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      “Black Dagger Brotherhood readers will love Dragon Bound … I’m hooked!”
      

      
      —J. R. Ward, #1 New York Times bestselling author
      

      
      “I loved this book so much I didn’t want it to end. Smoldering sensuality, fascinating characters and an intriguing world—
         Dragon Bound kept me glued to the pages. Thea Harrison has a new fan in me!”
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      “Dragon Bound is full of tense action, toe-curling love scenes and intriguing characters that will stay with you long after the story is
         over. All that is wrapped inside a colorful, compelling world with magic so real, the reader can feel it. Thea Harrison is
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      —Anya Bast, New York Times bestselling author
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      queen, n:

      
            1. the wife or widow of a king

            2. a female monarch

            3. a woman eminent in rank, power or attractions, such as a beauty contest winner <a movie queen>

      queen, n:

            4. a royal pain in my ass

      —NINIANE LORELLE, DARK FAE QUEEN
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      You didn’t ignore a summons roared from the Lord of the Wyr in New York, since it usually heralded a disaster of some proportion.
         You especially didn’t ignore it if you were one of his sentinels.
      

      
      Tiago strode out of the Starbucks located on the ground floor in Cuelebre Tower. He jogged up the north stairwell to the seventy-ninth
         floor. He could have taken the elevator, but he was feeling trapped and restless. He could have pushed out the coffee shop’s
         street exit, shifted into his Wyr form and flown to the roof of the Tower then gone down two flights, but frustration gnawed
         at his insides and he wanted to feel the burn of the climb in his muscles and lungs.
      

      
      He didn’t like modern urban spaces. He was counting the minutes until he could get out of New York. A rainy, wet springtime
         had evaporated to sultry ninety-degree weather, bypassing mild early summer temps like they never existed. Now June felt like
         August. Exhaust fumes, construction detritus, trash, restaurant odors, dry cleaner chemicals and all the various other scents
         of modern humanity sizzled in the heat. The smells burned the back of his throat, leaving him feeling irritable and out of
         place.
      

      
      He was one of the ancient Wyr who were so long-lived they were known as immortal. The old ones had either been formed in the
         creative fire from the birth of the solar system or had been born so long ago their origins were a mystery even to them. They had existed in their animal forms for millennia, but when
         the new species of humans burgeoned, the old Wyr learned how to shapeshift so they could walk in secret among humankind.
      

      
      Civilization was a dance, and the ancient Wyr were late to the ball. They donned masks and slipped with silent predatory grace
         into the ballroom. They watched with sharp eyes that glittered deep in the shadows behind their assumed facades, recording
         and learning the twist and rhythm of the dance, the social mores, when to bow and press their lips to the back of the hand,
         how to smile and say good evening, please and thank you and yes, I shall take more sugar with my tea.
      

      
      All the while they noted the pulse that fluttered at the base of the dancers’ necks, the scents of sweat and the quickened
         breath. They noted these things because they remembered they were animals playing a role. Primal was the first word they understood when they learned language, for that was what they were. Despite their smiling human masks,
         they were feral creatures who knew how to survive by the slash of tooth and claw. They remembered the gush of blood from the
         jugular as they crushed the life from their prey.
      

      
      The ancients settled into their guises and grew comfortable with them, some with more charm, skill and enjoyment than others.
         But all of them carried that feral wildness at their core, the certain knowledge that they needed to roam the secret uncultivated
         magic places of the world.
      

      
      Time and space had buckled when the Earth was formed. The buckling created dimensional pockets of Other land where magic pooled,
         time moved differently, modern technologies didn’t work and the sun shone with a different light. What came to be known as
         the Elder Races, the Wyrkind and the Elves, the Light and Dark Fae, the Demonkind, the Nightkind, human witches and all manner
         of monstrous creatures, tended to cluster in or around the Other lands.
      

      
      Those of the ancient Wyr that chose to adapt to human civilization were driven from time to time to slip away from modern
         cities and towns. They would shake loose from their human facades and drench themselves in archaic argent sunlight as they
         lost themselves in flight, or in plunging deep into the magic-saturated green of the oldest of untamed forests. There was a fundamental difference between the old ones and the younger Wyr. The younger Wyr were born into civilization. They arrived
         at the ball already tamed.
      

      
      Tiago was not tame. He was more feral than the majority of even the most ancient Wyr. He needed to be worked hard, to face
         tough challenges and to be let loose to roam free. It was not wise to hold him too long in a city.
      

      
      Two and a half weeks had passed since Rune had called him back from South America. Dragos Cuelebre, Lord of the Wyrkind demesne,
         had been missing at the time. Tiago had just arrived back in the States when Dragos had reappeared with a strange woman. The
         tale they told was one of thievery, kidnapping, magic and murder.
      

      
      A lot had happened since Tiago’s return and Dragos’s reappearance. Some of it had been fun, like tracking Dragos’s new mate
         when she had been kidnapped—again—and being in on the kill when Dragos had finally taken down his old enemy Urien, the Dark
         Fae King.
      

      
      Vengeance, served hot. That had been Tiago’s kind of party. Since then all he had been doing was cleanup and busywork. Make
         sure all involved Goblins were dead, check. Chase down and slaughter any Dark Fae that had been part of Urien’s party, check.
         Go to sleep with his thumb up his ass, check.
      

      
      He smacked open the door that had the number 79 painted in a circle. His long legs ate up the distance as he strode down the
         marble-floored hall.
      

      
      Cuelebre Enterprises was a multinational corporation that made an ungodly amount of money. Corporate employees and those involved
         in the governance of the Wyr demesne were compensated extremely well. Wyr sentinels had expense accounts that took care of
         clothes (the violent aspect to the sentinels’ lives made this a substantial perk), travel, food and weapons. What else did
         a guy need? Once in a while Tiago would double-check his escalating bank balance to make sure all the numbers added up, but
         otherwise, for the most part he ignored it.
      

      
      He remembered when Cuelebre Tower had been built. The 1970s had seen the invention of the neutron bomb, the Three Mile Island
         disaster, the terrorist attack at Munich’s Olympic Games and the construction of Cuelebre Tower.
      

      
      Yeah, staying far away from that project had been a good thing. He had been quite content to travel across the world to hunt down, depose and kill a dusty little sorcerer in South
         Africa who had acquired his own army and a penchant for the Power he could gain through human and Wyr sacrificial rites. When
         Tiago returned to New York—and he had been sure to take his own sweet time in doing so—Cuelebre Tower had erupted onto the
         landscape and forever changed the skyline of the city.
      

      
      The outer surface of the Tower was sleek and gleaming, reflecting the changeable sky, while the interior had been decorated
         with an extravagance of gold-veined Turkish marble flooring, gleaming frosted glass lights and polished brass fixtures, along
         with strategically displayed, priceless works of art and sculpture. The entire skyscraper was a proclamation of the Wyr Lord
         Dragos Cuelebre’s wealth and power.
      

      
      The achievement had more than architectural or economic significance. It made more than a political statement to the other
         Elder Races. The year of the Tower’s construction went down in recent Wyr folklore as a miracle of collective cooperation,
         personal dominance and merciless rule. Just as Dragos had dragged the recalcitrant, volatile Wyrkind under his reign so many
         centuries before, he bludgeoned them into modernity and forced them into compliance.
      

      
      Although some of the Wyr bloodied each other during the highest-stress points of the Tower’s construction and the subsequent
         move of corporate and administrative offices, nobody actually dared to commit murder. They had been in the final stages of
         settling in when an amused Tiago had taken a tour of the skyscraper. All Wyr had been sent to their respective corners to
         settle ruffled fur or feathers, lick literal and metaphorical wounds, furnish their offices and unpack files. Now, without
         exception, anyone who had been involved in the creation of the Tower spoke of that time with pride and without the slightest
         comprehension of irony.
      

