m here.”

      “Fluffy bunnies?” Falcyn wasn’t sure he wanted to know the answer to that question, but it was so out of place for this audacious, lunatic mandrake that he just felt compelled to hear his explanation, even against all common sense.

      “Ever seen the movie Bambi? Those little bastards are some strange brew. And don’t get me started on Monty Python’s Holy Grail and that hare-y nightmare.” Blaise visibly shook. “It’s to the point I don’t even want to see that stuffed pink thing Nim carries.”

      At the mention of the harmless slug demon, Falcyn rolled his eyes so hard back in his skull, it actually burned. “You’re so effing weird.”

      “Oh yeah, ’cause you’re hogging all the normality. Have you ever bothered to look into that abyss, my friend? I promise the pot is calling the kettle twin.”

      “Have you a point to this mission, other than to piss me off and insult me? In which case, mission accomplished, but your life is drawing perilously close to its end as a result.”

      “Wow, that’s some serious hostility you got going there, buddy. Need to chillax.”

      Falcyn arched a brow at the uncharacteristic word. Chillax? “Who have you been around that you’ve picked up this all new vocabulary?”

      Blaise grinned. “Morgen’s new toy. He’s addicted to all sorts of peculiar things… And not just porn. Which is why I’m here.”

      “What? For porn? Sorry. Not a pimp. Don’t need a pimp. Don’t want a pimp.”

      “Wasn’t planning to act as such. Nor did I know you were into guys.”

      Falcyn grimaced. “Talking to you always gives me a brain tumor. Explain to me how it is that no one’s murdered you to date?”

      “Not from lack of trying on their part, I assure you. Let me revisit the whole Kerrigan slamming me into walls. But I’m just that fast with my reflexes. And lucky for me, you’re an old dragon. Decrepit.”

      “You really want to test that theory?”

      “Not without backup. So to the point of my visit…”

      More agitated than he wanted to be, Falcyn crossed his arms over his chest as he waited for Blaise to finish that sentence. “Have you lost your thought, your mind… or just your nerve?”

      Cocking his head, Blaise narrowed his gaze as if he were listening intently to something. “They’re here.”

      “They?”

      “Morgen’s dogs. That’s what I was trying to tell you. She was given a hole, and while she can’t come through it, her Circle now can.”

      “So? Why should I care? That’s your battle, brother. Not mine.”

      And before Blaise could let out another word, the door behind him opened.

      Falcyn’s gut drew tight at the sight and arrival of Narishka duFey Morgen’s right-hand bitch.

      And the creature Falcyn hated most.

      So much for this being Blaise’s battle alone. Falcyn’s blood flowed thick through his veins as he started for the tiny blond Adoni who’d robbed him of everything he’d ever hoped to love.

      Holding her hand up, she caught him with her powers and tsked. “You know better, dragon. What were you thinking?”

      “How much I want to feast on your entrails, fey-bitch!”

      And still she didn’t flinch. Rather, she shook her head at him. “Now, now, is that any way to speak to the stepmother of your child?”

      Those words only fired his anger more as they awoke a pain so profound inside him that not even all these centuries could quell it. “You mean the murderess of my son, don’t you?”

      Blaise gaped. The birth of his son was something Falcyn had never mentioned to another living creature.

      Other than Max.

      And neither of them spoke of Maddor, as the mere mention of it made him most violent against his brother.

      Narishka only knew because she’d helped her sister conceive and birth his son. And to what purpose? To become a slave for Morgen le Fey – thanks to Max and his interference. Because of his brother’s actions, the mandrakes were nowhere near as powerful a race as they should have been. Hence why they all lived in servitude to the fey whores of Avalon and Camelot.

      Maddor, as their progenitor, had been the first to suffer – shouldering the bulk of Morgen’s blind rage because of Max’s actions. And there had been nothing Falcyn could do to stop her or help his son.

      Nothing.

