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—Darque Reviews

"Aningddious plot iscoming to fruition in the second book of Banks dectrifying werewolf saga. Crimson
Moon. Part specia opsthriller, part supernatural adventure, it has swift action and intense danger.
Utilizing her storytdling flair. Banksimbues her characters with both nobility and kick-ass attitude. It
doesn't get much better than thig!"

—Romantic Times BOOK reviews

BAD BLOOD

" Super-talented Banks launches the complex and darkly thrilling new Crimson Moon series, which bursts
with treechery and supernaturd chills. The plot intricacies are carefully woven throughout, but Banks piles
on the danger, making this one exciting thrill ride!”

—Romantic Times BOOK reviews

"An action-packed thrill ride! L. A. Bankstellsamean tale of love, redemption and horror. Her books
kick mgor werewolf ass."

—Sherrilyn Kenyon, New York Times bestsdlling author

"Book one of the Crimson Moon novels, BAD BLOOD isafantastic urban fantasy filled with action,
intrigue, betraya, double dealing and plenty of mano afemaaswell asromance. L.A. Banks providesa
pine-tingling supernaturd thriller that showswhy her fans aways clamor for more.

—Harriet Klausner

TheVampire Huntress L egend series

THE SHADOWS

"Watch out for paper cuts—you'll be turning the pages at arapid pace to seewho will win. Thisisjust
like every book in this amazing series—powerful, intense and compelling. There's just one more book in
this series, so pick asde—light or dark."

—Romantic Times BOOK reviews

"L.A. Banks latest entry in her Huntress Legend sagais an exciting and evocative thriller filled with the
trademark supernaturd battles, romance, and plenty of suspense.”

—Harriet Klausner

THE DARKNESS

"Banks has her fingers on the pulse of vampire paranorma writing. THE DARKNESS suspends readers



on the edge as both. Light and Dark, are chalenged by and with the power of prayer... thisseriesisfar
beyond vampire turn-bites."

—The RAWSISTAZ Reviewers

"Startswith abang, continues a a spine-tingling pace and isjust asthrilling and rousing asal the other
series offerings. Banks tdent isamazing.”

—Romantic Times BOOKreviews

THE CURSED

"This'end of days scenario isawild amagam of Chrigtianity, vampire lore, world myth, functiona
mordlity, Street philosophy and hot sex.”

—Publishers Weekly

"A splendid tale that brings together action suspense, mystery, mind-blowing beattle scenes and love
scenes.”

—Urban Reviews

THE WICKED

"Bankss Szzling eighth Vampire Huntress Legend (after The Forsaken) explodes... In her inimitable
combination of street and baroque language, Banks offers more dramatic sex, action-packed good vs.
evil adventure and multicultura mythology to reinforce ethica lessons.”

—Publishers Weekly

"The action isnon-stop in thistale and totally engrossing... Ms. Banks has crested acomplex
mythology ... thisbook isnot to be missed by any lover of paranormal/vampire romance! Absolutely
fabulous and highly highly recommended!”

—Love Romances and More

"Touching and heartbresking. Aswith the other novelsin this series, putting this one down—even for a
meal—will prove challenging. Banks outdoes herself with her prose and her imagination. Her storytelling
isamazing and captivating.”

—Romantic Times BOOKreviews

THE DAMNED
"All hdl bregksloose—literdly—in the complex sixth ingdlment. . .sunning.”

—Publishers Weekly



"In[The Damned] , reationships are defined, while adark energy threstens to destroy the entire squad.
Banks method of bringing Damali and Carlos back together is done with utmost Sincerity and integrity.
They have alovethat can weather any storm, even when dire circumstances seem utterly overwhelming.
Fansof this serieswill love The Damned and, no doubt, will eagerly await the next book."

—Romantic Times BOOKreviews

FORBIDDEN

"Passion, mythology, war and love that laststill the grave—and beyond. .. fans should relish thisnew
chapter inapromising series.”

—Publishers Weekly

"Superior vampirefiction.”
—Booklist

THEBITTEN

"Seductive... mixing religion with erotic horror dosed with afunky African-American beat. Banksblithely
pileson layer after layer of densdly detailed plot... will ddight established fans. Banks creates smokin'
sex scenesthat eadly out-vamp Laurel K. Hamilton's."

—Publishers Weekly

"The stakes have never been higher, and the excitement and tension are papablein thisinstallment of
Banks complex, sexy series.

—Booklist

"Duties, pain, respongbilities—what this duo doesin the name of loveisamazing."

—Romantic Times BOOKreviews

THE HUNTED
"A terrifying roller-coaster ride of abook."

—ChalaneHarris

"Hip, fresh, and fantadtic.”

—Sherrilyn Kenyon, New York Times bestsdlling author of Dark Sde of the Moon

THE AWAKENING



"Anintriguing portrait of vampiric society, reminiscent of Anne Riceand Laurdl K. Hamilton."
—Library Journal

"Agan, Banks brilliantly combines spiritudity, vampires, and demons (and hip-hop music) intoa
fast-paced tae that is sureto leave fans of her first novel, MINION, panting for more, but nothing seems
quite as hot asthe steamy, often tense relationship between Damali and Carlos... A newcomer to the
vampire genre... [Banks] lends afresh and contemporary voice."

—Columbus Dispatch

MINION

"[Minion] literaly rocksthe reader into the action-packed underworld power struggle between vampire
rivaswith alittle demon juice thrown in. Nothing less than the future state of the universeliesin the
balance... Cutting-edge wit and plenty of urban hest flies from the pages of thisquick read.”

—Philadelphia Sunday Sun

"[A] tough, sexy new vampire huntress challenges the dominance of Anita Blake and Buffy... Damdi is
an gppealing heroine, the concept isintriguing, and the series promising.”

—AmMmazon.com
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CHAPTER 1

New Orleans... four weeks after the UCE Conference



Sasha cringed, the large bed and breskfast suite suddenly making her fedl claustrophobic. Watching her
lover shoot up with demon-Werewolf anti-toxin made Sashas insides churn. Asthe squad leader for the
US military's Paranorma Containment Unit, she couldn't passively watch thisand makeit al right,
persond relationship notwithstanding. During the past three weeks sheld told herself so many lies, which
was easy to do when she didn't actualy see Hunter take the meds. But throughout this fina week of her
officid leave the truth had gut-punched her. Everything about Hunter's deteriorating condition not only
was antithetical to her job—ensuring that no humans were at risk—but pure and smple broke her heart.

Right now she had to findly admit that her lover was a six-foot-five, 220-pound potentia explosveina
civilian environment. Max Hunter had been severdly infected. Max Hunter could go through ahard
trangtion on any given full moon, and could possibly wreak unspeskable havoc. Max Hunter was
therefore abio-hazmat. Denia was no longer acceptable. The fact that he hadn't totally Turned yet was
probably moot.

"Why don't you go get something to eat, since | know you hate watching me do this." Hunter didn't even
look at her as he'd spoken.

Shedidn't look at him, ether.
"I'd better stay ... in case thereés a Reaction.”

Helaughed alow, hollow laugh and shook his head. "All the more reason | need you to take your sweet
ass anywhere but here. I'm practicaly DOA—or maybe undead on arrival. What the hell.”

Thistime shelooked at him. Hard. "All the more reason | should stay—in case | need to shoot your ASS

Sasha paced across the room, hating that he needed to take stabilizing needs. She couldn't watch it.
Didn't want to hear the sounds of him working with the syringe, tying off hisarm to make the vein bulge.
She swallowed hard and forced her gaze out the window while forcing her mind to flee past the panesthe
way shewished her body could. It was like watching someone dowly inject degath.

Sasha closed her eyes for amoment, trying to wrestle Captain Sasha Trudeau, the woman she'd been, to
the forefront of her mind. It felt like thewalls of Dugan's Bed & Breekfast were closing in on her. How
was she supposed to stay here or explain to the barrel-chested EIf who owned the place that he, his
patrons, and his entire staff were at risk?

Hunter was NOT supposed to be thig!

All demon-infected Werewolves had been sent back behind the demon doors or exterminated in the
region. Asfar as anyone knew, every infected Shadow Wolf on North American soil had also been
exterminated. People and supernaturd s felt safe walking the streets again. She and Hunter were United
Council of Entitiesicons of a supposed new erain supernatural diplomacy and law enforcement.

There were supposed to be clear categories of their kind—shadow wolves, those of the play lathat were
honorable and sworn to protect humans, Werewolves—perhaps not so honorable but they didn't ravage
humans unless provoked. .. then there was the demon-infected version of their speak. Those werethe
Werewolvesthat got the deadly contagion and couldn't shake it because they didn't possessthe
life-saving shadow wolf immunity. That was how it had been for eons. That wasthe way it was supposed
to be. Clear/cut and black and white, with no shades of gray.

How had her man fallen between the clearly de-marked lines of safety? Hunter was never supposed to



fall between the cracks. Was never supposed to be what he sullenly joked about—something undead on
ariva!

The normaly timid believed in them and had banded together to find uncommon courage in the name of
justice. The Fae Parliament had come together in an unusud display of solidarity with the Were Clans
and the Shadow Clansto vote out the devious Vampire Cartel, which had masterminded the entire
black-market, demon-wolf toxin scheme. Even the Mythics and Phantoms gave up their fierce feuda
independence for once to join forces and oust those who supported theillicit demon-toxin trade.
Uninfected Werewolf Clans had a fragile peace with the clean Shadow Clans, voting as huge blocs,
which left a vendetta on the table with the Vampires. They had to watch their backs; everyone who'd
gone againgt the Vampire Cartdl had to stay sharp.

And now her man was fighting avery private, seemingly losing battle against the thing hed championed a
the conference—honor among wolves.

Defeat made each inhale ache as Sasha drew in shallow breaths. There were local business-supernaturas
and pub ownersto worry about, too, like Ethan McGregor and his gentle, healing wife, Margaret, who
aso worked at Tulane posing as ahuman ER trauma unit nurse when not helping out a her husband's
tavern. The couple were just now getting their lives back on track, trying to keep unsuspecting human
patrons oblivioudy coexigting with their steady supernaturd clientele at their lively Fae dehouse around
the corner. Sheld half expected The Fair Lady to be firebombed after Ethan and Margaret had testified
againg the vamps, effectively putting their lives on theline and exposing themsel ves and their young
children to possible retdiation.

Hunter, therefore, had to hold the line for more than himself; the community looked up to him... them.
Even her military brass had given her and her squad a much-needed month'sleave following the glowing,
abeit somewhat doctored reports—courtesy Xavier Holland—for amission well accomplished.

Bless Doc for his golden pen. Disaster had been averted. After thetragic loss of five-star generd Donald
Wilkerson, no one questioned her methods as long as they worked and the public was none the wiser.
She knew a part of them was scared shitlessand didn't redly want to know. Asfar asthe brasswas
concerned, her squad had averted a potential civilian catastrophe—and perhaps they had.

But the fact that one could have occurred meant that the pressure was on from the schizophrenic human
military forces, which wanted to learn more about al things preternatura. Brass wanted to know, but
didn't want to know. People needed deniability, but also needed to be able to deep at night. Fear factors
had to be addressed. That wasredl.

That meant sooner or later questions would be asked, there'd be ademand for cogent intel, and anything
the least bit suspect would make every high-ranking officia up the food chain extremely nervous.

For now, they viewed her and her team as the best operatives to mine sensitive data. However, they
didn't know jack about Hunter or the various Wolf Clans she'd kept on the down-low. Yet in the
supernatural community, she and Hunter were supposed to be the law, diplomats from the North
American Shadow Wolf Clan—protectors of the weaker supernaturas and humans. They'd even won a
rare seat for Shadows and Werewolves to co-represent at the UCE Elder's Bench.

Now this... horrible secret, the kind of thing she'd aways sworn she'd never be aparty to. Easier said
than done. If the Shadow Clanslearned of Hunter's struggle, after al they'd been through, they might
exterminate him on sight. His own enforcer, Bear Shadow, would be sent. That was the way of the wolf.
Clean. Non-negotiable. Efficient. Then theloca pack of hisancestry would grieve in long, mournful
howls. His grandfather, Silver Hawk, would be given hisremains, and then it would become pack and



clan higtory told ordly for generationsto follow.

But she also had the other part of her life to worry about, the human side. If her military brasslearned she
was harboring apotentid virus carrier, and had dept with him, they'd have them both targeted. Best case,
they'd shoot him and court-martia her for treason, then hang her. At this point, she wasn't redlly sure that
she cared. Her insgdes were dying very dowly as she watched the man she loved and had once admired
dowly become lost to himsdlf. A glver bullet to the center of her forehead would've been more merciful
thanthis.

Sasha gazed out the window from where she sat amid mussed bed linens. Her squad was nearby; she
could fed Fisher's presence, dong with Woodss. The signature of her wolf familiars was strong enough
to raise the hair on her arms, and where those guys were no doubt the rest of her squad would be, too.
Clarissa, Winters, and Bradley hung with Woods and Fisher like family, which was agood thing.
Couldn't hurt to have two good soldiers with solid wolf sensesin aloose formation with aseer, akinetics
guy, and someone versed in the dark arts all watching one another's backsin VVoodoo town.

The sadder point, though, wasthat they'd al bonded like family... they loved Hunter like a brother, the
same way Doc had taken him into his heart like ason. Confusion ate at her mind as she wrestled with the
question of who to go to firs—Doc, or Hunter's grandfather Silver Hawk? Or maybe sheld quietly spesk
to the team's biochemist and resident seer, Clarissa, before derting the elders.

Sasha kept her gaze trained on the window, trying her best to ignore the sight that haunted her periphera
vison—of Hunter prepping avein. She then mentally shunted aside the soundsin the room until she could
only hear therevelry going on a Finnegan's Wake bar acrossthe dtreet... afitting name for the merry
Fae community that frequented the establishment, but the happiness had long been bled out of their room.

For more than three weeks after the blue-moon-coordinated United Council of Entities Conference,
Hunter had hidden his worsening condition from her like ajunkie. The only reason held been ableto
shape-shift so quickly at the conference was because Doc had dipped him some meds. If shed only
known then, maybe she could have convinced him to goin for afull eva beforeit got thisfar. Hundreds
of thoughts battled for dominancein her brain. There had to be something that could be done! Why had
he hidden it for so long?

But little by little his condition had grown impossible to conced from the person who'd shared his body
and bed. Now his need eclipsed the shame and held smply stopped trying to pretend anymore. It was
what it was.

Sheld seen the tracks; knew what they were from years of having taken those same meds at Doc's
ingstence. After awhile, shooting up in less obvious placesjust didn't cut it; you needed avein, amainline
artery. Denia had claimed he—making her pray they were spider bites, when she knew better. Now he
was needle-dependent. .. even though held ironically been the one to free her from the purgatory of life
on metabolic drugs. There was no justice in the world. Each injection worked more dowly, was more
painful. That's how she'd found out—the night he'd shot up in the bathroom and had falen, convulsing.

Thelook of humiliation in his eyes remained burned into her mind. For dl Hunter's srength therewas a
pleading qudity that begged her not to flee, not to leave him, but aso not to come help him up ashis
canines ripped through his gums. She'd been paralyzed in the doorway, just as she was parayzed now
gtting on the sde of the bed spping shallow breaths while he pumped afist with hisbelt in histeeth and
tightly pulled againgt his bicep.

Wherewas hisinner wolf... that pristine, free being who disbelieved in Western medicine? The drugs
would make hiswolf senses dull. Hewould no longer be ableto hear a pesk efficiency, or movelike



lightning, or seein the shadows... or become one with the shadows. He wouldn't see auras or sense
gpproaching danger—all the things hed given her a glimpse off when she came off the meds were now
denied him because of acruel blow of fate. Because an honorable man had tried to do theright thing,
he'd been handicapped by the very scourge held hunted. Held battled evil, and it had bitten him, polluting
his system so severdly that his Shadow Wolf immunity was not kicking into sop it. Theinjustice of it
stabbed her spirit. There had to be away to get Max back to normal, back to his glorious Shadow Wolf
f.

Tasting tears as she swallowed hard, she refused to let them fal. "Tap the oxygen out of it," she said
quietly, knowing that he was so eager for asecond hit of his meds, he was about to make a deadly
mistake.

A first-quarter moon washed a blue-white haze across Hunter's handsome, ebony face, and she watched
him struggle to stop to take afew seconds to tap the hypodermic. It wasn't even afull moon yet and
aready he wasin agony. She wondered what would happen when the luminous disk in the sky became a
waxing gibbous then went full. His disheveled hair spilled in an onyx wash across his broad shoulders. It
had |ost the eagle feather and |eather thong, along with some of its naturd luster. That made her sadder as
she stared at him wondering if thistime would be the tipping point, the point of no return for his Shadow
Woalf.

"| waited too long," he said with awince. "Let it get too near dark and |et the moon come up on me.
Every time | keep hoping thiswill bethelast, but it isn't.”

Sasha stood and quickly waked toward him, drawing on al her military training to remain calm despite
theweight on her heart and soul. "L et me prep your needle before you kill yoursdf," shesaidinaquiet
but firm tone.

"If it's gotten thisfar where | can't even wait to prep adamned needle,” he said with a bitter chuckle,
"then it doesn't much matter, doesit?"

She hdd hissinew-thick forearm, "Y egh. It mattersto me. Kill yourself on your own watch, but not in
front of my face." She snatched the needle from him, held it up to the moonlight, and gaveit afew quick
taps before expressing some of the serum. "After you take this, we need to talk.” She stabbed into a
bulging vein without mercy, tearsthat sheld refused to let fal dightly blurring her vison. "That'sadouble
dose... more than enough to hold back ahard trangtion.” She yanked the needle out and stared a him
as he shuddered and hislids lowered. "Enough to get you high. When did you start double-dosing.
Max?'

Hunter nodded and alowed his head to dowly loll back. "Y eah... enough to get me high.”

Sasha hurled the needle across the room and went in search of her jeans, T-shirt, and sneskers. She had
to get out before she shot him. Y et at the sametime, in her soul she knew it would bethe same as
murdering thevictim.

"You okay?' he asked calmly, findly lifting his head with alazy smile and appraisng her in her French-cut
gray cotton briefs and midriff cotton camisole.

"No! I'm not okay," she shouted, whirling around to snatch her nine-millimeter off the dresser and to dip
on her shoulder holster over her T-shirt.

"Why not, beyond the obvious?' he said, rubbing his pams down hisface and sitting forward in his
boxers.



"Why not? Why not! Because you're not okay, Hunter!" Her fingersfelt like they'd become fat sausages
as shetried to work her wegpon into place and zip up her jeans. Her mind was scrambled, her words
unclear, her vison blurry. She couldn't breathe.

"Sowhat elseisnew?’ he said drily. "Isthisthe part where you tell me we're breaking up, or what?' He
stood, no longer looking at her, and began searching for hisjeans.

"We haveto get you to Doc. Y ou have to stop overdosing on the meds. The amount you're taking is—"

"Killing thefucking pain, Sasha" he said in alow, rumbling, murmur that came out near agrowl. "So if
you've leaving me, then do it in one swift, decisive move—like arazor cut. Don't stab me over and over
again with the goddamned threat.” He yanked on his pants and stripped the belt from hisarm asan
afterthought. "'I've gotta go eat; this bullshit makes me nauseous on an empty stomach. | would ask you to
joinme, but on nightslikethis, it's gotta be raw.”

For amoment she just stared at him. Then dowly, very dowly, she turned away without aword, opened
the door, and walked down the hall toward fresh air.

CHAPTER 2

Purposefilled each of Sasha'slong strides as she walked down the hall and then jogged down the curved
gaircase. Giving the gentedl house staff aquick greeting, she then pushed past the ornate,
antebel lum-furnished space, through the French doors, and out into the humid night. Freedom.

The contrast between the air-conditioned, upscae interior shed just left and the bawdy tourist district,
compounded by thick, warm air, made her seek balance in the tavern across the street. Finnegan's Wake
had a Coronawith her name on it. She was now awoman on amission.

But asthat instant-reflex thought crossed her mind, it also gave her amoment of pause. What was
different about her going on a beer-bender and what Hunter was doing? Pain was pain, painkiller was
painkiller, and self-medication was exactly thet, either way.

Sasha quickly thrust through the tavern doors and | et the air-conditioned coolness and hard thrum of
music flow over her senses. Thinking too hard about it all would make her upgrade from abeer to Wild
Turkey or tequila, maybe even kamikaze shots with the fellas.

Theloca supernaturd citizenry smiled at her or gave arespectful nod asthough the sheriff had just
walked into awild west bar. If only the human tourists and kids escaping school on break knew.

There were only afew Fae peacekeeping forces | eft in the area since most of the conference diplomats
had pulled out. Sasha had to smile as a couple of very handsome archers discreetly lifted an dein her
direction with aquestion in their eyes after they'd quickly scouted the premises for signs of the big wolf
who normally escorted her. That was afactor she hadn't expected: how thingswould look if she suddenly
started showing up placesin the supernatural community alone. She hated that it now made a difference,
when dl her life shed gone wherever shed wanted as her own woman—not somebody's woman. The
entire concept was not only aien but Neandertha-thinking as far as she was concerned. However, sheldd
a so been adiplomat long enough to know these things mattered. Every species had a protocol.

Sashallet out aquiet Sigh and looked harder through the crowd for her team. Country music and its
sad-gtory lyrics chafed her nerves. Why couldn't it have been dl-things-Irish night? Sasha glanced & the



Fae soldiers again as she elbowed her way toward the tablesin therear. At least it wasn't R& B or the
blues.

Two pairsof dark, intense eyes stared back at her from beneath a heavy fringe of dark lashes. One of
the archers wore a chocol ate | eather jacket, pants, and boots so finely tooled that she shoved her hands
in her pockets to stem her longing to touch them.

Onfirg glance she might have thought he was a Vampire, because the pure sensudity that oozed off him
was completely hypnotic. Y et his multihued aura and the warmth that emanated from him told her hewas
anything but dead. His smile also told her that he'd gppreciated her thorough assessment of him and that
shed given hersdf away.

Still, it was hard not to stare at him or his patrol partner. They were both stunning. Thefirst onein brown
leather had awash of silky milk-chocolate tresses that shone like glass spread over his broad shoulders,
and hislush mouth was set so perfectly in the flawless café-au-lait frame of hisface, complete with deep
dimples, that he was mesmerizing. A thin darkening shadow of new beard covered hisjaw like velvet.
Yet for al his Fae beauty, she was awolf down deep and preferred her males abit more rugged. Maybe
acut over the eye, an imperfect nose from abrawl... it was sick but what could she say? The fact that
any of this had entered her mind was disturbing, though.

Thefirgt archer's partner leaned forward, his midnight-blue irisesfilled with wonder, and hisface no less
handsome in its stark contrast with the spill of blue-black hair that draped his black-leather-clad
shoulders. What helacked in dimples, he made up for in arega aguiline nose, chin cleft, and dashing
amile. Tall, snewy like balet dancers, with long graceful hands, they were absolutdly breathtaking asa

pair.

They lifted abrow at the same time, brought their aes up to their mouths dowly, and then set them down
in unison with exact precision. It waslike watching a synchronized dance. However, the very serious
proposition wasin the subtle eyebrow gesture and the way they glanced at each other for amoment
before taking avery purposeful sp fromtheir steins.

Ménage atrais... ? Noooo. Sasha chuckled quietly and kept walking.

They seemed disappointed as shetilted her head, bowed dightly, closed her eyesfor abeat longer than a
normal blink required, and thus declined without aword. Y et that was be enough to keep the more
bashful of the species at bay. It was clear that if she'd said no to thetall, lithe archers, who were
positively gorgeous, then the Ghomes and other less aesthetically gifted members of the Fae society could
assume she wasn't about to crossthe line. Coadl.

But she was dso well aware that thiswouldn't mean jack to any Werewolf maes present. Any Shadow
Wolf maeswould be respectful of the so-called mate bond that had been displayed at the UCE
Conference, but Werewolves... it was all about continual presence and show of force. New awareness
of just how precarious this situation had become stoked defiance within her. Screw it. Shewanted a
beer.

Thick-bodied maes from The Order of the Dragon smiled at her as she shoved past them to get to the
bar where she could better scout for her squad. They seemed to take her subtle refusal of the Fae asan
invitation that only meant she didn't do that species... and since her big Shadow Wolf was AWOL, hey.
She cast them aglare with alow, warning snarl, which they cheerfully accepted as she passed them.
Damn, why did it haveto be al of this? She wasjust glad that the Vampires had been so completely
offended by the events of the conference, they'd retreated to their own private blood clubs for now.
Tonight she wouldn't have the persona wherewithd to remain politicaly correct if amember of the



undead propositioned her.

Sasharuffled her hair up off her neck in frustration. Where were her guys, and when had entering abar
gotten so complicated? It was bad enough navigating al this bull as ahuman female; now she had to dedl
with the supernaturd crap, too—all because of achangein rank in relationship to Hunter? Geez!

"Findly by yoursdlf, | see” adeep voice said in alow, sensud growl behind her.
This particular voice didn't make her spin on it with anger. Instead it made her somach do flip-flops.

"Just came in for acold one and to catch up with my squad before we move out,” she said ascamly as
possible, straightening her spine and turning dowly.

For amoment, neither of them spoke. Both took their time openly assessing each other.
"You look good,” Shogun saidin alow rumble, not hiding hisadmiretion.

"You do, too," shereplied quietly, wishing sheld put more cavdier confidencein her tone. "Thanksfor the
support back at the UCE Conference. We needed your voting bloc—as well asthe show of force. We
aso deeply appreciated your willingness to go down swinging with usin afirefight.”

Anintense sare met hers. A graceful mouth dowly lifted into alopsided smile. Dazzling white upper and
lower canines caught the tavern's overhead lights before receding into a perfect human denta line. A
ruggedly handsome, copper-hued face dowly grew serious as they said nothing. Almond-shaped eyes
appraised the shape of her mouth, and she watched an Adam's apple bounce in athroat that seemed
momentarily at alossfor words.

Hed tied hisdark hair back into a ponytail—a new image; he once was bad. Through hislight cotton,
collared polo shirt and jeans, she was well aware that hiswolf wanted out. It seemed as though every
tense, sculpted musclein histoned biceps, abs, and chest wastrying to hold it back. It wasthe kind of
thing that could start acivil war.

"l notice you're using the terms we and us but | only see you here tonight. Am | reading too much into
things, or isthere an opportunity present because you've findly made some hard persona decisons?’

Now it was her turn to swallow hard. Of dl the individuas who could have approached her, why would
it have to be thisone?

"Nothing's changed,” she said with false bravado. "I just camein for abeer and to hang out.”
"Alone?'

"Yeah," shescoffed. "Thisis America, last | checked. Women are allowed to go to abar aone for the
sole purpose of having adrink.”

Hissmilewidened. "True" he said, stepping closer. "In the human world. It'sjust that, this closeto afull
moon, when one has openly declared amate. .. it could send mixed sgnalsin our world." Hegavea
swift nod in the direction of the disgppointed Fae archers. "That's why they tried a bedazzling spell.”

Sasha blinked twice and refused to comment. The last thing she wanted was to seem ignorant of was yet
another supernaturd culturd fine point. Damn, she should have known that!

"Theresalot your Shadow might not have exposed you to as a permanent mate," Shogun said with a
confident chuckle, ignoring how her gaze narrowed on him. "Who knows... maybe | could fill in the gaps



asatemporary but regular lover?”
"Excuseme," shesaid camly, beginning to leave. "But thanks for the support.”

"Wait... I'm sorry," he said, staying her leave with atentative caress againg her forearm. "That was out
of order. Blameit on the moon.”

Shelet her breath out hard but kept her tone easy. Although she didn't understand why, she didn't want
to hurt hisfedings. "Look... | know there€'s been chemistry since that first time we bumped into each
other in North Korea, but..."

"I'mjust satisfied that you've finaly admitted that," he said quietly, staring at her with an unblinking gaze.
"Therewas chemistry when | saw you fight in the mountains... | just wish it would have been with me,
rather than him. We fought well together in that Vamp house to free your pack brother. It waslikea
dance, Sasha. | haven't forgotten it, or you."

Shelooked away for amoment, but was drawn back to his magnetic stare. "To even comment on any of
that isway too volatile given theissues at hand,” she said in avery private reply. "Now it's gone beyond
just amatter of right and wrong—there's detente between huge clans that haven't had peacein eons.
Right now this new aliance and new peeceisvery fragile... thelast thing | want to do istip the balance.
Theresalot to consider, like mega Federations on your sSde and mine, al right?

He swallowed hard and nodded. "The fact that you've processed all that... have turned each component
around and around in your mind like the colored squares on aRubik's Cube, trying to seeif therewas
any way for the colorstolineup..."

"No. That's not what | was doing," she said, scanning the crowd, now not so much looking for her team
as she was monitoring the crowd for signs of Hunter.

"Then why isthe hair standing up on your arms and the nape of your neck like you're on guard just from
talking about it, much lessthinking it? Y ou never even mentioned his name or the fact that the way you
felt about him was the primary reason you wouldn't consder—"

"l haveto go."
"Héesnot himsdf, ishe?!
Again she stopped and couldn't move.

"Why would you ask me something like that?* she said in anear whisper, panic making her heart dam
againg rib bones.

"It'sinyour eyes," Shogun said in asoft rumble, blocking her retrest with aquick sdestep.

Sashalooked away and moved around his body, careful not to brush against him asshe did so. "I need
to catch up with my team. Hunter isfine.”

Shogun's grasp melted into her bicep. "Y ou're staying a a B and B acrossthe stret,” he said with a
quick nod in the direction of the establishment. "'For aweek now leading up to afull moon, whileit's
waxing, you've eaten done every morning. Y ou walk the streetsooking in shop windows by yourseif.
And thiscloseto afull moon, with awoman like you, the man should be howling the paint off thewalls.
Y our room has been dead Slent. That's unnaturd. Something iswrong.”

She snatched hersalf away from Shogun's grasp.



"And," hesadinalow, gravelly murmur, "I can't smdl him onyou, and | should... A month together,
Sasha, istoo soon for it to be like this. Maybeif you and | became one, it wouldn't spell war, but would
be afirs—a strong she-Shadow alpha and a strong Werewolf alpha. Perhaps we could make the new
dliance permanent like humansdid intimes of old... seding it with astrategic relationship that both
participants could a so thoroughly enjoy? Consder it. The offer stands.”

She lurched away from him, parting bodies in the sea of humans and supernaturas around her asthough
she were being chased. Almost stumbling into a clearing by the back of the tavern, she saw her squad
seated in asmal private room to the left of the main hall, esting crawfish and mastering shots.

Face flushed, blinking back hot moisture in her eyes, she prayed that the handsome Werewolf who'd
hunted her had gone. Woods and Fisher saw her first and raised shot glassesin an unsteady wave.

"Y 0, Trudeau, what's cooking!" Fisher said, his movements reminding her of ahuge, gangly Labrador.

Woods threw back his shot, shuddered, and then dammed his glass on the table before giving her a
wobbly salute. His brunette hair was a disheveled mess on top his head. Her guyswere pickled.

"I keep tdllin' 'em, Captain, it'slime, tequila, then sdt,” Woods argued good-naturedly.
Good God, her familiars were drunk as skunks.

"No, dude," Wintersdurred, hisrdatively thin, computer-tech arm and smal fist going up against
Woodss military-conditioned bulk. "It's sdt, tequila, lime," he continued with a quick succession of
actions and then shuddered hard. " Oo000, that's Coyote Ugly!"

"l don't understand the purpose of thisritud?' Bradley said, sudying the dark amber liquid in hisrocks
glass. "Not when a perfectly fine Irish whiskey isavailable.”

"They'retotaded,” Clarissasaid with an unsteady wobble while raisng aglass of whitewine. "Thisteam
needs badance. | told them if anyone knew the order of things, it would be Trudeau." Then suddenly
Clarissa's gaze seemed to sober. Shelowered her glass dowly, her smile now frozen in place. "I've gotta
pee, and | could use an escort. C'mon, Trudeau. March.”