      
      Tiago reached the conference room. It was a large executive boardroom with all the perks: black leather seats, a large polished
         oak table, state-of-the-art teleconferencing equipment and mysterious black metal contraptions that Tiago had been told were
         designer cappuccino and espresso machines. He couldn’t remember the instructions for how to operate them. As soon as he had
         realized they weren’t some kind of newfangled weapon the sentinels would be trained to use, he had lost interest in the conversation.
      

      
      Dragos and all the other Wyr sentinels were already in the boardroom. Tiago almost twitched when he saw that Dragos’s new
         mate, Pia, was also present. She had come out of nowhere and now all of a sudden she played a major role in Dragos’s decision
         making.
      

      
      When Wyr mated, they did so for life. It was a rare occurrence, especially in their exceptionally long lives, and it was
         an irrevocable one, so the change was here to stay. Dragos’s mating had sent shock waves through the Wyr demesne, and no doubt
         through all the other demesnes as well. It wasn’t a change Tiago liked, but he, along with the rest of the world, had to suck
         it up and start getting used to it. Dragos, a massive dark man with gold dragon’s eyes, paced at one end of the room.
      

      
      “About time,” the Wyr Lord snapped.

      
      Tiago stalked to his customary corner where he held up the wall during their sentinel meetings. “I’m here now, aren’t I?”

      
      Tiago’s sharp hearing caught Dragos’s mate, Pia, as she whispered to the gryphon Graydon at her side, “Are you sure he’s housebroken?”

      
      Tiago chose to ignore her. Instead he took his first good look around at those in the room. All the usual suspects were present,
         minus one. The four gryphons, Bayne, Constantine, Graydon and Dragos’s First sentinel, Rune, were all tawny, suntanned and
         muscled. They kept the peace in the Wyr demesne. The harpy Aryal, who was in charge of investigations, sat with her arms and
         legs folded, jiggling a foot. That chick didn’t do well with the concept of sitting still. Cuelebre Enterprises’ head of security,
         the gargoyle Grym, sat by Aryal as usual, half of his attention on the harpy. More often than not, when Aryal’s impetuous
         temper got her into trouble, Grym was there to haul her ass out of it.
      

      
      Tiago scowled as he acknowledged the one person who had not joined them, and who would never join them again. Tricks, the
         faerie who used to head the PR department for Cuelebre Enterprises, had been an integral part of their group for a long time.
         Odd, how the absence of one cute little faerie could cause such a big hole in the room.
      

      
      Then there was yours truly. While his Wyr form was known to the American Indian nations as the gigantic thunderbird, most just saw his human form, a six-foot-four, two-hundredfifty pound male with barbed wire tattoos circling thick muscled
         biceps and swirls shaven into his short black hair. His face looked like it had been hewn with a hatchet, and he didn’t often
         remember to smile. When he did, he seemed to cause alarm more often than not.
      

      
      Here was the central dynamic of his life: while he went about the business of war, the usual tenor of his days was surprisingly
         peaceful. The reason why was simple. People tended not to argue with him.
      

      
      Several hundred years ago he had become head of Dragos’s private army, most of which was currently traveling back from a canceled
         engagement in South America. He should be traveling with his troops and preparing for their next assignment instead of sitting
         in New York with his thumb up his ass. Fuck.
      

      
      The upset in the room finally registered. Tiago’s eyes narrowed. Everybody had some kind of unhappy vibe going on. He said,
         “What’s up?”
      

      
      Dragos spun at the end of the room and paced another lap. “Tricks is missing. She’s not answering her cell either.”

      
      Tiago straightened from the wall and planted his hands on his hips. “She’s only been gone four days. What happened?”

      
      Dragos turned to the huge flat-screen on the other side of the room and aimed a remote at it. “Some people have already seen
         this.”
      

      
      Tiago turned. The flat-screen came alive to MSNBC morning news. The running ticker tape across the bottom of the screen indicated
         it was from this morning. The recording was only a couple hours old.
      

      
      An unsmiling female reporter faced the camera. “It’s a story that could have come straight from a faerie tale—a fictional
         one, that is. It has captured the imagination just as Marilyn Monroe once captured hearts all around the world. For many years
         Thistle Periwinkle has been America’s sweetheart and one of the most famous public personages of the Elder Races. She has
         acted as PR spokesperson for Cuelebre Enterprises since the early 1970s. Both the paparazzi and the public love her. She has
         graced international magazine covers, made regular TV appearances, and was once a guest on Johnny Carson’s Tonight Show …”
      

      
      Tiago’s brows lowered in a scowl as photos and film clips of Tricks were shown while the reporter spoke. Taken from a wide variety of sources, they showed the petite faerie in different
         styles over the years. He learned more about her in just a few minutes than he had ever known before.
      

      
      In one film clip she wore her hair in a Mary Tyler Moore flip. In another, her dark hair was teased and bouffant, à la Monroe,
         as she winked at the camera. In a third clip from the 1960s, she wore long braids, platform shoes and a tie-dyed minidress.
         The braids clearly showed delicately pointed ears, long dark gray Fae eyes that were larger than most humans’, high-cheekbones,
         a snub nose and angular face and a full mouth that was more often than not beaming a wide smile.
      

      
      This was not going in a good direction. His stomach clenched. He demanded, “Why are they talking about her in the past tense?”

      
      He got shushed by several of the other sentinels who were focused on the screen, their expressions tense. His scowl deepened,
         but he turned his attention back to the film clip. It cut back to the reporter, who said, “Then just days ago America was
         shocked when Dark Fae King Urien Lorelle was killed in a freak riding accident …”
      

      
      “Freak riding accident,” Graydon snorted. “Yeah. He accidentally got torn apart by an angry dragon. Oopsie.”

      
      This time Tiago joined in shushing the gryphon. The news segment was just getting relevant.

      
      “… and it was revealed that Thistle Periwinkle was in actuality Niniane Lorelle, the long-lost daughter of deceased Dark Fae
         King Rhian and his Queen Shaylee. Niniane Lorelle had long been assumed dead, but both DNA and magical tests confirmed Thistle
         Periwinkle’s claim. She was indeed the heir to the Dark Fae throne.” The reporter paused dramatically. “After the break we’ll
         show the already infamous footage captured last night on a bystander’s cell phone. The clip shows an incident that has left
         three Dark Fae dead and the heir apparent missing. Posted to YouTube late last night, the video has quickly gone viral. It
         has taken the Internet by storm and left the Chicago police and Fae authorities asking serious questions. What really happened
         in that dark Chicago alley last night? Is Niniane Lorelle responsible for the Dark Fae deaths? Where is the heir apparent
         to the Dark Fae throne? Stay with us.”
      

      
      Violence fulminated in the room as the scene cut to a toilet paper commercial. “Shit,” said Dragos as he looked at the remote. “Just a sec.”
      

      
      The commercial went into fast-forward.

      
      Rune said, “She was right about what she said before she left. We need to change how we think of her. We should remember to
         call her Niniane now.”
      

      
      Pia said, “She must be so scared.”

      
      The Dark Fae society had been under Urien’s iron-fisted rule for the last two hundred years and had for the most part become
         closed off from the rest of the world. Tricks—or Niniane, whatever—had gone alone to meet representatives of their government,
         individuals who had unknown allegiances and motivations.
      

      
      Tiago shook his head, anger roiling inside. He wrestled it under control before it could slip loose. “I told you some of us
         should have gone with her!”
      

