
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   

      
      

      
      
      Jacquelyn Frank is a New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of sizzling paranormal romance novels. She lives in Western North Carolina.
      

      
      Please visit her website at www.jacquelynfrank.com

   



      
      
      Also by Jacquelyn Frank

      
      Nightwalkers series:
      

      
      Gideon

      
      Jacob

      
      Damien

      
      Adam

      
      Three Worlds series:
      

      
      Seduce Me in Dreams

      
      Seduce Me in Flames

   




Copyright


Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-0-748-12798-6

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public
domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely
coincidental.

Copyright © 2008 Jacquelyn Frank

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior
permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk





      
      
      For my rabid fangirls:

      
      Ange, Alaska

      
      Denise, Dragoneen

      
      Jabberwookie, Jennifer

      
      Lasair, Lila

      
      Magic, Nephilim

      
      Serena, Shoshana

      
      Stacy, Stella

      
      Thatch, Treca

      
      Vickie and

      
      Renee (who is also my bestest childhood friend)
As well as everyone else who has helped me through all my
ups, downs, ins
            and outs this year.
      

      
      Eye candy, anyone?!?

      
      Also,
      

      
      For my very own stalker, Amy,
This one’s for you guys!!!

      




      
      
      Prologue

      
      
      Whosoever wishes to know the fate of Demonkind must consult these prophecies …

      
      … as magic once more threatens the time, as the peace of the Demon yaws toward insanity …

      
      … it will come to pass that in this great age things will return to the focus of purity that Demonkind must always strive
            for. Here will come the meaning and purpose of our strictest laws, that no uncorrupted human shall be harmed, that peaceful
            coexistence between races shall become paramount …

      
      —Excerpts from The Lost Demon Prophecy

      
      … it is therefore forbidden for any of Demonkind to mate with creatures who are not their equals, not of their nature, not
            of their strength and power. Those lesser creatures are ours to protect from ourselves, not to be violated in impure sexual
            abomination. This is the law and the will of nature. The dog does not lie with the cat; the cat does not lie with the mouse.
            Whosoever breaks this sacred trust must suffer under the hand of the law …

      
      —Excerpts from The Original Scroll of Destruction

      



      
      
      Elijah fell to his knees, clutching at his chest as warmth spread between his fingers, staining them and his white shirt a
         bright crimson. He looked down at the blossoming picture of his life’s essence spreading over the material, almost with the
         fascination given to the sprawling, artistic circlets of a tie-dyed shirt.
      

      
      The warrior Demon was astounded.

      
      He had been injured repeatedly over his centuries-long lifetime. He was certainly no stranger to it. Everything from mystical
         electricity to wicked blades made of the brutal, burning iron that was so toxic to his kind had cut into him in one way or
         another over the ages. Some wounds had been serious enough to leave scars in spite of his remarkable innate healing powers,
         some had not. But never had he been injured in a way he would consider a truly mortal wound. Mortal to others was not mortal
         to him. Mortal to the average Demon was also not mortal to him, if only because of his stubborn refusal to succumb to something
         so passé as death.
      

      
      However, in this case it was not simply because a hole was torn through his chest and very near the vital workings of his
         heart that his life was threatened, but because he was in the middle of nowhere, too weak to call for help, and surrounded
         back and front by enemies. Even if he could somehow find the stamina to survive this rending intrusion into his body, these
         enemies would not let him live any longer than they wanted him to.
      

      
      Elijah was immediately furious with himself for ending up in this predicament. He was Captain of the Demon warriors, the elite
         army at the beck and call of the great Demon King. He was the most skilled fighter of all Demonkind, a Nightwalker race renowned
         for its awesome abilities in battle. He had lived all the centuries of his life honing his craft, learning everything there
         was to know about battle, war, and the weapons and strategy required for success in those situations. Jacob, the Demon Enforcer,
         and his liege lord, Noah, the Demon King, were the only ones he would have considered his equals in battle prowess. He was not supposed to be so stupid as to fall into even the best laid traps, nor capable of
         being bested once caught by said trap.
      

      
      Even without training, at their hearts all Demons were essentially battle-ready beasts. He believed that—it was a personal
         philosophy—and he strongly felt that no matter how heavy the veneer of civilization within their race, or within the individual,
         there were instincts that could not ever be denied. Sure, Demons looked human, although taller and tanner than average, but
         they were considered extraordinarily attractive when in human circles. Elijah knew this was because the elemental and animal
         genetics within them allowed for heightened pheromones that called out to the opposite sex, a predatory sense of awareness
         that exuded attractive danger, and the extraordinary eyes behind which settled extraordinary cunning and intelligence. All
         the qualities of natural-born hunters, always seething just beneath the surface, waiting for someone to make themselves prey.
         Demons were capable of behaviors as untamed as the elements they claimed their great powers from, behaviors they had embraced
         and integrated into every skill they cultivated in their long lifetimes, making them formidable opponents to those who managed
         to get on their distant bad sides.
      

      
      Thus, even the most juvenile of fledglings could have avoided his current predicament, the warrior thought crossly to himself.
         So to be caught like this, like a weakling mouse in a trap, was shameful and enraging. How had the act of doing his duty suddenly
         turned on him? He was the Warrior Captain, the stalker of all Nightwalkers with a price on their head, those who were not
         of the Demon race who had committed egregious acts and sins against the Demon people, a direct challenge and insult to the
         Demon King. He was the specialist in all those species, an anthropological strategist. If anyone wanted to know the true ways
         of how to destroy Vampires, Lycanthropes, and most every other Nightwalker species, Elijah would be the best source of information.
         War and peace were, unfortunately, transient things, and it was his duty to be prepared for all possibilities, in case friends
         became enemies or enemies threatened friends.
      

      
      Elijah fought off a passing cloak of dimming consciousness and the spinning of his immediate surroundings. It was he alone
         who belonged at the head of his monarch’s armies when needed, and he who must train the spies and assassins who would slink
         through the cloaking shadows in the face of threatening intrigue. Therefore, he knew everything anyone could currently discover
         about the humans who dabbled in the perverse arts of black magic. The same kind who stood around him that very moment, circling
         him like vultures awaiting the end to a victim’s final death throes.
      

      
      The use of this corrupt power turned these foolish human men and women into necromancers, staining their souls with the inky
         dye of evil and embedding a stench so foul into their flesh that no Nightwalker with a clean soul could bear to breathe the
         odor of it. They were powerful, capable of growing even more so the more they studied and practiced their vile arts, but they
         were not powerful enough to capture him, never mind kill him. No, only his stupidity could have provided that opportunity
         to them.
      

      
      He must have looked like a holiday turkey, breaking through the tree line and stepping into their trap, necromancers all around,
         as well as the human hunters who spent time chasing down myths so they could torture and kill them. Mortals who took it upon
         themselves to not only uncover the existence and locations of the hidden Nightwalker races, but made it their personal quest
         to eradicate them from the planet armed with little more than myth, legend, and ignorance.
      

      
      Demons were one of the least exposed Nightwalkers in human mythos, but species like the Vampires and the Lycanthropes were
         not so lucky. Stories of them abounded, whether accurate or not, titillating the avid hunter into stalking them, looking for
         proof and personal vindication, occasionally getting lucky in their bloodthirsty quests. For the hunter, it was a victory, a mental trophy. Mental only. The body of a
         dead Nightwalker would often look very little different from that of a murdered human being, so it was not exactly one of
         those treasures a hunter could mount on his wall and tell stories about. At least, not to anyone outside of his own secret
         society of deranged heroes.
      