Sashanever had a chance to enter the small private dining room but waited for Clarissato join her inthe
doorway. It was the smoothest recovery sheld ever witnessed, and the guys at the table were completely
oblivious

"See, McGill," Winters said, laughing, "what | don't understand iswhy women haveto peein pairs?
That's because you can't hold your liquor—who does white wine on their [ast night of leave? It's
un-American.”

"Well argue politicswhen | get back, Winters," Clarissa said, mussing histhicket of dark brown hair as
she passed him.

"Hey, be careful," he complained with awide grin. "I might get lucky tonight if you don't mess up my
moaojo. ThisisNew Orleans, the Big Easy."

"Inyour dreams, kid," Bradley said. "The Runes say don't count onit."

Sashaturned away from the revelry, ignoring the drunken conversation as Clarissalooped her arm
through Sasha's elbow.

"Hold me up so | don't trip and make afool of mysdlf, okay?"



Sashasmply nodded, walking like aZombie as she navigated Clarissa through the throng.
"Singlesdl," Sashasaid, opening the bathroom door to shove Clarissathrough.

"Good. Thenwe cantak," Clarissasaid, yanking her through the door and then locking it behind them.
Before Sasha could respond, Clarissa spun on her.

"What's the matter?' Clarissawhispered, her eyesfrantic. She kept wiggling as she spoke, and the fumes
off her breath were enough to make Sasha's eyes water.

"If you've gotta pee, then—"

"Yeah, | do, but don't leave." Clarissa hustled over to the toilet while Sasha quickly turned her back.
"Aw, man, thisisredly TMI..."

"Oh, relax and talk to me."

"How am | supposed to do that over the echo?' Sasha said, suddenly laughing. It was so absurd.

Clarissafell quiet for amoment as shefinished and then burst out laughing. "Okay, it takes some getting
used to—but | could tell something was wrong the second you walked up. Thisisthe only private place.
| know something's up, though, so spill it."

"That's because you're the team's resident psychic and dways think something'swrong.” Sasharested her
forehead on the door asthe toilet behind her flushed and the sink water went on.

"I'm done. Satisfied? Now can you cut the diplomatic crap and tell me wherethe big guy is?'
"I don't know," Sashawhispered.

"Whaddya mean, you don't know?" Clarissasaid too loudly.

Sasha spun, and the expression on her face made Clarissa step closer.

"Oh, shit... what's happened?”

"I need afavor,"” Sashasaid in alow murmur. "He's taking too many meds. Should have been weaned
from them by now and his Shadow Wolf system should have normaized. He should have fought the
infection he got from bites and scratches when we were at war with Dexter, and then built up immunity.”

"Hesill fluxing?' Clarissawhigpered, looking horrified.

"Yeah," Sashasaid and then glanced away. Thiswasthefirst time sheld admitted as much out loud, and it
terrified her. Y ou've got his blood samplesin thelab a Tulane from Doc's anti-toxin devel opment
efforts, mine from the transfusion | gave and had at the ready for his grandfather... you've got his
grandfather's, even have pure Shadow blood from a pack brother closer to hisage, Crow
Shadow—from the injuries everybody sustained during the battlesleading up to the UCE Conference,
right?'

"Y eah, we've got that in thelab. But Doc needs—"

"l don't want to go to Doc with thisyet," Sashasaid, cutting her off. "If... if it'stoo late, it'll bresk his
heart, and I'll tell him after | do what | have to do. But right now | need you to look at Hunter's blood.



Seeif therdsanything in hisDNA spird that's different from the otherslike him, maybe even look at
Doc's, because they are both male, have the same ethnicity foundation—see if you can isolate what's
different from his human markers and the Shadow Wolf markers..." Sasharaked her fingersthrough her
hair. "I'm grasping at strawsto try to understand what's making Hunter not build up the immunity again
like he did before." Her furtive gaze sought Clarissas. "What's wrong with him, Rissa? I've gotta know
what it isbefore | haveto put abullet in his skull.”

Clarissagrabbed Sasha by her upper arms. " Okay, listen to me carefully. Were not giving up on Hunter,
al right? Peopleinherit one set of genesfrom their mother, one from their father, but some of those genes
are switched off at both. Take the gene that fights cancer. In some people, both parents cancer-fighting
genes are switched on. In some people, only oneis, and if that |one gene gets disabled, theré's no
redundancy. There's no backup. That person is more susceptible to cancer than someone with adua
operating set of cancer fighters. Understand?”

"But we don't have time for lengthy genetic research,” Sasha shot back through her teeth.

"The lengthy research isaready under way. Doc has been at it for years, ashave others" Clarissasaid,
employing her tone and her tender expression to try to cdm Sasha. "The Duke University study that was
lad out in Genome Research isal about silenced genes, and they're looking at how stress, food,
pollution, al kinds of environmenta factors could cause that phenomenon. Hunter had aforeign agent hit
his system. He's been stressed to the nines. So I'm gonnatry my best, as quickly as| can, to find out for
why aset of imprinted genesis knocking out his backup set—the set that's supposed to fight of
demon-Werewolf infection.”

"I don't understand it," Sasha said, shrugging away from Clarissa so she could pace within the tight space.
"He was born from two Shadow Wolves, should have had adua set of anti-vira genes coded to take
out whatever hit his sysem—even if he did sustain atoxic Werewoalf infection asan infant. If one gene set
falled, the other should have stepped up.”

"Under norma circumstances,” Clarissasaid carefully. "But genetic imprinting knocks out that backup.
Molecular sgnastell or imprint the backup copy to be silent.” She dropped her voice to a near whisper
again. "When we looked at Werewolf blood in the lab back a NORAD before, they have the imprinted
gene weskness—and | haven't seen that in the dual Shadow Wolf gene sets. That seemsto be one of the
fine differences between the cousin species. Norma Werewolves who haven't been infected don't have
the redundancy that Shadow Wolf genetics provide."

"Y ou looked at Rod's blood before he went fullblown,” Sashasaid quietly, horrified, as she turned away.
Her old mentor and friend had been used as alab rat, and then once the disease the military had given
him erupted, she'd had to blow him away at point-blank range. The memory and images were enough to
make her hurl. Rather than do that, Sashasmply closed her eyes and swallowed hard.

"I'm sorry,” Clarissasaid, coming to her. "But what we learned from Rod might well save Hunter'slife.
The problem is, nobody can get to the NORAD stash except Doc—not since afive-star general had his
faceripped off in his own house from asupernaturd. | need pure Werewolf strain, not the
demon-infected variety anyway, to compare what'sin that DNA spiral versus what seemsto be mutating
in Hunter's"

"Il getit.”

Clarissarounded on her. "Not at therisk of you getting your face ripped off."

"I sad I'll getit," Sasharepeated firmly as she stared at Clarissa.



"How?' Clarissafolded her meaty arms over her breastsin protest.

"Inthe spirit of detente, I've got a contact,” Sashasaid quietly on ahard exhae, and then exited the
bathroom.

CHAPTER 3

Hunter lowered his nose and briefly closed his eyes, dlowing the tantalizing scent of meat and blood to
wash over him. He could literdly taste the air, the flavors hanging on it before covering histongue,
building sdivain hismouth. Heet wafted up to meet hisface... Therewas smply nothing like agood
steak.

"Iseverything to your liking, Sr?" the waiter asked, coming up behind him.

Hunter spunin hischair so quickly and growled so severely that the poor man backed up and lost his
tray. Severd supernatural patrons glared at the waiter in reproach, while human guests of The Fair Lady
looked on in confusion and Fae wait staff came over to help clean up the mess. Clearly disgusted, the
proprietor waved off the human server and pointed toward the kitchen.

"My gpologies” Ethan said quickly, hisruddy Elf cheeks thoroughly flushed. He leaned in toward Hunter
from avantage point where Hunter could see him head-on, and kept hisvoicelow. "Humans... |
shouldn't have hired ayoung college student, asthey aren't familiar with certain protocols—like never
coming up behind our wolf clientele unannounced while they're dining. Normaly, | have Phoenixesin to
supplement our Fae servers, but my Phoenixes were dl burning thisevening, sr.”

"No problem," Hunter said, but hisangry stare and the tone of hisvoice said otherwise. The kid had
gtartled him and bristled the hair on his neck. He should have felt him coming, and didn't—that wasthe
bitch of it.

"L et us courtesy your med, gir, for the affront,” Ethan said nervoudly.

"Not necessary," Hunter muttered, and then concentrated hard to retract the caninesthat had ripped his
gums. Ethan was good people, afixture in the supernatural community down here. No sensein upsetting
andly.

"Youll let me know, persondly, then... if you need anything?' Ethan said, ill sseming unsure. "Because
we vaue your patronage—yours and Captain Trudeau's, g, to the utmost.”

"Thank you, I'mfine" Hunter said, the mention of Sashagrating his nerves. He cut into the
twenty-eight-ounce steak before him and watched it bleed onto the plate. Stabbing at the huge hunk held
cut off, he brought it into his mouth with an angry shove as Ethan dipped away from histable.

Thistime nothing would catch him off guard. Hunter kept his gaze level with the bodiesin the
establishment while he ate. He saw the femal e flash him alittle canine before she sood and sauntered
over to histable. True, he was mated, but he waan't blind, either.

Unitil recently, she-Shadows had shunned him based on his clan legacy. Werewolf females had dways
done the same, given the long-running feud between the Federations. But this Were-femae looked
anything but put off by his presence. Hunter glanced up as she stood in front of histablein aprovocative

pose.



"Mindif | joinyou?'
Now, what was a man supposed to say to that?

Hunter looked over her tal, voluptuous frame and the way the black lace from her bra peeked over the
edge of her red blouse, exposing afantastic rack. Thelittle black leather skirt she wore waskiller againgt
her long legs, too. Creole women would be the death of him.

"Or will your woman object?’

Hed obvioudy taken a beat longer than she'd expected him to answer her. She tossed thick auburn hair
over her shoulder and waited, seeming dmost indignant. Her hazdl eyes had begun to glow amber. Pure
testosterone made his boot connect with the chair leg in front of him and shove it away from the table
toward her in asurly invitation. What the hell was he doing?

She yanked the chair back with a satisfied smile and sat Sdeways, seductively crossing her shapely legs.
"Thank you." She eyed his steak and licked her bottom lip.

Reflex made him cut apiece of it off for her.

Without consulting his brain, he handed her the knife that held stabbed the steak with. A smooth femae
hand caressed his knuckles as she accepted the knife from him and then dowly bit into the steak. He
watched adrip of hot steak juiceland on her |eft breast and run down her cleavage. She dabbed it with a
finger. Her eyes met his as she put the forefinger in her mouth then dowly extracted it. Thistime he was
the oneto lick hisbottom lip.

"S0... you want to?'

What kind of question was that? Hell yeah he wanted to, but there were considerations. On the other
hand... Sasha had been acting redly pissy for the last week and was treating him like he was some sort
of invalid—just wanted to cuddle, wanted to talk. Okay, he needed to cut the crap and stop rationdizing
theirrationd.

"Well?" the gorgeous female before him said, leaning forward as she took another bite of steak. "Do
Shadows aways make you ask them twice?' Her smile was warm and engaging, no malicein her tone.

She had aredly nicevoice...

"No... you don't have to ask metwice," Hunter said with alow chuckle. "Not awoman as beautiful as
you. I'mjust trying to decide if dying under a gibbous moon iswhat I'd want on my tombstone.”

She laughed and leaned closer, dlowing him afull view of her spectacular cleavage. "'l heard your mateis
atruewarior."

"Sheis" Hunter said, Sitting back and collecting hisknife to cut another piece of steak.

"But then, so are you," she murmured, dipping her finger into the steak juices on his plate and tasting them
again. "And | don't see her heretonight.”

The offer definitely had merit, and there was certainly no denying the erection this new femae had given
him. Torn, he opted to shove another thick piece of steak in his mouth. "Y ou want adrink?’

"Dewar's... negt," she sad, her canines cresting as she breathed out the request.

The timbre of her voice dmost made him set down his knife and fork. Instead he hailed the new waiter.



"Givethislady anything shewants," he rumbled deeper than intended.

"Right now, that'd be a Dewar's negt,” she told the waiter, and then turned to dide her legs under the
table to caresses Hunter's. "Wow," she said as her knee gently did againgt hisinner thigh. "Anything the
lady wants?"

He cut her another piece of steak and gave her hisfork without aword. She didn't accept it, but rather
bit the offering off the fork as she kept her eyes on him.

"That's not the piece of mesat | wanted.”

This new woman was making him figure things out with limited blood supply going to hisbrain. Sasha
would daughter him... then again, maybe she wouldn't. Maybe she didn't even fucking care. Maybe
they'd dready broken up—it sure seemed that way when she left their room. Or maybe he was about to
do something redlly stupid.

"Tel me how it worksin the Shadow world,” the woman at histable murmured. "Do | haveto
apha-challenge her, or are you afree agent?’

"Uh..."
"Because, darling, the way I'm feding right now, | don't think she could teke me."

A pair of glowing amber eyeslocked hisgazein place asavise-like grip of supple fema e thighstensed
around hisleg, rhythmically squeezing his hard-on in the process. Hunter swallowed past the lump in his
throat.

"Ligten... therésmoreto it than just what | want to do right now. Our clans have been at war for
decades, Federations diametrically opposed... and..." Her hand under the table stopped hiswordsfor a
moment. "Damn... who'syour mate?* he murmured againgt hiswill.

"Doesit matter?'
"It could," he said with effort.

"I saw your wolf emerge a the UCE Conference,” she said huskily. "Absolutely mgestic. 1'd been
waiting for you to ditch your she-Shadow and get alittle space of your own. Anybody | might have been
with, baby, | know you could take. .. so how about if we go get naked under the moon?"

The thought of banging this chick on dl fours had his mind in atemporary chokehold. Somehow held
managed to signd for the check, and seeing him do that had made her begin to dightly pant. It wasa
chain reaction that happened quickly—too quickly. The moment sheld begun to pant, dl he could think
about was the singular god of mounting her.

"Y ou're gonnamake me kill aman tonight,” Hunter said, pushing back from the table, but hesitating to
stand.

"I'd be honored," she said in ahard rasp, standing, her nipples now erect peaks beneath the sheer fabric
of her blouse. He could smdll the liquid hesat that smoldered between her thighs.

Cdlebrity clearly had its privileges and perils. Hunter stood dowly, unfolding his six-foot-five frame out of
the restaurant chair. There weren't enough medsin the world to preempt this. Right versus wrong had
nothing to do withit; thiswas purdy primd.



A low warning growl from behind made him grab the femaeswrist in complete ownership—that is, until
he saw who owned the growl.

"Bear?' Hunter said, letting go of the female beside him.
Shefolded her arms and rounded on him. "He'sabetal™

Hunter stared at his pack enforcer. "He'saso my friend." He watched Bear Shadow's shoulders begin to
relax. "In Shadow culture, we honor territories.”

Bear nodded at Hunter. "And mates," he sad, Sgnifying Sashawithout directly mentioning her.
"Isthisyour... friend?" Hunter asked, fighting to retract his canines.
"Whilein New Orleans" Bear grumbled.

"Not anymore,” the female said angrily, folding her amsand still looking & Hunter with longing. "Can we
get out of here?!

"No. | honor my pack brother's territory—"
"But you can beat—"

A sharp growl from Hunter cut off her argument, and in his periphera vision he noticed relief wash over
Ethan. 1t wasn't hard to guess why; amae wolf brawl wasn't about to erupt in his establishment. Y et at
the same time, Fae archers and bouncers from The Order of the Dragon seemed prepared for any
eventudity. The only oneswho seemed disgppointed were the few Werewolves who had been watching
the entire spectacle.

Bear Shadow's gaze met Hunter's with appreciation. No words were necessary as the miffed female
angrily yanked away from the table to go find an dphamale from the Werewolf Clans.

"Thank you," Hunter said after amoment, trying to soothe his pack brother's battered ego. But it was
hard not to stare of the femae's retreating form. She had apositively lovely ass.

"It was nothing,” Bear grumbled, shifting his stocky three-hundred-pound frame to Stare at the lost
femde, too.

"Might keep me from getting shot by Sashatonight,” Hunter said with alopsided grin.
"Y eah, maybe," Bear said, with no amusement in histone, and then inclined his head toward the bar.
Sashas stedly gray stare met Hunter's. She didn't say aword, just did into ashadow and was gone.

"Oh, shit..." Hunter rounded the table and headed out the front door. But out on the sireet, everything
created a shadow in the darkness.

"C'mon, Sasha," he said, jogging as he looked five ways a once. He was glad that people walking the
streets assumed he had aBluetooth in hisear and didn't think he was talking to himself.

Dead silence met him. Thefact that he couldn't accurately fed her disturbed him. Under normal
circumstances, asameated pair, he should have been able to fed her presence moving in and out of the
shadows around them. Tonight he couldn't. Hadn't for the last few weeks. Couldn't even shadow-dance
with her. His shadow moved with him, not asits own living, bresthing entity. His could no longer reach
out and caress hersto frenzy across the room without even touching her in the flesh—didn't she



understand what this was doing to him? Hers could still do that... hersblew him away. Herswasntt
crippled by avirus he didn't understand.

He stopped jogging and then dipped into an alley entrance, sure that he'd felt her there. Hoped that he
had. They needed to talk. Every shadow coming off the building and Dumpstersloomed long and lean.
The chase and quick hunt made hiswolf claw a hisinsides. Doubling over in pain, he stopped running for
amoment, then released amournful howl.

Echoing howlsmet him from the distance. The call of thewolf lit up the night air, renewing his erection,
renewing the need to go fera, yet the shadows were no longer gateways to him. They were no moreto
him than they were to Werewolves or humans. A hard tap on his shoulder spun him around just as
Sasha's punch dropped him.

Hunter sprang up from the asphalt, spoiling for afight, holding hisjaw. Sheéld actualy used the brick
building's shadow to level him—knowing he couldn't shadow-hop? A snarl was his answer before
something insane snapped within and he rushed her.

She spun into a shadow and out again, no weapon in her hand but pure rage burning in her eyes. "Even
money saysyou didn't even get that bitch's name!”

Hunter stopped dead in histracks and rubbed his jaw again. "It's not what it looked like."

Sashads normally gray eyesbegan to flicker amber as her upper and lower caninesfilled her lovely mouith.
"Areyou out of your damned mind?' she shouted. "Y ou put dliances on theline for apiece of tail?"

"I've been the fucking North American Clan alphafor the last decade, Sashal Thelast thing | would dois
creste apoliticd—"

"Just stop!” she said, storming up to him. “Thisisn't about me or you or what we want persondly or
whatever's going wrong between us. It's bigger than that and you're out of control, Hunter!"

He yanked her to him by the front of her T-shirt and kissed her hard. "1 know."

She snatched herself away and stared at him, furious.

"I'm out of control,” he admitted, circling her.

She matched his movements, wary, her eyes glittering with rage.

"Don't go into the shadows," he breathed out inarush. "I can't follow you there and it's eating me up.”
"Y ou would have fucked her," Sashagrowled.

"| thought you said thiswasn't about us," he said in alow rumble, trying to keep her from a shadowy
section of aley where she could disappear.

"It's not. It's about detente!"

Lightning-fast he snagged her shirt again, able to propd her forward and off balance. They both knew
she had enough military skillsto have stopped him—if shed wanted to. Her abdomen collided with his,
amost knocking thewind out of him.

"Then in the spirit of diplomacy,” he said, thrugting hisfingersinto her hair and drawing in the glorious
scent of it. "Let'skeep our aliance strong. All right?"



Her body wasrigid but there were any number of self-defense moves she could have made to hurt
him—and, she hadn't. HEd |eft himsdf wide open to let her decide this dance.

"What's happening to us?' he said, breathing the words into her hair. Her familiar warmth coated him and
soaked into his bones. "1 missthis—us"

"So you'd get that from wherever?' she said, her voice il tight like her bodly.

His mind was on fire, his mouth sought hers nonethel ess, unable to argue with her. His hands found the
dip in her spine, the high, tight rise of her backside, felt the tautness of her thighs... damnit dl onthe
amog full moon. Her arms had finaly encircled him and the tension in her body was dowly draining

avay.
"No," hefindly said, tearing his mouth away from hers. "I'll admit to being flattered, but—"

Sashawound his ponytail around her fist and yanked it hard to stare at him. "Hunter... you'relying." It
was aflat satement of fact, now strangely containing no anger. "I've never seen you lie. Shadow Wolves
cant, not very eadly. Y ou won methat first time telling me you were no liar." She dropped her hand
away astearsfilled her eyes. "That wasthe onething | most admired about you."

Seeing her thisway, her body struggling to pull away from his, her soul shredding asit disconnected from
him, made him panic. Helet her go, the humid night air no match for her warmth, the separation knifing
hisgroin.

"Sasha... | don't know what to say to you to get you to understand any of this... any of what I'm going
through.” Helet hisbreath out hard. "We shouldn't be having this conversation in agoddamned dley."

"Oh, what would be better—a bar?"
"Right now, yeah. Buy you around.”
She tared a him and lifted her chin. "A six-pack in the room and you're on.”

He nodded but didn't move for amoment. "When | shoot up with the meds... it'slike my wolf ison
fire... needsto come out, but can't. Everything isintense, dmost like what | guess a Were's full-moon
trangition would be—but because I'm not one of them, | don't change. It hurtslike hell, isal | can say.”

Sashagtared at him, assessing his statement. Thistime he wastelling the truth. She sniffed theair and
walked in closer. "You're dso trailing male Werewolf pheromone," she admitted. "Y ou'd better stay out
of the bars or you might piss them off and get jumped.”

Asdiesdl asHunter was, with the rep he owned in the clans, oh, yeah... she could see why the alpha
Werewolf femae had made amove to work her way up his pack ranksto try to get to him. Made sense.
Y et another part of her was suspicious. It was too contrived, too happenstance for her liking... Not that
even the average human femae wouldn't want to jump his bones—till, it wasthetiming. Timing that
seemed designed to create irreparable damage between them. Split the leadership, you could advance an
agenda. The question was. Who?

"Onthissubject,” Hunter said quietly, misreading her long silence. "'l swear | anno liar." Helooked
away. "And... if I'm trailing pheromone like you say, then trust mewhen | tdll you that the hormone flux
that goeswith it isatrue bitch."

Again she stared at him, watching his stone-cut chest expand and contract with deep breaths that he took
in through his mouth. His damp T-shirt was practicaly welded to him, and the eight-pack in hisabs



trembled ever so dightly with each inha ation. The erection he owned was ridiculous and—given the shift
in conversation—shouldn't have been.

"Hunter, listen... maybe I'm not fully understanding everything about this. The meds, before we redlized
we didn't need them, were like downers for me and the squad when we used to take them..."

"It gartsout likethat,” Hunter said, stretching out hisarmsto flat-palm the brick wall before him. He
dropped his head, closing his eyes as he spoke. "Firgt hit chills me out, brings me down, keeps the wolf
at bay... thenit can't get out—I can't trangtion,” he said through histeeth. "I'm haf afraid of what will....
but it hurtslike hell. Second shot eases the pain, but drives me fucking nuts when the moon iswaxing.”
Helooked at her, eyes now amber-rimmed in the dark.

"But before... you took one shot and then would nod off."

"Themoon waswaning," he said. "After the full moon of the conference, | was mysdlf. Didn't haveto
take the meds daily—and when | began to haveto, that first time when you found me..."

"The convulsons—"

"Y eah, the convulsiond™ he shouted, punching thewall and making a section of the brick crumble.
"Remember how | waswhen | got up off the floor?

Sashalooked away into the dark, dark night. How could she forget?

"That was adouble shot on the night, midpoint, when the moon went from waning to wax." He pushed
away from thewall and circled her. "So | tried to make it al week with one shot, nodding off in your
arms, trying not to take a double hit until | thought 1'd puke up my guts—and every night it's gotten worse
whileyou'vetreated melikean invaid! Shit! Tonight | need you to be my lover, not my fucking nurse!”

He pointed at her hard, breathing hard. "On that | am no liar, Sashal But what I've just said probably isn't
politically correct enough for you, or hasn't been anayzed enough for you. If you wannabed a Werewolf,
then goddamn it, bed me! Y ou don't think | can smell Shogun on you? He must have been standing close
enough to you at Finnegan'sto leach his scent into your clothes. Tell melI'maliar.”

Sheturned on her hed. "Let'sgo."

"So that'sit? Just like that, you're pissed off and don't want to hear any more, right?”
"Wrong," shesaid quietly. "l just understand the condition.”

Hejogged to catch up with her. "What the hell isthat supposed to mean?”

She grabbed the front of his shirt and kissed him hard. " Shut up. Go back to the room. | promise not to
be your nurse, unlessthat's a pending fantasy, dl right?’

A pair of shrewd, gleaming eyes opened within the depth of the aley. A low, satisfied chuckle whispered
on the night and then, just as quickly, was gone.

CHAPTER 4



The breath literally got knocked out of Sasha on her way through the double French doors of the B& B.
Her back took the brunt of theimpact and amost shattered pricel ess stained glass. There wasn't enough
time to be thoroughly humiliated by the very wide smiles of the establishment staff and afew wandering
gueststhat greeted them. All of that would have to be sorted out | ater.

Hand-to-hand combat was a must to get Hunter to bypass body-damming her againgt the parlor
furnishings once they'd cleared the doors, and sheld had to make a break for the stairs to salvage any
dignity or privacy she once owned. That had required flip-rolling him hard on the floor and amad dash,
then bolting up three seps at atime to the third floor and down the long hdlway. The evasive tactic didn't
dissuade himin the least; instead, it thoroughly turned him on.

A few seconds of distance was her friend as she fumbled to get the key in the door to avoid having to
explain to Dugan why hisbest B& B suite door was off its hinges.

Hunter hit the third-floor landing only moments behind her asthough hiswolf had finaly broken free.
Skidding into thewall, he stopped partialy stunned, shook his head for amoment to study his quarry,
eyes glowing amber, caninesin full. Oh, shit, thiswas gonnabe bad...

The only speed advantage she had was that her wolf was just under her surface and ill bleto her
human form. But what Hunter currently lacked in speed he made up for in mass. Hissix five versus her
five seven: It didn't take arocket scientist to do the math.

Oncein the room, Sasha stood to the side of the door hidden in a shadow as he barreled through. Then
shedammed it behind him. Hunter's sheer momentum took out the coffee table and alamp. She quickly
removed her weapon and tossed it across the room with the safety on, lest she be tempted to useit. In
his condition, if hetried to yank off her leather holster, he/d probably didocate her shoulder.

Gone was her patient, careful Shadow Woalf lover. Gone was the man who would drive her insane with
lengthy foreplay and shadow caresses. Max Hunter had gone straight animal.

Disarming in front of him clearly had the same effect as apole dance. She saw that as Hunter got up from
the floor dowly, his gaze following her every move. But there was a so something extremely exciting, ina
twisted sort of way, about seeing him likethat. It pulled at the prima side of her being, caling her wolf,
herstaunting histo make it more ferocious.

Heinstantly stripped his T-shirt over his head. Her gaze raked the dark mahogany surface of the skin
he'd exposed, appreciating every single chiseled brick. Immediately she took off her sneakersand
shimmied out of her jeans. For afew seconds he closed his eyes as though she'd punched him. He
quickly bent to unlace his boots but winced and had to back off for amoment to stop, panting from the
pain. She came forward to help, stripping off her shirt as she walked toward him. By the time shegot to
him naked his hands were shaking.

She said nothing, just laid her cheek and palms again his hot chest for amoment then kissed his sscomach
as she did down his body. The man was burning up; the contact practicaly seared her cheek and lips.
Hunter's breath audibly hitched the moment sheld grazed him. His skin was on fire, at that transition heeat
where hiswolf should have legpt through his human form.

Pain from his repressed wolf coated her indgdes as she hugged him, laying her cheek againgt his somach
for amoment, trying to cam that tormented creature within him. To no avalil.

Even asashadow heder, her hands only seemed to add to hisagony. An intricate network of thick
abdomina muscles contracted againgt her face as a degp moan erupted from histhroat. The sound of his
suffering made her hands work more quickly to get him out of his boots and jeans. Shetried to remove



the cumbersome denim fabric, tried to dideit down and over hisdim hipswithout inadvertently hurting
him, but gpparently she wasn't moving fast enough.

Tearing at the fabric blindly once his boots were off, he shed his jeans like second skin. She looked up a
him for amoment; he looked down at her, his hands dowly balling into fists. When she quickly shesthed
him with her mouth, hisvoice rent the air and his knees buckled. Another quick glance up explained
everything. His head was tipped back, mouth open, eyestightly shut, tears streaming from their corners
as he dowly shook his head. She understood; he wastoo far goneto play at thisthing. He needed her
pronto. Required total body heat and friction... in theway of the wolf.

Sasha backed up. Hunter dropped to his knees where held been standing. An agonized amber stare
trapped her. She turned around and nestled into the cave hed made for her body to fit against on all
fours. He mounted her with awail, coaxing one from her, too—hot skin diding againgt hot skin, sweat
and female essence providing heat-dathered sound.

On every power thrust she could fed hiswolf begging to come out, dying to come out, filling hislungs
with deep rumbling thunder that reverberated through her bones.

Wide mae hands braced againgt the floor to soon score an arearug, pulling up nap and damaging
hardwood. Frustration and pleasure sank him into her deeper each time, making her throw her head back
and cry out. Primal, driving pleasure lifted her hips and dip-swayed her back, bringing her breaststo
sweep the floor, until ahard arm welded itself to her waist for more leverage.

His body was hot stone, burning up. Every return to her body released agutturd moan from his depths.
She could barely get his name out, much less her next bregath, but the moment she cried out again both his
arms gripped her waist and his sweat-damped face scorched her back.

A sudden, blinding climax left her convulsing hard enough to swalow her tongue. Needing an anchor, she
dug her nailsinto Hunter's muscle-corded thighs as he pulled her back againgt him, still thrusting.

Sensations ricocheted from his body into hers then back, the shadowsin the room holding alife echo dl
their own. She could fed that blend in with their sweat-saturated skins, compounding ecstasy into every
touch. It was dl too much a once... dl too insane and frantic. She was on the verge of passing out; he
was breathing erratically. From the way his body dry-heaved againgt hers and the way his thrusts had
devolved to inconsistent jabs, she knew he wasin a place where pure agony resided.

A pair of rough hands aggressively covered her breasts, then swept down her torso to hold her hipsas
shefdl forward again, palms pressed to the floor. Swest from his burning face splattered her spine. His
deep-timbred moans now had amournful, pleading quality that sent shivers down her spine.

Hot breath pelted her shouldersin steaming bursts. Her man was trapped between heaven and hell,
between hiswolf and his human, between release and torture, and no matter how hard she worked, he
was stuck there at midpoint.

Peering backward she saw how pain had contorted his expression, furrowing his brows above tightly
shut eyes. His dark, handsome face glistened in the moonlight from pure sweet effort. Hishair wasawild
mane of dark velvet across his shoulders. Five o'clock shadow was thickening on his square jaw, the
muscleinit pulsing to histhrusts. His need had become so greet that she could intermittently hear him
whimper between ragged gulps of air. Every now and again he bit his bottom lip and then suddenly
stopped breathing atogether, bracing for the release that didn't come before letting the anticipated
sensation go with ahard shudder on alow, agonized groan.

"Sasha... baby... shit..." Hunter lowered hisburning forehead against her shoulder blades for amoment



and sucked in severd huge inhaes, dowing down.

A charley horse cramp was kicking his ass. Words wouldn't form; his body hurt to the point of trembling.
His balls ached so badly that it made his kidneys throb. Then she moved and cold air stabbed hisgroin;
for agplit second he didn't know whether to cry or puke. Oh... God... All he could do wasdowly
pound the floor with hisfist until the wicked sensation abated. Never in hislife had hiswolf trgpped him
likethis. It wasamerciless betrayd that sent his pulseinto arrhythmia.