      
      “There’s no point in rehashing an old argument,” said Dragos, shooting a glare at him. “Tr—Niniane and I both decided nobody
         from the Wyr demesne would go with her. Otherwise it would look like the Wyr were making a power play for the Dark Fae demesne.”
      

      
      There were seven demesnes of Elder Races that overlaid the human geography of the continental United States. The Wyr demesne,
         which Dragos had ruled for centuries, was based in New York. The seat of Elven power was based in Charleston, South Carolina.
      

      
      The Dark Fae’s demesne was centered in Chicago, and the Light Fae in Los Angeles. Aside from discrete geographical and political
         differences, the Dark Fae and the Light Fae were also different in coloring and in manifestations of Power. The Light Fae
         was a blond, charismatic race, with either blue or green eyes, and they had an aversion to iron. The Dark Fae were black haired
         with pale skin and gray eyes, and they often had a gift for metallurgy.
      

      
      The Nightkind, which included all Vampyric forms, controlled the San Francisco Bay Area along with the Pacific Northwest,
         and the human witches, considered part of the Elder Races due to their command of magical Power, were based in Louisville.
         Demonkind, like the Wyr and the Nightkind, consisted of several different types that included Goblins and Djinn, and their
         seat was based in Houston.
      

      
      Dragos and the faerie had good reason for coming to the decision they had made. All of the Elder Races were jealous of their
         territories and the current balance of Power. They would take violent exception to one demesne attempting the takeover or
         control of another.
      

      
      However.

      
      “That was then, this is now,” said Tiago.

      
      Dragos nodded, expelling a breath in an explosive sigh. “Agreed.”

      
      Tiago rubbed the back of his head. Unfamiliar emotions cascaded through him. Niniane had escaped when her uncle Urien had
         taken the Dark Fae throne in a bloody coup and killed off her family. She had run straight to Dragos for sanctuary and had
         been part of the Wyrkind inner circle for almost two hundred years.
      

      
      For all that, Tiago hardly knew her. Most of the time he was off with Dragos’s army, embroiled in distant conflicts. He had
         met her maybe twenty times over the years, usually in meetings such as this one during his rare visits to New York. He had
         spoken with her one-on-one maybe a dozen times.
      

      
      Still, she was one of theirs. He had gotten used to her infectious grin and that sexy wriggle she did with her cute little
         ass when she was flirting either with the camera or with someone in person. Anger burned that someone would dare try to harm
         her. She was so small and delicate, maybe all of five-foot-nothing and a hundred pounds, soaking wet. And now she was missing.
      

      
      His hands fisted.

      
      Dragos grunted and pushed a button. “There.”

      
      Tiago looked back at the flat-screen along with everybody else.

      
      The female reporter came back, speaking more news babble. Blah-fucking-blah. More sexy footage of Niniane, winking at the
         camera and blowing a kiss. Damn, that mouth of hers was made for Playboy TV. He clamped down on the thought and concentrated
         on being relevant.
      

      
      She had arrived in Chicago with an escort of Dark Fae that had been made up of some second cousin or other and assorted guards.
         She had met with a small delegation that was headed by one of the Dark Fae’s most powerful governmental figures, Chancellor
         Aubrey Riordan. She and the delegation stayed in the penthouse suite at the Regent, preparatory to crossing over to the Dark Fae Other land for her coronation. She had, by all accounts, left the hotel last night for dinner with her cousin
         and a small escort.
      

      
      The usual swarm of paparazzi had bayed in pursuit. The Dark Fae lost the paparazzi after a high-speed chase. What happened
         for the next couple of hours was unknown.
      

      
      Tiago gritted his teeth as he glared at the screen. Get to the fucking point already.

      
      And there it was, the fucking point, sprayed all over a fifty-six-inch plasma flat-screen and, apparently, all over the Internet
         as well. One million, seven hundred and fifty thousand hits and counting, as of 1:30 A.M.

      
      The grainy, badly shot footage showed a dirty alley that could have been anywhere, in any city in the world. The scene jerked.
         Whoever had recorded the footage couldn’t have done a worse job if they’d tried.
      

      
      Still, Niniane was unmistakable in a red halter dress that accentuated her compact hourglass figure. Two Dark Fae were already
         on the ground. She was locked in some sort of struggle with the third.
      

      
      The Dark Fae struck her hard in the ribs. The breath left Tiago in a growl as if he had been the one who had taken the blow.
         The asshole with the cell phone kept filming this shit and did nothing to help her? The scene jostled. Shit!
      

      
      Then it came clear again. The last Dark Fae was down.

      
      Niniane stood over her attacker, gasping and disheveled, one hand pressed to her side. She started to kick the body. “I hate
         my family!” she shouted. “I hate my family! I hate my family!”
      

      
      The scene cut back to the MSNBC reporter, but Tiago had seen more than enough. He pivoted on one heel toward Dragos and growled,
         “Leave of absence.”
      

      
      The dragon looked at him, no less furious than he. Dragos said, “Go.”

      
      Rune followed Tiago out into the hall. He turned to face the gryphon as the door settled into place.

      
      All of the immortal sentinels carried an intense furnace of energy that boiled the air around them. Dragos’s First sentinel
         was as tall as Tiago but not quite as bulky. Rune was the most handsome of the four gryphons. He looked like a Greek god masquerading
         as a Grateful Dead fan. He wore a Jerry Garcia T-shirt that strained across the chest and at the biceps, faded jeans with the knees torn out and steel-toed boots, the treads of which had been imprinted on more than one Wyr ass. He had
         sun-bronzed, fine-grained skin with laugh lines at the corners of lion-colored eyes. Both the camera and females seemed to
         adore his even features and rakish white smile, and the tawny mane of sun-streaked hair that fell to broad shoulders held
         glints of pale gold, chestnut and burnished copper.
      

      
      Tiago regarded the other sentinel with a warrior’s assessment that never fully went to sleep. He had seen Rune fight in his
         gryphon form many times. Rune’s gryphon shape was the size of an SUV, with a lion’s heavy muscular body. He had a feline agility
         in both of his forms and projected an aura of lazy easygoing indolence that could, when he was provoked, vaporize in an instant
         into a roaring attack. In his human form, Rune had the lean hard muscles of a swordsman. He was built for both power and speed,
         whereas Tiago sometimes fought with his feet planted wide apart, a battle-axe gripped in one hand and a war hammer in the
         other. Tiago had been known to chop his enemies into pieces, or just smash them into the ground through strength and sheer
         dogged endurance. He had been called many things over the centuries. Subtle wasn’t one of them.
      

      
      Tiago said, “Talk to either Riehl or Jamar about stepping in for me until—”

      
      “T-bird,” Rune said. “Don’t worry about the troops. I got it covered, man. I’ll call Tucker in Chicago, so that you’ve got
         transportation and supplies waiting for you when you get there.”
      

      
      “Thanks.” Tiago gave him a grim look, which Rune returned.

      
      Neither male said what they were thinking. There were a whole host of reasons why they may not have heard from the faerie
         since the incident, and most of those reasons were not good ones.
      

      
      “Tricks is okay,” Tiago said. She’d better be okay, or he would make sure there was hell to pay.

      
      “Niniane,” Rune said.

      
      Impatient, Tiago shrugged. “Whatever.”

      
      Rune clapped Tiago on the shoulder. “Well, go find her and make sure she stays okay.”

      
      “You know I will.”

      
      Tiago jogged up the stairs to the Tower rooftop. He turned his face upward to look full upon the bright orb of the sun. With
         a sense of unutterable relief he let his human form fall away, along with the shackles of the city. He lunged upward. Massive wings hammered down as he climbed into the air, and a thunderclap
         tore through the sky.
      