      
      It was becoming far too common an occurrence lately, finding the ashes of Vampires left staked in the sun, Lycanthropes shot
         and stabbed with the silver weapons that poisoned them, and even Demons impaled by weapons made of scorching, disfiguring
         iron. That was, of course, when the Demons were not instead being Summoned into the mutilating destruction of the necromancers’
         tainted pentagram traps. Murder upon senseless murder, and between these two groups of humans, the list of victims would go
         on.
      

      
      It was a painful betrayal. Demons had always held human mortals in such precious esteem, much in the way a parent protects
         its young, developing child. They and the other civilized Nightwalkers fiercely protected these humans, perhaps instinctively
         knowing that though they were not empowered themselves, left to grow and develop, they might someday become so. It would be
         a beautiful evolution to watch in the centuries to come. Though Demonkind knew it was only a comparative handful of mortals
         who sought to harm them, it still stung bitterly. And now, with hunters and necromancers joining forces, the danger had doubled
         for them all.
      

      
      Tripled, the warrior thought dryly.

      
      Elijah knew he was close to death in that moment, with that thought. The warrior within him would never indulge in reflection
         during a battle that required all of his attention. But this battle was all but over, so it left him a few precious seconds
         to reconcile the thoughts in his head. It seemed ironic that these badly informed humans, who sought to destroy the empowered
         races they so thoroughly feared, would not feel threatened by the black magic they now consorted with. What, Elijah wondered, in their minds, was the distinction? What made a Demon, born and gifted of the clean and beauteous
         elements of the Earth, so reprehensible to these humans? And yet, the embalming of evil magic that bled through necromancers
         was suddenly being lauded and accepted by the very same self-righteous groups?
      

      
      Was it as simple as the fact that the average human mortal was too outbred, in evolutionary sixth sense particularly, to feel
         or smell that innate evil? Were they really such a child race that they did not have the instinct to determine good from evil,
         right from wrong, on a purely intuitive level? Certainly, the moment they stepped on the path, there would be no recognition
         of the error as they were pervaded and overrun, but was there no forewarning at all within them?
      

      
      These were answers Elijah did not have and, it seemed, would not find in what was left of his lifetime. After over five centuries,
         thousands of battles, and thousands of victories, it seemed Elijah’s so-called immortality was about to come to a decided
         end. He had finally caught the wrong tiger by the tail.
      

      
      Or should he say tigress?
      

      
      Elijah lifted dark, forest green eyes, full of malice and contempt, to his attackers, who were all standing so proudly in
         their defeat of him. The hunters and necromancers surrounding him were all women, part of an all-female sect the Demons had
         recently become aware of. What burned his emotions with the intensity of a wildfire, however, was the presence of the two
         female Demons standing at the forefront of these murderous feminine forces.
      

      
      Traitors.

      
      The Demon on the right, the one known to him as Ruth, was a very powerful Mind Demon. In fact, she had been the firstborn
         female to that youthful element, which had existed in the Demon culture for only a little over five hundred years. She was
         an Elder, formerly a Great Council member, who had helped form the very roots of Demon society and law over many, many years. The magnitude of her defection was immeasurable. Elijah could barely wrap his mind around the concept.
      

      
      Though she was the older of the two, her youthful appearance matched that of her daughter, the one called Mary, who stood
         close to her. Since Demons did not visually age beyond a certain point, the duo looked more like sisters. However, Ruth had
         an arm around her offspring’s waist and was stroking the young woman’s hair with a maternal fondness that belied the fact
         that Mary was nearly a century old herself. It was eerily unnatural and must, even to these human eyes all around them, seem
         more than a little creepy. Perhaps it would have, had those eyes not been blinded by hatred and fear.
      

      
      It was the inconceivable idea that both women were of Elijah’s very own race, turncoats openly joining up with these malevolent
         magic-users and self-righteous human hunters, that burned him with such unholy rage. Of course, with even more irony, Elijah
         understood that none of the mortals realized that these two women were members of the very same race they were now declaring
         war on with this attack upon him. None of them knew Ruth’s motivations were driven by her personal need for warped and misdirected
         vengeance and that they were merely tools, a weapon she could wield against her former people.
      

      
      To the mortals, she was nothing more than a beautiful, knowledgeable human woman. A gifted sorceress, perhaps, if she had
         shown them her masterful ability to command certain aspects of the element of the Mind. It was this Demon deceiver and her
         daughter who were goading the humans into battles against victims the mortals never would have found with such awful ease
         and so little effort. Every day Ruth stood on the opposite of that line drawn in the sand by these paranoid and misguided
         people, she would reveal more and more to them about the Demon race. It would not be long before she carefully gave them the
         means to destroy those she had once called friends. Beyond that lay every other Nightwalker race, innocent or not, who would be threatened by Ruth’s
         centuries of knowledge.
      

      
      All that mattered to the humans was their fear of the unknown, terror of creatures whose power so outstripped even their wildest
         imaginations, making them quake with the conviction that it was only a matter of time before these night-living races fell
         upon the human race as myth and legend had predicted over and over again. It did not matter that, if they had wanted to, any
         Nightwalker race could have done so thousands of times over the last millennium alone.
      

      
      Bitterly, Elijah felt that even if someone gave them the truth, they would still only expect the worst of all Nightwalkers
         because they were under the sway of stubborn prejudice and fear. The only thought that comforted Elijah in that moment was
         that his death would rouse a retaliation from the oldest and most powerful of his kind, and it would very likely be the end
         of this insurrection of evil.
      

      
      “Spawn!” Ruth hissed the epithet with wicked delight, fueling the bloodlust of the women around him. “Devil in the guise of
         a human!” She smiled and said softly, “Elijah, the mighty Warrior Captain.” Ruth laughed, the sound deceptively beautiful
         as she leaned forward to peer at him, her voice low so others could not hear her familiarity with him. “Noah’s little pet
         pit bull, felled by mere women. I know your thoughts, Wind Demon. There will be no vengeance in your name. They will never
         find anything of you by the time we are through.”
      

      
      Ruth straightened, tossing back a length of luxurious blond hair, smiling serenely. She kissed her precious child’s cheek,
         if one could call a fledgling Demon of almost ninety years of age a child, making Mary smile with a fawning affection that
         turned Elijah’s stomach. But a child she was, compared to the adults and Elders of her kind, and even compared to other fledglings
         her age. Though she had the beauty and the body of a full-grown woman, she was a little girl at heart and in mind, completely under the sway of her overprotective, smothering parent.
      

      
      Why had none of them noticed Ruth’s detachment from her senses? As a Mind Demon, Ruth had no doubt blocked that awareness
         from other skilled Demons of the Mind. Why had no one ever insisted on separating the child from the unhealthy and domineering
         behavior of the mother? Because it wasn’t their way to gainsay a parent’s right to raise her child as she saw fit? Now their
         entire society would live with these errors and their consequences, just as Elijah would die because of them.
      

      
      Too little, too late, he thought, with genuine sadness for the path the Demon females were choosing. Both were now spoiled, rotting beneath the
         breathless guise of their outer beauty. He didn’t need his genetically enhanced sense of smell to catch the vile odor of corruption
         eddying off their tanned flesh.
      