But mercy found him before he could givein to the heart attack that sought him. Relief came asapair of
satin-smooth female legsthat found hiswaist... ahot dide into paradise asfirm breasts pressed against
his chest and graceful hands swept up his back. Heféell into Sashasarmsin a cold swest, Suttering.

"I need to... but | can't, | dunno what'sthe matter," he said in agravelly rush, holding her against him so
tightly he could bardly bresthe himsdlf.

"If your wolf won't come out, then et the man run hard,” she murmured into his ear on ahusky moan.
"Giveinto him, Hunter," she demanded, taking his mouth and fisting hishair. She arched hard, causing his
eyesto cross beneath hislids. "Track me."

His nose ingtantly sought her hair, and he pulled her into his senses on asharp, wincing inhale. Thick sex
with Sasha-scent coated hisinsides. Oh, yeah ... She-Shadow rippled under her skin, driving him
insane. His hands couldn't touch enough of her at once. Her body wasfluid, liquid shadowsfilled with
she-heat. Tears stung his eyes. He could fed her wolf just beneath her satiny skin, could tasteit in every
wanton kiss... could hear it in her moan.

"Track me," she commanded, thrusting harder as her hands did down his back to grasp the lobes of his
ass.

She bit his shoulder, making him see stars. "Don't lose me. Y ou with me, Hunter? Keeping pace..." she
asked in asensua timbre that almost made him bresak stride with his hard shudder.

"Yeah," he breathed out, each inhale now ragged. Sheld said hisname like it was averb, like something
of action, something she wanted, on that breathy, deep whisper of hersthat shot right through him. Hell
no, he wouldn't lose her. Never . Hiswolf was on her and everything mae within him paced her.

Sashd's sudden moan and a hard rake of her nails up his back fused with her arch. It made his breaths
sync up to hismuscles, wound everything tighter around his skeleton as his heart dammed againgt rib
cage. Hell yes he was with her. The moment shelost it again, so would he.

Tight contractions sucked at his shaft, breaking histhrusts down into erratic, long lunges. The shit felt so
good he couldn't even howl.

"I'm s0 close, Hunter," she said between her teeth. ™Y ou till tracking me, baby?"
"l swear I'm with you, baby,” he panted, and then dropped his head forward, near the breaking point.
"No you're not," she said in ahard rush into his ear and then bit his earlobe as she began to dow.

Pressure built, his mind snapped, his handswerein her hair, his mouth punishing hers as he lifted her
beneath him in ahard arch. "Don't stop, Sasha—dont..."

Words tumbled into ahowling wail as she scored his sides and he came so hard he couldn't bresthe.



Granite thrusts crippled hismind and stole his bresth. Insane pleasure jags felt like they were pulling his
spinal cord through every disk in his back astears and sweat ran down hisface. Sasha's hard climax
twigted his tomach in pleasure knots. Her hot, pulsing sheath was going to make him drool on himsdf;
his body was aready twitching like hed been lightning-struck. Then dowly, but surdly, it was dl over. He
could breathe... hejust couldn't move. He couldn't even lift his own body to give hers a break.

"Y ou okay?' she asked softly, struggling under his deadweight.

He dowly rolled over with her anchored by hisright arm. There was nothing to do but smply nod. When
he felt her try to move, though, he shook hishead. "Please... not yet." That wasadl he could get out.

Okay, s0 he'd begged her. His mouth wasn't cooperating with hisbrain. But how could he make her
understand the pleasure that was il radiating up his shaft, practicaly leaving him blind? It had been
intense between them before, but nothing like this. He was just thankful that shelay against him peacefully
and dlowed him to stay deeply embedded within her for now.

She wasn't sure how long they lay there in the middie of thefloor, but she could tell by the changein the
pitch of the moon it had been awhile. Each time shetried to gently dip out of Hunter's dozing hold, he
tightened it. Finally she gave up trying not to wake him and smply kissed him.

"I'm going to at least get usablanket.”

A pair of hot hands caressed her back, and akiss brushed the crown of her head.

"How about we go to bed?' he murmured with hiseyes closed. "I just couldn't move for alittlewhile.”
"How'reyou feding?' she asked quietly.

"Way better than | did before we came back to the room."

She could hear the smilein hisvoice and was glad of it. She aso hoped hewould simply let her run-in
with Shogun pass, chak it up to aroused male wolves squaring off over body turf—as primitive asthat
concept was. But when she lifted her head to begin the tough process of getting up off the floor, she met
apair of sad wolf eyesin the dark.

"I'm sorry," Hunter said in aquiet, faraway tone.
She cradled the sde of hisface with her pam. "Baby..."

He closed hiseyes. "Y ou're not going to be able to go on like thisforever. | can't expect that." He sat up
dowly, gathering her into hisarms as their bodies shifted and parted.

"What do you mean?" She stood as he stood, blocking his escape to the bed.

He closad hiseyes and leaned hisforehead againgt hers. "Theway. .. Thingsaren't right, in Shadow
terms”

She knew he was talking about the way they now made love. He couldn't shadow-dance, couldn't shift
on arun. Her hand rested in the center of his chest for amoment, feding his heart.

"By your next heat, this hasto befixed or you'll have to shoot me."

"Why would you say something like that?' Horror filled her as she stepped away from him and began
collecting clothes.



"Because now you know what it's like to make love to aWerewalf," he said flatly, finding his discarded
clothes and kicking the coffee table out of the way.

"What?" Sasha stood in the middle of the floor holding jeans and a T-shirt, stunned. Was he accusing
her? Shoot him—nhe couldn't be preparing to dominance-battle Shogun over amoot point. .. N0ooO. ..

Hunter stared at her for amoment. "Now you know."

"Whoa, whoa, whoa, things have not gonethat far and..." Her voicetrailed off as his expression became
perplexed. Damn.

"Sasha, what are you talking about?"

Hunter raked hisfingersthrough hishair and then folded hisarms over his chest. In the dark with
moonlight bathing his dark symmetry and eyes glowing amber, he was avesome. The problem was, shed
inadvertently put her foot in her mouth. There was no defensible comeback as he waited. Not one that
wouldn't irreparably damage an aready very wounded male ego.

"Before you go asking me what | meant—since you're the one who's speaking in vast metaphors, Hunter,
why don't you clarify what you're talking about?' she said, trying to sound casud and righteous. "'I'm not
surethat | like your tone, either. Why can't we just go to bed and... maybe do what wejust did dl over
again?| haveto leavein themorning and | don't want... Oh, cmon, baby, serioudy. What's up?'

She gared at him, waiting, hoping that female double talk might work while standing in front of amae
walf inthe nude. At least it wasworth atry. Sasharaked her hair; this man was making her crazy.
Worse, he was making her sort out things about another man that she didn't even want to think about
while stlanding in the middle of abedroom stark naked!

"I meant," Hunter said between histeeth, "that now that you've seen how very unrefined the mae
Werewolf styleis, I'd haveto get thisvirus out of my system and the Situation rectified before your next
cdendar heat—or you'd have to shoot mefor being al over you day and night... likethis. Why don't you
tell mewnhat you werereferring to?"

"Nothing, Hunter. Let'sjust get some shut-eye—"

He pointed toward the window in a hard snap, indicating the tavern that they could see across the Street.
"But maybe curiosity about the Were Clan Federation has|eft avoid. Was that what you thought | mean?
That | wasreferring to Shogun? Or when | said you'd have to shoot me, | was talking about adominance
battle?' Hunter dragged hisfingersthrough his hair and began to walk in acircle. "Referenceto a
Werewolf immediately conjurestheimage of him in your mind, not me... the onewho just made loveto
you like one because of a—"

"You arenot being fair," she said, heaving her clothes onto the sofain ajumble and then pointing at his
chest. "We both got approached tonight, so what? We both maybe took alook at expanded possibilities
after weld had afight. But nobody acted on anything. Y ou and | ended up here practically devouring
each other. What's the big deal? I'm here, you're here—and asbest | can tell, it was awild and crazy
night. I hope you had fun, because | suredid.”

"Isthat what happened?' he said quietly, histone distant and hurt. "We just had fun. Okay."
Oh, for Pete's sake!
"What happened over a The Fair Lady, then?' Sashafolded her arms over her breasts.



Helooked away.
"Uh-huh, | thought s0." She gave him ahard glare before righting the coffee table and the broken lamp.

"I had virus competing with medsin my system." Hunter strolled over to the bed and sat down on it hard.
He picked up the room-service menu, saring at it in the dark.

"I had aflight from atestosterone rush and good ol d-fashioned anger competing in mine, s0?"
"Areyou hungry?' he said, changing the subject.

"Hell yeah," she said, angry but not surewhy.

"Burgersand friesare dl they've got that |ooks good on the twenty-four-hour menu.”

"That'll work," she said, coming to flop down beside him. "The usud—rare."

He gave her asddong glance, leaning hisweight on hisforearms and thighs. "Look, Sasha, if & any time
you want out of this, you let me know, okay?1'd rather it be decided privately between usthan humiliate
myself in the streets in a dominance battle for awoman who'slost interest. At least dllow meto saveface
in public and in front of my pack... in front of the North American Shadow Clan. That'sall | ask. We're
both at aleve paliticaly where there's more at stake here than our own persond bull... you wereright
about that.”

Their eyesmet in asad Salemate.

"I'm not going anywhere, Hunter," she said in adightly annoyed tone. "Except to report in to the base
tomorrow. | haven't lost interest. If you couldn't tell that from what just happened in here, thenI'm at a
lossfor what to say to you.”

Hunter let his breath out hard. " The Werewolves dominance-battle al the time over selected, but
temporary, mates. They have avery different worldview than Shadows. In our culture, we go there once
inalifetime. I've dready been there."

"I know," she said, more softly now, not sure what else she could tell him as he moved a stray wisp of
hair off her cheek. He hadn't completely read the Shogun conflict within her wrong. That fact at the
moment waskilling her.

Lei sidled up to her brother at the bar in Finnegan's Wake and did onto astool beside him.

"Why do you persst in torturing yoursdlf like this, Shogun? It isn't becoming for aWere-royd to be
scouring the dank aleys of New Orleans|ooking for astray she-Shadow like he's some forlorn hunting
dog. Nor would | ever dlow anyone to see me practically baying a the windows of the back of a
bed-and-breskfast establishment. The Elves are probably al gossiping; you know the Fae." She smiled
smugly and inclined her head toward the B& B acrossthe street. "It's quiet now ... good thing the human
community doesn't hear like we do, nor do the Fae or Mythics, but | bet—"

"Enough,” Shogun snarled, and then tossed back a Jack Danidl's shot, standing. "Get what you want and
put it on my tab."

Le hdd hisarm. "Sit. We have much to discuss.”

"We have nothing to discuss.” Shogun snatched hisarm from hissgter'shold.



"It'sabout her."
Shogun hesitated. Lel smiled.

"While | am sure that after listening to her get naked with the big Shadow, you need to quickly go find an
avallable, unaccompanied she-alpha tonight—rare at this hour snce dl the pretty ones are taken you do
need to discuss how she could possibly factor into your complete rule of both Federations. A coup, if
ever | saw one on the horizon."

"Why are you dways so quick to deceive afriend and to cut the throat of an dly, Le?' Shogun said
closeto her ear in awarning growl.

"If you could have Hunter's woman, tell me you wouldn't cut histhroat. Didn't you try without successto
do that tonight? Be honest. We're family. | know how much you want her."

"If you weren't my blood sibling, | would shunyou," Shogun whispered, straightening. Rage made him
clasp his hands behind his back to keep them from finding their way around Le's neck.

"But you need me, as you have dways needed me. Y ou try to run thisclan and al its packswith an Old
World sense of honor and chivary that nearly eclipsed our parents. What | am offering youisan

opportunity.”

"Do not ever speak ill of our parents honor,” Shogun growled. "Before they made irreparable decisons,
they ruled with integrity, and that isthe part of their legacy that | will restore!™

Le'seyes narrowed as her voice dipped to athreatening murmur. "Do not lecture me on the history of
the Eighteenth Dynasty of the Xi-Ho Clan. | have not forgotten what it took to unite the Werewolf Clans
of China, Japan, Korea, Thailand, Mongolia, the Philippines, and Maaysa—al of it. The entireregion
under one rule—now yours. | know how much blood was shed, how many sacrifices, how many secret
dedlsand strategiesit required, dear brother. Do you?'

When helooked away, she grabbed hisarm. "I aso know that its current aphaleader isadirect
descendant of those mighty clansthat crossed into the vast wilderness of Siberia, battling the fearsome
Russian Wolf Clansto crossthe Bering Strait. It is our seed that entered North Americato become the
foundation of the North American Clans. So yes, Shogun, | am well versed in the history of honor and

duty.”

Without apology in her tone or gaze, Le lifted her chin, releasing Shogun'sarm. "1 am asking that you
honor your ancestry by not attempting to sully the Xi-Ho name by consorting with Shadows as a second
pick, asthough you were amere beta male, and by refusing to share your rightful rulership of the
combined Federations with their aphamae long-term. The Shadow Wolves areimposters! Mutants that
adapted from our gene pool, not the other way around. Our birthright supersedestheirs, was the
foundation of theirs, so it isno wonder that our parents made the ultimate sacrifice to accept the demon
virusto strengthen themsalves aswell astheir warrior ranks against invaders. | am not ashamed of our
complete history. Unlike you, | am not conflicted and haven't chosen to pick and choose from the rubble
of past lives. Thus, who is more honorable—one who hides hdf of hishistory in shame, or the one who
lifts her chin with complete dignity and says, Yes, there were hard choices that had to be made for the
preservation of the future?'

"l anleaving," Shogun said between histeeth. "Don't follow me."

"Shewill only cometo you once heisether dead or disgraced. Take your pick." A devioussmile
widened on Le's gorgeous, exotic face when Shogun stopped walking but didn't turn around. "It isthe



way of awoman of honor, yes?'
Her brother didn't move and didn't turn. That's when she knew she had his ear.

Sliding off the stool she cameto him to spesk more privately. "Hunter is struggling with battle contagion.
They are dosing him with external medicines, something no Shadow has ever had to do that we know of.
If he doesn't shake the contagion. .. they will put him to his death within their ranks or banish him. You
know the circumstances of hisbirth.”

Shogun lifted his chin. "He was clawed from his mother's womb and somehow survived.”

"Hisgrandfather put aslver shell in your father's Skull,” Lei hissed between her teeth. " This hasdl come
full crcdethrough the generaions.”

Shogun grabbed her arm hard. " The Shadow Clans do not know whose parents had willingly sided with
the demon-Were Clansfor strength—and the North American Shadow Wolf contingent need not ever
know such an abomination came from our clan, especialy not during thisfragile new aliance. If it spills
from your lips, and if this peace gets broken by your treacherous hand, | swear | will banish you from our
family. Y ou will be dead to me!™

Le touched her brother'sface, her graceful hand diding over hisjaw. "Dear brother, | respect your role
asfamily apha, even though | am your eder. | am only making you aware of multiple politica
opportunities. If his hedth condition worsens, which is of no fault of yours—it was an accident that
happened during bettle, one you fought admirably with him to win—then he must step down. Perhaps he
will be martyred. Regardless, his current mate will not be ableto go into exile with him. Sheisaso apart
of the human military Paranorma Containment Unit within the US territory of North America. Thismeans
sheisbound by duty to distance hersalf from him should he be diagnosed with contagion... itisdsoa
part of her job asboth aclan leader and ahuman military captainto kill him if he offersaclear and
present danger. There would be no blood on your hands."

Shogun rubbed his pams down hisface, feding adight rush of perspiration cover hisbody. Hissster
was sick, twisted, but had brilliantly composed afail-safe scenario for events that even he didn't want to
admit had kept him up nights practically baying at the moon.

"But therewill beavoid in her life, Shogun, aswell asat the helm of the already resource-diminished
North American Shadow Clan,” Le pressed on carefully, her voice low and seductive. "In the interest of
keeping the wolf Federations united as awhole, and keegping the Vampire Cartdl voting bloc from again
reigning supreme... | could see how an dliance between you two could have groundbreaking merit. This
isal that | am asking you to consider, brother. If the opportunity presentsitself, takeit. Ashasbeen said
within the Chinese tradition—better to be prepared for the opportunity that does not come than
unprepared for the one that does.”

"l haveto go," Shogun said quietly, his voice thick with emotion.

Le looked him up and down until shame made his face burn. ™Y ou want her so badly you are practicaly
trembling. We need an heir. If you act with strategic focus, maybe you can Sire one.”

"That's enough—thisdiscussonisover. It isdso thelast time we shdl haveit.”
"All right, asyouwish," Le said with adight bow.
"Asl| command," Shogun saidinalow rumble.

"Then as an gpology for any affront to your sensihilities, let me offer you an dternative, at least for now.



In the spirit of peace between sblings,” With ady grin, Lel motioned toward aWerewolf female at afar
table. " Seems she'd been propositioned by Hunter's beta enforcer, but declined the Shadow in search of
ared mde... nothing locally suited her fancy, dthough sheld been interested in you since the conference,
never sureyou'd look her way. She'sahigh-bred North American Were dphafrom avery influentia
family. | persondly tested her when sheinquired about your availability. In life, there are dways
aternativesto what wetruly desire... sometimesit is best that we settle for them, rather than torture
oursalves over that which is beyond our reach.”

Hissigter'swords diced at his pride and sent ajolt of defiance through him. "1 never settle,” Shogun said.
"Of course not, darling. It is not the way of the Werewolf—or the Xi-Ho Clan."

Asmuch as he hated his sster's meddling, it was hard to turn away from the auburn beauty with the
hourglassfigure and long legs Situated at a provocative angle adjacent the bar. Her bored, sophisticated
pout was poised at the rim of ashort tumbler of scotch served straight. The red blouse she wore l€ft little
to theimagination, much like the formfitting black leather skirt that kissed the tops of her thighs. Red
dtilettos gave her shapely legs the appearance to being even longer, and her coppery hue added afinish
to her vastly exposed skin that temporarily made his mouth go dry. A pair of hazel eyes suddenly looked
up and captured his gaze, hunting it. He told himsalf he wasn't sttling... just choosing.

But pride made him sguare his shoulders more solidly to resist the temptation across the room,
determined not to alow Le to witness how significantly his need for Sasha, and hearing her in the throes
of passion, had broken him down... that is, until abold Fae archer stood and |eft the bar, headed in the
lovely sociditesdirection. A low rumblefilled Shogun'sthroat. Poachers.

"Her nameisDana," his Sster murmured with asoft chuckle, melting into the thinning crowd. " Go on over
and make yourself known to her. She won't bite—unless you ask her very nicely."

CHAPTER 5

Sasharolled over and cold, empty space chilled her body. She sat up quickly and listened, but only the
distant sounds of the B& B beginning to wake to its daily routine greeted her ears. Hunter was gone.

"Damn!" Her feet hit the floor as she flung off the tangled covers. Thiswas not in the plan. In fact, it was
dangerousfor him to be AWOL this closeto afull moon. She hated male ego bullshit! Time was running
out, he had amedical condition that could go haywire at any moment, and he was missing on the very
day she had to go in to meet the brass and concoct a story about why she and her team needed more
timein New Orleans.

Pacing to the bathroom, she squeezed toothpaste onto her toothbrush and then shoved it in her mouth
while scavenging in her jacket pocket for the cell phone sherarely used. Doc's number was on speed
dia. She pressed the button hard while going back to the bathroom to spit.

"Doc, ligten," she said breathlessy, not even waiting for ahello the moment the call connected. "I'm gonna
meet you at the helipad on top of Tulane Hospita at oh-nine-hundred as planned so we can get that lift to
base. But there's been an incident that, uh-mmm... | need more time herein New Orleans with my squad
toinvestigate. | don't mind going in to do the dog-and-pony show, but | need more time on the ground
here to secure the perimeter, make sure everything checks out.” She was babbling as mild hysteria
thrummed through her. Sasha closed her eyes and counted to ten.



"Undergtood,” Doc sad crisply. "Given the circumstances this morning.”

Histone made her open her eyes and dowly pull the toothbrush out of her cheek. She could dmost see
his gaunt brown face contorted with worry and his slvery browsknit in degp concern; it wasdl in his
voice.

Tenson crackled on the line between them as she tried to think of something reasonableto say. It was
only afew seconds, but it felt like ten minutes. She needed to ask him what had happened, but she'd
aready implied that she knew. Why sheld fed aline of bullshit to the man who was more than a project
leader, but had been her surrogate father al these years, she wasn't quite sure. Perhapsit had to do with
not wanting him to know how deeply shed blurred the lines between her persona and professional
lives—to the point of potentially jeopardizing missions. Opting for evasve tactics, she threw out abluff as
her somach did flip-flops.

"What do you know about the Situation so far, Sir?" she asked in her best military-authority voice.

"That the boy was nineteen... acollege student. Had only begun working at The Fair Lady asawaiter
about aweek ago. Theway they found him in the Dumpster behind the establishment has been called a
mauling. It has been attributed to area pit bull rings and drug gangs—a possible revenge nation for
unpaid drug money, retdiation for alovetriangle of some sort, or just asick homicide at ringsdefor big
bets to see how long ahuman could last in the ring with acouple of pit bulls. That's the current gamut of
police speculation thusfar. But | swabbed the body and examined it with the forensicsteam. That boy
wasn't mauled—he was half eaten. Y ou and | both know the predator that leaves that kind of sgnature.
I'll see you on top of Tulane, Captain.”

The cal disconnected in her ear. Doc Holland gave as good as he got. Cold sweat made Sashawrap her
arms around hersdlf as shefolded the phonein her palm.

When the hell did Hunter leave their room, and why?

Hewoke up in hiswolf form bloody, hiswolf coat wet and matted. .. his hunger thoroughly sated.

Hunter rolled over and jumped up, his paws making a gentle padding sound on the carpet of new grass
beneath hisfeet. How had he gotten through the shadow passageways without hisamulet? He didn't
remember the pain of trangition. Had it been so bad he'd blacked out?

Thoughts crowded into Hunter's groggy mind as he glanced around &t the pristine Uncompahgre
wilderness. Home. He threw his head back and howled, bristling the hair on his neck and back asthe
sound came up from the depths of his soul.

Hewasfindly home, hundreds of miles away from the godforsaken swamps of Louisana. The pathways
had brought him to a place of comfort. Home—where his DNA danced and his people had flourished
sncetimeimmemorid. Thiswaswhere hed needed to cometo heal. Only the scent of hisnatura
wilderness, with its indescribable mountain ranges and crysta-clear streams and lakes, could coax his
Shadow Woalf out of hiding. The blackouts be damned, he was where cellular memory could guide him.
Sasha didn't understand; thiswas where he could be what he truly was.... dl wolf. Shadow Wolf.

Taking off in aflat-out dash, he ran freg, feding the wind on hisface, cutting through his blood-damp
coat. The scent of blood made every aching muscle in his shoulders and back defy the burn of exertion.
He waswolf. Never again would he alow himsalf to be trapped in his man skin when hiswolf raged for
release under the moon.



Ecstasy made him high. He'd beaten the beast—hiswolf had come to him under the glorious sun! He
wasn't trapped by moon phases like his Werewolf brethren. He could change! Shape-shift! Dance amid
the shadows and disappear. He could graze the ground like aswirl of fallen leaves smply by meding into
their shadows, or soar with returning Canada geese astheir thick bodies moved across the sky but left
shadows for him to legp into on the ground. He was free, thank the Great Spirit, he was free!

| ce-cold mountain water shocked his system as he thundered through it, washing his coat, and then tore
off for the opposite streambank to shake himsdlf out before running again. Damp, fertile earth and new
foliage stung his nose, making him legp for joy in acirclefor amoment and then tear off again acrossa
clearing. All he needed to do wasfind his pack.

Wait till Seshasaw him likethid

Sasha entered Tulane Hospitd freshly showered and wearing her military dress blues. Security guards
and hospital staff gave her nods of recognition as she passed them stone-faced. Who could forget the
femae soldier who'd stralled into Tulane with ahuge black wolf dog at her side just amonth prior?

Her eyes sraight ahead, Sasha pushed the evator button and waited, seeing nothing, feding everything.
Thelab was her destination before she went to the helipad. She needed to give her squad last-minute
ingtructions; the timetable had shifted. Clarissa needed to know that, too.

Instead of friendly hellos as she entered the room, her squad stood and sowly saluted her asthrough
witnessing afunerd processon. Doc Holland pushed away from a microscope, his gaze meeting Sasha's
as she ended her own salute to the team. He wasn't supposed to be here. He was supposed to be
waiting for her up on theroof. Acid roiled in her somach. Thelook on his face made her want to weep.
If sheweren't asoldier, she might have given in to the urge to go to himto hug him and just let it al out.

She hated her job; hated her life. Doctor Xavier Holland, friend, mentor, geneticist, genius, seemed like
today he hated his, too.

"Youreearly, Captan,” he said, putting professona distance in their relationship, normally much likea
father and daughter.

"Circumstances dictated | should be, Sir."

They stared at each other, the question of Hunter's whereabouts a silent partner in the room. Unableto
stand it, Sashaturned her gaze to her team.

"Woods, Fisher, as|'m sure you've been briefed, we have acritica stuation on our hands. Need you to
guard thelab. Dr. Holland and | will be meeting with the generd thismorning at the nava air sation, but it
isimperative that none of our hazmats get out of thislab. Understood?"

"Roger that," Woods said, histone military but his expression pained.
Grief had crippled the team, but the only indicator wasin their eyes.

"Bradley," Sashasaid, her voice strained as she addressed the team's dark arts expert. "I want you on
human-supernatura intel. Find me V oodoo priests, psychicsin the area, parlor madams, every- and
anybody who interfaces with the supernaturad community from the human side of that equation who might
have heard an underground buzz about that kid's death.”

"Onit," Bradley said, hisvoice tough but eyes holding a slent apology.



Sheturned away from him to Winters; she had to if she hoped to keep her mask intact. "1 want you on
every GPS satellite and radar system we've got, Winters. | want know what opened that kid up and |
want it found." Before he could respond, she sent astedly glare toward Clarissa. "How much anti toxin
do we haveleft in cold storage? | need shellsloaded with it so—"

"None" Clarissasad quietly.

"What do you mean, none," Sasha said more curtly than she'd intended, practicaly barking the question.
She pointed at the men across the room. "Once Winters and Bradley |ocate the target, well need that to
load in Woodss and Fisher's shells. | want whatever were hunting to transition back to human form so
we know which target was terminated. That'svita intd to Ssem apotentid civil war in the supernatura
community.”

"Thevidsinthelab are gone, Sasha," Doc Holland said carefully. "It takestime and very specifics
reagents to develop more. We have the luxury of neither. So you will have to build your case the
old-fashioned way for the United Council of Entities and present findings from human forensic
technology.”

Sashadidn't evenlook at Doc as he spoke. Her eyes were on Clarissa, pleading. Clarissa's expression
acknowledged the plea and forgave the outburgt.

"Then load 'em up with slver shells" she said to Woods and Fisher. "Anything comesin hereor triesto
attack amember of the team, forget detente.”

"Roger that," Fisher said quietly, his eyes searching her face with open suffering.

"Captain,” Doc sad, histone gentle. "Were going to belate.”

Silver Hawk placed another log on the fire and watched the shadows dance on the rough-hewn cave
wall. Thick plumes of smoke rose from incense pots and his pipe as his eydids fluttered. His precious
grandson... the child who had beaten the odds and fulfilled more than the prophecy but had filled his
heart and closed the void. He tasted tears and | et them fall. How could he deny his grandson'sincreasing
requests for more medicine that would keep the demon disease a bay? Every night hed taken afew vias
more; every night Hunter required more gill. But he'd give hislifefor his beloved grandson, if the
exchange would be accepted by the skies.

Hunter was more than a grandson, he was a son that he'd raised. .. he was a piece of his soul. The Great
Spirit had to have mercy on him, and perhaps on one very londly old man who'd seen the degth of his
mate, his daughter, pack brothers... too many to count. Not this.

The dderly shaman threw his head back and howled along, mournful wail, shedding his human formto
become Silver Shadow on his spirit walk. Maybe his long-dead daughter would guide him. Hunter's
mother would know what to do.

He was the clan eder, but she was the man's mother . There was nothing stronger than amother spirit.
Only amother spirit could quell his heart and guide him to the truth. Only amother spirit would know
how to hedl her sick child when the white man's medicine didn't work.

Strength and new resolve entered Silver Shadow'swolf body, made virile by the transformation. In the
shadow lands the mist played trickswith his eyes, but his nose could never be fooled. She was near. He
closed hiseyes and howled, sending the echoing cdll forth into the nothingness. Daughter. Come to me.



She stepped through the mist in silence, her spirit radiant in its human form. Hiswolf eyeslooked up and
again he tasted tears. But rather than run to him to hug his neck as sheld dways done, athick tide of tears
filled her beautiful brown eyes and then spilled over her dark lashesin ariver that washed her face. She
covered her mouth with one graceful hand; the other was clenched in afist at the pit of her ssomach as
though she'd been stabbed. She then turned away, shame the last expression she dlowed him to glimpse.
Heturned away, needing to run but only able to lope to the edges of the shadows before collgpsing asa
broken man in sobs.

A retinue of burly MPs met their chopper asit landed at the New Orleans NAS. There'd been no way to
talk in over the hdicopter din, and she certainly didn't want to express anything private to Doc in front of
the unknown pilot. She and Doc hadn't said two words to each other during the entire flight, but then
again, what wasthereto say?

Sasha climbed into the jegp with Doc at her sde and held on until the vehicle cameto ahdt at the base's
adminiration building. She knew the drill, had been through enough come-to-Jesus meetings with the
brassto know how to defuse a potentially volatile Situation. .. she just wished she knew how to defuse
her heart so she could start breathing again.

On automatic pilot her body moved through the military courtesies and sign-in procedures that would
alow her an audience with the newly ingtalled generd. What a day to have to meet anew commander.

As she and Doc stepped into the Situation Room, atall, burly blond in his midfifties greeted them
formally. His blue eyes|ooked haunted.

"Generd Wedtford, Xavier Holland, Paranorma Containment Unit's geneticist.”

"Sir. Captain Sasha Trudeau," she said, announcing hersdf after Doc had made his own introduction and
everyone had shaken hands,

"Thank you both for what you do,” the generd said, walking away from them and returning to the long,
polished mahogany table, which held severd files. He didnt sit, just picked up the filesand then flung
them down the table away from himin clear disgust.

"I don't mind telling you folks that this whole supernaturd businessis kegping me up at night. I mean,
what's the world coming to? Spooks jumping up from graves and we've gotta be politicaly correct and
cal 'em demons, Vampires, and Zombies. Mad dogs killing good folk—and we've gotta make a species
distinction between Werewolves, proper, and the demon-infected variety? If you ask me, | wannajust
cal the boysin from the Joint Readiness Center at Fort Polk, aong with the fly boys from Barksdale
AFB's Second Bomb Wing and their Mighty Eighth, and just leave asmokin’ black holein every
cemetery hereto Texas."

"Unadvisable, sir," Sashasaid camly, but completely understanding where the bel eaguered man was
coming from. "That could set off achain reaction of retdiation againg humans.”

"Y ou mean | might get my face ripped off, like Donald Wilkerson did... | read thereports" Genera
Westford said, hiseyesashard as hisvoice.

"Affirmative, Sr," Sashasaid, needing this new cowboy to quickly understand what he was dedling with.