      
      He slipped into the oldest, truest part of his soul.

      
      He did not know his actual age, but he remembered soaring high above the Great Plains as vast herds of bison covered miles
         upon miles of land. The bison had once been his favorite prey. He would plummet from a great height, a murderous juggernaut
         that would slam down on the beast he had chosen and shatter its spine. The rest of the bison herd would stampede in a panic,
         leaving him to gorge in solitary peace as the wind undulated through an endless sea of prairie grasses under a colossal turquoise
         basin of sky.
      

      
      He was known to many of the American Indian nations as the creature that commanded thunder and lightning, quick to stir to
         wrath and war, but his true identity was as a sojourner of the Earth. He would take flight for days on end, slipping into
         a fugue state as he watched oceans and lands scroll by underneath the glimmering shadow of his giant outspread wings.
      

      
      When curiosity brought him to ground at last, he shape-shifted for the first time to walk among humans in a land filled with
         golden desert temples and palatial burial tombs of kings surrounded by cities of the dead. The humans clustered in a vibrant
         green fertile strip of land that followed the snaking path of a river like the folds of a silken dress molding to the curves
         of a voluptuous woman.
      

      
      He mingled for a brief time with a small, dark, intelligent people who wrote of him in the Pyramid Texts, from the time of
         the Old Kingdom in Egypt. The people worshipped his winged form and called him a god of the wind. They claimed he brought
         with him the breath of life.
      

      
      The people of Egypt had offered him everything a human being could desire, but he was not human. They tried to hold on to
         him with offerings of gold, and chains of worship, sex and dynasty, but he would not be chained or held. Only when the great
         winged serpent Cuelebre hunted him down, pinned him to the ground and spoke to him with patient beguilement and cunning intellect
         of a vision of a nation of united Wyr did he consent to listen.
      

      
      Cuelebre had faced a formidable challenge with the oldest and strongest of the ancient Wyr. He could not bludgeon them into submitting to his rule and then hope to trust them in any kind of high-functioning level of governance afterward. Instead,
         he had to use persuasion to bring them to his side, to ask them to partner with him in the creation of a Wyr nation. Cuelebre
         coaxed Tiago into realizing that growth was inevitable for both humankind and the Elder Races. Civilization’s dance had begun
         an inexorable waltz across the world.
      

      
      Tiago must participate in the waltz. He must change as the world changed or become irrelevant. He refused to be reduced or
         set aside in the new formation of the world.
      

      
      Thus, long ago, he agreed to work in a sometimes fractious collective partnership. He grew to admit it did not lessen who
         he was but enhanced him and used him to their best mutual benefit.
      

      
      He was a warlord. To an ancient people he was a god of storm and lightning, a prince of the sky.

      
      He was Wyr.
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      Motel 6 wasn’t so bad. In fact it was kind of cute in a polyester sort of way.
      

      
      Sure, it wasn’t the Regent, or the Renaissance, or the Ritz-Carlton. But the desk attendant had been cheerfully disinterested
         when Niniane had checked in, the prices were affordable and, most important, they had smoking rooms. Score.
      

      
      On the one hand, there wasn’t any room service or those darling little liquor bottles in a small refrigerator. On the other
         hand, there weren’t any assassination attempts or a pending coronation. Hmm. Niniane wondered if they offered a twelve-month lease.
      

      
      She limped into the room. She pulled her new sunglasses down her nose and took a long, careful look over the rim at the surrounding
         scene. The warm afternoon sun toasted the asphalt of the motel parking lot, and a fitful wind swirled dirt and exhaust fumes
         into a toxic soup. The motel was located near some interstate exit, along with several fast-food restaurants, gas stations,
         and a Walgreens. The sound of traffic was a constant in the background, but it shouldn’t be too disruptive once she had the
         door closed.
      

      
      She couldn’t see or hear anything unusual in the motel’s immediate vicinity, and her sight and hearing, along with her sensitivity
         to magic, were inhumanly acute. She wasn’t up to a more strenuous inspection. A visual scan from the doorway would have to
         be good enough.
      

      
      After she shut the door and put on the security chain, the first thing she did was kick off her stylish four-inch heels. Ah,
         thank you, god of feet. She set her sunglasses on the TV. The double room was either painted or wallpapered beige. It had
         bright bedspreads patterned with an insistent orange, a window covered with short heavy curtains that hung over a long thin
         wall air-conditioner unit, and a plain table and chair that were pushed against the wall. She dropped her shopping bags on
         the nearest bed, limped to the air conditioner and turned it on full blast.
      

      
      Life had sure gone to hell since Dragos had killed her uncle. Oh, Urien had to die, without a doubt. She was glad he was dead. She just wished it could have happened in a couple of decades or so. This business about her becoming the Dark
         Fae Queen? She was so not in the mood.
      

      
      She dumped out the contents of the shopping bags. The items chronicled a long, busy day.

      
      She’d had a lot to do once she had killed her second cousin Geril and his two cohorts. First item on her agenda was to run
         away. The second item was to get stuff and keep running. She had walked into a twenty-four-hour pharmacy, bought bandages,
         a pair of sweatpants, sunglasses and a T-shirt, changed in their bathroom and walked out.
      

      
      Sunglasses at midnight. Huh. Idiot.
      

      
      Those had gone into her first shopping bag until daybreak. Then she stole a car and drove in aimless circles while she tried
         to think past the frozen tundra in her head. She stopped at a superstore and bought more stuff, left the stolen car in the
         parking lot and got a cab, took the cab to the airport where she got another cab, and here she was.
      

      
      Her path had been so random, so erratic, made up as it was by stress-induced on-the-spot decisions, that she defied anybody
         to figure out where “here” was. Hell, even she didn’t know where “here” was, just that she was still somewhere in the greater
         Chicago area. Neither ride had been long enough to get her anywhere else, more’s the pity. She hadn’t wanted to imprint herself
         too deeply in the memory of either cab driver, so she had tried to keep both trips as normal as possible. She could always
         steal a car again and drive away from the area, but first she needed a few hours to recuperate while she considered what her
         next moves should be. At the moment she was too awash with conflicting impulses, pain and exhaustion to be sure of anything.
      

      
      One shopping bag held her crumpled red halter dress and the matching evening bag that carried a compact powder, a lipstick,
         her wallet and two small stiletto knives. She kept the tips touched with poison and had a variety of places she could wear
         or carry them, in the side pocket of a purse, strapped to her arms, or underneath her dress and strapped to her thighs.
      

      
      Good thing the red color of the dress hid the bloodstains, or she might have occasioned more attention at the pharmacy. She
         set that bag aside. Another bag held an unopened bottle of vodka, a bag of Cheetos, three packs of Marlboro reds and a lighter.
      

      
      Say hello to tonight’s hot date. Why did she always want to smoke when she was stressed? She sighed and set it all on the
         bedside table near the head of the second bed.
      

      
      The third bag held a first aid kit, extra bandages, toiletries and underwear. The last bag had jeans, flip-flop sandals, a
         pair of shorts and a couple of tops.
      

      
      She sat on the edge of the bed and inspected the blisters on her heels. Should have changed into the flip-flops as soon as
         she bought them. Should have bought the flip-flops at the first store and the sunglasses later, but all she could think after
         the attack was, oh gods, I can’t be recognized.
      

      
      Shoulda, woulda, coulda. They were the Three Stooges of regret. All they were good for was saying whoop-whoop-whoop and smacking each other over the head.
      

      
      She gritted her teeth. She had slapped a temporary bandage on herself when she had changed in the pharmacy bathroom, but she
         needed to clean and bandage her knife wound properly.
      