      Not even on the day they’d finally killed Maddor because of Max’s curse. For that alone, Falcyn still wanted their hearts in his fists. Not a day went by that he didn’t burn in anger over the loss of his child.

      And that was why Falcyn had loved and protected Blaise for all these centuries.

      Because Blaise wasn’t really his brother.

      He was his grandson. One he’d been forbidden to meet until long after Blaise had grown into his own. Which was why Falcyn had kept the knowledge of his birth from Blaise. Nothing save more pain could come from Blaise learning the truth.

      He hadn’t been abandoned by his father. He’d been torn from them and left to die by the Adoni, who were even more cruel.

      And it stung him enough for them both. There was no need in burdening Blaise with a reality he couldn’t change. Come hell itself, Falcyn would die before he allowed anyone to ever again harm Blaise.

      “Bitch, please!” Falcyn used his powers to break her hold and slam her back against the wall hard enough to put a dent in the sheetrock.

      Finally, panic and fear sparked in her eyes as she realized the true extent of his powers and her own weakness in comparison. She fought against his invisible grip. “Kill me and your son dies, too.”

      “My son died a long time ago.”

      Narishka shook her head. “Maddor still lives.”

      Those three unexpected words saved her life. “What do you mean?”

      Grimacing, she glared at Blaise. “Tell him! Maddor still rules over the mandrakes at Camelot.”

      Falcyn felt the blood drain from his cheeks. No… she was lying.

      She had to be.

      “You play with me, Adoni whore, and so help me —”

      “I would never!” Choking, she spat at Blaise. “Tell him, damn you!”

      Blaise licked his lips slowly. His complexion paled as much as Falcyn’s. “Is Maddor really your son?”

      Falcyn couldn’t bear to answer that question. Not while silent tears choked him. “Does he live?” His voice cracked on those words.

      Blaise nodded. “Yeah, he lives. He’s a cold-blooded son of a bitch, though.”

      Like father, like son.

      With a bitter laugh, Falcyn closed the distance between him and Narishka. “She was a whore, actually. Treacherous from her first breath to her last.”

      Narishka lifted her chin with a courage that would be admirable if not for the sheer stupidity of her defiance, given his hatred and blatant disregard for her life. “I told you not to kill my sister.”

      Hissing, he moved to end her so that she could join Igraine in hell.

      “Wait!” she screamed.

      “For what?” The question was out before he could stop it. He didn’t even know why he bothered, since he had no desire to spare her life or to even hear another syllable from her lips that were more used to spilling lies than truth.

      “You have something we need.”

      So what? Was she effing kidding? He couldn’t care less about them or their needs.

      He quirked a brow at that. “I own nothing.”

      “Didn’t say you owned it. You protect it.”

      He scowled even more, as there was nothing left in this life he protected.

      Nothing other than Blaise and Illarion. And he’d never allow her to have either of them.

      “Pardon?”

      A dark, insidious light played in the depths of her eyes. “Let us negotiate, shall we?”

       

      Urian scowled at Medea as they talked inside the small private room in Sanctuary that was reserved for whenever preternatural clientele became rowdy and needed a time-out away from human witnesses who might not react well to the reality of what they shared their world with. Barely more than a closet, their quarters were cramped, but it allowed them to not be overheard by any of the humans outside.

      Or the Were-Hunters, who as a rule had very sensitive hearing.

      And given the fact that his sister had just told him about a mysterious plague that was about to destroy her people, he was glad no one could overhear them.

      “Why are you telling me this? I’m no longer a Daimon.”

      Medea crossed her arms over her chest. “Yeah, but for all you know, this plague could infect you, too. Whatever it is that Apollo unleashed on us is taking an awful toll. I know you hate our father, but —”

      “Stryker’s not my father!” he reminded her coldly.

      “Biologically, true. However, he did raise you as his own. His wife birthed you.”