"Y our suggestion, then? Before we open up the teleconference to the Joint Chiefs, | need to get this off
my chest." The genera dragged hisfingersthrough his stubbly crew cut. "What are we gonnatell that
boy's mama and daddy who've gotta close his casket to put him in the ground? Y ou know? Thisain't



naturd. | don't care that the spin doctors are working with local authorities and the media has been
poised to keep down panic. I've got persona questions keeping me up at night, Captain. For me, it'sa
question of, how doesthe US military allow a predator to eat agoddamned student in Americaand call
oursaves on point? What if thisisthefirst of many? 1 want this contained, Captain! Whatever thisthing
is, | want it hunted down and wiped off the map. Do you know how hard it wasto do public awareness
damage control after the war that broke out in the streets of New Orleans? How in God's name arewe
gonnakeep thelid on thiswholething if creastures are now egting civiliansdive?!

The general's questions and impassioned rant carved at her conscience. She knew the man didn't want a
real answer any more than she was prepared to give one right now. He had to vent; she wished she
could, too, but her rank didn't alow her that option in front of afive-dtar.

A kid had logt hislife on her watch, and possibly by a predator that she didn't put down when she'd had
achance. A dlver dug should have gonein the target's skull. Instead sheld willingly disarmed before
him... had thrown her gun on the sofa and had gotten down on her hands and knees for him. She wanted
to close her eyes and disappear right where she was standing.

The room grew suddenly too small as the genera continued to rant and she kept her eyes straight ahead.
She couldn't even risk aglimpse at Doc right now. Guilt lacerated her, ripped at the medals she wore,
and cut away at her epaulets. How could she have been so blind... so stupid?

"I can't help but think—all right, serid killers, that's the province of loca cops, the FBI, whoever," the
genera said, barely having taken a breath. He then began to pace and talk with his hands, his emotions
getting the better of him. "Drug dedlers and internationa palitics, the CIA, Washington who'swho, FBL
and Interpol can have at it. Defending our borders, that's our job. Putting thingsaright if it'sathreet to
the American way of life—I'm honored to be in uniform. We are Homeland Security, no matter what
anybody else says, or whatever layers of cockamamie bureaucracy they throw at us. We're the oneswith
our facesin the mud and in the foxholes, not the suits. But this supernatural crap... Inal my born
days..." He shook his head and alowed hiswordsto trail off as he stared at Sashaand Doc for answers.
"Sir," Sashasaid without hesitation. "Thisisanew day, anew beast, anew threat. The US military,
especidly Delta Force, dwaysrisesto the occasion.”

CHAPTER 6

He didn't understand. As he stood on the edge of his Shadow pack's territory, low, resonant growls met
him. Hunter sniffed the air, scenting for any additiona danger aswell as alowing his own wolf sgnatureto
coat his pdate. He bore the scent of atrue Shadow Wolf. There was no demon contagion in it. Hed
shown himsdlf fully in the center of apool of sunlight. Y et his border guards had not followed the howling
command to stand down and greet him as areturning member from the hunt.

Confusion blistered his mind as he watched Bear Shadow step out of astand of trees bearing attack
canines, practicaly foaming at the mouth. The huge amber wolf was crouched low, staking forwardin a
threatening stance, and then stopped to begin barking. Hislongtime friend Crow Shadow was at Bear
Shadow's side, two huge wolves clearly ready for mortal combat if he so much asflinched. Hunter could
aso fed the presence of snarling wolves behind him. He remained stock-still and then shape-shifted into
his more vulnerable human form, hoping that would demondtrate hisintent for peace.

Rapid angry barks were his pack'sinitial response before they finally settled down enough to take their
man forms,



"Bear, Crow... brothers... what—"

"There's been ahuman degth!" Bear Shadow said, cutting Hunter off, his voice trembling with rage and
disgppointment.

"Where?' Hunter shouted back across the clearing, not liking the tone of the statement, which had the
unmistakable ring of accusation.

"In New Orleans,” Crow Shadow said, swallowing hard. "A boy. A student. Eaten and l€ft for thefliesin
aDumpgter behind the Elf'stavern.”

"They say you argued with him, brother," Bear Shadow said, his voice quavering with emotion. Helifted
his chin as a shotgun whirred toward him from behind a stand of trees. He caught it with one hand.

Hunter didn't move. He understood immediately and remained very, very ill. Horror threaded through
him: The blackouts. The blood. Sashal

Severd clicks of pump shotguns engaging and the definitive scent of slver filled the air as pack brothers
dowly stepped out of the shadows armed and extremely dangerous. A UCE tribuna would be caled,
evidence presented. Things had to follow protocol to avoid an al-out wolf hunt, aslong as he went
willingly and quietly. They had to ensure he was taken into custody, and he would alow them to do that
to save the countless Shadows and innocent Werewolves who would be daughtered if the Vampires
could cdll for an open season on hiskind once again. But more importantly, if hed hurt Sasha, it would dl
be moot. Hed put aslver shell in hisown temple.

Grim expressions stared back a Hunter as his gaze tore around the group for any sign that he hadn't
committed hisworst nightmare.

"Where's Sasha?' he findly shouted, unable to hold his panic in check any longer.

"Asthe North American Shadow Wolf Clan chief enforcer,” Bear Shadow said in an authoritative tone
now devoid of al emation, "it ishereby my prime directive to take you into custody, dead or dive, until
further notice. So saysthe ruling body of the United Counsel of Entities.”

Pandemonium had broken out among the PCU team members the moment Sashaand Doc left the lab.
Woods kicked over two chairs and then stormed off, bereft; Fisher was out the door behind him, headed
to get heavy artillery from the safe house stash. Winterswas till Sitting in the same spot staring at his
monitorsin disbelief. Bradley was aready gone, headed who knew where—probably just needing fresh
air before the team actually saw him break down and cry.

Although heartbreak claimed her, Clarissa kept moving. Getting a blood sample from Doc now would be
tricky, but there were several waysto gather DNA evidence.

Clarissamoved to the microscope Doc had been using and casually collected his coffee cup. Shethen
went to the sink as though washing it out and gathered up hiswhite lab coat. The collar might offer up a
strand or two of hair.

They sat Sde by sidein slence on the way back to Tulane. Hurt radiated off Doc's skin in painful waves

s0 acutely that she could dmost see them form inthe air. What could she possibly tell this man to makeit
al right? What the hell could shetell hersdlf, for that matter? But she knew the discussion wasinevitable,

and as soon as they |eft the helipad and returned to the building, they'd have it out in Doc's new



temporary office away from the prying ears of the team. Oh, yes, they would argue, but in secretive,
whispering bursts of emotion to keep anyone dse from overhearing, especidly the few top staff members
who had been panicked, then deputized into preternatura service during the supernatural crisslast
month.

Sashawatched her mentor take long, weary strides before her. His posture was rigid and tall with pride
and righteous indignation. Y et sheer disgppointment dowed his normdly swift ride. Xavier Holland
walked like aman going to his own execution after spending years waiting to hear thefind verdict. The
man looked tired, spent; deep creasesin his ebony face replaced the character etchingstime had dutifully
left. His camel and charcoa tweed jacket now seemed too large for histhin frame, just as his charcod
pants seemed to hang from him in away she'd never noticed before.

Doc never turned around to face her asthey entered his office. He just alowed the door to bang against
the stop and began to loosen his university rep tie. She watched him blot perspiration from his brow with
the back of hisforearm before he removed hisjacket and carefully hung it up, and then opened the top
button on his buttondown white oxford shirt.

"I'm sorry," she said quietly once sheld clicked the door shut behind her. She knew it wasn't nearly
enough, but it wasthe truth.

Doc looked up at her as he sat down heavily on the edge of his desk and closed his eyes. "Why, Sasha?
Why didn't you tell me he was getting worse?"

"| thought you could tell from hisincreased dosages.”
Doc opened his eyes, the anguish in them halting her breath.

"l never increased his dosages. | would havetold you if | had. Someone very illfully camein hereand
replaced our unspent viaswith sugar water. | didn't notice there were any missing until 1'd received acal
this morning about the boy and went into the locked refrigerators to remove severd vidsto takewith me
on location. That'swhen | saw that the serum had been tampered with... it wastoo thin, not viscous
enough. | waslooking at it under a scope when you arrived, trying to figure out who. .. but you just
confirmed my worst fear. If he had extra doses, there was only one way for him to obtain that, and it
would beto ged it from thisfacility.”

Sasha closed her eyes and hugged hersdlf.
"I'm sorry, sweet pea,” Doc said in agravelly voice.

Histerm of endearment from when she was a child and he'd cared for her wet her lashes. "Soam |, she
whispered.

"This goes beyond my technical ability... | tried for yearsto break the code and | failed. Damn!" Doc
hurled athick medica text off his desk across the room and stood, smoothing a palm over histhinning
hair. "I don't know where | went wrong, what other factors| could have overlooked—the anti-toxinis
supposed to work like snakebite antivenin. .. using alittle of the toxic substance to allow the victim to
build an immunity againg it. Why isn't hisbody fighting it, Sasha? Why!" Doc shouted, opening hisarms
toward her asthough she had the critica scientific answer.

But the pleaiin hisvoice drew her asif she did. Sasha crossed the room and hugged him, needing Doc to
do what he always did—to make it al right because he was hers. Wide old hands rubbed her back as
she held back a sob.



"If I cure him, it doesn't change what he's probably done... why save him to be executed? L et him go out
as awolf—let his pack take him down while he's running free. | don't know what else to do, honey. We
can't cage himin the pend system.”

"Oh, God..." Her voice broke and she bit her lip. "'l just want to know for sure, even though..."

"The evidence is damning. The meds were gone and he had them. What eseisthere to know? Even if
theré's more than one beast |eft over from the last outbreak, | don't know if | can cure Hunter thistime,
Sasha," Doc said into her hair, his breasth damp with unspent tears.

"l know... neither can1."

Shogun sat at the long table in the private dining areaof The Fair Lady, listening to the chaotic comments
zinging among adarmed Fae citizenry, his Werewolf Clan captains, and disgruntled mythics. Danas
possessive hold on his arm—as though she were a queen being presented at court—made him snarl and
gand. Ld, as expected, was on hisflank in aflash.

"Y ou must make adecison quickly," Le urged.

"Wemust do athorough investigation,” Shogun said loud enough to quiet the cauicus before him. "Our
peace with the Shadow Clansistenuous. To accuse one of theirs of murdering and cannibalizing ahuman
without fair evidence would always leave astain of doubt, and where there are doubts, thereis
mistrus—uwhich leadsto war.”

"We have evidence," the EIf Dugan said, damming a spent hypodermic needle on the tablein front of
Shogun with ameaty hand. His normally ruddy face was now a deeper shade of crimson, and agitation
had puffed hisbarrel chest up so much that he looked like he might explode. "He's been shooting up with
the stuff! Could be the same thing that the Vamps were tradin’ and the rogue Shadows that had followed
Dexter weretaking. My Pixie cleaning crewsfound it in their room. That bad businessall came out of his
locd pack... who'sto say he wasn't caught up in it. Has "appened to more gented types than the likes of
him."

"l saw him charge his mate—was ballistic when he came through the doors of the B and B," aBrownie
shouted from the back of the room. "Was crazed.”

"That doesn't make aman guilty of murder,” said adeep Werewolf voice from the crowd. "Just makes
him al wolf—especidly if you saw the babe he was with."

Werewolf laughter rang out. Shogun growled to again quiet the rowdy group and then rounded on the
table, not wanting to be reminded of theincident.

"Max Hunter did argue with that poor boy," afire-eyed Phoenix server said, the edges of her long red
hair beginning to smolder.

"Yessss," asensua Dragon dancer said with ahiss. She swayed as she talked, placing her delicate hands
on her hips, mesmerizing the crowd with her jewel-green eyes. "The young waiter triggered his mood,
then Max Hunter became very upset that his pack brother interrupted ahunt.” She gave Danaa
purposeful glance. "His own betaenforcer chalenged him for afemale and the big Shadow gavein... but
stalked off, clearly unhappy abouit it. That's when his mate cornered him and they |eft together after a
fight. They went into the alley... into the shadows. Who knows what could have transssspired there if
they were on drugs?'



"But we can't jump to conclusions,” Ethan said, trying to play peacemaker as the establishment's owner.
He inserted his short, round frame between the verba combatants and smoothed down the spikes of
brown hair on his head, which rimmed alarge bald spot. "People, if we disintegrate as alies here, the
Vampire Cartel will come back, and come back with avengeance. As soon asit gets dark, they'll send
their own investigators. .. after their disgrace at the UCE they'll be cdlling for an dl-out wolf hunt!™

The Feein theroom fdll slent dong with the Werewolves.

"If they cdll for an open wolf hunt," Ethan said glancing around as he pressed his point, "then anyone who
voted againgt the Vampires at the UCE Conference will no longer be protected. The Werewolf Clans will
have to defend themsalves and watch their backs againgt the Vampires, aswill the Shadow Wolves...
and the old, bad blood between the Wolf Clans could erupt again if there are any accidental desths.
What will happen to us?' Ethan shook hishead. "I have children... awife. | say wewait and dlow the
Shadow Wolves due process and we assi &, in apositive manner only, in theinvestigation.”

"Maybe old Ethanisright,” Dugan piped up, quickly swaying the Fae vote,

"Word on the air from the Woodland Fairiesis the Shadows have sent a hunting party after him using
their best trackers," aFae archer said, materidizing aslver-tipped arrow in hisgrip. "We can send our
archersthrough the network of treesin his home region. We can bring him down amile off without
incident. If we have abody, that should appease the Vamps.”

"What about his missing mate?' Dugan said, glancing around. "Who's seen her, what if she's got the
contagion, too?"

"l don't think we should jump to conclusions about 'er," athick, buxom Gnome said. " She checked out,
like regulations require at the B and B—paid 'er bill and left. Check your records, Dugan. Plus, Ethan's
Margaret said they saw her at Tulane with her humans early thismorn. Not like she's running and hiding
inthe shadowswith him... | think helft her, if you ask me."

"By right and by honor,” Shogun said, commandeering the group by physically walking through the center
of it ashe gpoke, "the Shadow Clans should quarantine their own man until the full moon two nightsfrom
now." His message was clear in the very term he used, man—Sashawasn't part of thiswolf hunt. When
no one raised an objection, he continued. "V ampires do not sway this vote, sncethey have dlegedly
been behind every offense againg our kind in the past. Each Wolf Clan reservestheright to martia law
within its ranks—thistime should be no different. It isthe way we've functioned aswolves sncetime
immemorid. The moonwill bring dl thingsto light. If Max Hunter isinfected, hewill Turn... they will see
it, and they will put him to death—his blood will thus be on their hands, just as his escape or release will
be should they choose not to do the right thing. Only then do we act, not before.”

"It istrue; the moon bringsthingsto light,” Le said in afalsely submissive voice, bowing to her brother.
"But let usaso not forget that it was the Shadow Wolves breach of thistradition to alow usto hunt our
own infected membersthat began the civil war."

"Whichiswhy," Shogun said with asnarl, "we do not want to repegt history. Those who do not know
their history and learn from it are destined to repest it."

The room had gone dead-till at the tense exchange between siblings. Lei smiled and bowed again, but
her eyes burned with mischief. Sauntering over toward the door, sheinclined her head and placed along,
graceful finger to her lipsfor amoment before speaking.

"Y ou are patient and wise, my dear brother. And the opportunity | spoke of earlier to ensure everlasting
harmony hasjust presented itsdlf.” Lei straightened with a smile and stepped away from the door



entrance to dlow Sashato come into the room. "Welcome. We were just talking about you.”

No one moved. No one spoke. All eyeswere on her. Sasha surveyed the semi-hostile faces as she
entered the room, the hair standing up on the back of her neck. It seemed everyone—except maybe
Shogun and, strangely, Lei—had made up their minds dready. The auburn bitch who had tried Hunter
was standing, her movementsadow sak.

Sashakept her peripherd vison on Danaas she gazed around the room. The questions set deeply in
each pair of supernatura iriseswere the same: Did Hunter do it? Was she involved? Where was he?
While she couldn't blame them, it dtill killed her that he was being tried in the court of public opinion
without evidence... she had hard evidence, they didn't. But it made dl the differencein the world that the
other wolf Federation leader seemed open.

"| came heredirectly, after doing damage control among the human ranks, because | knew you'd have
questions.” Sashalet her breath out hard and spoke monotone, military facts. " At approximately
oh-seven-hundred, Max Hunter, aka Wolf Shadow, was |located and within the hour he quarantined by
hislocal Shadow pack. The North American Shadow Clan €l der—his grandfather, Silver Hawk, aka
Silver Shadow—uwasinformed by pack enforcer Bear Shadow of his capture.”

She paused, deciding not to tell them that Silver Hawk had informed Doc on his private cell phone, rather
than speaking directly to her. To expose their old friendship and her snub as Hunter's mate was just too
raw ascab to pick at right now. Murmurs dowly began tofill in the silence, however, and she knew she
had to keep going, press forward with information to quell any brewing dissent for the momen.

"A full investigation is now under way. He has been slver-caged under heavy guard—and will remain that
way to alow the moon to tell the rest of the story. Anyone with vaid, pertinent information can let us
know. If it'son the record, your testimony will aso be apart of thetribuna proceedings that will convene
the second night of the full moon."

When no one responded, she sought Shogun with her eyes. Sasha held his gaze, hoping he could seethe
urgency in her unspoken request. What she had to say didn't need a public forum—she needed apolitical
favor, hishelp to be sure this wasn't another Vampire-inspired ruse. She also needed a deeply personal
favor... asample of hisblood.

"As Federation leader for the Werewolf Clans, may | ask you for amoment to discuss this matter in
private... as co-regent of the Shadow Wolf Federation that has sadly just logt its leader?”

"Unadvisable. Right now he has deniability, and the Were Clans want to keep it that way," the auburn
female said, rounding the table and bristling. " For Shogun to have a private meeting with you now could
compromisehis—"

"l didn't ask you," Sashasaid between her teeth in atone that cleared the floor. "The last time | checked,
Le was Shogun's femae enforcer and politica adviser." Sashaturned to Le, snubbing the troublemaker.
Her nerves were way too raw for this. "1 am asking for diplomatic courtesy.”

"Dana, benice" Le said with ady smile. "Sashajust wantsto tell Shogun her side of the story, I'm sure.”

"And | said no to that bitch,” Dana snarled, staring Sashadown. "1 know what she'strying to do. Ther€'s
no amnesty to be had here. When the moon comes up and Hunter flips out, he's dead. Y ou think you can
sashay into Werewolf territory with a contagious male, hump him then dump him, and then go after an
aphaclan leader of ours—telling him lies and sad storiesto save your sorry haf-human hide?!



Sashatransformed in ablink, shedding military bluesto release her silver wolf mgesty. Her pawsfound

the center of Dana's chest and they both hit the floor in ahard thud. Saliva-dick fangs bore down close
to the auburn femae'sface in awarning snarl. Then Sashareleased severa quick angry barksthat finally
made Dana close her eyes and cringe.

"Archers, archerdl” Dugan cried out, edging hisway to the door. "No more bloodshed!”

A Fae archer amiled. "No, laddie, let her wolf have her run. The trangition back into all woman issmply
awesome. Thisis pure she-Shadow. They can trangtion at will, don't have to walit for the moon.”

High-fives rippled through the crowd and a burly Werewolf pounded afist overhead.
"Oh, yesh—the way of thewalf," he said, laughing hard, making his brothersin the room join in ahowl.

The sound broke Sashas attack trance. Her nerves were so taut and emotions so keen that she'd flipped.
In an ingtant she was back in her human form, abeit completey nude. A low, resonant whistle of
appreciation sounded behind her, making her face burn as she backed off the downed Were-female
troublemaker. Sasha swept up her clothes, glad that Shogun hadn't smiled or leered as he turned his back
to her, shidding her from the smal gathering.

"Diplomatic courtesy granted,” he said in alow rumble. "Just tdl me where?'

CHAPTER 7

Sashawaked in front of Shogun, head held high, jacket on askew, buttoning her shirt. Her underwear
was clutched in onefist as she hurriedly jammed her feet into her shoes and swept her hat off the floor as
though what had just occurred was the most common thing in the world.

Mortified did not begin to describeit.

Y es, she had trangitioned in full UCE court at the conference—but so had her entire pack, asdid
Hunter... asdid Shogun. That was aunified show of force. That had not been a solo act to leave her
naked and flashing too-eager Fae and Werewolf males. This was atravesty, the result of her nerves
being wound too tight and losing her coal.

Sasha cringed as she shoved her unmentionablesinto her jacket pocket. Jeansand a T-shirt were caling
her name. All eyesin the private dining areawere on her as she marched out of the rear exit of the
establishment. Thislooked so tacky: coming out of the back of asadoon in adress military uniform, half
undressed.

It was no way to begin athorough investigation. She needed a change of clothes, aplaceto literdly hang
her hat now that she'd checked out of Dugan's B&B. The only problem wasthat her clothes, like her
weapon, were packed in her luggage, as were Hunter's persona effects that she'd gathered up, and all of
it wasin the employee locker Doc had given her to temporarily use back at the lab. That wasthe last
place in the world she wanted to go right now: back to the lab, where her team could see her
discombobulation and the wild look in the eye. Maybe she redlly wastoo close to this Situation, had lost

perspective.

"Y ou never said where you wanted to have this private conversation?”'



Shogun's voice behind her made her turn quickly to address his question; sheld amost forgotten he was
there.

Shedidn't answer for afew seconds, but her bewildered expression was something he'd never expected
to seein awoman like Sasha.

"| understand that it's hard to know whereto go in New Orleans... wherethewallsdon't have ears,”" he
offered, trying to let her save face. He knew the wolf attack had been spurred by Danas bitchiness, and
that Sasha's shape-shift back into her nude human form in front of strangers had humiliated her beyond
comprehenson.

When Sashadidn't immediately respond, hetried again, giving her more physical space as he casudly
waked off abit. "Theresateasaon not far from here. It has private booths where we could discuss
your private, diplomatic matter.”

Sasha nodded, let her breath out hard, and dusted off her hat, still fidgeting with her clothes for amoment
before looking up a him. He knew it had cost her dearly to meet his gaze head-on. He wished he could
tell her that she'd |ooked absolutely stunning as she'd stepped through the entrance of The Fair Lady in
uniform.... wished he could have told her how mesmerizing her authority was... or could have said that
her transformation had been mgestic, awe inspiring, her fearlessnesslegendary, her eyesliquid fire, her
nude human form... devastating. There was nothing shameful about what had happened. What shed
done before him wasliving art.

But he said none of that. When hisvocd cords could work again, he rumbled out achange of subject
that was no lessfluid than her shape-shift.

"Let'sgoto theteasaon, Sasha. It'sashort walk. They have agift shop on the premises with T-shirts
and souvenirs so you can get out of the military duds and not fed stared at. We can sit in a screened
booth, or walk in the smdll, but very beautiful, Japanese gardens.”

Again, shedidn't spesk; just looked at him. He waited, not sure whether sheld changed her mind about
wanting to talk to him alone—praying she hadn't. Then she nodded, alowing him to breethe again. It was
acurt, military nod before she released one word.

"Okay."

How did he know?How did he senseit all, even down to her desire to change into civvy gear to better
blend in so she didn't stick out like a sore thumb? He was wearing khakis and awhite, collared golf shirt
with apair of casua leather dip-ons; it made her look completely ridiculous and very obviousin her dress
blues

Hisinnate understianding of her was both endearing and darming. Their eyes met briefly, and then he
dowly turned away and began walking. It was a sensua wolf gesture of follow-the-leader that reminded
her of the way they'd met in South Korea.

She tracked Shogun through a maze of narrow back streets and alleysto asemi-residentia ditrict before
they finally stopped at what seemed like alarge corner property, fenced in with an odd combination of
open New Orleanswrought iron and a blind of bamboo saplings. Quiet patience seemed to live here,
even down to the carefully laid stone pathway. Cobbled beauty in sandstone and multihued granite led
from the concrete street, up asmal flight of wide date steps, to abroad, hardwood porch that gave way
to the front entrance. There elegantly carved, shellacked wood doors met patrons.



An ova pond covered by asmall zigzag footbridge and filled with irises, carp, and smooth green paddie
stones graced the front lawn. Sections of that space had efficiently been devoted to Japanese wisteria
and trained black and white pines planted in granite chips or nestled among smal Himalayan boulders.
Sheared dwarf azaeas in outrageous splashes of color winked amid strategicaly placed, tiny sonewalls
that gave the entire landscape alayered |ook, asthough it were cut into the Side of amountain.

A small, hand-painted ovd just above the door read CHAY A, followed by what Sasha could only
assume was the same name written in Japanese calligraphy. Discreet peace reigned here off the beaten
path, and she wondered at the effort that must have gone into restoring such smple beauty in the
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina

Sasha's gaze swept the gorgeous terrain. A weeping cherry spilled pink blossoms onto the green carpet
of lawn and dusted the date steps. Graceful roses bowed, offering delicate white blossoms as a generous
welcome. Small artificid ridgesin the lawn held date and carefully selected stonesto bookend lilies,
wildflowers, eephant grasses, and smdl bonsais, while granite Y ukimi lanterns dotted the front garden.
Shetried not to gape, but then gave in. This enchanted garden seemed to have been transported from the
places she'd visited while on assgnments abroad, but had never expected to seein New Orleans.

She glimpsed Shogun, about to ask him how he'd found such an oasis, and then thought better of it.
Instead she trained her attention on the carefully manicured yew trees set in huge Japanese ceramic pots
asthough waiting patiently for visitors on the porch. It was dl so pretty that it made her pleasantly
suspiciousthat Fairies had been a work. A few duckslazily strolled acrossthe smal area of green,
capturing her attention before she redlly noticed Shogun's hopeful expression in her periphera vison. She
dtared at the carp disturbing the water liliesin their relentless search of water fleas instead.

"Thisisaplace of compromise, acrossroad of cultures, and thus agood place for adiplomatic session,”
Shogun findly said in acam tone with ahaf smile. "French architecture, but Japan's sensihilities... both
Japanese and Chinese tea and serenity in acity known for itslattes and excitement. A wall around the
establishment to protect the gardens, but not enough of abarrier to keep out the beauty of New
Orleanssdiversty. | thought thiswould be agood place to have this very difficult conversation between
Shadow Wolf and Werewolf leadership.”

Sasha stopped walking. "What makes you say difficult conversation?'

"Because you honor-battled Danato haveit, and you haven't said two words to me on the way over
snce. If it was a casud request of me that you had, then we would have been engaged in walking
discourse. Instead we've arrived here in companionable slence. I'mintrigued. .. but then you've always
known that | was."

She dragged her gaze away from hisand stared at the entrance. "Y ou said they had a gift shop.”

Although it had taken no more than ten minutes to enter the tea salon, hit the gift shop, and scorea
T-shirt, pair of sweats, and some rubber sandals, then hustle to the ladies room to change, she also knew
that the longer it took her to get to the bottom line, the harder it would be to just spit out what she
needed from Shogun.

Blatant sexua tension aways thickened the air between them whenever he was near; it was aninvisible
force that neither would confirm nor deny, but it was there regardless. That fact disturbed her no end.
Thefact that it had risen within her like abeast when Hunter was at his worst, when he needed her mog,
ate away a her very soul. It shouldn't have been there at dl, she silently admonished herself while
changing into gift shop gpparel. Y et she knew it might be abargaining chip Shogun would use... and if



0, then what?

Sasha quickly shoved her glass-shined shoesinto the shopping bag they'd given her in the gift shop, soles
down, and then neetly folded her uniform to fit into the bag without squishing. Her hat went on top of the
pile. She had to stop stalling; thiswas ludicrous.

Shelooked in the mirror at the pale green T-shirt, which bore awhite ova logo of the salon on itsright
shoulder and the name of the establishment spelled out in fine Japanese calligraphy below. "Not another
humiliating public display," she said quietly into the mirror to her inner wolf, and then picked up the
shopping bag and headed out of the fragrant, eucalyptus-bathed enclosure.

Even the bathrooms were pretty. If she knew anything about the male species at al, she knew she'd been
lured to this place of cdm maesty where he could get her to relax. Mentd foreplay... good God she was
introuble.

Sasha stopped for amoment and |ooked around, fighting the roiling anxiety that trapped her. Dark
mahogany-toned woods had been painstakingly carved with intricate patterns of dragons, birds, and
trees. Open-air architecture surrounded her with exposed beams and carved pillars. Delicate rice paper
screens separated rooms. Sashalooked through the center of the establishment to where patrons sipped
teaand consumed Japanese sweets on bonsai-laden decks, or leaned on the rails enjoying the man-made
waterfal below. Gently arching stone bridges created footpaths over small, gurgling streamsin the back
garden while deeper steps dlowed patrons to continue their meditative walks up to tiny, private
mezzanines and ponds designed for tranquility.

Oh, yes... hed truly brought her to an exquisite oasis, onethat did anything but relax her. Sashasighed;
this was gonna be a tough mesting, indeed.

"Maam, your party isthisway," ademure hostessin akimono said, leading her to the booth that Shogun
had selected. The woman'sthick southern drawl was dightly jarring juxtaposed with the Asan motif, but
her warm smile gently fused the cultures.

Sashareturned a tense smile and followed her, walking behind the young woman asif she were heading
to the galows. Dread settled at the pit of Sasha's somach as she slently acknowledged all theissuesthat
roiled within her. What if Shogun flat-out refused—or worse, wanted something from her that she wasn't
prepared to give... how far was shewilling to go to get ablood sample? Then there was the other
issue—time was not on her side. What if she got the sample and Clarissa couldn't find out any more from
it than Doc had from the infected version of Werewolf blood al these years? Truly, it was along shot, so
what was the point?

For the first time since the travesty had begun, she had to acknowledge that in two nights, Hunter might
redly haveto die—and it might be for the best. Sheéld said it to hersdlf enough times since his condition
became evident, had thought it enough times, had even mentaly admitted sheld probably have to be the
oneto put asilver dugin hishead... but for some reason the redlity was just now sinking in as she
walked down the long, beautiful wood corridor.

Sasha dipped around the partialy recessed rice paper privacy screen and joined Shogun at the low
teakwood table, then accepted a hand-painted menu from the hostess. He glanced up from the menu
he'd been studying and smiled, but the ook in his eyeswas too intense.

She set down her bag and took a seat opposite him. Sitting cross-legged on alarge
moss-green-embroidered pillow positioned on a hand-woven bamboo mat, she returned hissmileand
tried to gppear much improved. But she wasn't.



"Now | fed better,” she announced, opening the delicate, oblong menu.

"Y ou look more comfortable. .. but your inner tenson hasincreased,” he said with ady haf smile. "But
then, thisisaplace of compromise and dichotomies.”

"Y our server will be with you shortly," the hostess said, and bowed out of the room.
Sashajust looked at him.

"White tea perhgps?’ he asked in aquiet tone. Merriment filled his eyes and spread acrossthe flat plane
of his handsome face when she didn't address his previous comment.

"Sure, that's cool."

"No, no, no. One must dways be aware of one's choices' Shogun shook his head, but histone remained
pleasant and easy. "In my culture, we do everything with exquisite patience. .. teais no different from
good conversation. Although we are in a Japanese teahouse, they have chosen to present avariety of
offerings, and you should understand the sulbtle differences among them. White tea.comes mainly from
Chinaand is gleaned from handpicked new buds... itisrare, delicate, fragrant. A sensud experience, to
be sure. It isnot asbold in outright flavor as black teas, but its healing properties are second to none."
He stared at her, amber beginning to rim hisintense brown eyes. "It takestime to acquire white tea,
which isonly harvested in early spring, and cannot be rushed or it will beruined... andis never rolled. It
isdtill early spring and | am extremely patient, Sasha. Good teg, like good conversation or good
company, cannot be rushed; | understand and respect this."

She stared at hisintense gaze, watching his smile fade. She'd heard him loud and clear, understood the
eloquent double entendre, and liked that hed made his proposal in away that would alow them both to
savefaceif she declined. The man had class—truly unexpected from a Werewolf. Her own prejudices
gave her pause.

"Then let'sdo whitetea," she said in aquiet, thought-filled tone. One glance at the dizzying sdlection on
the menu and her gaze met hisagain.