      
      Elijah fell forward, putting out a hand to try and brace himself and keep his face out of the dirt. Hopeless situation or
         not, he would not be remembered as being too easy a kill. His pride would not let him make that kind of an end. There were
         slain opponents sprawled in the dirt behind the considerably lessened circle that attested to his ferocity as he had tried
         to save his own life. Women or no, anyone who sought to murder him deserved what they got.
      

      
      He was aware of the others closing in around him. The stench of the dark magic that clung to the human sorceresses was overwhelming
         and unbearable. Energy crackled all around him as they played with their power. Blue arcs of electricity wriggled between
         them, almost like a macabre game of monkey in the middle. Elijah’s mouth pressed into a grim line as he understood what it
         meant to be the monkey in this particular case.
      

      
      The first bolt that leapt from the ring of women struck him in his spine, jolting him into a hard backward arch, his arms
         jerking to his sides, stretching the muscles of his broad chest and forcing blood to pour out of his wound. The flow came so heavy, so fast, that he felt the gushing heat of it drenching
         him right down the front of his clothing, the denim of his jeans saturating completely in all of an instant.
      

      
      He felt light-headed, dizzy, and strangely distant as the next bolt forced him to contort in another direction. He could smell
         the burning of his own flesh, amazed that it overpowered the reek of the magic-users. He tried to change, to find solace in
         the form of the wind he was so much a part of. If only he had the strength to metamorphose into even the littlest of breezes,
         they would no longer be able to harm him. But the time had passed for that. He had misjudged his situation and was now too
         wounded and too weak to concentrate on even the simplest of transformations.
      

      
      He cursed himself for being such a fool, for walking into this feminine trap. He had been the one warning all others that
         no one was safe so long as the defectors, Ruth and Mary, were at large and stirring up unrest in the underbelly of the human
         populace. Had he not been telling them for the past half year, since they had first realized the traitors’ betrayal, that
         anyone could be a victim of the duo’s intimate knowledge of the Demons, their individual importance, their power? Ruth, her
         dementia disguised as maternal love for a wounded daughter, knew so many names, so many facts. Indeed, she could lead these
         murderesses to each and every member of the Great Council.
      

      
      He would be but the first, Elijah realized, frustrated rage burning a second hole in his chest. Next would come the Enforcers,
         Gideon the Ancient medic, or perhaps Noah, the Demon King himself. And he would not be there to do his duty and protect them.
         Elijah thought about Jacob and Isabella, the Enforcers, who were the brand-new parents of a beautiful daughter who had her
         mother’s silky black hair and her father’s serious dark eyes.
      

      
      The Warrior Captain had been chosen to be one of the two who, besides her parents, would attend her naming ceremony. To be one of only two Demons in all this world to be given the
         honor of standing up as the angelic babe’s Siddah. It was the most precious distinction one friend could give to another. Near her sixteenth year, he would have begun the
         Fostering of the child, taking her into his home as if she were his own. He would have taught her the ways and morals of their
         people, guiding her as she learned how to use and control whatever great power she would be gifted with. This responsibility
         would be shared with only one other person, the child’s female Siddah. In this case, Magdelegna, the King’s own sister.
      

      
      Thinking of Legna brought him an even deeper pain. She was with child herself, about five months into term, and safe under
         the watchful eyes of her mate, Gideon. But what future would there be for both these innocents? Being hunted down? Destroyed?
         Treated like nothing more significant than the stray fly that needs a good, hard killing swat? Elijah grieved for the babes,
         blaming himself for not doing a better job of keeping himself safe and strong so that he could be their protector.
      

      
      The warrior felt blackness creeping across him, but it was as much from understanding that he had failed his people and his
         monarch as it was from the deadly loss of blood. He heard feminine laughter, contorted into an ugliness of killer joy, a sound
         no woman should ever make in her natural state, be she Nightwalker or human.
      

      
      Elijah finally collapsed, rolling onto his back in the grass until he was trying to focus on the stars above him. He was distantly
         aware of the wicked women toying with him, sending sadistically playful bolts of power through him. The black sky blurred
         into streaks of light and dark. The warmth of his blood seeped into the dried leaves and grasses beneath him. He had been
         calling the weather to him since he had been but thirteen years old. What he would not give in that moment for the simplicity of a rain shower. A final act of defiance, soaking the ground so any electricity sent into him would lash
         back onto his murderers.
      

      
      But he would not be able to have that last act of retribution. He had known infants stronger than he was in that moment. All
         he had left were his thoughts. He did not care if Ruth could read his emotions, possibly even his thoughts at her Elder age,
         though that was usually a talent found only in the males of her type. She was corrupted by her fractured mind and all the
         evil magic poisoning those she had decided to associate with. Usually, unexpected power came with such malignant associations.
      

      
      No. All Elijah cared about was the nature of the world he was going to leave behind him. To never again blow over miles and
         miles of untouched mountains and virgin beaches as the wind. To never wash himself and the world anew as the rain. To never
         drift slowly from heaven to earth with the random meanderings of snowflakes. To forever be deprived of the joy of these things
         made his heart rebel with despair and outrage. He opened his mouth to roar with the rage striking through him, but was beyond
         creating any sound. He forced himself to be satisfied with the screaming of his soul.
      

      
      To his wonder, Elijah heard the scream echo in the distance.

      
      It was a wild, savage thing. Unbelievably beautiful, and making him shiver as it vibrated across his nerves. He was succumbing
         to his own internal night, but the scream was repeated and he found himself fighting to hear it, to understand what it meant.
         The cold of his body was replaced with an inexplicable flush of heat and he felt his senses trying to return to him, to work
         for him, trying with every last available cell to hold on to that primal and stunning sound.
      

      
      But he was too close to his death. With frustration clawing through him, he succumbed.

   



      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      The catamount screamed across the expanse of the forest meadow, making the circle of women forget their dying prey as inexplicable
         fear coursed through them. Humans were born with instincts like any other species, and they knew as surely as they knew their
         names that it was not wise for them to remain in the path of the beast that made such a sound. It did not matter that they
         were a power unto themselves. Nothing could circumvent that inbred terror of prey fearing a predator.
      

      
      The necromancers backed away, eyes wide and magic blossoming forth as they began to levitate from the ground, hoping height
         would provide a sense of safety they simply could not feel with both feet on the ground. When it was still not enough, they
         could only ease their panicking hearts with a full retreat, flying away and above the trees, fleeing for home or any place
         they associated as being one of true safety.
      

      
      Some of the female hunters were lucky enough to be remembered by the fleeing necromancers and were levitated into retreat
         with them. Those who were not so lucky took to heel and bolted wildly into the tree line, taking only a minute before they were nothing but an amusing, distancing sound of crashing underbrush.
      

      
      The Demon females were not so easily affected. The younger one was a Demon of the Earth. The creatures of nature were hers
         to empathize with and control. Though she was just a fledgling, weak compared to the great Elders of her kind, charming animals
         was a rudimentary skill. She reached out with her mind, trying to touch the thoughts of the approaching predator. Her fair
         brow furrowed in confusion, though, when the puma proved unusually unreceptive to her coaxing thoughts. The great golden cat
         broke through the tree line, stalking through the deep grasses in a hunting circle, the rotation of her shoulder blades as
         she walked both mesmerizing and frightening, her golden eyes fixed on the two females who yet remained in the clearing.
      