      
      She showered first. It was harder and more exhausting than she had counted on. Afterward she sat on the toilet and hissed
         as she blotted the knife wound with fresh cotton pads. She poked it to see if there were any cloth fibers from her dress or
         any other kind of dirt still in the wound. Gray stars bloomed in front of her eyes. Damn, that hurt. A deep puncture, it kept
         seeping a slow, steady stream of crimson.
      

      
      She put antibacterial goop on it, doubled up on the padding and taped it in place as best she could. She smeared more goop
         on the blisters on her heels and put Hello Kitty Band-Aids on them. Then she put on her new underwear. Teeny-tiny little camo
         boxer shorty-shorts that rode low on the hips.
      

      
      The next bit wasn’t so easy. She grunted as she worked her way as carefully as she could into a sports bra. Structurally she
         may not be very big, but her perky pair of puppies made her a C-cup. Shoulda bought a bra with a front clasp, but today hadn’t
         been a shining example of her best thinking. Whoop-whoop-whoop, smack. After she managed to get the bra on, she eased on a matching camo spaghetti strap T-shirt that stopped above her pierced
         navel.
      

      
      Then she put her hair in pigtails. Because it was layered to fall in an outward flipping bob, the pigtails stood up on her
         head like twin black starbursts. She pouted at herself in the mirror, wrinkled her nose and said, “Sowwy.”
      

      
      Didn’t she look cute? Looking cute and helpless could get you a long way sometimes. It had gotten her out of a whole lot of
         trouble in the past. You never know. The way things were going, she might need to rely on it again.
      

      
      And now it was past time for that hot date. She limped to the bed and eased her sore, bruised body onto it, lit a cigarette
         and flipped on the TV. She tore open the bag of Cheetos and popped a bright orange puff into her mouth.
      

      
      Then what was playing on the television registered in her tired brain.

      
      She stared. Put the cigarette in the ashtray. Picked up the vodka bottle, opened it and took a stiff drink.

      
      That was the first time she saw the cell phone video footage of the attack in the alleyway, where she had kicked the crap
         out of her second cousin Geril’s dead body.
      

      
      It wasn’t going to be the last time. Not by a long shot.

      
      Tiago believed in giving credit where credit was due. The little shit had tried like hell to avoid being tracked down.
      

      
      By the time he had reached Chicago, the SUV Rune had requisitioned was waiting for him, along with a detailed list of supplies,
         including cash, a couple changes of clothes, a laptop and an assortment of his preferred types of weapons. Tiago picked up
         the vehicle in Lakeview from their Wyr contact, Tucker, who had already stashed the supplies in a large duffle bag in the
         backseat.
      

      
      Tucker was, like his Wyr badger nature, a short, powerful, stocky and antisocial male. He did well living in relative isolation
         outside the social structure of the Wyr demesne. The badger was content with a job that had sporadic, often strange duties
         and irregular hours, as long as he could live within walking distance of his beloved Wrigley Field.
      

      
      Although Tiago hadn’t thought to ask for one, there was also a cell phone tucked into a side pocket of the heavy canvas duffle
         bag. He discovered it when it rang as he climbed into the driver’s seat.
      

      
      He clicked it on. “What.”

      
      Dragos said, “Preliminary autopsy report is in on the three dead Dark Fae males.”

      
      Tiago’s eyebrows rose. “That was fast.”

      
      “With the next ruler of the Dark Fae demesne missing, the authorities put a rush on the job,” Dragos said. “All the Dark Fae
         males died of the same kind of poison T—Niniane favors on her stilettos.”
      

      
      Tiago adjusted the seat and pulled into traffic. He grunted, “At least she kept her weapons poisoned when she left New York.
         Good for her.”
      

      
      “The fucker who filmed the footage is cooperating with police,” Dragos said. “He’s claiming he didn’t see anybody else in
         the vicinity when she took off down the street.”
      

      
      “I want to know where he lives,” said Tiago. He drove fast and aggressively as he glared at the other vehicles on the road.

      
      “Later. Check out the airport. Security footage shows someone that looks like it could have been her climbing out of a cab.”

      
      Dragos hung up without saying good-bye. Tiago turned off the phone and tossed it into the passenger’s seat.

      
      When Urien had assumed control of the Dark Fae government, Niniane had taken sanctuary with Dragos in 1809. While young, she
         had already reached her adult size. She was small and delicate even for one of the Fae. She had a mere fraction of the strength
         the Wyrs had. She also had her uncle Urien, one of the nastiest and most Powerful men in the world, who had been determined
         to see her dead.
      

      
      The Wyr sentinels had proceeded to teach her every dirty trick they could think of in order to help keep her alive, which
         was how she had gotten her nickname. Nothing was off-limits, or so Tiago had heard. He had been busy elsewhere, helping to
         keep the peace in Missouri when the Osage signed the Treaty of Fort Clark and ceded their land to the U.S. government.
      

      
      Everything added up. She had left the hotel with three males, and three males were dead. She had either been taken from the
         site of the attack, or she was on the run. Logic said she had gotten away and was on the run.
      

      
      But if so, why hadn’t she called New York for backup? She was family. Any of them would gladly have rushed to help her, but
         she still hadn’t tried to call anybody, and she hadn’t replied to any of the phone messages left on her cell.
      

      
      Tiago planned on asking her that very question when he caught up with her. She might be hell to track down, but he was old
         and steeped in Power and most of his talents were concentrated on the hunt. There wasn’t anything on this Earth he couldn’t
         track once he put his mind to the task. He recovered lost scent trails, made intuitive leaps no one else would think of and
         shit, more often than not, luck just fell his way. It might take him a while, but in the end he always brought down his prey.
      

      
      His prey, in the end, appeared to be holed up in a motel room off the I-294 Tri-State Tollway.

      
      He paused for a moment outside a door and listened. Her scent was all around on the surrounding sidewalk, but it was close
         to midnight and he didn’t want to knock on the wrong door by mistake.
      

      
      He heard her inside. She was singing in a clear, sweet voice. His eyebrows rose.

      
      “ ‘Down in the valley, the valley so low, hang your head over, and hear the wind blow … ’ ” The singing stopped. He heard her mumble, “Can’t remember what comes next, something, something …”
      

      
      He grinned as he relaxed and leaned against the doorpost. If she was singing and talking to herself, she wasn’t dead in a
         ditch. It was all good.
      

      
      She said, “Oh, that’s right … No, wait, that’s another song. Crap, I’m too drunk.”

      
      That sounded like his cue. He knocked.

      
      Silence. He imagined there was a startled quality to it.

      
      He knocked again. “Tricks, it’s Tiago. Open up.”

      
      She said with the slow incredulity of the inebriated, “Is that you, Dr. Death? There isn’t anybody named Tricks here.”

      
      Dr. Death? He rolled his eyes. “Come on, Niniane. Open the door.”

      
      “Wait, I’m in hiding. Don’t use that name either.”

      
      He put his hands on his hips. “Then what the hell do you want me to call you?”
      

      
      “Nothing. Thank you for stopping by and go away. I’m okay. Everything’s okay. It’s all taken care of now. Just don’t watch
         any TV for a while, okay? You can go back to New York, or wherever it is you lair when you’re not killing things.”
      

      
      He scowled. No, thank you and don’t watch any TV? What the hell did she mean by that? He muttered, “I do not live in a lair.”

      
      He settled his shoulder against the heavy metal door that was constructed to meet fire-safety codes and keep thieves out.
         After pushing with a steady increase of pressure, the lock and chain broke.
      

      
      Cigarette smoke billowed as the door opened. He coughed, waved a hand in front of his face and stared at the scene inside.