      “After I was ripped from the stomach of my real mother by that bitch you serve… and shoved into her womb without anyone’s knowledge or consent!” And Medea reminding him of how the gods had screwed him over wasn’t warming him to her cause.

      At all.

      Honestly, he’d had enough of being their bastard stepchild they kicked whenever they became bored.

      “That bitch is also the mother of your current boss and the beloved protector of your real father and mother, don’t forget!”

      Urian hissed at her less-than-subtle reminder about Apollymi’s position in his world. “You have some nerve to come here and ask me to help Stryker or Apollymi, given what they’ve both taken from me.”

      “I know that. Which tells you how desperate I am.” She swallowed hard. “They’re not the only ones who are sick, Uri. Davyn has it, too. He’ll die if you don’t help us.”

      She saw the uncertainty that tormented him as she mentioned the one Daimon he still considered his family. While Urian might be angry at her parents and Apollymi, he would never turn his back on Davyn. Not after all the centuries they’d been more brothers than friends.

      Not after all the intel Davyn had risked his life to bring to Urian.

      The one truth about her brother – he was loyal above everything else.

      Even his own pride and ego.

      And they both loved Davyn and appreciated him for the rare Daimon he was.

      “Please, Urian. I lost my husband and only child because my grandfather – the grandfather of your birth twin – was a bastard. Watched them both be slaughtered in front of my own eyes by the human vermin you protect. For no reason, other than they feared us when we’d done nothing to cause their suspicions. We were innocent and harmless, minding our own business when they attacked us. So don’t think for one minute you own some kind of market share on pain. Because trust me, brother, you’re a novice. You’ve no idea what I went through in my mortal life or this one. I’m sorry for what Stryker did to your Phoebe. I am, but I’ve lost too many to sit back and watch the rest die and not do something to at least try to help them. That’s not who I am.”

      Urian froze as if her words finally reached through his pain to open his eyes to a truth about his sister that he’d never seen before. “That’s why you tortured Jared, isn’t it?”

      Medea winced at his mention of the Sephiroth who’d been held captive by her mother and aunt. To this day, she was ashamed of some of what she’d done to him while he’d lived in their custody.

      But not completely. In her mind, he more than deserved everything they had put him through. “He turned on his own. Led them to slaughter for the very gods who betrayed us while his soldiers put their faith and lives in his hands. And for what? His own gain. Nothing more. He knew exactly how treacherous the gods all were and it didn’t matter to him. Only his bargain did. He let his soldiers die under his command. So aye, I took my anger out on him when it became more than I could cope with. How could I not? How could anyone betray people who trusted him the way he did? Sit back and let his enemies tear apart his friends and family. Brutally. I’d go down fighting to the bitter end for a stranger. And I’m supposed to be the villain. The hypocrisy of what Jared did to his army sickens me every time I think of him. He sold them all out to save his own ass so that he would survive that war. There’s nothing I hate more in this world than a coward.”

      “Except humans.”

      A single tear slid down her cheek as she saw the face of her baby in her mind’s eye. He’d been so precious and beautiful with his curly blond hair and bright eyes. Dimpled cheeks and a laugh that had come from the angels themselves. So innocent and sweet. Medea had never truly lived until the day she’d held that bit of heaven in her arms.

      And her heart had followed him into his grave.

      “Praxis was five years old, Uri. Five. And he died in agony at their merciless hands, screaming for me to help him while they…” She choked on the words that she still couldn’t utter. Not even all these centuries later. The horror was still too fresh and raw in her heart.

      No amount of time had rectified what they’d brutally taken from her.

      Nay, not taken.

      Shattered. She might have physically survived, but inside she was as dead as her husband and son. Only a husk of the woman she’d once been.

      And never again the doe-eyed innocent who once thought this world a beautiful place.

      So instead, she glared up at her brother. “Tell me, Urian, how am I even sane, given what they violently stole from me? No amount of time can dull a pain that sharp!”

      He pulled her against him. “I’m so sorry, Dee.”