      
      The cat could scent the massive amounts of blood spilled upon the ground. The scent called deeply to the animal’s basest instincts.
         It attracted the catamount with an almost singular lure. Usually she would have avoided approaching other predators, but that
         blood scent was too powerful to resist. She stalked closer and closer, making the young blond Demon break a sweat as she struggled
         to touch the animal mind so thoroughly hazed over with the delights of blood scent.
      

      
      “Mama, I cannot reach it. It will not listen to me.”

      
      “Never mind. We are done here.”

      
      Ruth tightened her hold on her child, and with a snap of displaced air, the two Demon females teleported to safety.

      
      The great golden cat raised her head, stopping mid-step, testing the air as the stench of the invading women faded. The bloodied
         body lying in the center of the clearing was the only remaining scent of any strength, and the cat began to advance on the
         hapless victim.
      

      
      She was so close to the unconscious creature, she could touch her muzzle to him. She did so, testing his scent. Under the
         blood was the unmistakable musk of maleness. It was a rich, heady thing, eliciting a speculative purr from the beautiful cat. She lowered her head to the largest of wounds, her
         tongue lapping roughly over the sweet tang of his blood. Her purr deepened, and the lioness opened her powerful jaws, closing
         them over the male’s throat. All it would take was a single snap and she would finish him.
      

      
      Suddenly the cat retreated, shaking her golden head as if coming out of a spell. She shook again, like a dog trying to shed
         water. As she shook, her fur began to peel away, stripping off in long coils until, with a final shudder, the beast became
         a woman, dressed only in a gold and moonstone collar and foot upon foot of long, golden hair.
      

      
      Siena, marked by that richly appointed collar as the Queen of the Lycanthropes, took in a deep, calming breath, trying to
         ignore the urgent craving that tasting the male’s blood had inspired in her. She knew this Demon, knew his name and his import
         to the Demon King. But she also knew that Demon blood was like nothing else in the world. It was rich and full of the power
         they possessed. However, though she was sometimes more beast than woman, she did not need blood to survive as the Vampires
         did. She was the most powerful of all her people, and this was a craving she could overcome.
      

      
      If only there were not so much of it invading her senses.

      
      But she needed to think more clearly, needed to act. As she knelt in the deep grasses trying to control her baser nature,
         the Demon warrior known to her as Elijah lay dying— nearly dead, in fact. It was a startling sight. She had battled beside
         this warrior a mere six months ago, knew his skill and power and undeniable strength. How had one such as he come to this?
      

      
      Siena reached out with a tentative hand, her fingers threading through long golden locks not too unlike her own, though his
         were a whiter blond than her more purely filigree-colored hair, and only shoulder length where hers covered her entire torso.
         It was her hair that she reached for next, pulling one long tress between her teeth, her canines rending through the inch-thick coil of silken gold. The lock curled
         around her wrist and forearm, as if unwilling to leave the body it had been cleaved from. She tossed back her head, ignoring
         the droplets of blood that sprinkled from the torn ends of the severed strands that yet remained attached to her scalp. She
         leaned over the Demon, pushing open the once-fine silk shirt he wore, licking her full lips slowly as she took the coil of
         golden hair and let it curl like a braided carpet, around and around, until it covered the wound in its entirety.
      

      
      Blood immediately seeped into the gold filaments, blending with the droplets already welling out of their severed ends. The
         wound instantly began to coagulate, the hair turning into a red and gold bandage that stayed fast to the gaping hole, plugging
         it quite effectively.
      

      
      She could do nothing about his blood loss at the moment and could not leave him where he was lest his attackers decide to
         return and finish him off. His breathing was so shallow, so weak, that if not for her keen hearing she would not have been
         able to mark it. Luckily, she knew these woods well and could find some excellent shelter. Then she would see what she could
         do to aid him.
      

      
      What the Demon was doing in Lycanthrope territory would be something to discover at a later date. Right now, she had to get
         him away from the approaching dawn. Though sunlight did not char either of their species with the agonizing pain and the promise
         of death in the way it did Vampires, it was no friend to any Nightwalker race. For Demons, its effect was like that on the
         nocturnal cat, making them feel fat, lazy, and lethargic. Many Demons actually loved the invading warmth of the sun, finding
         the daylight to be the best time to succumb to comfort and sleep. Unfortunately, this reaction was often an involuntary one,
         making them desire nothing but sleep to the point of distinct vulnerability. In this case, any further weakness caused by
         the light could depress the warrior’s autonomic systems completely, finishing the task his attackers had begun.
      

      
      For the Lycanthrope, it was a little bit more hostile. A changeling became ill in the bright light of day, a literal version
         of sun poisoning. Since they were a species inherently guided by moon phases, it seemed to make sense that the sun would feel
         unnatural to them. Being part cat herself, Siena was doubly inclined to remain active in the dark of night when she was most
         powerful, and to find rest and shelter out of the reach of daylight when she was susceptible to its effects. She did enjoy
         a higher resistance to the sun than most if she kept mostly to the shade, but it was not something she enjoyed doing.
      

      
      Siena needed to decide the best and shortest route to reach where she would be able to care for him, and the best way to get
         them both to that place of concealment. Her people were too far to travel to, and she sensed none but herself in the area.
         It would be a good choice to find aid, a place where she would find a little assistance in his care, but it was not a logical
         option given the clear urgency of the situation. The ideal alternative of taking him to his own people, well, that was an
         even farther-fetched possibility considering they were even farther away than her people were. Besides, the most renowned
         Demon healer in all of the world was at her court at the moment.
      

      
      The warrior was not a slim man. He was built in every way a warrior needed to be built to maintain his strength and prowess.
         The Captain of such warriors … well, he was of a most impressive stature, to say the least. Though Siena was tall and quite
         strong in her own right, his biceps could very well be larger than her muscular thighs.
      

      
      The distance from help worried her most because the warrior needed medical aid and she doubted she would be able to give him
         anything near what he would require. He was an entirely different species and probably not as receptive to Lycanthropic ways of healing. It could very well be the equivalent of giving a human patient to the care of a veterinarian.
         The veterinarian medic could be at the height of his expertise, but even his best care could do more harm than good.
      

      
      Her people had been at war with the warrior’s race far longer than they had been at peace with them. Their knowledge of Demon
         anatomy was fairly limited, and even that information was restricted to which vital organ would make for the quickest death.
         With peace only fourteen years old between their races, who would have thought to trade medical knowledge? As it was, they
         had only recently traded ambassadors.
      

      
      The Queen rose to her feet, her form lengthening into a proud and Amazonian stature. Nude, as she was at present, or fully
         clothed, there would never be a doubt as to her sex. She was golden skinned and lushly curved in spite of the obvious cut
         of her muscular, fit body. She was a huntress and warrior in her own right, a proud and pure Diana, and it radiated from every
         inch of her. However, the contradiction of a head full of thick, golden, spiraling curls that tumbled down to the middle of
         her thigh, and the bold curves of her sex made her appear no less feminine than Aphrodite herself. Her enigmatic way of smiling
         and the natural flirtation in her stride only added to the imagery.
      

      
      The Lycanthrope goddess seemed to make a decisive choice on her next course of action as her sharp, golden gaze took in all
         of her surroundings one last time. Soon after, she shook her head again, the long coils of her hair coming to life as she
         did so. They began to slip silkily over her skin, wrapping her almost lovingly in their soft length. The spreading coat of
         hair became fur once more, only this time the form she became was half cat, half woman.
      