      
      The motel room was a pigsty. Shopping bags were piled on the bed nearest the door, with clothes and other items spilling out.
         Clothes tags littered the floor. Niniane lay on her back on the other bed, which was rumpled. She had kicked off the pillows,
         and they were on the floor too. She was dressed in some kind of porno version of camouflage, in very short shorts and a tiny
         stretchy T-shirt that left her narrow waist bare. Her head was hanging off the end of the bed. She held a bottle of vodka
         in one small hand. It was significantly low in liquid. She clutched a remote control in the other hand. A cigarette smoldered
         in a half-full ashtray and an open bag of Cheetos lay on the bed beside her.
      

      
      Her compact, curvaceous body was laid out like some kind of offering to a pagan god. As someone who had once been a pagan
         god, he knew what he was talking about, and he definitely appreciated the view. As her head hung over the end of the bed,
         it accentuated the thrust of round luscious breasts that curved over a contrasting narrow waist. A gold ring glinted at her
         navel, just begging to be licked. Her graceful hip bones and the arc of her pelvis were outlined by shorts that Congress ought
         to make illegal. Slender, shapely bare legs tipped with toes painted a saucy pink completed the package, and his appreciative
         cock swelled to salute every visible succulent inch of her.
      

      
      He glowered, thrown off balance by his own intense, unwelcome reaction. Rein it in, stud. Under the reek of smoke he could smell feminine perfume and—was that the scent of blood?
      

      
      “Oh, you shouldn’ta done that,” Niniane said. Large upside-down Fae eyes tried to focus on him. “Breaking and entering. That’s
         against the law.” She sniggered.
      

      
      Tiago took refuge from his strange feelings in the much more familiar emotion of aggression. “What are you doing?” he demanded.
         “What do you mean ‘go back to New York’? Do I smell blood?”
      

      
      “I can only answer one question at a time, you know,” she said. With remarkable dignity, considering. “I am hanging my head
         over to hear the wind blow. I never did get that bit in the lyrics. Who hears the wind blow when they hang their head over?
         Hang their head over what? What does that even mean? Do you know?”
      

      
      He had no idea what she was babbling about. Something about the stupid song she had been trying to sing. He pushed the door
         shut with a foot and strode over to stub out the smoldering cigarette. “This is disgusting,” he snapped. “Why haven’t you
         called? We’ve been worried sick about you.”
      

      
      “Whoa,” she said. She looked up—or down, as it were—at Tiago’s crotch, which had stopped right in front of her. He was one
         scary, mean-looking oversized barbarian, in black jeans, black boots and black leather vest. He bristled with weapons and
         anger, and muscles bulged everywhere. His crotch sported a significant bulge too. A very significant bulge. She licked her
         lips. She might be drunk, but she wasn’t dead. She wouldn’t be forgetting this sight in a hurry.
      

      
      Obsidian eyes glittered. “Tricks, what the hell? Seriously.”

      
      “I’m gonna be Queen, you know,” she said. “You gotta stop calling me Tricks. It makes me sound like a circus clown. And I
         don’t think I’ll be a highness for long, so you should practice calling me your majesty.” She hiccupped and waved a hand in
         the air. “You may begin.”
      

      
      “I notice how you’re ignoring the important part of what I said,” Tiago told her. He squatted and suddenly his upside-down
         face was in front of hers. “So I’ll repeat: what the hell?”
      

      
      She tried to track where that mouthwatering bulge in his crotch had gone, couldn’t and focused instead on his face. Brown
         skin, strong hawkish features and a sensually shaped mouth that more often than not looked like it could cut through concrete. She had always thought he was a proud, aloof man with the longest legs and the sexiest moves she had ever seen.
         He walked everywhere with a quick ground-eating, lean-hipped stride.
      

      
      She asked, “Has anybody ever told you, you look a lot like Dwayne Johnson?”

      
      He scowled. “Who the hell is Dwayne Johnson?”

      
      He tried to take the vodka bottle away from her. She clung to it.

      
      “You know, The Rock? Hot, sexy football player–wrestling guy turned movie actor? Only … you’re a whole lot meaner.” She concentrated
         very hard, tongue between her teeth, and touched the tip of her forefinger to his scowl. The vodka bottle bumped his nose.
         He jerked his head out of the way.
      

      
      His eyes narrowed on her. Was that male interest in his dark, glittering gaze? She didn’t trust her powers of observation
         at the moment.
      

      
      “Hot se—” he stopped dead. When he spoke again, his normal growl had dropped to a husky murmur. “You’re comparing me to a
         movie actor? Fuck yeah, of course I’m a whole lot meaner.”
      

      
      Huh. Wasn’t he the cock of the walk?

      
      “Whatever, don’t let it go to your head,” she said with scorn. “You’re not as sexy as I think you are.” She squinted. Wait.
         That hadn’t come out right. She tried to sort it all out in her vodka-befuddled head. It didn’t help that he gave her a swift
         white grin that scrambled her brain even further.
      

      
      All too soon that grin disappeared. Then Dr. Death was back and scowling again.

      
      Ooh. Sexy. No, scary. No, sexy. Oh phooey.

      
      He grabbed her hand. He could feel how delicately formed the bones were. He could crush her so easily. Any one of those Dark
         Fae males could have snapped her neck effortlessly if they had gotten her in the right hold. He took care to keep his touch
         gentle, even as he said, “Goddammit, faerie, you’d better start answering some questions.”
      

      
      “Or what?” She pointed the remote at him and pushed the mute button. “Pleh. I’m gonna get someone to make me a magical mute that really works.”
      

      
      A kind of desperation came over his harsh features. He snatched the vodka bottle from her and took a swig. She watched with
         acute interest as shock shot across his face. He gagged and spat the mouthful out on the carpet. He glared at the bottle. “Bubble gum–flavored vodka? Bubble gum?”
      

      
      “What? It’s good.” She reached for the bottle.

      
      He held it out of her reach. “No way.”

      
      She scowled. “That’s my dinner. You give it back.”

      
      “Oh no, young lady. You’ve had more than enough.”

      
      Only a gazillion-thousand-year-old Wyr could get away with calling a two-hundred-year-old faerie “young lady.” Holy cow, he
         was one devastatingly good-looking barbarian, upside down or not. But so preachy! She remembered the vodka. She reached for
         it again.
      

      
      He stood, grabbed the ashtray and strode for the bathroom. She could just barely see what happened in the corner of the bathroom
         mirror as he turned the bottle upside down in the sink. There went the rest of her hot date.
      

      
      “Screw you,” she called after him. There was a thought. She scoped out his lean, tight ass with interest. Bow chica wow wow.

      
      Tiago ignored her and dumped the ashtray in the bathroom trash. He paused, looking down in the trashcan. If anything, he looked
         even angrier than he had before. He looked fit to murder somebody. The strong, proud bones of his face clenched like a fist.
      

      
      Her eyelids closed in a slow blink as she tried to process. If he was that mad at her, she should give some serious thought
         to running. And she would too, just as soon as she found her feet again.
      

      
      A shiver rippled down her spine. She rolled onto her side, tucked her knees against her chest and wrapped her arms around
         them. She didn’t want him that mad at her. She didn’t want anybody that mad at her.
      

      
      Tiago walked back to the bed. She could have sworn she heard a rumble of thunder in the distance. He squatted by the bed and
         rubbed her shoulder with a giant calloused hand. “Where are you hurt, faerie?”
      

      
      His gentleness was so unexpected, coming as it did from such a wrathful clenched-fist face, that it almost did her in. Her
         eyes filled with tears. She gestured to her side.
      