"Which one do you want, Sasha?" he replied in anear murmur, alowing the true question to hang in the
ar for amoment before glancing down at the menu. "Drum Mountain variety is harvested by the monks
of ahigoric Buddhist monagtery... that oneisnutty, mild... whereas Darjeding Silver Tipsfrom the
Makaibari Estate reminds me of vanillaand honey. Ba Mu Dan, or White Peony, is swest, whereas
Snow Buds reminds me of green tea—more robust. They a so have abouquet of red rosebuds, lavender,
and fresh peppermint mixed with white tea that you can choose. Or we could share apot of Silver
Needles—highly prized for itsorigins. It is made only from tender new budsthat are covered in white
hairs... ddlicate, subtle, for quiet moments.”

She stared a him dead-on until he dowly lowered hismenu and set it aside. "I honestly don't know what
| want. That's been the problem al aong, | suspect.”

For amoment they said nothing. Finally he nodded.

"I know. Sometimestoo many choices can be stressful.” Shogun laced hislong, graceful fingers together
and made afigt to rest his chin on. He leaned forward that way with his elbows on the table for a
moment, studying her, and then sat back. "Let's go with Silver Needles, then? Something new, rare,
budding in the early spring. .. for quiet moments.”

She nodded but didn't speak as a server camein to take their order. She also didn't protest his selection



of the Japanese sweets that were called wagashi on the menu, despite that fact that right now she
couldn't somach athing. He could have a the steamed manju cakesfilled with sweet red beans. Time
had defeated her; two days wasn't long enough to crack a genetic code that had stumped scientists for
three decades. She was grasping at straws.

A warm hand covered hers and made her ook up.

"Y our wolf isravaging the edge of your menu and about to begin clawing & the finish on thetable.”
Shogun took up her menu and passed it off to the retreating server before covering her hand again.

"I'vegot alot on my mind," Sasha said without apology, her tone weary as she extracted her hand from
beneath Shogun's warm touch.

"I know thissituation is painful, Sasha... | didn't want this, no matter what you probably think. Not like
this, anyway."

She stared a him hard, sensing for fraud, and found none. That only made her fight tears. "I know," she
replied in aquiet rasp, forcing the moisture in her eyesto burn away. "l just don't know what to
do—don't know where to begin. Part of me wantsto turn over every gravestone in New Orleans to hunt
down every Vampireto blameit on, or track every lead to possible demon-infected wolves that might be
at large... but the evidenceis so damning.” Sasharubbed her palms down her face. "In the human world,
you can't just condemn aman to deeth on circumstantial evidence—but in the supernatura world, it's
enough.” Shelooked up a Shogun, searching hisface for answers. "1 was raised human, so my gut and
my spirit... even my wolf can't make peace out of what could happen in two moons.”

"They won't put Hunter to instant death unless he demon-wolf trangitions, Sasha. If he doesnt, there has
tobeafair trid, just likein the human world." Shogun's eyes never left hers as he spoke, and in the
depths of hisintense brown irises there seemed to be infinite compassion. "But | don't know how to tell
you to manage your fear beyond adow cup of teawith someone who cares,” he added softly. "Waiting
for the outbreak to happen or not isthe worst.”

"Y ou sound like you've been here before," she said in aquiet tone, her gaze intense as she waited for
corroboration of her hunch.

"l have... it'sagenetic scourgein my kind. There's not one of uswho hasn't had to worry over abeloved
family member or friend. At onetime or another weve dl sat vigil for someone we loved, hoping for the
best. Sometimesit wasjust abad night and the individua waswrongly diagnosed or accused... then,
again, sometimes, Sasha, it'sssimply ablood-red moon.”

"| fed s0 helpless,”" she whispered, then sent her gaze out the unscreened window that overlooked the
peaceful garden. Sunlight poured into their sitting space, bathing them both as she carefully chose her
words. If only she could lift the burdens that were weighing down her soul. Y et it was adream to think
that she'd ever float free of it dl. Soldiersdidn't get to do Zen or bliss, wasn't in the contract. She'd never
be worry-free like the sunbeams that were dancing aong the carved shuttersto cast prisms of shadows
on the privacy screen guarding their booth.

"l don't have answers, and | need them fast,” she finaly admitted. "While | wait | have to gather evidence,
but the other part of me wantsto go to the holding areato just be there when it happens, if it happens, to
do what hasto be done—but I've gotta seeit with my own eyesor I'll never ret, I'll dways have the
Quedtion..."

Sasha allowed her wordsto trail off. She hated fedling vulnerable, and she instantly pulled back
everything she was about to say. Half of her wanted to go right to Hunter and ssimply hold him and weep.



Another part of her wanted to go to Silver Shadow and beg the elderly shaman to conjure whatever
medicine-man magic he could. The morerational human side of her, which shed cometo learn was
ignorance masking itself behind arrogance, wanted aquick scientific fix—amagic pill—which was as
absurd as hoping for someone to wave amagic wand.

Then there was the soldier in her that was pissed off, ready for war, and wanted to smply kill something
and kill it good for the offense of giving Hunter the contagion. From the empathy in Shogun's eyes, she
knew she didn't even haveto say it; staring at him was like seeing into the soul of afellow veteran. Hed
obvioudy lived this pain before, as hed told her, and knew the dedl.

But shehdd dl of that emotion in check, biting her bottom lip when their server arrived with abamboo
tray laden with delicate ceramic Gaiwan painted with Dragon and Phoenix motifs set beside thin porcelain
plates and a steaming, covered bamboo basket filled with fluffy white sweet cakes.

She had no appetite; redity and her partial confession had stolen it all. Sashawatched dispassionately as
their quiet, efficient server set down carved chopsticks beside each plate and arranged the covered
teacups before them. Next she set down akiri wood trivet and hustled out of the room to return with a
pretty Dragon-and-Phoenix glazed tegpot to set upon it. Asafinishing touch, their server removed a
small jade bell from her kimono pouch and subtly left it by Shogun's hand. Somehow Sasha could tell
from the demure smile the young woman offered that unless someone rang the bell, she wouldn't be back.
New awareness thrummed through her, adding to her quiet panic.

The young woman bowed dightly, accepting Shogun's nod and bow as her cuethat al waswell and she
could be excused. Sashawatched the server retreat and discreetly secure the recessed privacy screen
fully closed. Then she watched Shogun go through the paingtakingly dow ritud of lifting thelid from his
ceramic Gaiwan, breathing in the aromatic fragrance of the tea, and serving them each a steamed cake
using hischopgticks.

"When you cameto meat The Fair Lady, you had arequest pressing againgt your spirit,” Shogun said
carefully as he went about the task of securing the woven bamboo top back onto the steamer basket.

"Yes | did," shesad, findly taking the lid off her Gaiwan to alow the hest to rise from her tea
"I know you love him; that's been established and is respected. So tell me, what ismy role?!

She dared at Shogun without blinking, watching him lift the ddlicately painted cup to his mouth with two
fingersfrom each hand.

"I need ablood sample.”

Shewatched him pause, but then fluidly continue bringing the edge of the chinato hislips, evenly spping
from it before setting it down again.

"Am | asuspect now?'
"No," she said, shaking her head. "I'm afool. I'm grasping at straws.”

He motioned toward her tea, his eyes haunted. "Have asip and let us speak asfriends, if nothing else,
then. Explain.”

She nodded, bringing the teato her lipsto taste the subtly elegant flavor. Y eeh—she owed him an
explanation, even though she hated to haveto go into it. "Theteaisvery good," she said with aweary
sgh.



"It is, but now we're past word dances... now that you've asked mefor blood.”
He sat back. She set down her cup.
"You'reright. It'snot for what you think. We need to find acure.”

Seeming intrigued, he leaned forward. "We've aready been hunted, studied as mongters, and this cure
seemsfutile, evenif you findit. If he'sdonewhat it gppears... then?”’

Sheraked her fingersthrough her hair. "I know. If he murdered that boy, then who cares?' She suddenly
sat forward, hating the sound of the words that echoed in her mind and congtricted her heart. "But what
if, just likelast time, it wasn't him—what if it was aVampire setup or the handiwork of ademon-door
escapee? If so, then... | don't know." She sat back and picked up her teacup and took a deep swig from
it, briefly closing her eyes. "Likel said, I'm grasping at straws. Human scientists have only gotten their
hands on, and studied, demon-infected Werewolf blood. They've never seen the healthy version. | want
our lab to do comparison testswith that and Shadow blood... I'm looking for something, anything.”

"If Hunter was set up, and he wasn't the one who gutted the human, then you hope to develop avaccine
for him and maybe others, to ensure that there's never aquestion in the future,” Shogun said calmly,
picking up asmadl, fluffy steamed cake and biting intoit. "Therés clearly alot on theline here, which
makesthe dilemmainteresting. High stakes.”

Sasha briefly stared at the gooey sweet center in the dessert and then let her gaze sweep Shogun's
glistening mouth as he chewed. "Y es," she murmured, closing her eyes. He was going to play hardball.

"Thereisnothing wrong with hope, Sasha. All men have hopein the face of seemingly impossible odds...
that's what kegps us going. | suspect thisisaso true of the females of our species.”

Shogun's voice had bottomed out on agravelly murmur, and one look into his eyestold her they were
back to word dancing. She took up asweet cake and bit into it, alowing the chewy confection to cover
her tongue while thinking, deciding. Wasthe long shot even worth it? The fallout from this could be
disastrous.

"l need you," she said quietly, admitting defeet in their stalemate.

He gave her asad smile and took up histea. "How should | respond to that, Sasha? There's no palitically
correct way to dance around that remark.” He took adeep swig from his Gaiwan and set it down,
wincing asthough he'd set down ashot of whiskey. "l need you, too."

Another stalemate. She nodded, Sipping her teaas her shoulders dumped. "Okay. Name your terms,”
shesad flatly, just wanting to get the whole thing over with.

Heleaned forward and frowned. "Never likethat," he said between dowly extending upper and lower
canines, and then sat back.

"I'm sorry," she said quietly, truly sad that she'd offended him.

"Y ou can have avid of blood, Sasha," he said, clearly annoyed, "but leave me my dignity, at the very
leadt."

"I am really sorry, Shogun,” she said, dropping her head into her hands. "That was screwed up... sadin
al thewrong way. .. and you definitely didn't deserve that. I'm just stressed to the limit." She looked up
to see him staring out the window, musclein hisjaw pulsing.



"Ismy kind so revolting to you that—"

"No," she said quickly, cutting him off and leaning forward. She waited until Shogun's gaze met hers
before pressing her point. "It has nothing to do with anything like thet. It'samatter of honor. Hunter isin
prison, awaiting possible execution. I'm the only one, other than his grandfather, who'struly in his corner
on thisside of the slver-coated bars.”

"He'salucky man,” Shogun said, histone dightly bitter as he took another angry sip of tea.

"My head is so messed up right now, | can't even go there... and there'sa part of me that's aready
grieving, trying to prepare mysdf for the worst. Then there's another part of me that's scared to death.”

"You'reafraid of me?' Hurt and shock muted Shogun's voice and haunted his eyes.

"Hel yes," shesaid quickly in ahissng whisper, stting forward even farther and now talking with her
hands. "I'm afraid that if | ever crossed that invisible line between usto do a casud exchange, | might not
be able to find the boundary again. And if it turns out that Hunter didn't commit the crime and is rel eased,
then what? World War Three in the streets between Shadow Wolf and Werewolf Clanswith lots of
human collaterd damage and VVampires having an |-told-you-so field day—all started over bullshit behind
the pursuit of awoman who is conflicted? Y eah, that's enough to be afraid of—because wolves dedl in
absolutes. Thereisnothing casual about that."

Sasha sat back and sent her gaze out the window in search of any serenity she could find. "Never
happen. Not awar on my watch caused by a stupid political mistake on my part. | can't even consider
the ramifications of having anew lover until | bring closure oneway or another to thiscase... until | know
what's happening with Hunter. So for the record, my trepidation and lackluster attitude aren't about
prejudice—they're about redlity. Everything I've just mentioned isared enthusasm damper, dl right.”

"But unless I'm confused, you were still willing to give your body to mein fair tradefor avid of my
blood," Shogun said dowly, histone mdlow and thought-filled.

Oh, my, God... men. Sasha closed her eyes. She didn't want to dedl with the fine points of thisissue,
didn't want to redlly delveinto the complex layers of emotionsthat striated this entire scenario, wasn't
trying to dedl with the thing that had aways been there but never fully explored between them. And the
way Shogun's calm, professoria response caused her face to burn as shelistened to him tekeasip of his
teamade her crazy. Hearing him restate the barter so bluntly really made it sound as bad asit was. Then
again, maybe the burn was coming from hisintense gaze... which she was sure sheld mest if shetook her
eyesoff the Roji garden.

"Yes" shefindly whispered. "If it cameto that."

"It won't,” he said quietly. "Because you'd hate me forever and that's not what | want. .. even though, at
this moment, I'm not surethat | care.”

She looked at him hard now, wanting him to understand the tightrope she was balancing on. "More than
even your blood, | need your friendship for the long haul. Our aliance hasto stay intact while we sort this
al out... especidly if it goesto trid at the UCE. We have to keep a united front, but any impropriety on
my part sensed by the Shadow Clans—or for that matter yours—will cause dissension in theranks."”

"Then how would deeping with meto get my blood have kept that from happening in the first instance?
Thisisso contrived, Sasha" Shogun took another sip of tea, but thistime she could seethe dight tremble
inhishands as he did so.



"l don't know," she muttered and sent her gaze back out the window, fedling foolish when he swallowed
abadly concedled smile. Sheld never been afemme fatale, had never learned any tricks from the school
of Mata Hari, and they sure didn't teach that at NORAD.

"I've never bargained like this before," she added with adisgusted grumble. "So | guess| botched the
effort—my bad. | just didn't know that you'd go dong with thisfor... oh, forget it.”

"No," Shogun said, leveling hisgaze a her. "1 don't want to forget it—I want to clearly understand. Y ou
were hoping we'd have a conversation that would possibly lead to adiscreet exchange that would never
be mentioned again.”

"Yeah, | guess, something likethat." She focused on abright pink clump of azaeas outside.

"Therefore, you should have been afraid, very afraid—because | would have done everything in my
power to blur the lines, to ensure you'd remain conflicted and that you could never find that boundary
between us and the so-called right thing again. Y our wolf instincts were correct, Sasha. | would have
been discreet and never told a soul. Y ou know methat well, and | an honored that you do. However, |
don't think a onetime event would ever sate the hunger between us. That, | know, isareal beast... since
it frightens us both. And once escaped, then you'd be correct. At some point, theré'd be war between
men. But | would never place an ally under such duressfor asmplevia of blood. | have nothing to hide."

She dowly dragged her gaze from the window. For amoment the smoldering, ungpoken questionin
Shogun's eyes stopped her breath.

"Then, for such ahuge favor, what do you want? I'm not trying to offend you. | just want to know." She
waited, watching him dowly inhde and exhde asthough finding it hard to pull in air.

"l want apermanent aliance, friendship... respect,” he murmured, his gaze becoming heavy-lidded ashe
sat forward and took up one of her hands. "For you to come to me without an agendaand of your own
volition one day or night for more than something casud, once you have closure with this other tragic
Stuation. For you to alow what has been budding for along time to be handpicked and satisfying, and
rare, and gently steeped, never rushed.”

The heat from his hand and the gentle brush from the pad of histhumb grazing her knuckles radiated
warmth up her arm and throughout her belly. But it was thelook in Shogun's eyes that both frightened
and drew her.

"I don't know how thisisal going to play out. There arethings | can't promise, because thefutureis
dicey. But you have my respect, an dliance that is unshakable. Friendship and apromisethat if | ever
cometo you likethisagain, it will bewithout an agenda.”

His unblinking gaze captured hers. He swalowed hard, and she couldn't help stare at his Adam's apple
and adlow her gazeto trail down histhroat. Sudden heat had spread from her belly to create moist longing
between her legs. Horrified, shetried to pull her hand away from his, only to meet vise-like res stance.

"Don't stop the dance now,” he murmured, hisvoice raw with passion. "'I've never experienced this.”

Almost afraid of what she might see, Sasha glimpsed the rice paper screen as Shogun closed his eyes,
tightened his grip on her hand, and then clutched the edge of the table. Her shadow had betrayed her.
Repressed emotions, tension, fatigue, grief, the need for comfort had al blurred thelines and started
something she was unprepared to finish.

"The inner wolf never lies. Y ou had to want thisas much as | did," he gasped, dropping his head back,



beginning to pant as bristles of blue-black hair began to sprout from his clean-shaven scalp.

"Our wolves can't do this," she said in atense whisper, watching an onyx wash of silky black hair flow
down over his shouldersto hang down his back. "We haveto stop."

"I cannot completdy shift until the full moon dlows, but | can't sop my wolf from feding yours, just like
you cannot lieto yours about not wanting to fee mine," he said in a pained murmur between extended
canines. "Oh... Sasha, what is this?' Y ou want my blood then open an artery. Y ou asked mewhat |
wanted—it was this—you wanting melikethis, too."

Frozen, she watched her human female shadow on the thin privacy screen entwined with his acrossthe
room, though she'd never moved. His shadow held her as her legs encircled hiswaist and she straddled
hislap, hishands diding up her back to find her hair while her face nuzzled his neck. Her shadow double
on the screen grasped his shoulders, beginning to move to adow rhythm that |eft no doubt in her mind
that aline had been crossed, blurred, and several bridges burned.

"We can't do thidl" she practically shrieked, and then dropped her voice. "'l can't shadow-dance with
you, it's not—"

"Oh, God, I'm not doing it," he said in adeep, agonized rumble, lifting his body now to each of her
phantom shadow thrugts. "Y ou are. Weres don't own this capacity, only Shadows do.”

Panic made her clothes stick to her body. Unwanted desire created a confusing tangle of guilt,
excitement, and horror that was impossible to sort out as Shogun's male wolf scent consumed her reason.
As she glanced like amadwoman from him to the screen, the erotic display of both wrecked her.

"You haveto let go of my hand," she said after the few seconds she needed to gather her wits, now
redlizing that his touch had triggered the outrageous chain of events. Everything € se sheld been coping
with had probably set off the madness, too, bringing her degpest subconscious desiresto the surface
while pulling his human-image shadow into an unwitting dance with hers.

He shook his head, his eyes pleading for her to understand, begging her to let him finish. As she glimpsed
the screen, she did understand—the problem was, it was indecent. Y et he'd also asked for hisdignity to
be preserved early on in the conversation.

If held just let go of her hand long enough to break the shadow-to-shadow connection of hisdesire
fuding hers and back again, her inner wolf could calm down enough to stop the shadow dance... her
shadow would have the wherewithd to stop the inevitable embarrassment held endure with awet spot in
his khakis. However, he would be a tortured man. There'd be no getting around that, but at least he'd
leave the teasdlon and save face.

Leaning forward, halfway across the table, and now baancing on her pillow on her knees, shetried to
corner whatever rationa part of Shogun's mind was left. But as soon as he felt her lever in hisdirection,
his grip tightened on the hand held been fiercely holding, hisfree hand wasin her hair, his mouth on hers,
creating ahot seal of dueling tongues before he broke their kiss, threw his head back, and moaned.

A hard shudder immediately claimed her. Shogun's stifled howl masked by alow moan sent a pulse of
need through her that she didn't want to own. She couldn't ook at the screen, no longer had to; she could
fed her shadow's renegade spirit running roughshod over her will, her conscience, everything she knew
wasright or wrong. Shogun's touch melted her with searing caresses through their shadows, his skin
burning against hers despite the actud distance separating their bodies.

Please don't make me do this, she begged her inner wolf—but there was no negotiating with the primal



force once it had been unleashed. The stone-cut contours of his chest grazed her nippleswith every
undulating tide of her shadow againgt his. Gasping as the awareness strengthened until she could amost
fed himinsde her, she moved in torrid shadow waves while his hands palmed her ass, opening her wider
on every upthrust until tears stung her eyes. Their bodies never touched, didn't have to—their shadows
crossed boundaries for them.

She knew he could fed therealness of it dl, even in shadow context; the agony in his startled expression
told her he did as he struggled with sensations damming him on two planes of existence at once.

Mouth open, tears streaming down his handsome, bronze face as he tried to remain as quiet as possible
in apublic teasdon—she knew. Her wolf waswild, ferd, merciless, savaging hiswith passonina
shadow dance that he didn't haveto tell her held never experienced before. His virginity to the shadows
was evident in his sweat, in the way he gasped air like aman drowning, in his pulse. The dance had gone
well past the point of no return, as had he, and she wouldn't have been cruel enough to let go of hishand
to break the connection now. Buit it had to end.

"Give meyour other hand,” she murmured, trying to steedy her breaths and regain some semblance of
sf-control.

Helunged for her, clasping her outstretched hand as though she were hislifdine at the edge of acliff.
"L ook at the shadows on the screen, not at me," she said quietly. "They tell the story.”

"I don't know if | can," he said in alow, rumbling burst between pants. "Thisis driving me crazy—I need
to hold you, even though. .."

Inadow, diding fdl forward, she pushed him backward, each knee deftly navigating between lukewarm
teaand expengve ching, careful not to ring the jade bell. On his back, having tumbled over hispillow, he
alowed her body to fuse againgt hiswith agroan.

"L ook at the shadows," she begged him, kissing hisface. "It can't go beyond this and can't happen again.”

He nodded swiftly, finally understanding that she wastrying to release his pain, wastrying to be hisfriend,
hisdly without an agenda. The moment he looked, she felt hisentire body seize, and her only recourse
wasto cover his mouth with acrushing kiss and swallow hishowl. As soon as he sopped convulsing, she
tore her mouth from his, shuddering hard, so they both could breathe.

After awhile he stared up at her with sad eyes. "Wed heard about this... storiesand liesthat young
malestell each other, dways about what they cannot have. .. The forbidden mystique of Shadow
femdes." Hetried to force asmile to makeit seem like what they'd just experienced was casua and no
big ded, but hissmile died quietly in the depths of hisforlorn expression. "I never knew, never
understood the divinity of it."

She moved along, damp strand of blue-black hair from hisface and tenderly cradled his cheek. He
nodded and cradled hers.

"l know. Not now... not yet," he said sadly.
"Not now, not yet—with the possibility that, if theré'sbeen amistake...”

"Then this never happened,” he murmured, resigned, and then kissed her.

CHAPTER 8



Clarissagtared at thelab reaults, dishdieving. Asresdent psychic it had been easy to commit the
treasonable offense of getting password codes to Doc's research. NORAD had thirty years worth of
pure gold, and time wasn't on her sde. Thiswas an emergency, she'd reasoned. Getting into Doc'slocal
laptop system in Tulane was a breeze. There was no need to get Wintersinvolved in breaching databases
and going past security codes into files where he wasn't authorized. If anyone was going to do time, then
it might aswdl be her.

Doc'stime away from the lab with Sasha had provided the window of opportunity... it wasjust that now
that she had the data, she didn't know what to do with it. God help her when Sasha brought in asample
of uninfected Werewolf blood. What was she gonnatell the captain—her best friend?

In New Orleans, if abreeze blew, it wasthick, humid air that didn't cool. Sasha sat as till asagarden
stone waiting for Shogun to come back from the men's room. Sure, it had been easy enough to dip from
their screened booth to go to the gift shop to score him apair of swedts... easy enough to hand him the
blood-drawing kit that had been stashed in her military jacket pocket as he went to freshen up and
change out of the khakis with the very revealing wet spot in them. Y eah. That wasthe easy part. But
when he came back, she hadn't a clue where to begin.

Thiswas never supposed to happen.

Something insane had unleashed itself from her subconscious. Maybe she could claim a psychological
breakdown. A dow blink was all she dlowed in the form of outward distress while pure hysteriawas
clawing at her guts.

She heard Shogun open the screen but didn't immediately turn to look at him. He cameto her sde of the
table, did into asquatting spoon fit behind her, and nuzzled her hair, then dipped avid of blood into her
palm. The transaction made her fed like aworking gelsha—abeit that had everything to do with her state
of mind and not histrestment of her.

"1 hope you find what you're looking for," he said quietly.
She nodded, her voice muted by despair. " Thank you, Shogun. Sodo|."

A sense of betrayal put tearsin his eyes as he walked with purpose. Hard-soled loafers hit the polished
floors of Tulane Hospitd, his own footsteps dmost foreign to his ears. He was there, but not—as though
trapped in an out-of-body experience. A surge of hurt masked as rage made him hasten his steps. That
someone he trusted so dearly could have done something like this was beyond his ability to fathom.

Doc leaned on the elevator button. The chopper could take him to the outskirts of where he had to go.
From there he could go by jeep and would have to only hope that he wasn't being tailed. The late
Generd Donad Wilkerson trusted no one, had everyone on the PCU team and Project Dog Star under
surveillance. Maybe this new genera was alittle different; their styleswere. Part of him gtill hated his
dead boss. Then again, another part of him truly understood the man's philosophy of utter paranoia better
now.

Bradley sat in the parlor on aburgundy velvet settee, his gaze sweeping the door, the drapery at the
windows, the shelves and mantel s loaded with exatic bric-a-brac. Unidentified herbs hung in dried



bundles by the windows while crystal wind chimes reflected light through partialy opened beveled,
leaded glass. The heavy, pungent scent of incense and sage smudge clung to the ancient fabricsin the
small, dusty room. Brick dust lined the doorsills. Tiny piles of salt waited sllently in thefour corners of the
room. Pennies littered the floor, a hazard to any vacuuming—uwhich, for reasons of the esoteric, had
obvioudy never occurred.

"Sir, the Madame can see you now."
Bradley stared at the gaunt man with a sallow complexion, wondering if he'd been once aZombie.
The only thing that banished the image was his perfect, gented diction.

With asmple gracious nod, Bradley followed the man past a set of floor-to-ceiling burgundy-hued velvet
drapesthat led into anarrow dining room. An elderly woman sat in quiet repose at asmall ova table
beforeacrysa ball.

He studied the linesin her burnt-cinnamon face, and the bluish gray tint in hazel eyesthat matched her
bluish gray hair, searching for honesty. She offered a yellow-toothed smile and bade him to sit. Despite
his dark arts expertise, being in Madame LaM onde's seance room was still a surreal experience. If shed
had on a church hat, she would've looked like athousand other senior citizens he'd seen taking a stroll
home on a Sunday morn.

But Madame LaM onde was renowned as a seer and conjure woman. Word on the streetsin the Big
Easy held that her place was away station, of sorts, where spirits came and vented their concerns. Y et
her frail composure, they said, was not to be taken lightly. Madame L aM onde had hoodoo not even the
Vampires messed with.

Still, he couldn't make his mind sync up with the petite visage before him. There was no Gypsy scarf or
door-knocker-size hoop earringsto give her stereotypica character, only an elegant pair of small pearl
studs placed just so in her sagging earlobe skin. She wore aplain pink cashmere sweater with pearl
buttons over her shouldersthat was dightly too large for her frame. Her blouse was aneat white shell that
housed her small, sagging breasts; beyond her earrings, she wore no other jewelry. That wasdl he could
notice without seeming rude, and her genuine smile made him not want to appear that way. Were it not
for the crystal ball on the table and adeck of Tarot cards, the meeting might have been with an elderly
aunt for acup of late-afternoon tea.

"Many, many questions... so many that the cards arerestless,” she said, motioning for him to sit down.

"Thank you for seeing me on such short notice, Madame LaMonde," Bradley said in hismost polite
voice.

She gave him acasud shrug. "If the spirits would have denied you, then we wouldn't be meeting. They
decide, not me."

He had no answer for her.

She shoved the deck of well-worn cards across the table toward him with arthritic hands. " Shuffle them
and cut them," she commanded. "L et your energy seep in, then well see what we have here.”

He gave the cards his best casino shuffle and returned them to her.

She chuckled and clucked her tongue. "Y ou work with the arts, have seen that which you cannot explain,
but till have doubts. Too much education.”



Agan, hedidn't respond to her accurate charge, though hefdt badly that anything in his expresson might
have conveyed dishdlief. But asif sheld read his mind, she gave him akindly wave of her hand to let him
know there'd been no offense.

"Y ou know they ate that boy. He wasn't mauled,” she said casually, laying the cards out on a Cdltic cross
spread. "There's a difference between being eaten and being attacked.”

"Yes, thereis," Bradley said in anoncommittal tone.

She glanced up and gave him asharp look. "Y ou know what kind of creature eats flesh. It weren't no
dog. So why areyou here?'

Bradley held her unfatering gaze and leaned forward. "We need to know which onedid it,” he said
quietly. " So there's no tragic mistaken identity."

"Ah!" Seeming satisfied, Madame LaMonde sat back for amoment and rubbed her bony chin, then
Sudied the cards. "That's fair and honorable—just like it says here you are.” Without warning she turned
her head and frowned, her gaze studying something to her |eft as she squinted. "Really?* she said toward
the empty space and then nodded.

"What, maam?' Bradley asked, his gaze following Madame LaMVionde's for amoment and then settling
on the ederly woman again.

She pointed down at the worn cards on the table, making Bradley lean in to follow her gnarled finger as
he stared at the color-faded images. " See here," she said in awhispering hiss. "It'saqueen. A femaedid
it. A strong one with deep roots here. There's gonnabe awar behind this, hasto be. Thisjust didn't set
right with folks on the other sde." She scattered the cards, flipping over image after image to prove her

point.
Bradley sat back dowly, shock dmaost making it hard for him to bresthe. He knew the Tarot well. Saw it,

but Madame LaMonde confirmed it. Sashawas a strong female. .. sheld been with amae of the species
who was demon-infected.

"She's close, nearby,” Madame LaMonde warned. "Will do anything for her lover. There hasbeen a
deight of hand, something was stolen from you—or from around you. Medicine, something important. Be
careful these next two nights as the moon goesfull.”

Bradley closed his eyes. Sashawas close. Loved Hunter, that was obvious. Medicine had been stolen
from thelab, and only afew people knew how and where the drugs were stashed. Sasha's mother was
from New Orleans. A soft, pain-filled murmur left Bradley'slips. " Thank you for your trouble today,
Madame. I've heard enough.”

Sasha did between the trees, shadow-hopping, catching passing shadows at a breakneck speed, her goal
singular—she had to get the blood sample to Clarissa. After what had just transpired, she had to know
for sure... had to get the only link to a possible cureinto her best friend's hands and then had to go north
to wait with the pack.

Winters stared at his computer screen. Warning code scrolled asilent darm. After held amost faced
court-martia for high treason when Vampires mind-stunned him and used him for aretinascan to bresk
into NORAD's|abs, held layered on so many additional fail-safes that no one could possibly enter the
project's sensitive data banks without leaving a back-door trail. And the back door had just sounded.



Hisfingersflew acrossthe keys, following, saving chunks of evidence as he burned it to aflash drive.
How could Doc be accessing data from a system here when he was at NORAD? Winters watched the
greaming filesflying by on the screen—all genetic information going back to the beginning. Theniit
stopped.

Fear made him stand up dowly and glance around. He shoved the flash drive into his pocket. Although it
was gl daylight and couldn't be Vampires, an infected Shadow Wolf could come out of nowhereand rip
him apart... or if heran down the hall to the possible source of the breach, Doc's office, what if a
Werewolf who had yet to transform was there waiting for him? Even in human form the demon-infected
SOBs were strong as hell and meet-eaters.

He looked around again and mopped his brow. Clarissawas nowhere to be found, Bradley was out in
the streets gaining intel; Woods and Fisher were on ammo-collection detail and due back shortly.
Winters opened his desk drawer and pulled the cool metal of a Glock into hisgrip. "C'mon, guys, get
back here quick... whereareyou?”’

Sashadmogt fdl into Clarissa's arms from a shadow jump, but covered her mouth quickly with ahard
press of her palm across her mouth before she could scream. She dropped the shopping bag that had her
dressbluesin it the moment Clarissarelaxed, and then opened her hand to fold the test tube of blood into
it.