      Her tears dissolved into rage, as they always did. Because she couldn’t handle the full weight of her sorrow. It was a worthless, horrid emotion that made her weak and vulnerable. Anger motivated her. Rage kept her in motion past that most wretched pain.

      That was the only reason she was still standing. It was what had seen her through the horrors of her life and what allowed her to function. It fed her like a mother’s milk and kept her strong. It was what she embraced with both fists.

      Her breathing ragged, she pushed him away from her. “I don’t need your pity. It’s worthless. You can keep it, especially if you’re not going to help me.”

      Urian caught her arm as she started to leave. “Wait!” He wanted to deny her this request. In truth, he wanted Stryker to go down in flames and to laugh as he watched it happen. After all, the bastard had cut Urian’s throat in cold blood and murdered his precious Phoebe – the only woman in the world he’d ever love.

      But Medea was right. He couldn’t allow the rest of what had once been his family and friends to die and do nothing. Unlike Jared, he couldn’t stand by and see his friends slaughtered unjustly.

      Not if he could help it.

      “There is one thing that might be able to save them.”

      “What?”

      He hesitated. Not because he didn’t want to help them, but because he didn’t know what Stryker might do with the cure. In his hands, it could prove most lethal.

      No good deed goes unpunished. 

      Somehow this was going to come back on him. He knew it. Such things always did, and they left him bleeding and cursing. Yet even so, he couldn’t allow Medea to be hurt any worse than she already had. She was right. She’d been through enough, and at the end of the day, they were family. Maybe not in the conventional sense, but he felt a kinship with her. And he had grown up thinking himself one of Stryker’s sons. Thinking of Stryker’s daughter as his own sister.

      Every time he looked at Medea, he saw Dyana’s beloved face. Remembered their time as children and the day they’d renamed her Tannis because they could no longer bear to call their only sister the name of their aunt who’d allowed her own brother – the god Apollo – to curse them to die over something none of them had participated in.

      They’d all been innocent victims of a fetid power game between the ancient gods. All of them had paid a high cost to continue living, just to spite those who would see them fall for no reason whatsoever.

      For better or worse, Medea was every bit as much his sister as Tannis had been. And because he loved her, he refused to add to her pain.

      “I don’t know if it’ll work or not.”

      Medea chafed at his hedging. “Oh for goodness’ sake, just say it, already!”

      “A dragonstone.”

      Pulling back, she scowled at him. “A what?”

      Urian hedged as he sought a way to explain it. But it wasn’t as easy as it should be. “For lack of a better term, it’s an enchanted rock the dragons have. Supposedly, it can cure anything. Even death. It even brought Max back after he was killed saving his wife and children. So I would assume it could cure this, too.”

      “Where do you get one?”

      That was the easy part.

      And the hardest thing imaginable. “As luck would have it, there’s one here.”

      Joy returned to her dark eyes. “Where?”

      He visibly cringed at the last place either of them wanted to venture. Because asking for help there was all kinds of rampant stupid. “That would be the stickler, as it belongs to Falcyn.”

      “That surly beast I met earlier?”

      He nodded. “To my knowledge, that’s the last one in existence. The rest were all destroyed or have gone missing.”

      Medea groaned out loud as her stomach shrank at the very thought of having to negotiate with Falcyn over something so rare. It flipping figured. She might as well stick her head in the mouth of a hungry lion and ask him not to bite.

      Or her mother to shed blood when she was in one of her moods.

      “Great. So how do I go about getting this thing?”

      “Word of advice? Ask nicely.”

       

      Falcyn stared at Narishka. “You want my dragonstone?” He laughed in her face. “Fuck off and die in agony, you worthless bitch.”

      “Does your son mean so little to you, then?”

      “About as much as you value your life.” He smirked pointedly.

      Blaise stepped between them, aggravating Falcyn, as it prevented him from killing her. “Why do you need his stone?”

      Narishka raked a cold glare over him. “This doesn’t concern you, maggot. Stay out of it.”