      
      Icy shock ran over his skin, followed by a blast of heat. Tiago didn’t know where to put his rage. That bastard Fae hadn’t
         punched her in the alley. He had knifed her.
      

      
      “Let me have a look.” He tried to raise her T-shirt.

      
      She resisted. “I already cleaned and bandaged it.”
      

      
      He exploded. “Goddammit, woman! I said let me have a fucking look!”

      
      Her eyes went wide and she froze. The force of his anger was palpable. It beat against her skin. Thunder rolled, this time
         closer. It was almost overhead.
      

      
      She had heard the stories about Tiago. The thunder and lightning came when he really lost it. Cautiously she uncurled. She
         made herself lie passive as she stared up at him. Sometimes with dominant Wyr warriors the best thing you could do was stay
         quiet and get out of their way—or in this case, acquiesce. Sooner or later their rampaging always ground to a halt, and then
         they could listen to reason again.
      

      
      He put one knee on the bed and leaned his weight on it as he lifted up her T-shirt. The bandage covered her ribs under her
         left breast. She winced as he peeled back the bandage to look at what was underneath.
      

      
      “Do you know how irritating you are?” she said. “Because if you don’t, I’ve got time.”

      
      “This looks deep,” he said in a quiet voice. Lightning flashed outside. Thunder exploded with a boom. She jumped and shivered.
         He put his hand briefly against her narrow waist. “Shh now, be easy. The dressing is soaked. I’ll change the bandage.”
      

      
      She knuckled her eyes. Damn it. She hadn’t slept in two days. She was starting to come down from the singing part of the drunk.
         He was acting far too serious and concerned, a storm was brewing outside, and all the fun was packing its bags and ditching
         the party. She tried to hold on to it.
      

      
      “You know, technology in the twenty-first century is pretty cool,” she told him. “I’m going to DVR my own meltdown and email
         it to my therapist.”
      

      
      He didn’t so much as crack a smile.

      
      She drooped. She uncurled as he urged her to lie flat. He removed the soiled bandage, and with a careful, velvet-light touch
         he cleaned the wound and covered it with cotton padding again. At one point he bent down close to her skin and sniffed the
         wound. Okay, so that looked a little weird, but she knew what he was doing; he was checking with his Wyr sense of smell to
         see if he could detect poison. He caught her eye afterward and gave her a tight, quick smile that was probably meant to be
         reassuring, but he didn’t speak. He seemed busy with his own internal issues. Lightning struck the parking lot. Her shivering deepened. That was just downright sexy. No, spooky. No,
         sexy. Damn it!
      

      
      “All right, I’m all done for now,” he said. His soft, even voice was somehow so much worse than his yelling voice. He taped
         the bandage in place. Then he looked at her, and the fury in his dark eyes stabbed her. “We know everything that matters.”
      

      
      She rubbed the pointed tip of one ear, which was burning in embarrassment. “Apparently the whole world does,” she muttered.
         “I never even saw the guy with the cell phone.”
      

      
      “That asshole is going to be lucky to live out the week if I have anything to say about it. I can’t fucking believe he didn’t
         call 911 soon as he realized someone was being attacked.” He took her hand and held it. “Now I want you to tell me, why didn’t
         you call, and why do you want me to go home?”
      

      
      She pulled her hand away and tucked it against her chest. “Don’t be nice to me.”

      
      “I’ll be whatever the hell I want to be,” he snapped. “Why didn’t you call?”

      
      She muttered, “I’m supposed to do this on my own. No Wyr allowed.”

      
      “That’s old news,” Tiago said. “Plans have changed.”

      
      Just like that? Plans have changed? She scowled at him. “Hey, cowboy, remember what I said. I’m gonna be Queen. I don’t think
         you get to boss me around like that.”
      

      
      He rubbed the back of his head and raised his eyebrows at her. “How are you going to stop me?”

      
      “Screw you,” she said.

      
      “You’ve said that already,” he pointed out. “I’m getting bored now.”

      
      “Yeah, well, it’s the only thing I can think of at the moment,” she muttered. With a Herculean effort she managed to keep
         from looking at his crotch again.
      

      
      “The game’s changed. Deal with it.”

      
      Her gaze bounced around his dark saturnine features. The force of his presence was such that the tiny hairs on her arms rose.
         It cremated the numb state she had managed to achieve with the alcohol. He had the extreme physicality of an apex predator,
         his body tempered by years of fighting, the thick muscles corded with sinew and veins. His Power was a heavy, sulfurous force
         that pressed her into the mattress.
      

      
      She struggled to sit up. Suddenly he was bending over her. He eased one huge arm underneath her shoulders to help her upright.
         She scowled and glared at him. “Look, you can’t stay, and that’s all there is to it. I’m all right. I handled everything.”
      

      
      He snapped, “You have a knife wound between your ribs!”

      
      “You should have a look at the other guys,” she told him. Her words hit a stone wall. “We’re done discussing this,” he said.
         He walked over to the other bed. “What do you want to take with you?”
      

      
      She pressed a hand to her side. “Get back over here so I can smack you.”

      
      “Yeah, I’ll get right on that.”

      
      “I mean it. Get your ass over here.” There she was, back to what was fast becoming her favorite subject.

      
      “I’m so motivated to do that since it’s clearly in my best interest. I’m just going to assume you want all of this.” He stuffed
         things back into the bags.
      

      
      His back was turned to her. She stared at his ass again. Really, it was the sexiest ass she had ever seen. First she got a
         close-up of his front, and now she got treated to the back view. Tight, taut and clothed in black like it had been gift wrapped
         just for her.
      

      
      She patted him on the butt and told him, “Nice buns, cowboy.”

      
      She started to pull his wallet out of the back pocket, and he grabbed her hand. Spoilsport. She sighed, opening her fingers,
         and he patted her as he let her go. “I’m taking the bags out to the car,” he told her. “Be right back.”
      

      
      He walked out, and just like that she lost what little control she’d had over her life. She tobogganed right out of the fun
         bit of the drunk and plunged into the snowdrift labeled the sorry stage.
      

      
      He came back and scooped her into his arms. He was such a mean barbarian, and he was being so careful with her, so gentle
         and nice. And she couldn’t let herself rely on him. She couldn’t let herself totally rely on anyone ever again.
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      Tiago tried to figure out how he could have wrecked his life so completely in just a day. One day. Twenty-four hours. Yesterday
         he had been merely irritated with cooling his heels in New York and doing unimportant stuff that could have been handled by
         someone—almost anyone—else.
      

      
      Tonight in Chicago, he had lost all sense of irritation and had become downright desperate.

      
      He paced in the parking lot of another motel, a Red Roof Inn, as he called Dragos, who answered on the first ring. Tiago said,
         “Got her.”
      

      
      The dragon let loose a long exhale. “Good.”

      
      “She was wounded. She’s okay, but she needs to see a doctor soon.” He explained what happened, or at least what he had found
         and what he had surmised, while his long stride ate up the distance of the parking lot.
      

      
      Glowing streetlamps were surrounded with blurred yellow halos. A light rain had started to fall, miniscule silver meteors
         streaking through the illumination. Tendrils of fog rose from the sun-warmed asphalt. The tendrils twisted and curled around
         his steel-toed boots as though he stood in a Gorgon’s nest of transparent snakes.
      

      
      He stood several feet away from the building and scanned it and the surrounding area with a hypervigilant gaze. The motel
         building had a couple of floors, rows of identical doors stacked on top of each other. He had secured a ground-floor room that opened directly onto the parking lot, so they could leave in
         a hurry if they had to. It was late enough that the motel was quiet, and the cars that dotted the parking lot were cool to
         the touch. He pivoted at the curb to start another lap.
      