      
      This was the shape of the Werecat, Siena’s third and final form. Tall and beautifully shaped as the woman she was, but with
         the fur and claws, ears and face, and whiskers and tail of the mountain lion. Half woman, half cat, with the best of both worlds at her disposal. And that included the strength that would be required for her to lift the warrior into her arms.
      

      
      The warrior, she noted to herself as she began to gather up his dead weight into her cradling grasp, was brawny and well muscled,
         weighing in significantly for his height of over six feet, even if he had not been completely unconscious. He had remarkably
         broad shoulders, almost too wide for her to encompass with her arm. There wasn’t an ounce of lighter fat marring his trim
         waist and thighs. It was all the heavy thickness of a finely honed physique, muscled from head to toe, no part wasted, nothing
         of his structure resembling softness.
      

      
      In spite of this impressive mass, she lifted him in her arms almost easily, drawing him close to herself as she began to stride
         across the field. Her sight was made for darkness, everything lighting up in sharp contrasting shades of black and white.
         It was bright as day for her as she carried her burden into the trees.
      

      
      They might have presented quite a sight had anyone been close enough to see them, but a quick scent of the air assured the
         Queen that all enemies had retreated to places unknown, and all other living creatures had pretty much followed suit. They
         wouldn’t even know that the mountain lion’s scream came with a fear compulsion that was so powerful, it would force almost
         anything within its range to run in terror—even some of the more powerful Nightwalkers.
      

      
      As the Werecat moved through the forest, picking her way with purpose of direction and leaving as little a trail as possible,
         she recalled that there had been more than humans in the party that had ambushed this warrior. She was aware of the renegade
         Demon females, mother and daughter, who had chosen to align themselves with their race’s enemies out of a disproportioned
         sense of revenge, all for a tragic mistake no one could have prevented, not even the powerful Demons. 
      

      
      It had been nearly half a year ago, the eve of last Beltane, that the Demons’ usually festive holiday had been shadowed by the aftermath of the war these traitorous females had begun.
         Siena was part of the Demon forces the day they had been forced into a massive battle in order to protect their own from a
         slaughter directed by the warped will of those females. It was this battle that had given her a glimpse into the capabilities
         of the great Warrior Captain. He had impressed her. So much so that finding him in this predicament was somewhat baffling.
      

      
      Besides his fighting prowess, she had noted the Demon had been particularly affected by the fact that the female Druid who
         had been targeted had been pregnant at the time. The child she had carried was just as much the focus of retribution as she
         and her Demon mate were, and the warrior had been incensed to a personal level, though the child was not his, nor did he have
         any of his own.
      

      
      Lycanthrope males did not usually feel this sort of empathy with children until they were fathers themselves, and even then
         it was just as common as not for males to go about their business and leave the rearing of children to the women. It was an
         instinct that was often determined by the natural behaviors of the animal the male transformed into. Changelings were a female-dominant
         society in any event. The females outnumbered the males almost eight to one. They had always been the dominant populating
         sex, but war had made them even more so. The male ambition for battle had driven their numbers down.
      

      
      There were powerful matriarchal morals in a society of such proportions, and they were quite proud of that. As a whole, they
         rarely had motivation to seek out a battle other than the hunt for food or in self-defense. But even in the senselessness
         of war, the idea of setting out to hurt a defenseless and innocent child was completely abhorrent to her people. The vengeful
         behavior of the renegade females from the Demon warrior’s race was a perverted form of a mother’s protectiveness when her offspring was threatened.
      

      
      Siena stopped abruptly, her ears twitching as she took in short whiffs of breath, scenting the area for danger. She felt animals
         scurrying beneath the remnants of deciduous vegetation on the forest floor, but other than that, there was nothing out of
         the ordinary. The silence was understandable, considering she was crossing the territory in this form, but the blood spoor
         trail the Demon was leaving behind could attract another predator.
      

      
      They were over a mile away from the original battle site and there was a stream nearby. She could take the time to bathe and
         dress the rest of the wounds and cover their trail more efficiently, as was her instinct, to prevent them from being tracked.
         But the sun was already breaking through the trees, and once it began to touch her, she would become too sick and too weak
         to get them to shelter. Though a day lying in the shaded forest under the sun would not kill her, it would take her some time
         to recover from the resulting illness. It would certainly mean the death of the man who needed her to be in top shape in order
         to save his life.
      

      
      Siena decided to risk being tracked. There would be water where they were headed and she was quickly running out of time.
         As she moved with remarkable speed for one so burdened, she continued to consider the Demon women who had perpetrated this
         crime against their former comrade. She knew about Ruth and her unhealthy relationship with her child. Siena had been part
         of those who had initially discovered the betrayal.
      

      
      There was no animal on earth that stagnated its child’s growth by denying it the liberty of leaving the den or nest to discover
         how to fend for itself. Somewhere in evolution there had been a mutation in bipedal humanoid societies that had allowed this
         to become possible and, sometimes, even the norm. Though evolution was a natural process, Siena had always felt this to be an unnatural mutation. But who could be completely sure? Humanoids were capable of a great deal of aberrant
         behavior that conflicted with the natural order of living in harmony with one’s surroundings.
      

      
      To be honest, this included her own species as well.

      
      Though Lycanthropes were often considered by themselves and others to be more animal than human, they were still a society
         with flaws, laws, and free will. These ingredients, while bold and productive in many ways, could be a volatile combination
         as well.
      

      
      For example, the race war between her changelings and his elementals. Had this been but two decades earlier, the idea of her
         helping to aid a Demon, especially this particular Demon, would have been not only inconceivable, but traitorous. Truthfully, there were some who still felt that
         way, even though their Queen clearly did not.
      

      
      The previous war between Demonkind and the changeling race had been her father’s doing. It had been an aggressive display
         of manhood that had begun over a small matter of principle and quickly escalated from there to an almost genocidal hatred
         toward Demonkind. A feeling that, over decades of provocation, the Demons began to reciprocate wholeheartedly. Unfortunately,
         Lycanthropes were as long lived as Demons, so her father’s warring ways had plagued her people for centuries, giving birth
         to generations who did not understand that there actually had been a time when changelings had not actively despised Demonkind.
      

      
      This had begun to change the moment she had been elevated to the throne.

      
      Siena had publicly rescinded the declaration of war against the Demon race the moment the collar of her office had been latched
         around her throat. It had not been a popular decision at first, old and hostile feelings held to heart for so long proving
         a difficult barrier to overcome. It very well could have caused a massive rebellion.
      

      
      Perhaps this was where being the female leader of a matriarchal society had its advantages. Her voice had the power to appeal to the large number of females who had never truly wanted to
         be a part of living and dying in battles that made so little sense. Their Queen had only needed to remind them of that, slowly,
         surely, day by day. And as peacetime went on, Siena’s people began to remember what it was like to live life for something
         other than preparing for the next battle.
      

      
      Siena could not, in good conscience, have done anything less. Even though she herself had been raised to mistrust Demons,
         lectured by a prejudiced parent and the tutors he had chosen for her, teaching her to hate them for the “evil, lawless creatures”
         they were, fate had intervened, sending her a very powerful lesson that had dramatically changed her perspective on Demons.
         Her morals and her feminine sense of right and wrong would not allow anything else but a full armistice once she had the power
         to demand it.
      