"Pure Werewolf blood from an uninfected host."

"JesusH. Chrigt, Trudeau,” Clarissasaid in alow hiss, pulling Sasha deeper into the hallway acove.
"How'd you—"

"If 1 tdll you, I've gottakill you," Sashasaid with asad smile. "But it'sthe red thing."

Clarissajust sared at her for amoment.

"What?" Sashawhispered, becoming more darmed as she stared at Clarissals pained expression.
"l went back into the NORAD databases..."

"You did what?" Sashasaid, now raking her hair with darm. "If you tip off the brass—"

"l had to," Clarissawhispered in aharsh tone without apology. ™Y ou're expecting me to do in two days
what Doc couldn't even do in three decades?'

"Okay, you'reright, you'reright,” Sasha said, beginning to pace. "What did you find out?"

"| first looked at mitochondrial DNA, the stuff that's passed from the maternal side, looking for smilarities
in genetic markers among you, Hunter, Crow Shadow, and even Doc. That would give me astable
human sample—Doc; afull-blooded Shadow Wolf—Crow Shadow; a hdf human, haf Shadow
Wolf—you; and a Shadow who has contagion in his syslem—Hunter. | wastrying to see what genetic
code switches were turned on and what were turned off. | knew Doc had to analyze thisinfo,
benchmarking it al againgt the infected Werewolf samples held had from Rod on back."

"Y eah, yeah, and?' Sashasaid, growing impatient.

"And nothing," Clarissasaid, dragging her fingers through her short bob. When Sasha's shoulders
dumped, she held on to Sasha'sarm. "Then | went the other route, through the markersonthe Y
chromosome, the mae side of the equation... that's where | found a coaescence point that | keep going



over and over, but it's blowing my mind."

Sasha grabbed Clarissa by both arms and pushed her againgt the wall, nerves at the breaking point. "Tell
me. How bad isit?’

"I don't know if thisis good news or bad." Clarissamet Sashas eyeswith her own, and the confusionin
them made Sasha dowly back off. "I don't know how this affects Hunter at dll. .. it may not even be
relevant, and I'm not even surethat | have theright to tell you.”

Almost ready to shake Clarissa, Sashahugged hersdf. "Tell me.”
"Crow Shadow isyour brother... different mothers, samefather.”

Sashablinked. Sheld heard Clarissa, but the information took amoment to sink in. Now it made sense,
the eerie connection she'd had to him... the way she could sense where he'd been abducted, where the
Vampires had held him draining his blood in a French Quarter town house. Then pure horror filled her
and she grabbed Clarissasarmsagain. "Tel me, oh, my God... tell me I'm not Hunter's—"

"No, no," Clarissasaid quickly. "You're not hissister or even acousin.”

Sashallet go of Clarissaand then rubbed her palms down her face, breathing into them dowly to keep
from hyperventilating. "Okay, okay, | can deal with being Crow's sster. HE's good people, we know
Doc made mein alab from donor sperm from the Shadow Clan." She searched Clarissasface, seeing
there was more.

Both women stared at each other for what seemed like endless minutes.

"Sasha," Clarissasaid quietly. "Doc Holland didn't get donor cells from the Shadow Clan. He's part
Shadow Wolf himsdlf, and isboth you and Crow's father."

"How long have we known each other?" Xavier Holland demanded. His voice carried on the cool April
breeze and echoed through the mountain clearing. "' Silver Shadow or Silver Hawk, whichever form you
chose. Wolf or man, you owe me an audience. That at the very least!”

"You areright, old friend," atired voice said behind Doc.

Holland spun and confronted his friend of many years. He was wrapped in aceremonia blanket with
traditiona headdress.

"Beforel die, | do owe you an explanation.”

"l don't want you to die," Doc said, pointing at him and shouting. "I want you to tell me why you pilfered
meds from my lab and didn't tell me? Why you wouldn't let me help if your grandson was rejecting the
curel" Hisvoice broke and he dropped hisarm in defeat. "Why? After all these years.”

"Evenin your righteous indignation you use thewords softly... pilfer, not steal. You and | arelike
brothers. That | betrayed your trust is something that weighs heavily on my heart.”

"Then why would you not tell me... | could have tried something e se, could have—"

"Y ou are haf human. Y ou were raised by them, and incline more to their ways. Thisblood moonisthe
business of Shadow Wolf Clans, and | could not bear to see my longtime friend consumed by the tragedy
of it. The painin my spirit is enough to bear done, but to give that to you would not have been the way of



thewolf."

"Silver Hawk," Doc said, opening his arms, "something has gone wrong. | would have helped. Give me a
chance! Y ou know my history, you know my honor!"

"I do," Silver Hawk said quietly, tears shimmering in hiseyes.

"Then remember the shunning that had a pain you can never imagine. | was denied awifein this pack
because of my heritage—haf human, half Shadow Wolf... thekind that could not turn—likened to a
damned familiar! Impotent to the change.”

Silver Hawk closed his eyes as Doc's voice fractured in the forest.

"My own Shadow father abandoned my human mother, ashamed, and dipped into the shadows and was
gone... years it took meto find my way home. Y earst And based on my mother's so-called delusona
outburgtsthat landed her in an ingtitution, | followed the legend—I had to understand DNA. | needed to
break the code on it for the sake of my own sanity. There's dways agood outcome from the pain levied
by the Great Spirit, you once said... and my knowledge helped this pack a an auspicioustime, when
your newborn grandson was convulsing. Tdl methat wasn't Divine Providence of the Great Spirit! Tell
methat was not my roleasafamiliar!”

Silver Hawk turned hisfaceto the sky but did not open hiseyes, dlowing arivulet of tearsto leak from
the corners of them. "So much pain, so many mistakes."

"My loving Shadow Dove was not amistake while | was here working on your grandson. That ismy job,
yes, as ahuman doctor, but also asamember of this pack—to save a clan heir to the North American
aphawas my responsbility. Istill my responsbility! But | was betrayed then, asnow... My son was
passed off as abeta, my mate was so ashamed she'd been with me. She would have rather seen Crow
raised asabetamale, lied and said he was created by afull-blooded beta Shadow Wolf rather than a
half-breed like me... a Shadow who couldn't shape-shift—and therefore shunned. All that intrigue so she
could keep Crow with her. Inthelong run, | didn't blame her; in fact, | eventualy applauded her guile
once my ego got out of the way, because it saved my son from my fate. So | listened, | understood, and |
bled from that truth told too many yearstoo late to correct. We've known each other along time, Silver
Hawk. But you sworeto me after | learned that truth that never again would you keep mein the dark
about clan palitics. Y ou promised!"

"Thisian't dan politics”" Slver Hawk said quietly.

"It isnot an attempt to keep you an outsider thistime. It was afoolish attempt to spare you the grief of
the ugliest part of our job as demon hunters. To put one of your own to deeth... with Sashaas your
daughter, her my daughter-in-law, will break your heart three ways."

Silver Hawk leveled an empathetic gaze toward Doc. "Y ou lost them both—Shadow Dove and Sasha's
mother... oneto apack, oneto an infected Were. Now you should break your daughter's heart and
have to accept what her mate has become? Now you would have to know and live with the knowledge
that another infected wolf could daughter your daughte—who would not leave him until thelast. .. until
maybe it wastoo late. Thiswould not be alab accident at NORAD, the way Sasha's bel oved mother
died, Xavier. You and | both know thiswould probably happen when Sasha was done with Hunter,
trying in vain to help him to the bitter end. | had to give my grandson the medicine to stave off the
inevitable long enough to keep her safe and to have him contained, while saving your sanity. Thisvery
thing drove your mother out of her mind—the human psycheisafragile thing. And you wanted meto tell
you al of thisto break your heart again? No. After all you have endured, | would spare you that as your
friend.”



Doc looked away asthetreeline around Silver Hawk became blurry. He was no longer angry, just
suddenly very, very tired and hisvoice amererasp. "It was my decison to endureit, just asit ismy
sanity to lose. If Hunter was asking you to steal medsfor him, then Sashawas dready at risk. Don't you
seethat now?"

"Hunter never asked meto stedl the medicine; | knew he needed it and did so on my own. Heis no thief.
| lied and told him that | had your permission when | saw that it was not working. Therefore, know that it
isbecause | love you as my dear friend, who fought vaiantly with human medicine and saved that boy's
life, that | tried... but things have gonetoo far. | will deliver the death sentence, not his enforcer, not his
mate, not his doctor, not the human military or atribuna of Vampires. Me. | will take hislifein the
honorable way, and then | will leave my heartbreak in the mountain snow."

Tearsstood in Doc's eyes and then fell. He shook hishead. "Until thefind slver bullet goesinto hisskull,
let metry."

CHAPTER9

Numb, Sashawatched Clarissadowly wak down the hall in the opposite direction from the locker
rooms. It took al of her strength to finally push her body off the wall where shed dumped. She had to
get to the hospital employee showers, put on her own clothes, ditch the telltale outfit from Chaya, and
then put on the amber-and-silver amulet that would protect and guide her over the great distances she
needed to travel through the shadow lands to reach the vast Uncompahgre forests.

Later, she and Doc could square up history. Before she said aword to Crow Shadow to acknowledge
him as her biological half brother, she needed to understand just how much of this whole travesty Doc
had reveded to anyone else, much less her. Things were spinning out of control; her entire life was yet
again aseries of haf-truths. But she couldn't dwell on any of that now.

Sashaforced hersdf to hurry into the locker room, where she flung open her private locker to shovein
her uniform and extract jeans, a T-shirt, Timberlands, and agun. The outfit from Chayawent in the trash
as she balled up her clothes on abench, hiding the weapon. She jumped into a hard, hot spray of water
and lathered quickly with shower gd.

Right now, she had to get to Hunter. Clarissa could reach her with amental shout-out if anything critical
had been discovered in Shogun's blood sample. Sashawalked forward on unsteady legs, grabbing a
fresh towd from the wire hospital rack. Life as sheld known it had changed again.

She dipped into the teahouse men's room, aquiet blur of stealth. The scent of Shogun's sex wafted from
the bamboo trash hamper where, upon inspection, she found his discarded khakis. A low growl of fury
coated her throat and narrowed her gaze. She carefully rolled the pantsin the plastic hamper liner to take
with her and then left as quickly as sheld comein, but thistime through the window.

"Dear brother, | trust from your change of attire that your diplomatic talks with the she-Shadow went
well?' Lei sad with adroll smile, watching her brother enter their suite and head straight for the bar. "Or

"Sometimes | despiseyou, Le," Shogun said with alow, warning growl.



"I'm hurt,” she said in afasely contrite tone. " Although you despise me at times, | have ways had your
best interests at heart as your sister, and for you as our respected adphaleader. It is| who ensures your
best interest and the best interests of the clan at al cogts. .. | was even the one who suggested a meeting
between you and Sasha Trudeau... now | am the culprit for any unfortunate circumstances that occurred
during your meeting? How so? What went wrong?"'

She looked him up and down and knit her brows until he looked away. "Did the she-Shadow attack
you? Did you two fight? I s this the meaning of the changein clothing?' Lei bowed and lowered her gaze,
hiding ady smile. "Dear brother, no wonder you are annoyed at me. | apologize for the
misunderstanding. And here | had so hoped sheld dlow you to love her to strengthen the dliance.”

Shogun turned away from his sister, abandoning the drink he'd been preparing, and stalked into the
bedroom, damming the door behind him.

"Holy shit," Winters said, wild-eyed as Bradley came through the door of the [ab. "Whereve you been,
dude? It's getting dark outside.”

"Gathering intdl, like | was ordered,” Bradley said in aflat tone. "What the hdll's the matter with you?”

"Somebody downloaded a shitload of classified project files while Doc was gone, and | can prove it
wasn't Doc," Winters said nervoudly glancing around.

Bradley approached his workstation setup with caution. ™Y ou tell Clarissa, Woods, or Fisher yet?'

"No," Winters said, blotting his brow with aswipe of hisarm. "But I'd fed awhole lot better if Sashaor
our guyswith the big guns were here right now."

"Sit down," Bradley said with apained expression. He landed a heavy pdm on Winters's shoulder.
"Raise Woods and Fisher on comm. Rissa, too—»but not the captain. At least not yet. | heard some
thingsin the street from afairly reliable source. That, and what you've just told me, gives me the shivers.”

Sasha looped the thick silver chain over her neck. As an afterthought, she briefly ran the pad of her
thumb across the ancient etchings that were cut deeply into the huge hunk of sacred amber dangling from
it. Just staring at it made her sad; Hunter hadn't been able to come near the amulet in the last week ashe
fought off the contagion—a piece of history from his clan handed down to champion aphaleaders
throughout the generations. If he could no longer wear it, she had to return both amuletsto Silver Hawk.
Maybe she was no longer worthy to wear hers, either. In fact, after what had transpired at the teshouse
she knew she wasn't.

"Great Spirit guide me," Sashawhispered, folding her free pam over the amulet she wore. "Take meto
someone who has Hunter's best interest at heart, someone in the shadow |lands who can show methe
way, make me know thetruth, and help save hislife.”

Clutching Hunter's matching talisman in her fist, Sashawrapped the chain around her wrist and waited for
her amber to begin its mysterious inner glow. She looked around the eerily quiet locker room and leapt
into thefirst shadow she saw.

Sasha tumbled headlong and then flipped in adisorienting spird to land crouched on her hands and feet,
her senses primed the moment she came to a thudding stop on aweird carpet of meadow grass. The
darkness was invaded by a strange wash of blue moonlight. Sashastood dowly, readied for an attack



that never came. Instead abeautiful silver-white wolf peered out between a stand of weeping willows.
Spanish moss swayed from their thick boughs. The location was familiar but not. She sniffed the air asthe
she-Shadow lifted her nose and focused her attention just beyond Sasha's shoulder.

Sashaturned dowly. The potentia threat made the hairs stand up on her neck. He was huge, mgjestic,
coal black... hiscoat so shiny and dark that it dmost appeared navy blue. The big male stalked forward,
but his head was lowered in asubmissive greeting. The shy female backed away alittle, seeming unsure.
Sasharemained as till asthe stand of trees around her, a silent observer in shadow lands that echoed
with ancient spirits. The scent and surrounding foliage dowly became familia—New Orleans.

The moment the shy femde transformed into her human sdlf, Sasha covered her mouth to hold back the
gasp. It was Hunter's mother. Her fragile beauty was bresthtaking, and al Sasha could do was stare. The
large male wolf who circled the woman's legs and then became man was not the betamale shed
previoudy seen cowering in the shadows. He was not the male Silver Hawk had blown away for alowing
his daughter to be ravaged by a beast. This male looked like Shogun's body double, but a head taller and
three shades darker.

Sasha backed away asthe pair embraced; then she turned fully away, not sure she wanted to see what
intimacies the spirit realm revealed. But as she siood mute, deciding, the temperature around her
suddenly dropped. The ingtant climate change spun her back around, as did aferd argument between the
huge black wolf and anew, vicious, golden-amber femaewolf. A new scent sung her nogtrils. Infected
Werewolf.

She backed up quickly and took cover, surprised to see that the foliage was gone. Her spine hit a carved
pillar that was no longer atree, causing her weapon to dig into her skin. She wastrapped in adeep
cavern, some underground lair. Gorgeous s Ik fabricsin reds and shimmering gold tones ensconced
teakwood Asan furnishings. The gossamer drapes swayed in the places that the Spanish moss had just
occupied only moments prior. From what she could tll, it looked as though she'd entered a sultan's tent
beneath the earth while two wolves at extreme odds circled and snarled. One was infected; one was not.
The tension between them was so thick she could taste it. One would soon lunge, ingtinct told her that,
and she prepared to get out of the way, moving with them. Then something changed in the spirit journey.

The man stood before an exotic Asian beauty with tears shimmering in his eyes. He backed away from
her as though she had the plague. She laughed, but the sound was harsh and hollow. Sashamoved in
closer to follow them through ateahouse garden. M oonlight swept over them as he yelled no and drew a
long samurai blade on her. A repugnant scent of demon degth filled Sashas nose, making her gag—just
as the woman shape-shifted and legpt at the man, tearing at his flesh before jumping to a safe vantage

point.

A demon-infected Werewolf threw her head back and howled. The golden-amber wolf then |ooked at
the man and hisripped arm, oblivious to the long gash in her fur, and transformed. She held her shoulder
wound laughing, insane, and naked. Her gaze held satisfaction asit assessed hisbleeding am. He

dropped to his knees; she flashed an evil smile and faded into the garden. Sashaheld her bresth asthe
garden grass beneath her feet gave way to athick carpet of snow.

Immediately she remembered this spirit journey—she'd taken it with Hunter before. She now knew his
mother'swolf form. Saw it al happening again in dow moation.

Two demon-infected werewolves thundered into the pack lands. One was golden-amber, one black as
midnight. The Shadow pack in wolf form was no match for apair of demon-infected Werewolves... but
the vision had been misinterpreted. The two weren't fighting as apair. Warning barks rang out from the
huge black wolf toward Hunter's mother, even as he struggled with what he/d become. Her husband, the



betamale Silver Hawk despised, cowered at the Sght of the huge male running headlong toward her.
Then the golden-amber wolf broke free of her attackers and the huge male doubled back as though going
after her to head her off. But in the chaos, confused Shadow Wolves separated the two. The femae was
gaining on Hunter's mother, who was now separated from the safety of the pack.

Sashawatched in horror asthe big male was cornered and pinned down while mortaly savaging many of
the Shadow pack in an attempt to save Hunter's mother. History of the battle had been revised in error!

"No! He'strying to help her!" Sashasvoice rang out but the battle raged on al around her, every spirit
locked in struggle the way it had occurred and obliviousto her. She knew it was futile; she couldn't get
their attention, but the hel plessness of watching it dl unfold brought tears of frustration to her eyes.

Ingtinct, fight adrendine, everything wolf insde her panted hard as her emotions rose and fell with the
battle raging in the spirit vapors before her. Everything human in her grabbed her wegpon asthe
deranged she-wolf headed for Hunter's delicate mother. 1t happened so quickly... Silver Shadow was
over the ridge with ashotgun in human form. The Werewolf reared up on her hind legs as Hunter's
mother stood on hersto meet the threat, her pregnant belly vulnerable. Silver Hawk screamed in horror
as hereleased the sllver shell, the shotgun report ripping through theicy glen. Silver Hawk's daughter
dropped wide-eyed and stunned. The werewolf yel ped, her coat grazed, and she fled. The bloody womb
trgpping an infant rolled into the snow with his mother's entrails. A huge black wolf cleared the ridge, saw
the carnage on the ground, charged Silver Hawk—and this time the old man aimed dead-on, right
between the eyes. The massve Werewolf lay dead, dowly transforming back to his human form.
Seconds clicked by as Silver Hawk swung around to see his son-in-law cowering. He pulled the trigger
and then dropped his wespon, racing toward the convulsing, womb-trapped child in the snow—Hunter.

Then the shadow lands went dark. Once again they became the mist-filled moonlit caverns of spirit and
passage. Sasha wiped the swesat from her brow with the back of aforearm, shaken.

She glanced around, allowing the imagesto settleinto her psyche. The exotic beauty looked so much like
Le, it was frightening—but at the same time she knew it wasn't her... just asthe huge male resembled
Shogun, but wasn't. Why was she being shown images of events prior to Hunter's mother's death and his
infancy contagion?

The only thing she was sure of now wasthat it came from afemae Werewolf linked to the Asian
Werewolf Clan. The bad blood between that clan and North Americas Federation had been legendary.
Now, perhaps, she better understood why. But the only one she'd be able to trust with thisinformation,
the only one who was adept in interpreting the mosaic of spiritual images, was Siver Hawk. Sasha
pressed forward, searching for away out to the other side.

A tranducent female image in a ceremonid white doeskin Native American dress stopped Sasha by
stepping into her path. Sasha froze. Hundreds of shells and hand-tooled semi precious stones gently
chimed asthe spirit moved, her jet-black hair alustrous wash over her shoulders. A pair of haunted dark
brown eyes met Sasha's gaze. She arted at the regal features and the shimmering tears. Shewould
know Hunter's mother anywhere now.

"Thisvisonwill kill my fether. | have dishonored him," the ghost said.

"But your son... | don't know what this means or how to help him?' Sasha said in an urgent, reverent
murmur. "Theyll kill him."

His mother closed her eyes. "Thisis my punishment—the choice of my father's deeth or my son's”

"What did you do that was so wrong?' Sashacried out. "Tak to me!"



"I've pitted brother againsgt brother, clan against clan, pack against pack... For my heart found its beat
after | had taken a sacred vow. So did his. And now we watch the future unravel. One mistake, echoing
through the glen. To save my son you must kill my father... perhaps even sart awar.”

Before Sasha could draw abreath the vison was gone. Thistime sheran, feding the amulet hegt her
chest, guiding her to fresh air and moonlight.

Baron Geoff Montague smiled as he looked down at pantsrolled in plastic, which werelaid on awhite
linen tablecloth before him. He picked up hisgoblet of blood and offered the beauty besdehim a
gentlemanly nod.

"That, my dear, isnitroglycerine. Areyou fully aware of the volatile nature of the game you are playing?"

DanaBroussard sat back and took asip of Dewar's from her short rocks glass, peering at the Vampire
over therim of it. "Darlin’, thisisNew Orleans. Something like thisin the Big Easy ismore of an
insurance policy than an explosve."

"But what brings you into a private Vampire blood club, unescorted in tense diplomatic times, to give
us... aDNA sample, for lack of abetter term, in khaki?' Geoff smiled and took aleisurely sp from his
goblet, flashing her asubtle hint of fangs.

"To the shrewd observer, it could be tribuna evidence to show that there was cause for a dispute
between sovereign wolf Federations. Our sources say that afemale fed on that human boy... we know
which madeis currently carrying some form of contagion, as do you. Add two and two and do reasonable
math, sugah, and we're now looking at his mate as an accessory to his contagion.”

Geoff chuckled. "Arethe Feetdling fary talesagan?'

"Nooo," Danasaid with asoft laugh, licking away the amber fluid of her drink from her lips. "But the
Succubae and Incubi are such gossips. Off the record, they say that Vampires might have ahand in
tainting medicinesthat aheartsick old Shadow Wolf might have removed ill advisedly from thelab at
Tulane”

"All isfarinloveand war," Geoff replied with anonchaant shrug.
"Especidly when the Shadow went into places closed off to Vampires.”

"Isit our fault that in his haste the old Shadow Wolf stockpiled the meds he stole in anonsecured
location?" Geoff chuckled and took adeep swig from hisgoblet. "A little tainted blood never hurt

"You didn't?' Danalaughed hard and covered her mouth. ™Y ou had old infected blood from the Dexter
incident, yes?'

Geoff gave her agallant wave of hishand. "Waste not, want not. We cleaned up the streets of New
Orleans. There was so much bloodshed and carnage, it would have lft the human world smply aghast.
I'd like to think of it asrecycling, aswell as our way to bring closure to an outstanding debt.”

"Y ou poisoned the big apha Shadow?' Her eyes widened and she shook her head, laughing harder.
"That ispogtively evil.™

Geoff bowed, "Thank you, milady. But if | hear it again, | will categoricaly deny the charge.”



"What happensin New Orleans staysin New Orleans.”
Thetwosome shared asmile.

"Well," Geoff findly said with an aristocratic, bored sigh, "now that we understand our mutua contempt
for the same adversary—and since the enemy of my enemy ismy friend—how do we make this mutually
profitable as a co-endeavor?’

Danaswirled her drink around in her glass. " The Shadow Wolves are more dangerous to you than we
Werewolvesare," shesad flatly. "They hunt any entity that preys on humans, which includes Vampires
who take ahuman life. But they've been weakened from the last war with Dexter's demon-infected pack
and by the fact that they have the North American leader already behind bars. It'sjust amatter of time
before they can pin the murder of that human on hismate. That would leave aclear path for asingleruler
of both regions, since theres dready an dliance. The Werewolf Federation would be ever so grateful.”
She gave him ameaningful look.

"Ah..." Geoff sad, wagging afinger a her and clucking histongue. "But a the United Council of Entities
Conference just last month, the Fae stood with the wolf Federations, as did our feudal membersfrom
The Order of the Dragon, the Mythics, Phantoms... thisisadelicate dance, milady."

"The Fae have never helped us, except that one time at the recent UCE Conference—and they wield no
consistent power. Once they see Max Hunter go down, they'll panic and lose cohesion, trying to hedge
their bets. The otherswill fal in linewith us after the Fae waffle, like they dwaysdo.”

"Y ou make an interesting proposa,” Geoff said, twirling the stem of his goblet between hisfingers. "I'll
takeit up with my management... however, I'm quite surprised to see you at the helm of these
negotiations. | would have rather suspected L e to cometo melikethis. Help me understand what's
created such a sudden change.”

Danas easy, sensud amile faded to a harsh line the same way the coquettish teasing | eft her eyes. "That,"
she said, motioning to the pants, "isan insurance policy, likel said. Lea isplaying dl ends against the
middle after having promised me amate-seat as premier dphafemae at Shogun'sside. But she'sclearly
hedging her bets. | saw that this afternoon. However, this new turn of events'—Dana motioned toward
the plastic-sedled khakis again—"ensures that my competition goes down with her mate, and my postion
isleft unchalenged. That's what'sinit for me."

The Vampire set down his goblet and tossed his thicket of brunette tresses over his shoulder, hisblue
eyes burning with passion for the game. "Tdl me, darling,” he said with asmooth lilt, leaning forward and
lacing his graceful fingerstogether beneeth hischin. "What'siniit for us, then, pray tell?'

"Let'sbeginwithwhat'sinit for you" Danasaid evenly with awicked smile,

"I likethe way you think," Geoff crooned. "Here's to southern belles and stedd magnolias.” Helifted his
goblet.

"Y ou would bring your cartdl afoolproof way to divide and conquer the wolf ranks, culling out the most
dangerous dement within it—the Shadow Clans, in particular, the North American leadership that was
responsible for the deaths of Francois and Etienne, to name afew.”

When Geoff sat back, Dana chuckled. "Y ou thought | forgot? Werewolves have long memories, too, and
can hold agrudge. Don't you al say fair exchangeis no robbery?"

"Indeed.”



"Well, Baron... Thisblood feud over awoman, if not addressed, could cause acivil war between the
immediately involved packs, onethat could last generations. But the larger clan structure wouldn't allow
that. They'd see the danger and call for an alliance to restore the peace. Therefore, regardless of the
lovers triangle, the nonguilty party—the wolf who had no hand in the murder of the human, and the wolf
who was not contagious—would be thefind ruler. Thisisthe way of the wolf in aco-leadership
scenario. One wolf goes down, but in order to keep the power base intact at the UCE and the new,
fragiledliancein effect. .. regardless of improprieties, the Federationswould cal for unity under the
aready sdlected co-ruling a pha—Shogun. See how smplethat is?"

"Brilliantly devious," Geoff said withady hdf amile.

Dana preened at the compliment and leaned in closer, causing the Vampireto follow suit. "Shogunis
aready positioned to take me as his mate, once the she-Shadow is discredited. The last thing hed want
to do is create afeud with the North American Werewolf Clan—my daddy's people. Once heand | are
in power, wed be very, very grateful if the Vampireswould help rebuild after any collateral damage and
restrain themsdlves during the wolf hunt. Theréd then be aforma inquiry into the infected, discredited
Shadow Wolves true motives when the Vampire lairs were attacked, which would shift UCE members
opinions, perhaps enough to restore the cartel to equa bench seating again. Backroom deals could be
struck—~but accord would be facilitated. All thisyou'd bring to your management—something I'd suggest
you'd do after your position as the bearer of good newswaslocked in.”

"I am one of the members of the UCE tribund that will ultimately investigate this human mauling incident,”
Geoff announced proudly. "They have awolf rep and a Fae rep, the three largest voting bloc members
will make the determination about the contagion and the murder.”

"I know," Danasaid coolly, staring a Geoff without blinking. " Representative Dugan isthe Fae
ambassador, since he ownsthe B and B where they stayed and was thus e ected to the investigative
tribund. Anyone from the packs of Shogun's or Hunter'simmediate family is exempt from participation
for obvious conflict-of-interest reasons. However, sincethisis New Orleans, sugah, and it isindeed
where the atrocity occurred..."

"Nooo," Geoff sad, beginning to laugh. "Thisisbeyond rich.”

"Oh, yes, honey, my daddy isthe next in line. And nobody messes with Buchanan Broussard.”

CHAPTER 10

"Shedidntdoit," Clarissasaid through her teeth, rounding the desk to get in Bradley'sface.

"How do you know?"' he asked quietly, hisvoice said and no longer accusatory. He glanced at Winters,
Fisher, and then finally over to Woods, who was next in command if Sashawent down in bettle, before
returning his gazeto Clarissa

"I just know," Clarissasaid, daring the others with her eyesto dispute her. "I'm the resdent psychic, and
| don't carewhat that old bat you visited in the Streets of New Orleans said. Sashaisinnocent!”

Spirit time and earth time were so different that shed become disoriented. Never before had she gone
into the shadow land pathways and gotten so turned around that she couldn't find her way out. The
amulet in her hand was now so warm that it was amost too painful to hold it. But shed never leaveit



herewhereit could belost forever.

Quickly unwinding the looping silver chain from her wrist, she shoved the large piece of amber-and-silver
jewelry into her front jean pocket with effort. The moment she looked up again, the huge black wolf from
the previous vison quest dowly stepped out of the mist and began to circle her.

Their eyes met; Sashadidn't move. But she was completely prepared to fight, if it cameto that.
She turned with the large predator. "Who are you?' she shouted acrossthe divide.
"He's been poisoned,” the wolf said, standing on hishind legs.

Sasha shivered at the Sght of the Werewolf transformation. The demon-infected ones could talk in wolf
form, their hind legs bent back unnaturaly for them to stand like men.... it was sSickening to see. The
moment the redlization hit her that a demon-infected Werewolf was in the shadow lands, Sasha drew her

wegpon.

"I am no trespasser. The one you seek [urksin the demon redms,” the wolf said, eyes glowing gold as he
backed into the mist and vanished. "I was daughtered with right in my soul. Help my second son.”

Sashaamost dropped her gun as her arm dowly lowered at the same time her jaw went dack.

Le glanced up at the moon as she strolled quietly through the teahouse gardens. The sound of flesh
ripping and the scent of new blood perfumed the air, luring her. A pair of glowing eyes met hersasthe
huge she-wolf looked up. Blood splattered her golden-amber coat, and she growled awarning for Lei to
back off until sheld finished with the body. Lel leaned againgt agranite lantern and waited, staring & the
long blond hair on the ground that was now matted with blood and garden soil. A discarded, ripped
kimono lay nearby, as though a paper wrapping for the naked body that was being gorged upon. Such a
shame... so young, but Mother needed to edt.

Thefemdewolf looked up and snuffled the air, her massve fangs glistening with blood. "Whereismy
on?'

"We both know that it would not be good for Shogun to see you like this."
A low growl threatened the peace.

"Hethinksyou're dead, dear Mother," Lea said camly without ahint of fear. "The clan believesthe
Shadowskilled you, too. Y ou know this. So why have you been asking for him of late?"

"Because that bitch that has smitten Shogun just went into the shadow lands, and his father's spirit
dragged mine there to show her the truth. | took the demon oath and made the ultimate sacrifice to
strengthen our rule, not to diminish it—but your father was shortsghted and could never understand this,
not even after he trangitioned to demon greatness from my bite. Fool!"

Le ducked asthe partidly eaten human body whirred past her and landed with adick thud against the
small stone path. "What isyour bidding tonight, Mother? How do | keep our clan strong and honor your
vigon?'

"Right now, | need you to find Shogun... to dispatch my warrior—my son—to protect hisown reign!
That whore whom he lusts for cannot be alowed to get to her home pack with my ex-husband'struth.”