      
      “What do you need?” Dragos asked.

      
      “You should send a cleanup crew to the Motel 6 where she was hiding. Oh, and she said she left a stolen car in a Wal-Mart
         parking lot. She said she wiped her prints off the steering wheel and car door handle, but she admits she’s been pretty rattled
         since the attack and hasn’t been thinking very clearly. The car needs to be cleaned and returned to its owner.”
      

      
      “I’ll get Tucker on it. Hold on.”

      
      He waited while Dragos relayed orders. Then Tiago said, “Dragos, you’ve got to help me get a handle on her before there’s
         a murder-suicide here. She’s bawling her eyes out. I’m here to tell you, there’s nothing worse to be around than a forlorn
         faerie.”
      

      
      Dragos coughed. “Oh-kay. Hold on.”

      
      Tiago’s sharp ears caught Pia in the background, saying, “You’re all Neanderthals, what else did you expect? What, me talk to him? Oh no—” The phone must have exchanged hands. Pia sighed, “Hello, Tiago. I’m so glad you found her. What’s going
         on?”
      

      
      Another female. He nodded. Smart. Speaking in rapid sentences, he filled her in. “You’ve got to help me get her to stop crying,”
         he demanded.
      

      
      “You just told me she’s drunk,” Pia said. “Don’t you think she’ll stop as she sobers up?”

      
      “That’s not soon enough,” he growled.

      
      “Have you tried talking to her?” Pia asked.

      
      He pulled the phone away from his ear to give it a quick glare. Was that sarcasm in her voice? He said, “Of course I have.
         I came all this way to help her, and she keeps insisting I go away. She didn’t even want me to look at her wound. What the
         fuck is that about?”
      

      
      There was a long pause on the other end of the line. Pia said, “You want me to deal with this in a five-minute conversation.”

      
      He told her in a grim voice, “Does it have to take that long? I’m just looking for a way to survive the night.”

      
      He glanced at the door to their motel room, which he had left cracked open a few inches. He could still hear her crying. The worst of it was how quiet she tried to be, sneaking sobs into her pillow. She probably thought she was hiding it from
         him. Argh. He wanted to stab something in his ears.
      

      
      “Alrighty,” Pia said. “Gray and I have been discussing Niniane today since she’s been on all our minds. Did you know she barely
         escaped with her life when Urien led the coup that slaughtered her family?”
      

      
      Tiago stopped pacing. His hand tightened on the cell phone. “I knew Urien had killed her family and she had escaped, but I
         don’t know the details.”
      

      
      “She was seventeen years old,” Pia said. “Seventeen. Did you know she saw the bodies of her twin brothers, and she watched
         Urien’s men as they gutted her mother?”
      

      
      His stomach clenched. Her mother, gutted before her eyes. He wondered how old her brothers had been. How they had been killed.
         He had to clear the gravel out of his throat before he could reply. “No,” he said. “I didn’t.”
      

      
      “So, here’s my five minute fix,” Pia said, her voice soft. “Niniane is under a lot of stress. When she was just a child, a
         family member, maybe even someone she had cared about and trusted once, slaughtered everyone she loved. Now she’s survived
         an assassination attempt from yet another family member, and somehow she’s got to find the courage to go back into that palace
         where she lost everything in the world that mattered to her. So if you tried talking to her in the tone of voice you just
         used with me, Tiago, I suggest you come back to New York. Any one of the other sentinels would be glad to come take your place.
         They love her.”
      

      
      He sucked in a sharp breath. Way to stick a knife in when he wasn’t looking. He stopped pacing and stood rigid. He listened
         to the roar of denial that had erupted inside when Pia mentioned him being replaced. Fuck if he was going to let that happen.
      

      
      “Are you still there?”

      
      “I’m here. Hold on,” he growled. He fought his temper, won the struggle for self-control and kept his voice as soft and even
         as hers. “Nobody else is coming out. I’ve got her, and I will look after her.”
      

      
      “The right way,” Pia said.

      
      “The right way,” he replied. He sent a grim smile into the halogen-lamp-lit night. “Pia, you’re a bitch. Thank you.”

      
      In the background, Dragos said, “Hey.”
      

      
      “Ease off, big guy,” Pia said, half muffled. “It was a compliment. At least I think it was.” Her voice came back fully. “Anything
         else, Tiago?”
      

      
      He turned to look at the motel door again. “No.”

      
      “Please call if there’s anything we can do.”

      
      “You know I will.” He hung up and pocketed the cell.

      
      Moments later he eased into the room, and shut and locked the door. It was silent inside. Too silent. Was she holding her
         breath? He stretched his neck to ease tense muscles. Way to screw things up, Dr. Death.
      

      
      His predator Wyr eyes adjusted quickly to the more intense darkness inside. The room had a king-sized bed, a bland beige decor
         echoed in motel rooms across the country and no smoking. He had requested that specifically. Niniane was curled under the
         covers of the bed, her small form scooted to the side closest to the wall, as near to the edge of the bed as she could be
         without falling off. It was almost like she was wishing she could get as far away from him as possible.
      

      
      He shook his head and indulged in a little mental ass-kicking. Then he walked over to the bed. He removed his most obtrusive
         weapons, put them on the bedside table and made sure his Glock was close at hand. All the while he listened.
      

      
      Yeah, shit. She was definitely holding her breath.

      
      He sighed and eased onto the bed on top of the covers. She was lying on her good side, favoring her left with the knife wound.

      
      She asked, “Did you call ho—New York?”

      
      “Yeah. I talked briefly to Dragos and Pia.”

      
      Her head turned slightly toward him. “I like Pia. We didn’t have very long to get to know each other, but I’m already going
         to miss her.”
      

      
      “She likes you too,” he said. He carefully curled around her small, tense body and wrapped an arm around her. She started
         breathing again. It sounded choppy and uneven. He laid his head on his bent arm and hugged her back against him.
      

      
      She whispered, “Don’t be nice to me.”

      
      “Why not?” he asked, confused. Didn’t Pia just tell him to be nicer? He tucked his nose in her hair. She had taken out those
         ridiculous pigtails, and her hair was downy soft and loose. She smelled like cigarettes, herbal shampoo and the unique feminine
         scent that was all hers, all Tricks. Niniane. Whatever. Niniane was a pretty name, he realized. It suited her.
      

      
      “When you’re nice, it makes it harder.”

      
      He thought of her tearful good-bye several days ago and the round of fierce hugs she had given everybody, himself included,
         before she left for the airport. He thought of the seventeen-year-old who had lost everything in the world that had mattered
         to her, and of the many obstacles in 1809 that one small, hunted Fae girl must have faced in getting safely from Adriyel to
         sanctuary in the Wyr demesne in New York.
      

      
      He thought of the recent assassination attempt and how she still intended to go live with the Dark Fae, some of whom might
         still want to kill her, and all because it was far better to have a good person in power than to risk having another Urien
         take the throne.
      

      
      He wanted to rip Urien to pieces all over again.

      
      Her hand kept jerking. He raised his head. After a moment he realized she was plucking at the edges of the bedspread. He wrapped
         his hand with care around hers, stilling the nervous movement. Her fingers felt small, delicate and cold. She tried to pull
         away from his touch, but he wouldn’t let go.
      

      
      “How drunk are you now?” he asked. “I don’t know.” She sniffed. “I can feel my feet again. My side hurts. Not very, I think.”

      
      She had to be exhausted. He hated that she was in pain. He wanted to offer her medication, but he wasn’t sure what might be
         safe after she’d downed so much vodka. He told her, “Everything’s going to be okay.”
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