      
      She could not truthfully blame her father’s masculinity for all their troubles and poor behavior as a species, but his aggressive
         nature had done them no justice and she was now the one left to manage the results. Fourteen years of truce was a pittance
         of time when compared to almost three centuries of altercations.
      

      
      Peace was an arduous task that could only be done in piecemeal, mincing steps of advancement. Any action done without the
         proper wisdom of contemplation could lead to an upheaval of the fragile harmony that was just beginning to bud in earnest
         betwixt them. And frankly, with all the Nightwalker races currently being besieged by these misguided, tenacious mortals seeking
         their extinction, they could not afford to waste resources fighting each other.
      

      
      Saving the Captain of the Demons’ warrior forces wasn’t exactly a delicate step to take. But she would not allow petty politics
         to dictate whether this champion lived or died. Siena expected no gain and hoped for no ramifications. All she wanted was
         a cool, dark place to tend his wounds.
      

      
      She found the cave she was looking for about an hour later, her speed greatly reduced by then because of not only her cargo, but the morning sunlight streaming through the bared
         limbs of the trees.
      

      
      Almost immediately after the entrance, the cave sloped dramatically downward, the rock smooth, cold, and damp beneath her
         bare feet. It took all of her balance, strength, and even her claws to keep from skiing down that slippery surface and landing
         in the chilled underground lake of mineral water that began at its end. She quickly navigated the thin ledge that rimmed the
         water. The minute she left a wet footprint on a dry surface, she relieved herself of her burden by gingerly laying him down
         on the clean stone.
      

      
      She sat down beside him, more than a little out of breath, drawing her knees up so she could rest her aching arms on them.
         She needed to help him, the urgency of that was beating at her, but she also needed to give herself a minute to shake off
         the blinding headache the sun had given her. She was nauseated from it, her eyes and her fur itching from their solar photosensitivity.
         She was lucky. She could bear it better than most because her strength and power were unparalleled among her people. By all
         rights, she ought to have been violently ill at that point. Now, if she ventured out too soon after this, she would be even
         more susceptible.
      

      
      The Werecat padded on all fours to the lake, sniffing around herself cautiously for life forms before finally using padded
         fingers and palms to splash water onto her fur. Feline or not, Siena loved to be clean and perfectly groomed, and that meant
         water and lots of it. She fussed long enough to lick clean a stain of Demon blood from her fur, but left the rest of her grooming
         until later. She stood up to her full height this time as she lightly leapt over the Demon and headed into the depths of the
         cavern.
      

      
      The soft click of her claws on stone heralded her return. She dropped a sack on the floor and then filled a bottle with water
         from the lake before turning at last to kneel beside him and tend him.
      

      
      
      She ripped his shirt off, what was left of it, even being forced to carefully pull out shredded bits of it from scorched skin.
         The worst wound, the one over his heart, was already cared for and healing. Clotting and anesthetizing agents were naturally
         present in Lycanthrope hair. The blood that leaked from the shorn ends of the warm, living tendrils had acted like a disinfectant
         and a healing balm. However, she could not use her hair for all of his wounds. It would damage her too much. Siena glanced
         at the raw patch of missing fur on her scalp that had occurred as a result of using what she already had.
      

      
      Instead, she satisfied herself with cleansing his cuts and burns with water and dressing them with bandages from a first aid
         kit she withdrew from the sack. Demons healed very quickly and most of his wounds ought to be gone by evening. But the chest
         wound would take more time, as would a series of others that pierced his shoulder, hip, and thigh down his right side.
      

      
      He had been lanced through with bolts made out of iron in these three wounds, no doubt missiles from crossbows or some other
         propellant-type weapon. One had gone clear through the muscle of his thigh, but there were metal rods protruding from the
         other two injuries. Iron burned Demons just by its touch, often scarring and disfiguring them quickly. These invading weapons
         must be excruciating for him, although, unconscious and in shock as he was, he was hopefully feeling no pain.
      

      
      Siena took a small bit of cloth from what was left of the warrior’s shirt and used it to get a better grip on the end of the
         iron dart protruding from his shoulder. She yanked hard and fast, feeling the tear of his flesh as the barbed tip did more
         destruction on its way out. The wound was black— amazingly enough, the burn of the iron had pretty much cauterized it—but
         she had begun fresh bleeding by removing it and now pressed balled pieces of his shirt to it, tying them tightly around for
         pressure.
      

      
      
      She bathed his entire torso, inspecting every wound and treating them with the herbs and bandages she had brought with her
         in the sack as she did so. She found herself impressed by his physical fitness. This was naturally true for many of the Nightwalker
         races. Born with high metabolisms and the innate sense to regulate caloric intake with activity, overweight members of their
         various species were rare.
      

      
      But this, she thought to herself as she traced one golden claw over the defined cut of his right pectoral muscle, this was
         the body of a being who had trained and honed himself into an artful weapon. He was brawny, yes, but he had the wisdom not
         to overbuild his stature in a way that would hinder his flexibility and streamlined body movements. She had seen this male
         move in battle, so quick and lethal, and she remembered it had left her quite breathless with fascination then as well.
      

      
      Siena caught herself in the realization and immediately withdrew from the unproductive touch and the sensations that went
         with it. She turned her attention back to his urgent need of healing. She gently probed the bolt that pierced his hip and
         found it difficult to determine its placement through the denim he wore. Strangely, the denim amused her.
      

      
      This warrior was a strange one. Most of his people wore clothing that reflected the eras they had passed through rather than
         the era they were in. It was rare to see such a modern fashion gracing one of their bodies. Then again, denim had been around
         for well over a century, so if the designer label had been removed, it could have easily been excused as being as much of
         an anachronism as any other Demon clothing.
      

      
      Siena reached to unbutton the fly of the pants, tugging a little at the loosened denim in an attempt to see the damage better.
         Finally, she simply gave in to the inevitable and tore through the tough cloth with razor-sharp claws, stripping him completely.
         Free to work now, she extracted the second missile and bathed all injuries on his thickly muscled legs. She washed blood out of the hairs that curled over them in a light dusting of gold, using medicaments on the wound burned
         so deeply into his hip from the poisonous iron.
      

      
      These were the wounds that would not heal so quickly. She suspected the wound over his heart had been made by an iron weapon
         as well. Some sort of archaic mace or morning star, perhaps. Whatever it had been, it had crushed and torn the area, leaving
         telltale burns, but nothing black enough to indicate a missile that might still be festering and smoldering within the now-closed
         injury.
      

      
      Once she had bathed him completely in the soothing mineral water, anointed and wrapped every wound she could find, and assessed
         him for ones she perhaps could not see, she took the time to wash his blood from his hair. She felt more relaxed as she did
         this. The scent that had been so mind-numbingly appealing was thankfully washed into the lake as the water rolled down the
         stone and back to where it had come from. Beast she may be, but she was one that struggled for her civilization with a singular
         conscience. If she had not earned that distinction, this weakened and wounded member of his herd would have received something
         other than help from her.
      

      
      When his hair was clean, streaked with a thousand different shades of gold and white and tan now that it was wet, she quickly
         brushed and licked her own fur clean. When she had finished her ablutions, she once more lifted the Demon into her tired arms
         and carried him farther back into the cave structure.
      