Le pushed off the stone lantern and leveled her gaze at her mother. " Shogun will never attack her, even



though heisthefirstborn herr... evenif he knew that Hunter is the bastard son, the second son, a
half-Shadow, haf-Werewolf abomination to his pure-blood Shadow pack.” She spat, dowly
transforming. "Shogun is like Father, believing in diplomacy and dliances, rather than brute force.
Mother, it will be mewho ensuresthat the son who disgraced your marriage will never rule or co-rule
with my brother, no matter the mistakes of our father."

"Good," the demon wolf snarled asLe dropped down onto al fours. "l tried to claw Hunter from his
mother's womb, and yet helived. That fornicating bitch took my husband, your father... and now another
onelike her hastwo hdf brothersin her clutches, forming an dliance between my bloodline and my
archenemies—when they should be on the precipice of war. Sacrilege! | want her stopped before she
delivers the message of mistaken identity and misunderstood intent.”

Le threw her head back and howled aralying call, and then looked at her mother. " Sasha Trudeau is as
good as dead.”

Shogun's attention jerked his sightline over his shoulder. HEd know hissiter'srdlying cal anywhere, and
it bristled the fine hairs on hisneck. A meditative walk through the semi-abandoned Ninth Ward had
come to an abrupt halt. The moon was full, he was alone—in seconds he was pure wolf.

Hethrew his head back and called hissix best lieutenants. Lel was till hissigter, till amember of the
pack. If something had sent her on a hunt, then it was something that was athrest to their family.

Houses became a blur; street lamps, intermittent flashes of yellow light. Lei's Signature drew him to the
teahouse. But adead girl's body stopped him in histracks. He recognized the hostess from her hair and
scent, which was dl he could judge by; gone was her once pretty face. Six strong enforcers skidded to a
halt beside him, assessing the damage and scenting the air.

Theresdue of sulfur told them al Le had chased whatever it was through the demon doors. If she had,
shewas lost. Were-demons would shred a solo wolf who didn't own the contagion. Lel was many things,
but demon-infected she was not.

Shogun briefly closed hiseyes.

Hislieutenants stood in wait ready for war. This had to be redressed. Another human had been egten.
His courageous sister was now |ogt to the forbidden zone. There was only one wolf he knew of who had
been infected. She must have cometo feed here after she'd gone back to her den in the basement of
Tulane Hospitd . That's where sheld emerge from the demon doors with his sister's blood on her hands.
Sheand Lei had aways been at odds. It was no secret. She'd go back to her pack, her familiars, to the
labs that were working on her cure. That was the way of the wolf, demon-infected or not. That'swhere
he'd corner her and put her out of her misery. Then held take great pleasure in exterminating the bastard
that gave her the dread disease.

Even though it broke him in two, Sasha Trudeau was not above pack law.

"Did you hear that?" Fisher said, going to the window toting an MI6 |oaded with twenty-millimeter Slver
shdls

"Yeah," said Woods, slently sgnding for Bradley, Winters, and Clarissato move away from the
windows and doors.

Both soldiers sniffed the air. Another distant howl made Woodss ears lay back against his skull. Clarissa



shivered and glanced around the lab with the others. Winters eased back toward his workstations.
Bradley crawled to his desk and yanked open adrawer, coming away with wolfsbane to begin making a
circlein the center of the floor with the dried leaves.

"Oh, shit, oh, shit, oh, shit,” Winters whispered with a squeak. "Weve got incoming.” He pointed to the
crouching images on hisflat-screen monitors, which were picked up on the halway sensors.

Clarissa nodded and motioned toward the windows. " Get away from there and into the circle,” she
hissed through her teeth five seconds before Woods and Fisher dove toward safety, sending her
sprawling as the doors burst open and glass came crashing in.

Huge, snarling Werewolves thundered into the lab, their massive heads swinging as though on pivots,
searching. Monitors, tables, chair, stools, anything in their wake became instant rubble as Woods and
Fisher squeezed off rounds trying to protect Clarissa. But they just moved too fast.

Rage-filled beasts were up on alab bench one second, down the next. Lights were shot out of the ceiling
as airborne wolves dodged machine-gun fire, raking the walls with massive claws. Clarissafound adesk
to hide beneath and curled hersdlf into afeta ball. Woods was up on hisfest, the muzzle of hiswegpon
now breaking the plane of Bradley's circle. It happened too fast to stop.

Bradley ydled no. A Werewolf claw reached out and grabbed Woods's gun, pulling himin aflip out of
the circle aong with hisgun. A beast was on his chest. Fisher couldn't get off ashot without shooting his
own man. Winterstook dead aim with aGlock nine-millimeter. The beast that was about to rip off
Woods's face dodged the shot and crashed into the desk where Clarissa had been.

With Woods out cold and Fisher's machine-gun ricochet sureto kill Clarissa, Winters tossed the marine
hisweapon. But a heavy desk hurtled forward to knock the soldier out cold, barely missng Wintersand
Bradley.

Seven angry wolves surrounded Clarissa. Glowing eyes and pitch-black coats glistened in the darkness.
A gaping maw with razor-sharp teeth snarled alow, steady warning to her. Salivaand hot breath leaked
into her hair as she cowered on the floor. Fear had dicked her body with adrenaline sweat. Her panicked
heartbeat drowned out the sounds of sirensin the distance and pandemonium filling the hall. She dowly
opened her hand and held out the via of blood Sashahad given her. A series of close, fierce barks made
her yank back her offering and squeeze her eyes shuit.

"Whereis she?' abooming voice demanded just behind her skull.

"I don't know," Clarissawhispered to the floor, tears running down the bridge of her nose, blinding her.
"Sheleft hoursago.”

"Bloodisintheair, dr," ady Phantom said, whispering in the baron's ear and then glancing around the
blood club.

"Dotell,” Geoff murmured, smiling a the company of several Vampire femaeswho graced histable.
"Y es, and you heard the hunting-party howls... now human sirens.”

Three dabaster beauties with crimson smiles leaned in toward the vaporous form.

"Secrets?"' the brunette crooned. "Oh... Geoff, | love secretsinvolving bloodlugt.”

"What do you think it could be?" awillowy blonde asked, her pupils dilating to eclipse her pale blue



irises, leaving only the depths of pure darkness.

Geoff waved the server over to bring another round of private-label new blood for his guests, and then
sudied theingstent Succubus. "If you find out what's happened through the network and bring it to me
fird, | promise ahandsome reward.”

The Phantom nodded and did against him in lazy repose. "May | join your bed tonight, aswell, Sir?

Geoff chuckled. "That was part of the handsome reward. | don't think any of these ladieswould be
offended if you shared their bodieswhile | shared them."

A bresthy kiss sedled the dedl, leaving a vaporoustrail behind.

"Human death in the didtrict isso titillating. ...," an auburn-haired beauty sested to hisleft crooned. "Do
you think the wolves have eaten another one, Geoff?"

"I do hope so, my love. That would be perfect.”

"Y ou saw what happened!” Bradley yelled. "We haveto cdl thisin!™

"Wecdl nothing in till wetalk to Doc!™ Woods shouted back, hisfinger in Bradley'sface. "Meand Fish
amost got smoked by our own in Afghanistan because the brass thought we were contagious. Never
again. The only man that saved our asses was Doc, then after that was Trudeau—her contact's people
madeit al good... fed us, protected us, laid down their livesto make sure it was al good. So we wait
for theword!"

"We need adamage-control strategy fast, bro," Fisher said, looking out the window. "Got tell the civvies
something reasonable.”

" Attempted robbery,” Winters said quickly. "Druggies heard we had heavy medsin thelabs, we camein
here, there was gunfire, afight, they ran down the fire exits—we covered the contraband.”

Woods pointed at Winters. " Good looking out.”

Clarissaremained numb, staring at the unaccepted vid of blood in her palm. "They weren't coming for
this" she said quietly. "Didn't want the pure Werewolf blood back. | don't understand?’

"What?" Bradley whispered, the low resonance of shock in hisvoice stilling the group dissent. ™Y ou've
got pure fucking Werewolf blood in here?' His chest rose and fell in hard breaths as his voice escdated.
"Areyou insane? No wonder we got rushed by beasts—get that bullshit out of here before another
search party comesfor it. Next timewe might not be so lucky!"

"Everything hereis destroyed. | have to get this sample back to NORAD to run some tests stat. They
didn't want the blood,” Clarissasaid camly, going over to the destroyed tablesin search of anything she
could use, without success.

"If they didn't want the blood, then what the fuck did they want?' Woods shouted, his nervesfilleted.
She looked at the group. " They wanted Sasha."

The moment she hit the soft padding of moss-covered earth, she knew she was home. Sasha breathed in
the fresh spring air and alowed it to thread through her body to chase away the eeriness of the shadow



lands. Moonlight bathed her in luminous peace. With freedom surrounding her, shelonged to move, to
run, her inner wolf begging for a chance to dash through the underbrush and hunt wild game, but she
needed her human form.

There was amission greater than releasing her wolf—she had to get word to Silver Hawk, then had to
get the pack to grant her an audience aone with Hunter. She only had this night to hear hisside of the
dory... or to witness his change on thefirst true night of the full moon. Tomorrow night, if he was till
dive, atribuna would hear the evidence and decide hisfate. Then it would dl be over.

Extracting Hunter's amul et from her jeans pocket, she looped it over her neck, alowing the moon to
recharge it as sheran. To sweat and move and legp and stretch her musclesfelt divine. Something was
cdling her wolf harder than shed remembered in along time, harder than sheld wanted to admit. But now
warning chills were coursing through her, panic easing into what had been an exhilarating run. She saw it
in her periphera vison, ablur in the dark depths of the woods. Her Glock wasin her palm as she spun
and fired, clipping tree bark. A familiar scent filled her nose. It was demon.

Sashaturned 360 degreesin aquick blur of motion. Glowing eyeslit up the tree linesaround her. She
was surrounded. A huge golden-amber wolf lunged, its demon-infected, gnarled jaws snapping as she
ducked and came up firing. A yelp told her she'd gotten it, but she knew it wasn't dead. Instantly she was
rushed. She knew two of the wolves—the huge amber creature was Le; the smaller auburn-hued one
was Dana. Sashadrop-rolled out of the way, blew away two fema es with timber markings, and was up
inaflash, hauling ass.

Deft footfals broke fallen branches behind her. Angry pants of the hunt drove her forward, sweat dicking
her pam, human fatigue making her gun heavy. A flash of glowing eyesand ablur cut her off witha
lateral move. Two seconds too late, and she went down in a skid right toward the jaws of the beast—but
she went down sgueezing off rounds that flung it out of her way with an agonized howl.

A dead click from an empty magazine put her up on her feet just in time to see two blurs barreling toward
her. The amulets came off, onein each fist; swinging them like nunchucks, she was ableto silver-stun
both female attackers, adding aflying kick to their heads to back them off.

A pump-shotgun report made al combatants go ill. A ralying howl from the Shadow pack narrowed
Le's gaze and sent the injured demon-wolf into the shadows with Dana.

Siver Hawk burgt through the clearing, leveling hisgun and turning in afull circle before acknowledging
Sasha.

"Theamulets never lie" he said out of bresth.

Sasha nodded and rested both hands on her knees.

"Bring me ahuman body,” Lei's mother demanded, clutching her side as they limped through the demon
doors. "Here, to beinjured meansto be cannibalized.” She looked at the intense moonlight in the
passageway. "1 cannot hidein here until | am hedled, but must eat before the disk of transformation goes
down. Then | can return. Avenge me once and for al, daughter. Once and for al!”

"How many werethere?' Slver Hawk asked, helping Sasha collect her weapon.

"Four females. | got two," Sashamuttered, till gulping air while stashing her spent weapon in the back of
her waistband.



"Four infected she-demons?' Silver Hawk said, retracing their steps through the brush as though he was
gtill tracking them. "No wonder they were bold enough to crossinto Shadow territory.”

"No," Sashasaid, holding Silver Hawk with her gaze. "There was only oneinfected femde. .. the others
were clean Werewolves."

"Those are very serious charges, Sasha," Silver Hawk said. ™Y ou must be sure.”

"l am," she sad lifting her chin as severd pack enforcers came through the stand of treestoting heavy
artillery. She gave them alook that told them they were very late to the party. They lowered their
weapons and their eyes, ashamed, but said nothing. "We need to talk, privately. A lot has gone down."

Silver Hawk nodded. "I know, Shadow-daughter. Yes. | know."

CHAPTER 11

Hed heard the call to arms. Knew he wasn't hallucinating. Sashas voi ce was unmistakable, her howl was
achill that ran through his skeleton and shook him to his core. His mate was in battle, outnumbered.
Werewolves were in the glen. The pack was on the hunt; his grandfather had transformed from his human
form, as Silver Hawk, into hiswolf-salf, Silver Shadow. There was another howl that he'd never forget,
one etched into his cdlular memory. The bitch that daughtered his mother. Gunfire. A full moon. Hunter's
wolf would not be denied.

Silver-coated bars be damned. He was Wolf Shadow, stronger than he'd ever been. His guards didn't
understand. Doc's voice was becoming distant, their conversation murky. Bear Shadow's eyestold of his
confusion. It wasn't Sashal That wasn't the fema e he smelled. Sasha wasn't a demon-infected Werewolf
breaching the shadow lands or the pack’s borders with other female Weres!

Chaos. They had to lower their weapons. He was suddenly wolf and hadn't remembered even shifting.
No, hewouldn't dlow Doc to inject him—the meds made him fuzzy, lethargic, Sck! A warning snarl
ripped up Hunter's throat. The scent of gunpowder wafting off silver shells stung his nose. Doc was so
closeto the bars. The others were yelling as he moved in toward the opportunity. Yes, old man... Just a
little closer.... Hunter's earslay back against his skull. That's right, Doc, reach out. ..

Inthe blink of an eyeit wasdl over. Desfening gunfire echoed al around him. A tranquilizer dart filled
with meds whizzed through his coat but didn't nick his skin. Doc had blocked the light and cast a
shadow.

That was dl he/d needed to break free and be gone.

She sat across from Silver Hawk at the ancient, knotty-pine table in his cabin. Pack enforcers
surrounded the house, guarding their remaining leadership. A dangerousthreet of war wasintheair.
Werewolves from the Southeast Asian Clan had breeched territorid linesto set up an unauthorized hunt
againg the apha's she-Shadow mate—Ilong before the UCE tribuna or trid, long before Hunter's
possible contagion turn—and they'd digned somehow with demon forces. A demon-infected she-wolf
was leading the hunt.

Old wounds reved ed themsdl ves as memories of past dights returned with avengeance. Dissension
rippled through the pack. Wereit not for their respect of Silver Hawk, chaoswould have hit the Streets



of New Orleansin the form of aswift retaiatory srike.

Sasharubbed her pams down her face as she sudied the linesin Silver Hawk's weathered brow. Bits of
thevison began to findly fit into place, like the tumblers of alock coming together to open asecret vault.

Sowly, with aheavy heart, she did his old amulet toward him across the wooden surface. It wasthe one
Hunter normaly wore. As she stared at it for amoment and then looked up &t the €l derly Shadow Wolf,
his brown face seemed so much like the amber piece with hard-etched linesthat told a mysterious story
of life, death, time... Her soul ached that she had to hurt him and cut him deeply with the truth.

"| took aspirit walk earlier today," she said quietly as Silver Hawk took up the amulet but didn't
immediately put it on. "1 know Doc was here... | can dill pick up his scent. Whereishe?"

"With Hunter as part of the moon watch," Silver Hawk said in a sad tone, glancing out the window as he
finally looped the amulet over hishead.

"Good," Sashasaid, just above amurmur. She paused and waited until Silver Hawk's eyes met hers
again. "1'm going to share some very hard truth with you, and then | will ask you to do the same.”

He nodded, but didn't commit. " Some of that truth does not belong to me."

She nodded. " Same here, but welll make do... as pack leadership, asfriends, and two who understand a
heavy heart."

He closed hiseyes and nodded. "All right. Tell me, and | will tell you.”

Sashaleaned across the table and gathered his hands within hers, reveling in the leathery, kind warmth
that emanated from his ancient, hedling hands. "Y our daughter loved another man..."

Silver Hawk nodded, but kept his gaze lowered to stare at their joined hands. "This| can believe. The
betawas crud, not just physically but aso emotiondly, once hed won her." The old man looked up, his
eyes burning, the edges of hisirises beginning to change into wolf's. "1 had never known hate until then.
But shewouldn't leave him."

"She couldn't,” Sasha said softly. "By then, she was pregnant.”

Silver Hawk drew a deep breath and released it dowly. "I know. | told her it didn't matter. Sheand |
would raise her child, but—"

"It wasn't her husband's,” Sasha said as calmly as possible, squeezing Silver Hawk's hands to steedy him
with he stopped breathing. " She was afraid, and ashamed, and didn't know what to do."

When Silver Hawk tried to draw away, Sashatightened her grip. " She loved you so much, she couldn't
let scandal to rip you to shreds.”

"I wouldn't have cared," he murmured thickly. "Shewasdl | had left intheworld... my heart.”

Sasha nodded. "But she respected you as not just her father, but aso who you were to the entire North
American Clan... thiswould have caused an internationa incident.”

"Who," Silver Hawk said, drawing away from Sasha's hold with ahard break and then standing. "Tell me
not those who took her lifel" He went to the window and then turned dowly, hiseyesflickering
dangeroudy near awolf transformation. "Tell me who fathered my grandson, who islinked to my pack
by blood and deceit.”



Sashawas on her feet and had rounded the table to stand before the pain-racked old man. "Use your
shaman sight. Go with me now in spirit to the edges of the shadow lands. Let her tell you. It isnot what
you think."

She held out her handsto him, waiting for the rage to subside, waiting for him to be escorted to the truth.
After what felt likealong time, apair of callused hands did into hers. A pair of haunted eyes stared at
her, issuing slent thanks for being there and not making him haveto face thisalone.

Wolf eyes set in human faces and backlit by inner moonlight met. Amuletswarmed and glowed. The
shadow paths opened around them where they stood. Secrets whispered until the spirits parted the mist.
A shy young woman came near, her beautiful face streaked with tears. Her voice was as soft as her
doeskin dress. Her eyes were pained, but she never looked away as her father swallowed away his
tears.

"My hushand beat me, and | knew you would eventudly kill him. | didn't want that; it would fracture the
pack, but | had to get away that night. He was insane, furious that his marriage to me didn't elevate his
rank and had till left him locked out of the UCE Conference. All betas had been left a homein the pack
lands. Only enforcers could go. | was not that. Although | was your daughter, | had married beneath my
dation—so | wasleft home to be beaten while you weren't around. Asit got worse, | finaly ran that
night. I had my mother'samulet... | wasachild of dpha Shadows. | could cross redlms he dared not.
And | exited in atea garden, shaken, beaten, afraid... and that'swhen | was found and helped by the
most unexpected source of tenderness.”

The spirit looked away asthough seeing it dl in her head as she spoke. Sasha could fed Silver Hawk's
hands tremble within her own, and understood the emation only too well.

"Hewas oddly tdl for hisregion," the gpparition said in afaint murmur. "And he proudly explained that as
ablend of peoples—from the Hindu Kush to Mongolia, Korea, and the highlands of China—he fit no
stereotype. | saw only that hewasregal, mgestic, and kind. We talked into the night about his fascination
with our mixture of French, Haitians, African, aworld of people and cultures under one human skin. How
the hatred was so insane, how there needed to be accord among nations. We sipped teaand shared
stories—he fed me, gave my weary spirit sanctuary, and then touched the bruises on my face asthough
hed just seen them until | cried.”

She looked at her father, her eyes pleading for understanding. "And he vowed to protect metill death
and beyond, to never make my father haveto give hislifein my stead—hewould do that for me. That's
when he traveled with me through the dangerous shadow paths to confront the man who'd besten me.
My husband, the man you warned me not to marry, was threatened by one who didn't come under the
laws of our pack or our lands. He wastold that if he touched me again, he would die. He never laid a
hand on me again. | never let him have me again, as only one warrior was worthy of that, but by thetime
| was ready to seek divorce | was dready with child. He never hit me again.”

"But hedso never lifted ahand again to help save your life" Silver Hawk whispered thickly.
"No, Father, hedidn't."
"The huge black mae was trying to stop the murder," Sasha added quietly.

Slver Hawk stared at her asimages careered through hismind. "1 now see. | shot the wrong wolf ...
perhaps aso shot aman who'd aready seen vengeance. Then again, | have no regrets about that latter
issue, regardless.”

"The golden-amber one, the wife... That'swho killed your daughter, and that's the one who got away



again,” Sashasaid, squeezing Silver Hawk's hands. "Y our son isablend of two clans. The Werewolf
Southeast Asian Clan and North American Shadow Clan."

"Heisthe onethey will oneday cal Shogun's haf brother," the spirit murmured. "That iswhy my sonis
S0 susceptible to the contagion. Forgive me, Father, for the dishonor. The weakness to the dread disease
comes from the Werewolf line... asyou know, our Shadow Wolf blood haslong been immunetoit.
Hence | now persondly understand why marriages across the lines were forbidden.”

"Oh, daughter..." Slver Hawk's voicetrailed off in apain-filled whisper.

"Father, | know that among our people, to be with aWerewolf isworse than ever being with a beta of
our own kind. But my heart crossed the bridge into hisworld, just as hisleft his people to meet mine. |
could not tell you thiswhile| lived. My child, my son, | wanted to hide from this disgrace behind a
lovelessmarriage. | had not the courage for truth about this. My shame has followed me beyond the
grave. Forgive me for the heartbreak 1've caused you."

"Y ou are wolf and human. Y ou are my heart and my soul, just asHunter is. Thereis nothing you could
do that would dishonor me. Let your spirit rest free," Silver Hawk said quietly. "We will make peace, if
peace can be made.”

"I don't know how possiblethat is," Sashasaid quickly, hating to disturb the deeply private communion,
but needing Silver Hawk to understand the risks. "L e isin cahootswith her mother. Thewifedidn't die
when you shot her years ago, just as | only wounded her now. She's ftill feeding after all these years
behind demon doors. Our only chance at deding with arationd party from their ranksis Shogun.”
Sashd's eyes widened as the implications dammed into her brain. That option might have been left asa
burned bridge at ateahouse!

"Then we must set up ameeting,” Silver Hawk said calmly, histone resigned. "If we can send hedling to
Hunter, he must Sit down with Shogun, brother-to-brother, just as the prophecy foretold: When the wolf
would be one, brought together by one born of them, yet made ... strengths of both warring
wolves sealed in one skin, with one heart, therein lies peace. That bridge between clansis Hunter.
The one born of them, yet made, isyou, Sasha. Y ou have brought the two brothers together. They must
meet in peace. | am an old man now—I have made many mistakes born of anger and war. Now isthe
Season to be il

The spirit nodded, beginning to fade, but her eyes met Sasha's with an unspoken understanding. She
clearly knew the warring wolves sealed in one skin aso meant the conflict going one within awoman
trapped between two brothers. Panic made Sasha's hands moist within Silver Hawk's hold.

"We haveto dert Doc," Sashasaid after amoment. "If one of Hunter's gene setsisimprinted, if it can't
kick in when there's been traumato the primary one..." Her wordstrailed off asthe image of the huge
Werewolf malethat was Hunter's real father jumped into her head. "Oh, my God... hisfather said hed
been poisoned. It makes sense that his Shadow blood couldn't beet this thing. He wasn't pure Shadow,
and whatever they tainted the vids with—mogt likely contagion—was weakening that one barrier till it
collapsed. He's been shooting up with adose of diseased Werewolf blood without even knowing it!"

"Father... you l€eft the vidsjust ingde the door of their room while they were degping,” Hunter's mother
said, disappearing as she looked at Silver Hawk with sad eyes. "His mind saw you when you called him
awake... but never once saw the deight of hand. Beware those who cdl themsdves friends.”

Silver Hawk again closed his eyes and shook his head. "Wewill need proof of this deed, just aswe will
need proof of Hunter and Shogun's combined heritage. None of it will be accepted at the tribunal without
hard evidence. A shadow land spirit walk is not something any of the judges can do to verify authenticity,



thusitisinadmissble"

Sashanodded. "1 have a blood sample from Shogun that can give proof of parentage. Now al we have
to do is prove apoisoning.”

The dderly shaman opened his eyes and gazed a Sasha. "I kept onevia of medicinethat | gave back to
Doc, just in caseit got bad and Hunter came here. HE'swith Hunter now at the containment cdlls. If the
medicine istainted, we can show that... but they may think that | did it to save my own grandson.”

"Maybe," Sashasad. "But we might be able to build a case on enough circumstantia evidenceto
discredit anyone who might have poisoned Hunter's meds. If we can initially buy some more time with
that, I've got alab team that can give hard, indisputable data. There are eyewitnessesto Lei's treason
with ademon-wolf—her own mother.”

"Y ou don't understand. None of those who actualy saw the infected she-wolf will be alowed to testify.
Le'streason is unsubstantiated unless there's an eyewitness not from this pack.”

"Damn..." Sashablew astray wisp of hair up off her forehead with a puff of breath. "All right. Then I'm
going to haveto draw that bitch out of hiding in New Orleans beforeit'sdl over, or goin behind a
demon door and drag her mangy carcass out into the streets. Either way isfine by me.”

Silver Hawk stared at Sasha, his eyes asking what he never verbaized: How had she gotten the blood
sample from Shogun? Just that quickly they were no longer in the shadow lands but back in the cabin
where the vision quest had begun. The unspoken question hung inthe air like asilent partner. Sasha
stared out at the moon.

"| should take you to Doc now... and to Hunter," Silver Hawk said, hisweary gaze diding away from
Sasha "And | will make my best healing medicine with the Great Spirit. That isall | can do &t this point.”

Hunter lowered his nose to the ground. Fresh tracks, some human, some wolf. He separated out the
scents. His grandfather. Sasha. Two dead Werewolf females. Two heavier ones, thicker in body and
build. Sulfur trail meant they'd come by way of demon doors. He studied the strange two-paw tracks left
by the demon-infected wolf that walked on hind legs.

A new snarl filled histhroat as the scent flashed back memoariesin cascading horror within hismind.
Spent shellslittered the forest floor. Blood painted new grass and leaves crimson. Sasha's blood wasn't
amid the carnage, nor was his grandfather's. They'd been victorious. They'd walked away on two human
feet. That'sal he needed to know.

He stared at the demon door within the shadows. His own pack would come for him through the shadow
lands, not understanding. There wasn't time to explain while the trail was hot. Someone had to stop the
infected she-alpha hunting the she-Shadows of his pack. Thiswas old history that had to end this
generation.

Hunter threw his head back and howled.

"Look," Bradley said in atight British brogue, dropping al formality as he walked around the wrecked
room. "We've got maybe ten minutes, max, beforelocal police get here—and that's only because NOPD
lost eighty percent of its staff after Katrinaand till hasn't rebuilt. Any so-caled security guards from the
hospital aren't equipped to ded with M 16 gunfire report, and aren't coming up here. So | suggest that we
figure out where we're gonna set up shop next, people. | think we can safely assume that well be booted



out of thisfacility, at night, under afull moon, with very pissy Werewolves afoot in search of our missing

Captain!”
Fisher rubbed his pams down his swesaty face and looked at Woods.

"Okay, we head for the truck after we explain whatever we haveto tell the locals, and we give Cap the
bill when she gets back here,” Woods said. He glanced around. "Me and Fish picked up aUAV, micro
version, from the base. We can send up that unmanned agrid vehicle, which is mounted with seven
cameras." Helooked at Winters. "It's got synthetic aperture radar with resolution down to four inches.
Should be able to spot afield mouse asincoming with that.”

Winters nodded and stared a Bradley. "Y eah. It uses microwave versus photos. If they've got alaptop
with software in the truck, | can watch our backs with it while we head to NORAD."

"We picked up al the new shit that Doc authorized to be shipped in for our use only," Fisher said,
glancing around the smal, shaken team. " Sonic gunsthat give those bastards with extra-sengtive hearing
ingtant migraines. Thisthing called the Dazzler—which haslights that cause temporary blindness. And a
SWORDS—a dirategic weapons operation deployment system.”

"In English, Fish," Clarissasaid, losng patience. She dragged her fingers through her hair and stared at
him hard.

"Smadl robot on tractor wheels. .. three feet tall, machine-gun turret on top—runs by laptop and two
joysticks. Better than sending aman in the dark to get hisface ripped off. Even got afew uniformswith
GPS embedded that monitors asoldier'shio, so if we've gottado caves, tunnels, swamps on this frickin'
detall to goinand lay down somelEDs, hey."

"I don't know about improvised explosive devices or dl that other technologica crap,” Bradley said,
walking to the center of the room and standing in the circle heéd made. "Call me old-fashioned, but when
al esefaled, the wolfsbane worked. Y ou gentlemen can have a the conventiona wegpons. Give mea
moment to gather up more forest-friendly deterrents and alittle brick dust.”

"Stop being such asmacked ass, Bradley," Clarissasaid, clearly annoyed. "We're al freaked out. | am.
At least you didn't have them circle you, single you out, and open their jaws over your fucking head! So
cut the misery. Wework as ateam. Before we leave, I'm taking salivasamples out of my hair, off the
floor, looking for wolf hairs, anything | can put under amicroscope for the future so we can build
biometric dossierson al these creatures. The Nationd Civilian Labs might dso be ableto play a
role—because who knows what they've inadvertently cataloged?"

"What thef..." Woodss voicetrailed off as he stared up at the ceiling, drawing the attention of the
others.

Small colored lights like multihued fireflies gathered and dispersed like dancing dust motesin the
moonlight.

"That's so—"
"Shush!" Woods said quickly, cutting off Fisher's comment. "Ligten!™

Silence settled on the group. All eyesfollowed the lights, which seemed to be gathering closer into one
amdl miasmaof glowing particles.

"They want the Druid?' Woods said after amoment, tilting his head. He looked at Bradley with total
confusion.



"Who's they and why me?" Bradley said, hedging.
"Y ou're not gonna bdievethis, bro," Woods said, hiseyesfollowing thelights. "Fairies—"
"What?' the group said in unison.

"Honest to God," Woods said, his eyes wide with wonder, seeming mesmerized by the lights. "They're
pissed off because somebody ate agirl intheir gardens. They claim it wasn't Sasha." He placed ahand
ontop of hishead. "They refuseto testify for fear of reprisal, but say they were double-crossed and want
adark arts specidist they can trust, someone who can reverse an enchantment spell at the teshouse.™

"You seem... digant,” Le said, giving Dana a sidelong glance as the male body vanished into the bayou
thicket with her mother.

Danadared a Le for amoment. "Not distant, just tired. | lost two very close friends tonight.”
"Ther sacrificewasworth it," Le said coolly, beginning to walk back in the direction of the road.
"l hope s0," Dana said, standing in place and not following L.

The stillness and the comment behind her made Le turn around. "' sense hesitation on your part to
complete our very worthy cause.”

"Y ou sense confusion,” Danasaid carefully. "'l don't understand why you would bribe the Faeinto
cregting an enchantment spell to draw Shogun to me, and then offer those same servicesto Sasha
Trudeau?'

"Ah, you have been waking in my garden and listening to the complaints of meddlesome Fairies, | see”

"They are disgruntled about your mother feeding in their gardens—that was sacrilegeto them. Their
complaints were loud enough to overhear." Danafolded her arms.

"That was a grave mistake, but you have met my mother. She is not to be denied. The gardenswere her
favorite refuge while here at conferences. My father had the spot made for her, years ago, while they
weredill..." La'svoicetraled off, the wigtful toneleft it, and the familiar hardness returned. "Why both
you and Sasha, you ask." Le placed agraceful finger to her lips, appearing to contemplate Dana's
guestion for amoment while staring up at the moon.

"My brother isshrewd," shefinaly continued. "If | were to appear openly against Sasha, he would
immediately sense duplicity. But if | encouraged hisflesting fantasy, even said his bond with her might
srengthen the dliance. .. if something unfortunate happened to her, there would be no obvious blood on
my hands."