      Falcyn crossed his arms over his chest as he cleared his throat. “Can I kill her now?” he asked Blaise in a bland tone that belied his fury.

      “I’m about to give her to you, but aren’t you curious why she’s here?”

      “Not enough to spare her life.”

      Blaise laughed. “Wow. Remind me to never really piss you off.”

      “I would, but you don’t listen.” As he moved to make good on his threat, the door opened to admit Urian and Medea into the room.

      Falcyn drew up short at the sight of them. And at this point, he was rushing through the last of his patience for anyone. Even a woman with an ass that fine. “Here to help or to hinder? Declare yourself.”

      Urian’s eyes widened before he answered. “Whichever choice ends with me on your good side.”

      “Grab the bitch.”

      But before anyone could move, a bright light pulsed inside the room, blinding everyone except Blaise, who couldn’t see anyway.

      Falcyn cursed as pain radiated through his skull, leaving behind a flashing strobe that made him queasy as he tried to see past the swirling white dots that peppered his vision.

      “Urian?”

      “Blind as a bat!” he snapped in response to Falcyn’s call. “Dee?”

      “Can’t see shit.” Medea held her hand up to shield her light-sensitive eyes.

      “It’s demons in the room.” Blaise moved to cover them. “Gallu.”

      Ah, that’s just great. 

      “Who invited the assholes to our party?” Falcyn snarled.

      They were one of the few breeds that could infect a victim and turn them into mindless slaves.

      Or killing machines. Neither of which appealed to Falcyn. While he didn’t mind senseless violence for the sake of it, he wanted the ultimate decision for who and what he killed to be his alone, and not the behest of some evil overlord. No one would ever hold dominion over him.

      No one.

      Something grabbed Falcyn.

      He moved to punch the fool.

      “Don’t you dare,” Blaise growled in his ear. “Or I’m leaving you to them.”

      In another quick blur, Falcyn felt himself falling. He reached out and started to transform, then stopped himself, since the transformation could kill Blaise, or him, or both, depending on what it was Blaise was up to. Because this suddenly felt like interdimensional travel. And transforming during the middle of that was never a good idea.

      “Blaise? What are you doing?”

      “Hang on! Everyone stay calm!”

      Yeah, right. Calm wasn’t his natural state of being.

      Pissed off?

      Check.

      “Then why do you sound panicked and why am I still blind?”

      No sooner had Falcyn finished that sentence than he slammed hard against a mossy cushion. And something soft and curvaceous landed on top of him with a loud “huff.” Worse than that, it elbowed him right in the stomach.

      And would have kneed his groin had he not twisted and moved with lightning speed.

      “Hey, hey, love! You only touch the no-zone if you intend to make it happy.”

      Grimacing, Medea gave him a look that said he was some unwelcome goo that had attached itself to the bottom of her bare foot on her way out of the bathroom. “There’s not enough beer in the universe for me to touch your no-zone, dragonfly. Don’t flatter yourself.”

      “Says the Daimon crawling all over it.”

      “Jumping off it, you mean, before I catch something I’m sure antibiotics won’t cure.”

      He scoffed at her insult. “Not what it feels like from where I’m laying, and you’re still on top of – umph!” He growled as she elbowed the air out of his lungs.

      With a fierce scowl, he rubbed the abused area and pushed himself to his feet so that he could look around at something other than her shapely ass. He’d expected to find himself either in the bar or Peltier House – the residence the bears owned that was attached to their bar.

      This was neither.

      Irritated, he faced the cause of this particular disaster. “Blaise, what did you do?”

      They were out in a meadow. A dark, dismal, creepy-ass meadow, the likes of which human kids used to scare each other. Or B-movie directors favored for the backdrops of their cheesy sets.

      Yeah, he could definitely see some axe-wielding lunatic coming at them from the brush. ’Course, the mood he was in, that lunatic might be him before much longer.
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