      
      It might have surprised the Demon to find furnishings in this place, but the Lycanthrope Queen had fully expected it. This
         cavern was the Lycanthrope version of a summer cabin. Actually, a winter retreat was possibly a better term. Lycanthropes
         were not above hibernation, and so these distant caves deep in the bellies of mountains and earth were often supplied for
         such things. The furniture was an enigma, perhaps, but one of the effects of civilization was the unabashed preference for living in a great deal of comfort. Even if it meant comfort in the incongruous setting of a cave.
      

      
      This cavern belonged to one of the Queen’s advisors, a woman of impeccable taste and the means to see them suited. Siena had
         been disappointed upon entering the living area to realize Jinaeri had not yet begun to prepare for the coming winter and
         there were no signs that she had been coming and going recently in order to do so. When the Queen had last held court, Jinaeri
         had been present and had mentioned she would soon begin those preparations. Siena had hoped to leave the warrior under her
         care while she fetched help.
      

      
      Now she would have to stay and tend to him herself as best she could. She simply could not leave a Demon alone in a Lycanthrope
         lodging with no protection, no aid. She had no idea how long it took for wounds caused by iron to heal on a Demon. She also
         knew he had lost so much blood that the healing would be further hindered, if he even yet survived. He was hardly out of danger
         just because she had dressed his wounds.
      

      
      A series of steps carved into the cavern led downward far more safely than the original slope had at the entrance to the cave
         itself. Plus, this far back everything was cool and dry. She stepped down into the living area, a parlor of soft couches and
         shelved books. There was a fireplace, the chimney of which probably exited out of the mountainside some distance above them.
         Siena passed rows of bookshelves draped with fabric to keep the must off them, and headed into the second room. This was the
         bedroom. On the far wall there was a dark, naturally formed alcove with a large handmade bedstead set within it.
      

      
      Siena moved to it and carefully laid her burden down onto the mattress that appeared to be handmade as well, and very likely
         filled with the softest tick the owner could find. The giant male sank deeply into the soft comfort of it, and she immediately
         covered him with a quilt from the bottom of the bed to keep the constant chill of these underground caverns off him as he healed. The parlor fireplace backed up to a fireplace
         in this room, so one could see through into the next room if one was not easily blinded by a blaze.
      

      
      She considered building one to warm the place, but with enemies who were perfectly capable of running around in sunlight and
         itching to kill this Demon, a smoke trail would not be worth the risk. So long as he was this ill, she was very much alone.
         Powerful or not, all Siena had to do was look at the felled warrior to know she would have odds no better than his if pitted
         against those diabolical women.
      

      
      Exhausted herself, Siena moved back into the parlor and immediately curled up into the deeply plush cushions of the couch.
         She didn’t even bother to do her usual rituals, which often included kneading the bedding for added softness and a bit of
         moving and turning to find exactly the right spot. She simply flopped down, curled up into a snug ball, and fell fast asleep.
      

      
      As she drifted off, the golden fur on her body peeled away, slipping off smooth, human skin to dangle in large golden coils,
         hanging willy-nilly off the edges of arms, hips, and the cushions of the couch. Claws turned into neat little nails, whiskers
         disappeared. The pads on her hands and feet became nothing thicker than the usual calluses, and her ears had only the tiniest
         little point to them after changing back to the shape and position of any normal woman’s ears.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      Siena woke feeling much better many hours later. For one, she could smell the distinct ionized odor of rain. There was a good-sized
         storm just beyond the cave entrance. The pressure was unmistakable, even if she couldn’t hear it with her keen hearing. This
         bathing of the Earth would hide what remained of their trail to the cave. She suspected that in their usual overblown sense
         of arrogance, the human magic-users were not likely to think they had failed in killing the Demon, and as a result would see
         no need to double-check. However, with the female Demons amongst them, she could not assume typical behaviors in this situation.
      

      
      Siena sat up on the couch, stretching out one long limb after the other, soft, contented vocalizations accompanying each one.
         Jinaeri certainly knew a thing or two about comfort, she thought as she rose to her feet, shaking back her hair as it immediately
         curled into its proper places. The Queen moved to a pretty antique chest up against one wall and opened it. Inside she discovered
         neatly folded slips, dresses, and T-shirts.
      

      
      The brevity of the clothing, most of it short, simple sheaths, was common for the women of her culture. Those who enjoyed the ability to transform into the form of an animal also enjoyed the type of clothing that would fall easily to
         the wayside and not impede their movement in the event of such a change.
      

      
      The Queen plucked a soft, flowing minidress from the chest and donned it with a quick drop of fabric over her head. The cute
         little garment slid instantly into place, held on her by the thinnest of straps at her shoulders and the fact that she was
         quite a bit bustier than Jinaeri. She looked even more so as the low, scooped neckline left her in abundant display. The floating
         skirt’s hem fluttered over the tops of her thighs, a soft whisper of sensation that made her rub her fingertips with pleasure
         over the crushed pile of the fabric. Siena glanced into the mirror near the trunk and smiled as she admired the blue velvet
         and the way it shone as the garment drifted airily with even a twitch of motion. She might have to exercise the privileges
         of royalty on a subject and permanently borrow the delightful creation.
      

      
      Siena then padded across the chilly stone to the fireplace, where she arranged wood and kindling, starting a comfortable blaze
         without worrying that smoke could be trailed in either rain or darkness. Evening was definitely on them. Siena felt guilty
         that she had not roused to check on her patient in all of this time, but it was senseless to reprimand herself. There was
         not much she could have done for him in any event.
      

      
      She checked on him immediately after the fire took hold, however, crossing into the next room and letting only firelight illuminate
         her way. She gingerly rested one knee onto the mattress, sitting back on that heel, half on, half off the bed. She slowly
         began to inspect his injuries. As she had suspected, most were healing nicely, some even to the point of pink, new skin. She
         removed the bandages from those places.
      

      
      The iron wounds were not doing quite so well, also as expected. The worst part about iron, as opposed to the silver used against
         her people, was that it tended to rust and flake too easily, often leaving behind specks of itself even after being extracted. These flecks of metal would continue to insidiously
         poison the wound as it tried to heal. The only way to remove them completely would be for a Demon medic of great skill to
         use his powers over the Body to do so.
      

      
      She knew just the person she needed.

      
      In fact, his wife was the ambassador the Demon King had appointed to her court, the Demon King’s own sister Magdelegna. Legna
         was a bright, beautiful woman, a Mind Demon of substantial power, one whose bravery Siena admired a great deal. It took a
         woman of great courage to maintain diplomacy in what was often a hostile court of former enemies, as well as expose herself
         to such a situation while carrying her first child.
      

      
      However, Legna’s husband, the great Body Demon and medic called Gideon, was the oldest of all the Demons, as well as the most
         powerful. He was the one who could have tended such diabolical wounds, extracting the iron with magical ease. Though his skills
         as a medic were wasted in the Lycanthrope court, changelings being mostly unaffected by the powers of Demons of the Mind and
         the Body, Gideon was a valuable addition to it.
      

      
      He had been the first Demon she had ever met, a prisoner of her father’s kept at court for the King’s amusement and bragging
         rights many, many years earlier. However, this had backfired on the monarch, because it was Gideon’s teachings that had enlightened
         the young princess about the true nature and goodness of the Demons.
      

      
      Now he was back in her court and was quietly assisting his mate in doing the same thing, but on a much larger scale. He also
         served as his wife’s protector in the sometimes hostile task of winning over a prejudiced people. No creature with any sense
         would dare harm the mate of such a powerful being as Gideon, but in every race there was always someone lacking in good sense.
         The warrior’s injuries attested to that quite clearly.
      

      
      
      It was useless to think about the medic. He was too far away and Siena would not leave the Demon warrior vulnerable and alone.
         It would have to wait until he became stronger. She would, however, need to hunt for food if there was none in the cave. It
         did not seem likely. As one who took the form of a lemur, Jinaeri was a vegetarian. Siena was mostly a carnivore and preferred
         the freshest game she could manage. It wasn’t likely she would find such in the house of an herbivore, never mind one that
         was not yet stocked for the winter. The nutrition of meat was something that could only be obtained fresh. It made no sense
         to leave anything behind from the season before that would attract animals or decay.
      

      
      Siena gently rewashed the wounds on the warrior and dressed them with clean bandages. The only one she did not touch was the
         one bandaged with her hair. That would care for itself and was best left alone. She pulled the covers back over the Demon’s
         chilled skin. It was a good sign. Demons ran much lower temperatures than Lycanthropes or humans did. If he were to grow hot,
         it would mean he was fighting a fever, and that was the last thing the warrior needed. He was still terribly pale, perhaps
         even a little too cold to the touch, but he did look as if he were breathing easier. She could hear his steady heartbeat,
         stronger than it had been.
      

      
      The Queen reached to push back the now-dry tendrils of his hair, the surprisingly soft silk of it slipping through her fingers.
         He wore it long, a common thing for Nightwalkers. Whatever he had used to bind it back from his face was long gone, and she
         thought she would make a point of searching for a replacement once she returned with food for them. His hair was quite thick,
         more like the density of a Lycanthrope’s, than what was the norm for a Demon. But Lycanthropes didn’t own a monopoly on thick,
         healthy hair. Still, it was a pleasant tactile sensation.
      

      
      Siena found her hand drifting down his forehead, fingertips touching each thick, gold brow with a curious tracing of their
         arches. Even his lashes were blond, like her own. It was a dark, rich gilt color, offsetting the lighter shades of his hair just as hers did.
      

      
      He had such a good face, she marveled as she traced a thumb over well-defined cheekbones, a strong masculine nose, and a firm
         chin with the faint imprint of a cleft in its middle. It was so rugged, and yet somehow boyishly beautiful. Perhaps, she mused,
         it was the fullness of his mouth, almost feminine in its way, that foiled the attempt at being wholly toughened.
      

      
      Siena laughed at herself as she realized what she was doing. She stood up, shaking out her hand as if in punishment to make
         it behave itself next time. She pressed back a smile at her silliness and moved to the front of the cave. She stood in the
         opening for a long moment, listening to the rain and smelling the sleeping forest as best she could. Rain masked even her
         formidable abilities of sniffing out prey or predator.
      

      
      Then, stepping out of her dress with a simple shrug of her shoulders, she shook herself into the furred form of the Werecat
         and ran into the cold autumn wet of the forest.
      

      
      Elijah had not moved so much as an inch in the hour she was gone. She checked him for fever, careful not to drip on him. She
         was soaked head to toe, her hair streaming as she padded closer to the fire. She settled onto a small, cushioned stool near
         the dry warmth of the blaze, using a cloth and the heat to try and dry her hair.
      

      
      She ought to have remained in Werecat form, fur being so much easier and faster to dry, but she considered it would be unwise
         to do so. Elijah had made it quite clear during their brief meetings that he would not trust her or any of her kind any further
         than he could spit. It would not be wise to be in the form of a Lycanthrope when he awoke. He might not take the time to notice
         the ornamental collar of her office that she never took off. A Demon, even in a weakened state, was nothing to fool with. If her people had learned one thing over the centuries, it was not to underestimate the powers of
         a Demon who felt threatened. Truce or no, Elijah was bound to feel endangered by her presence alone, never mind the fact that
         he was already wounded.
      

      
      The Queen turned closer to the fire, her back to the sleeping Demon as she continued to fuss with her hair. She had spitted
         one of the rabbits she had caught earlier and it was now rotating quite nicely in the fire, the rotisserie operated by a battery-powered
         motor. It clanked and screeched, not appreciating the nearness of the elemental male whose body chemistry was causing it to
         function at less than peak. Unlike Demons, Lycanthropes were not averse to the use of machines and technology, and those things
         did not react adversely to them. Since this was a simple hibernation hostel, it was not equipped with electricity or any superfluous
         needs that would go unused as the occupant slept more than she remained awake, and Siena supposed that was a very lucky thing.
         There was a natural source of water, plenty of wood for a fire, and a forest full of food just beyond the entrance. Truly,
         there was no need for more.
      

      
      When her hair was mostly dry, settled once more into happy, tubular coils, she rose to dress herself and set about preparing
         a stew and a soup from the remaining rabbits and the wild turkey she had caught. She saved the feathers of the bird, a payment
         for Jinaeri for the use of her home. She shredded herbs and roots into both pots and then allowed them to cook slowly in the
         fire, suspended in swing-armed cauldrons.
      

      
      It was true her diet consisted mostly of food that was more alive than dead, but she was humanoid too and very much appreciated
         a wide variety of culinary tastes. One of her favorite things was wild salad, all the greens and buds of the forest fair game,
         or in autumn, nuts, herbs, tuber roots, and berries, so long as they were not poisonous. All carnivores were actually omnivorous.
         What many did not realize was that carnivores preyed mainly on herbivores, not only because they were less able to defend themselves, but because the
         innards of the animals were usually bursting with the necessary vitamins and beneficent qualities of vegetation. That was
         why the belly was often the first thing a lion went for after taking down a gazelle or deer.
      

      
      However, innards were a diet she left for the catamount, and upon occasion, the Werecat. In her human form, she preferred
         salad and meat, both cooked and raw. This meal was not so much for herself, in any event. It was designed for her patient.
         The herbs used to flavor the dishes were not merely delicious, they were also quite medicinal. Everything that went into the
         soup and the stew would serve its purpose toward helping him heal and regain his strength.
      

      
      As she cooked, Siena filled her time by cleaning and stretching the furs of the rabbits on the frames that had been hanging
         near the fireplace. Nothing hunted was wasted. If a fellow animal must give up its life for her sustenance, she would see
         to it that every part of it was put to good use. And again, they would make a nice payment to Jinaeri, who did not even know
         she was playing hostess to her Queen and the Warrior Captain.
      

      
      After another hour passed, the Queen ladled some of the piping hot soup into a wooden bowl, dropped in a spoon, and made her
         way to her patient’s side. Once more she knelt on the bedside, settling back on her heel as she held the bowl in one hand
         and stimulated him with a rubbing motion on his arm with the other. She didn’t expect he would wake right away, but she would
         at least try every fifteen minutes until he did and she could get some nutrition into him.
      

      
      When the warrior suddenly burst into life, Siena was caught completely off guard. He exploded into movement, seizing her by
         both arms and hauling her violently over his body. Her back slammed into the mattress, her breath leaving her in a rush. He
         pinned her beneath himself painfully, his massive strength formidable even in his weakened state, his weight an overwhelming force. Siena did not make a single sound, not even as the boiling hot soup cascaded down her legs.
         She made no noise or movement that would be mistaken as an act of provocation. The only thing she did do was to encircle the
         thick wrist of the hand clenching around her throat with the firm, staying fingers of both hands. She would not provoke him,
         but neither would she let him throttle her to death.
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