"I understand why you asked for aid from the Fae to get him to come to me," Danasaid, lifting her chin.
"But | don't understand why it was necessary for you to make her willing to accept his advances.”

"Jedlousy cloudsjudgment, Dang," Le said with asmile, clucking her tongue. She wagged afinger asshe
spoke, beginning to make awide circle around the wesker female.

"Takeapagefrom The Art of Wan Think. Suppose my brother believesthat Sashatruly caresfor him
and wants him intimately, and the only thing standing in hisway is her North American mate. Way down
deep in his subconscious, benegth dl the honorable rhetoric, istill aman. .. isgill awolf who wants what
he wants but cannot readily have—her. That isenough to incline him to war if the dightest opportunity



presentsitsaf. The opportunity has presented itself. The Fairieswill get over it. Their gardens will
eventudly get cleaned up by the Gnomes." Lei's eyes narrowed to athreatening glare. "And you will get
over it, Dana. All of thiswas a necessary step to place you where you've always wanted to be—at the
top beside Shogun. And then you will owe me. Power often requires sacrifice.”

Geoff stood in the garden staring down at the naked, mauled female at hisfeet. His Vampire henchmen
hissed as he dowly rolled her body over with adark-charge from thetip of hisforefinger.

"Look at thismess," he said shaking hishead. "A beautiful face gone, body torn to shreds, viscera
everywhere, organ meet esten. Completely savage. A positive natura disaster and waste of a gorgeous
woman's body. She could have been eegantly drained of blood and life and then reawakened later as
oneof us, but | couldn't eventell you what thiswoman-child looked like."

One of Geoff's henchmen stooped down and closed his eyes, then sent the images he perceived into the
minds of the other vampires around him. He looked up at Geoff, complete black overtaking his green
irisesin the moonlight.

"DanaBroussard was here," the lead security lieutenant said. " She helped with the feeding of the demon
one... so did Shogun's sster. Max Hunter and Sasha Trudeau had no hand in this murder. But it may be
aggnthat dl wolf packsin theregion are out of control, boss.” He smiled a gleaming porcean-white
amilethat made the others around him join him with toothy grins.

"The Fairieswon't tell, even if it's happened in their own backyard,”" another handsome security lieutenant
said. Heflipped his blond mane over his shoulder with an aristocratic toss of his head. "It'slike they've
adopted the foolish human thug don't-snitch policy. All the better. Y ou're on the tribuna, so it iswhatever
you say itis—asalead investigator.”

"I don't think welll have any issueswith Dugan,” atdl, athletic brunette said, dapping five with thefirgt
henchmen as he stood. "Not after he relaxed his B and B security to let usin... ah, aman's soul for the
price of slver. A piece of the casno action will do it every time."

The Vampires slanding around Geoff laughed in low, wicked unison, dowly becoming vapor.

"It's been along time since we've had an open wolf hunt. Should we dert the cartel? Y our call, boss," the
group leader murmured on the night air.

"Not yet," Geoff said, choosing hiswordswith care as he straightened his French cuffs beneath his suit
before demateridizing. "One must be strategic to avoid outright war. | need more information and we
need plausible deniability, asdways."

Footfals pounded the front steps and porch. Wolf callsripped through the night sky. Sashaand Silver
Hawk crossed the room just as the front door burst open. Bear Shadow and Crow Shadow panted
hard, sending puffs of breath in white clouds into the frigid mountain air. She could see Doc running down
the path leading to the house. Sentrieslittered the porch and parted for the doctor.

"He's escaped,” Bear Shadow said, seeming confused that Sashaand Silver Hawk were meeting calmly.
"Went right into a shadow like one of us."

Crow Shadow looked at Sasha and then at Silver Hawk, lowering his pump shotgun. "How can thisbe
when they said he had the dread disease? His containment cell was covered in pure silver. But we
scented femae demon-wolf... wethought..."



Silver Hawk raised ahand. " She did no harm and was with me. Ten pack brothers who guarded my
cabin know this—Sasha s not the she-demon scent on thewind.”

CHAPTER 12

"If he got past the bars and went into a shadow,” Sashasaid, clasping Silver Hawk's arm with repressed
hope, "that could mean his Shadow blood is regjecting the contagion.” She gazed around the table of the
closed session with the pack’s senior leadership to lock eyes with Bear Shadow and Crow Shadow
before looking to Doc to corroborate her theory.

"If what you're saying iss0," Doc sad, glancing around the pinetable, hiseyesholding Silver Hawk's
then Sashds, "Hunter came from two genetically strong parents. That'swhy | need to get to thelab. If his
father's gene set isn't imprinted, even though he was astrong aphaWerewolf clansman, and if hisfather
was more impervious to the contagion that the average Werewolf, Hunter might stand a chance. His
mother's Shadow heritage definitely gives him the advantage—which iswhy it's so odd that he didn't
shakethe virus. Before, when he was infected in battle, it was harder for him to recover—dueto his
father's genetics, aswe now know. But he did recover. His body hasto be strengthening its autoimmune
system againg the contagion.”

"I want you to take alook at Shogun's blood," Sasha said, her gaze boring into Doc's. "On the vison
quest it was clear. Shogun's mother got infected—uwhich meansthat on hismatrilinea sde, therésthe
imprinting weakness. Hisfather Turned much more dowly after addiberate attack by her to infect him;
he even retained some of hisorigina inner wolf long enough to try to help Hunter's mother. To methat
means Hunter's mother was pure Shadow—and had theimmunity. A strong gene set. Hunter's father,
athough Werewolf, aso had avery strong immunity. Over the past week, Hunter was inadvertently
dosing himself with contagion, but he's still got Shadow Wolf capabilities.

"It could be working like snakebite antivenin—alittle toxin hel ping the body to build up its own natura
defenses againgt it." Doc peered around the table. "Or it could be atime bomb inside him, waiting to
explode.”

"He'sfightingit," Sashasaid quickly. "He hasto be."
"He's bigger, Sasha. Hiswolf isinsane," Bear Shadow said quietly. "Stronger than I've ever seen him.”

"And he'son the run,” Crow Shadow said, rubbing his hands down hisfacein frustration. "We tracked
him to a demon door, too, then nothing. He's gone behind the dark doors without his amulet, where none
of uscanfollow him."

The room fell quiet for endless seconds.

"Hethinksit'sal over... he went after Shogun's mother on a suicide mission to protect our pack and to
avenge hismother," Sashawhispered, horrified.

Silver Hawk shook his head. "He went on amission to protect you."

"Muttering Fairies, disgruntled Gnomes, and double-dedling elves," Woods said quietly in thetruck's
cabin, glancing a Fisher ashe drove. "What's next?"



"I don't know, dude, but from the one camerathat wasn't destroyed, | got it all downloaded on digital

and erased before the local boys saw this sick shit and had flippin' heart attacks," Winters said, his hands
rapidly moving across the |aptop balanced on histhighs. "Tak about bresking the supernatura newsto
the generd public... sheesh! Werewolves busting into the lab, Fairy lights. | don't know if I'll ever be able
to enhance the audio enough to actudly hear what they said, but your relay to usis good enough of a
trandator, WWoodsey. For now, I'm shipping these files to a secure hub up at base. Got the rest on flash
drive," he added with awink. "Never can have enough backup.”

At every turn, his search for Sashahad ended in frustration. Shogun scented the bayou air. Femade
Werewolf was clear and present, familiar in an eerie way, but not Sasha. Probably a security lieutenant.
A growl filled histhroat as pain entered his heart and shattered it. He had to stop her, but didn't want to
see her likethis. Hislieutenants snarls pushed him forward. He was a clan leader. He had to do what he
had to do, much as he hated it.

Following the infected female trail mixed with the distinct odor of dead human blood and remains, he
tried to jettison the horrifying image of Sashasinfected wolf feeding off that kill. Until he saw the carnage,
he wanted to remember what Sasha's human being looked like. Forcing himself, he thought of her soft,
milk-in-teacomplexion... her dark swath of thick, shoulder-length hair... her piercing gray eyesand full,
lush mouth. Her graceful hands and sensuous curves. An athletic body that was lean but also soft...
femde... woman. She owned atouch that could make aman betray his honor; her kiss stole reason and
supplanted it with dangerous dreams. Her wolf was equally asmgedtic. Vitd, with asivery, glistening
coat washed blue-white under the moon when she changed.

The mental vison carved a Shogun's soul as hiswolf bounded over logs and through the overgrown
marsh on the hunt. That someone, something, gave her the contagion... acardessmale... aeat his
ingdes until he had to stop and howl.

Her son was hunting her? Noooo. .. Paranoialifted the she-demon's head from her human feast in the
bayou. She moved deeper into the swamp. Shogun could never see her like this.

Hunter barreled through the demon-door opening, barely escaping the dangerous cavernswith hislife.
The scent of aWerewolf militiafused with infected she-wolf immediately stung his senses, and was
obvioudy enough to keep what was chasing him in the darkness at bay.

Death. Human degth floated on the thick bayou air. The she-demon had added amae militiato her
previoudy al-femae hunting party. He suddenly lifted his head and snarled. Le's scent wasthere, aswas
Dands... but that Shogun was there and had obviously double-crossed him, too, meant war.

"Would you like to see me add gasoline to abayou flame, darlings?* Geoff crooned from the vapors,
dowly materidizing out of the mist with the three beauties whom held been dining with earlier.

They gathered in close, whispering with excitement and watching a plastic bag containing rumpled pants
in his hands. He then snapped and showed them ared, plastic biohazard hospital bag. Confusion marred
their serene gazes. Geoff threw his head back and laughed at their lack of understanding, snatching the
sound from the air and transforming it into the hoot of an owl. It was his private and very fulfilling joke.
Danawas afool. The cartel dedlt in absolutes. Sharing rule with werewolves? Never. There was no such
thing as compromise.



"WEell have our open wolf hunt yet, darlings,”" he said in aconfident murmur. "Watch as both leaders
become infected from their own lugts.”

He moved through the bayou, ablur of black shadow painted on moonlight-swept foliage, and then was
gone. But a scent that nearly stopped his heart brought him to a skidding hat. Hunter went back to the
pile of leaves and pawed &t it, hisbody trembling from rage and fear of what he might uncover. When it
wasn't the body he feared most, he dumped abit and sniffed harder.

Sashas fema e essence was trapped in green sweatpants that had been shoved into ared hospital hazmat
bag. Shogun's male sex scent was trapped in clear plastic-wrapped khakis. Hunter backed away from
the pile of clothing, not breathing for amoment. He circled the discovery and then loped away at amuch
dower pacefor amoment. When... how... why? That shed done something like this was beyond
comprehension.

Then dark thoughts besieged hismind. What if they'd moved on her, the Werewolvesasaclan... forcing
her to accept the loss of her mate, coercing her into making a snap decision so that the power bases
remained intact with the wolf Federations. What if dl this had been part of ahuge setup? He refused to
believe Sasha had just left his bed without cause. No. They'd been working on her for the week held
been sick. Memories of the night they last fought chisdled at hisreason. The scent of hisriva imploded it.

In aflat-out run, trees were blurred lines, moonlight astreak. Five huge mae sentries turned in unison
bearing saliva-dripping fangs as he broke through the bramble. Their lead aphawas arborne before they
could even crouch. He met Shogun intheair in afera lock of claws and teeth.

The fight was s0 vicious and moved so quickly that the others could only circle, barking and snapping.
There was no way to enter the fray without possibly injuring their own pack leader asthick, muscle-laden
wolf bodies dammed against ancient trees, felling them with the sheer force of momentum. Underbrush
was uprooted, mud and bayou bottom dung against onlookers along with spent salivaand blood.

Werewolf howlswent out for more reinforcements. Loca Shadow Wolf packs sent raly cdlsfor war.
New Orleans at night awakened. Fae archers tossed back drinks hard and pulled away from the bars.
Clarissa, Bradley, and Winters |eaned forward confused as Woods dowed the truck, tilted his head with
Fisher, and made a U-turn. Those supernaturals with more delicate sensibilities, like the Fairies, Pixies,
and Elves, shut themsalves away. Gnomes closed their doors; Mythics hid. Vampires smiled and began
taking odds using Phantoms as go-betweens as they fetively moved out into the night. Order of the
Dragon bouncers mounted Harleys and peeled away from curbs. Sasha stood stock-still hundreds of
miles away from ground zero.

"We have to go through the shadow lands,” she announced in disbelief. "Our clansjust went to war.”

She legpt into the first shadow that would have her, Bear Shadow and Crow Shadow on her flank with
four agile lieutenants. The otherswere quickly following with Silver Shadow—who aso wore an
amulet—and Doc, who had to make the perilous journey wolf-escorted and protected in his human form.

Wereit not for his hidden Shadow heritage, the density change would have been too abrupt and could
have sent him into shock, killing him. Even Fisher and Woods could never travel that way, given their
natural timber wolf mix... the shadow lands demanded that only their kind could enter. Sasha prayed as
ghe ran through the migt-filled pathways that Doc would be dl right.

Her internal homing wasto her familiars panicked vibrations. It dropped her out in the bayou, so closeto
the battle she could smdll it before she heard it.



The crash that missed her and her men was surreal. Hurtling wolf bodieslocked in mortal combat twisted
and legpt as a single thousand-pound animdl, then fell, splintering falen logs and anything beneath them.
Gators quickly fled banksto get out of the battlesway, but positioned themselvesto be rewarded by its
spoils. Before she and her pack could gain their bearings, what seemed like an endless stream of huge
Werewolves sailed over rocks and ground cover coming straight at them.

Le was on Sasha so quickly sheld knocked the wind out of her, but Sasha pivoted just in timeto keep
her throat from being ripped out. All around her werewolves and Shadow Wolves were paired in mortal
combat. But ahail of silver-tipped arrows sent the combatants seeking cover in growls and yelps.

In the distance the thunder of motorcycle engines rumbled—then just as quickly asthat stopped, the
bayou lit with what seemed like flame-throwing blasts. The Order of the Dragon had arrived. Wolf eyes
glowing with hatred filled the shadows between trees. Two badly wounded a phaleaders ill circled each
other snarling as they shape-shifted into their human forms. Arrows pierced their shoulders, calves, and
thighs, dowing them, making them drag in huge inhaations and release them with trembling growls.

"Y ou made her sick!" Shogun shouted, pointing at Hunter with ahard snap of hisarm. Blood coursed
down his stone-cut chest in rivulets from multiple open wounds.

"Sheisnot acarrier!" Hunter shouted back, histhickly muscled arm pointing in ahard snap to match
Shogun's. Y our mother isa carrier, and amurderess—not my mate! ™

"My mother died more than two decades ago. The past is dead. Our argument is here and now!"

"No," Hunter said with agrowl. "Y our mother lives, even though she murdered mine. Same scent, same
bloodline—now that I've spilled yours, I'd know it anywhere."

Archersraised their weapons, but Sasha lespt before the retinue that fell out of the shadow lands. Doc
stood with a pump shotgun, looking bewildered. Sasha quickly reached over and lowered his wegpon
before the aggressive stance caused an attack.

"Thisisbullshit!" Shogun shouted, watching the other Shadow Wolves come out of the shadow lands and
shape-shift into their human forms.

"Itistruth,” Silver Shadow said once heéld again become Silver Hawk.
"They lie" Le shrieked, pacing. "They would say anything to deflect the truth from Hunter.”

Dana rushed to Shogun's side as he stared at Sasha for amoment, but he pushed her away. She snarled
and spun on the Shadow pack. "Y ou bit him," she said, openly accusing Hunter as she studied Shogun's
wounds, aghast.

The entire Werewolf clan that was assembled dowly backed awvay from Shogun and Hunter.

"No!" Lei screamed, rushing at Hunter, but severa lieutenants held her back. "Youreacarrier. My
brother isthe futurel"

"Hunter isimmune," Doc said flatly. "He's throwing off the virus. His Shadow mother probably gave him
the gift of life... theimmunity to the contagion.” Helooked a L e and then Shogun with sad eyes. ™Y our
mother and father did not passthat to you. I'm sorry."

Shogun looked down at hiswounds and then at Hunter and snarled. The entire Werewolf pack snarled.
Archersraised their bows as tension swept the clearing.



"The blood sample you gave Sashamight hold amiracle," Silver Hawk said, his gaze nonjudgmenta.

Hunter's quickly looked to his grandfather, then to Sasha, a the sametime Lel and Dana jerked their
attention toward Shogun.

"You didwha?' Le sad with adangerous snarl.

"It wasfor him," Shogun said, ignoring hissster and staring at Hunter. He laughed acold, bitter laugh and
shook hishead. "Ironic.” He then turned his atention to Sasha and released an echoing yel of pain ashe
began ripping arrows from his body, each silver-tipped projectile Szzling asit came out dripping gore.
Breathing hard, he flung the offending instruments on the ground. "' hopeit wasworth it."

Hunter followed suit, staring at Sasha. The glen was sllent save the yells of agony of each man. When it
was al over, the elder shaman stepped forward.

"I was on the spirit vison quest and saw what happened, Shogun,” Siver Hawk said. "The history you
have been given is not accurate, and we must end the lies here tonight.”

"You arethelar!" Le sad, gaining barks and jeersfrom the Werewolf contingent.

"Let him speak!™ Shogun shouted, resting by placing his hands on hisknees. "If | anto die by the silver
bullet, then at least let me hear the truth first!"

"Y our mother didn't die at the hands of the North American Shadow Clan," Sashasaid, choosing each
word with extreme care. Y our father did inadvertently—trying to save Hunter's mother from her attack.
It was a battlefield accident in the heat of battle. He was Turning from his contagion, yet trying to save
Hunter's mother when he was shot—but they weren't both shot. Y our mother was maimed and fled. She
was the one who made the demon pact, but your father wouldn't go aong with her methods. They
argued, and she intentiond ly attacked him so that he'd Turn. She was the one who attacked Hunter's
mother, and your mother il livesand isfeeding. Lel came after me in the Uncompahgre with Dana, two
femae lieutenants, and your mother. | don't careiif the evidenceisinadmissible at the tribunad—out here
under the moon, thetruthiswhat it is"

"You'l stand here and alow her to disparage our parents, our history, our everything after shesmade a
fool of you?' Le yeled, her voice now shrill on the dense night air.

"That's not my intent, and you know it," Sashasaid quietly, looking at Shogun. "I saw your father in the
shadow lands. The things that happened in history were tragic. But both you and Hunter might have a
common element in your blood that could save you... we don't want you to become infected, Shogun. Il
bring everything | have to bear to stop that, if | can.”

Sasha spun on the crowd and glared at the Vampires milling in the background of it. "Hunter's meds were
tampered with. I'll proveit, oneway or another. But | know he didn't kill any human. | don't think

Shogun did, eithe—and | damned sure didn't. Somebody, however, didn't bank on there being asilver
lining to our déente—Shogun sdflesdy giving me ablood sample." She gave adangeroussmile. "'l havea
clean version of hisblood that Doc can look at and study, since we obvioudy don't need it for Hunter
now. What we found out in the shadow lands was that Hunter had been injecting himself, unknowingly,
with infected Werewolf toxin—but he'd clearly built up an immunity to it. He must have, if he got out of
the slver bars and shadow-traveled dl the way from the Uncompahgre herel™

There bayou was so quiet that even the crickets and bullfrogs had stopped their night serenade. Sasha
looked from Hunter to Shogun. "If Hunter and Shogun share lineage, then maybe Doc can come up with
something that can stop the virus from taking you over, Shogun. Maybe Hunter's blood can wind up



saving you—just as you gave yoursto try to save him.” She looked at the Vampires hard and findly
spotted Geoff in the crowd. "Onething isfor sure, though—somebody had an agenda. When wefind out
who switched the meds and started thiswhole thing, oh... trust me, there will be hell to pay.”

Hunter rubbed his palms down hisface as Fae archerslowered their bows and Dragon bouncers
withdrew. Vampiresfell back deeper into the mist, watching and very unhappy about the turn of events.

"She speaksthetruth," Silver Hawk said, first looking a Shogun and then Hunter. "We must come
together as one, break bread, and discuss the facts. Shogun, you are blood of our blood. There cannot
be war between brothers.” He looked at Hunter with moist eyes. "1 spoke to your mother. The history
we have dl known until now has been revised."

A tall redheaded male with amassive barrd chest wearing hunting fatigues parted the Werewolf pack.
"Buchanan Broussard—member of the tribunal and North American local clan dpha, presiding.” He
looked around the glen and then called, "1s the baron present? Dugan!™

All eyesturned to the UCE tribuna members, who made themselves known by stepping forward. Baron
Geoff Montague cleared histhroat and nodded from a spectator's position in the back, but pushed his
way forward with alook of disdain, brushing off hisdesigner suit'slapels. Dugan elbowed hisway
forward, hisroly-poly frame and scowl further dwarfed in the moonlight by the looming shadows of taler
entitiesbesde him.

The large redhead who had called the impromptu meeting to order walked in acircle like a strutting
rooster and then stopped short to gaze around the assembled supernatural crowd. "In addition to the
persond affront to my daughter's honor, which | don't even want to discussin mixed company, there are
gill multiple offenses that must be addressed. And our local family hasto be made whole.”

Buchanan cocked back his pump shotgun and spokein aloud, clear bellow like an evangdigt. "Firgt off,
we got acontagion spreader. That'safelony if ever | saw one, regardless of who specifically ate the
humans. See, we have to take that as a serious offense, because we can't have the other UCE members
thinking wolves of any variety can't handle themsdvesin acivilized manner. Ain't fittin', and just an't
done. We don't need to give anybody any reason to start afull-out wolf hunt." Buchanan shook his head.
"Y ou know you got the dread disease as a carrier of it in your bloodstream and you go after an innocent
man who's protecting his pack? Ain't right.”

"Findly, some semblance of justice,”" Le growled, pointing in the Shadow packs direction.

"WEell now, hold on, little lady—I ain't quite finished. We've got an unauthorized attack at Tulane Hospitdl
by your brother and his men, which was alittle over the top. We don't operate gangland-style in this neck
of thewoods—or at least we're trying hard not to. Happens from time to time, but we try to keep the
humans out of it. That's amisdemeanor. But then, there'sthe other not-so-small problem.” Buchanan
sghed.

"What crime have we committed beyond some stupid misdemeanor?' Le yelled, setting off the Southeast
Agan Werewolf Clan in aseries of discordant growls. "Wewill pay for any damages!"

"It'smorethan that, Lel," Shogun said quietly.

Buchanan nodded. "Y ep. Sad but true. As much asit breaks my baby girl's heart, until that man there
does twenty-four hours and afull moon, we've gotta make sure there's no cause for darm. Right now,
we've got two half-eaten dead bodies down at the morgue. That's gonna create a human witch
hunt—and we know they'll be sureto turn usin soit'sawolf hunt." He sighed hard again and shook his
head. "Then weve got al kinds of alegations of colluson from mates, and family members, and what



have you. Seemsto me, the big Shadow and his mate need to be incarcerated under house arrest—since
they're no immediate danger, aslong as he don't go biting folks. The apha brother from our Southeast
Asgan contingent and his sister mayhaps need awatchful eye—but that boy who got bit gottago in chains
after the Doc looks a him. Then we best be scouring this bayou to find us that dleged she-devil, if in fact
sheexists. And for the record, | really hope she do—because it would break my heart to have to put a
dug in anybody who came out to this here yard party tonight.”

"I'm not going anywhere!" Le shrieked, snapping and snarling asloca Werewolves came through the
trees.

Sashaand Hunter were immediately surrounded, but there was no resistance to their capture. Silver
Hawk smply nodded and remained composed while the Shadow pack parted and fell back, alowing
them to be taken into custody.

Buchanan Broussard raised his shotgun and pointed it at Shogun's head. " Son, while you're still in your
clear and right mind, pleasetell your sister to go with us nice and easy, and | suggest you do the same."

CHAPTER 13

She had to get to her squad. Being incarcerated now was not just inconvenient—it was potentially life
threatening. Sasha kept her eyes straight ahead as she and Hunter were separated from Lel and Shogun.
Sasha and Shogun briefly shared alook. Hunter unfortunately caught it. Shogun saw that he did. Thiswas
S0 not good. She said asilent prayer for atemporary truce. Silver Hawk, Doc, and the otherstrailed
behind them. Thiswas crazy!

But another dark redlity dithered into her consciousness—her human squad was a extremerisk. If
anybody had an agenda. .. Sasha stopped walking at the sametime Silver Hawk came to an abrupt halt.

Severa Werewolf guards and Fae archers whirled on her and Hunter, also edging around the ol der
shaman with care. Huge Werewolf sentriesimmediately stepped back and took aim. The crowd of
witnesses backed up. Nerveswere ahair away from tragedy.

"My human military squad," Sashasaid. "'l want them protected. If my evidence gatherers—"
"Y ou mean tamperers” Le screeched.

"My guys might have the key to saving your brother'slife, so shut up!" Sashaydled back. "Don't you see
we could al be getting played? The Federations could have been set up for internd warfare.”

Hunter and Shogun shared aslent glance. Thistimethe look in their eyes didn't contain hatred but
something unfathomabl e to anyone other than them.

"Moreimportantly,” Silver Hawk challenged, "the incarceration should be handled by both Federations,
not one."

"Well sort it all out at the tribunal," Buchanan said with a good-ole-boy drawl that gave away his Texas
roots.

"No," Silver Hawk said, hisvoice even and lethdl. "I have experienced broken tregties before, aswell as
kangaroo courts, when young Lion Shadow was injured in the battle with Dexter, along with many of our



most able Shadow Wolves. It would leave a serious void in our forcesif our current

a pha—Hunter—were to mysterioudy meet a catastrophic end.” The old man raked hiswise gaze
through the crowd, his seer senses keened enough to make everyone around him nervous. " That would
be no different from us demanding that you remand Shogun to our custody without oversight... athough|
think held fare better in our care than yours."

"Old man," Buchanan said with asnarl, "thisain't no time and place to be casting aspersions. Not with
tensonsrunning o high.”

The velled threat seemed to make Silver Hawk become more aggressive, and he landed ahand on
Hunter's forearm to keep him out of it, since Hunter was such aready-made target.

"My age makes me see things from the position of experience,” Silver Hawk said coolly. "Y ou too lost
many of your warriorsin the battle with Dexter that broke out in the residentia vistas of New Orleans
onefull moon ago. Asit was, North America had only an older Werewolf dphamaleleft... you. The
Southeast Asian Werewolf Clan had bested dl othersto the desth, and you were the only one with
wisdom enough to defer. Thusyou are still standing and next inlineif Shogun fals—if ever therewasa
timefor acoup.”

"Y ou have alot of nerve spreading rumor and doubt, shaman,” Buchanan growled. "Y ou best water your
own garden!™

"I want aneutral party to police uswhile were under house arrest. Fae or Order of the Dragon, not
Vampires." Slver Hawk crossed hisarms over hischest.

Begrudgingly, Buchanan tossed his pump shotgun to the nearest Dragon as Fae archers repositioned
themselves to surround the two senior potentia combatants.

"Suit yourselves. Do asyou like," Buchanan said angrily, drawing hislocal pack near him. "Weve got
nothing to hide. But if one of them infected sonsabitches escapes, the blood is on your hands. The
spectacle that eruptsinto the streets and the human degth toll will be yoursto own, not ours! With all
these herefinefolkswatching, | completely absolve myself, my pack, and my clan from anything to do
with any of this—y'dl heer?"

"Weve got acamp over in the Ninth Ward," aburly blond Dragon in full biker gear shouted out. "Believe
me, we do Dungeons and Dragons better than any of you can imagine. Escapes won't be a problem.”

"No. Too visble now," said atall, handsome Fae captain of the guards. "That Hollywood guy, Brad Fitt,
isdoing mgor charitable work there rebuilding homes... cameras are everywhere. Y ou've seen the pink
tented houses. It's a solid media goodwill effort and what we do not need is exposureon TMZ or
Entertainment Tonight."

"Canyou pictureit?' apretty Phoenix said, her eyesblazing. "An dl-out battle caught on Access
Hollywood? Spare me."

"They might think Fitt wasfilming for amovie, though,” a Dragon yelled from the rear of the crowd.

Voices of dissent rang out, but when the Vampires stepped forward, parting bodies from sheer vapor,
the group fdl slent again, waiting. Baron Geoff Montague raised an elegant hand and turned to address
the crowd like amesmerizing politician.

"If our characters hadn't been so assailed,” Geoff sniffed, "we could offer our Vampire lairs—they're
hidden within sprawling estates that are impenetrable to sunlight, and could thus be arranged to block



moonlight aswell. Veritable fortressesin affluent neighborhoods on high ground that didn't even flood
during Katrina. Concrete vaultsin the—"

"Thanks, but no thanks," Hunter snarled. He then whirled his attention to Dugan. "And I'm al'so not big on
going back to the B and B where my meds somehow got tampered with."

"What are you trying to say, laddie?' Dugan yelled. "1 should be the one offended to havea... a... toxin
junkie hiding out in my establishment!”

Hunter spun on the voice and snarled so deeply that severd clicks from wegpon hammers echoed
through the clearing.

"Not a problem to respect the requests of the accused, who aso have legitimate concerns. Our objective
isto be neutrd and to seethat justice prevails," the Fae captain said, motioning for severa
crosshow-toting archers to move forward. "We have our own enchanted compounds in the forests and

bayous.”
"Where?" Shogun snarled, his gaze distrustful.

"I I tel you, I'd haveto kill you," the Fae captain said without asmile. "But rest assured, laddie, stedthis
what we do. Any more complaints before we move out?’

Loud silence was the crowd's unified answer. A pump shotgun barrel nudge from anearby Fae guard
prompted Sasha to begin walking again, but not before she sent Bear Shadow and Crow Shadow a
meaningful glance. Thetwo lead enforcers gave her and Hunter alook, then pedled away from the larger
group as her mind began to shut out the surrounding chaos to focus on Woods and Fisher. Her familiars
needed to know what was happening, needed to know to look aive to stay alive—and to be careful not
to shoot the wrong wolves.

"I might be ateam shaman-in-training,” Winters said to Bradley in aloud voice to get his attention over
thetruck'sdiesdl engine, "but I'm better on kinetics." He glanced at Clarissa, whose gaze wasfar off.
"Like, I can't do what she does, but I've got the heebie-jeebies. Now, in my world, heebie-jeebies, after
al the shit weve seen, should be avdid thing. Yathink?'

"Shut up, Winters," Fisher yelled through the partition. He nodded toward Woods, whose gaze was
much like Clarissas.

"Then, if theman ishaving afamiliar vison, shouldn't you take over the whed before we caich our degths
by vehicular homicide?' Bradley yelled at Fisher.

"Sashawants us off the streets ASAP," Woods said in afaraway voice.
"I like how the captain thinks," Winters said, growing nervous with the others.

"Send in Bear Shadow and Crow Shadow as armed guards... get the blood sample to abase, any base
we're close to, and use the protocol code to give Clarissa and Winters unrestricted access to systems. ..
use that to deploy a don't-ask, don't-tell specia-ops cover so MPslet usthrough with Bear and Crow,
and will cover usin afirefight." Woodsfinaly dumped forward, holding the whed! tightly, then wiped
sweat off hisbrow with the back of hisforearm.

Helooked at Fisher the instant Clarissa braced hersalf. Both soldiers drew weapons at the same time,
making the truck violently swerve. Something heavy hit the roof. Bradley picked up the M40 Remington
rifle that had been at hisfeet, pointed up, and fired. Clarissagot to the center of the truck holding a



nine-millimeter just as an arm came crashing through the sde.

"Vampires" sheyeled, squeezing off rounds as Bradley and Winters scrambled away from the back
flap.

Something landed on the hood, causing Woods and Fisher to open up their clips and send silver shells
through the windshield. Glass spiderwebbed into afrosted pane as both soldierstook adirect hit that
sent burning embers over the front of the vehicle, blinding them to the road. Within seconds, two
predators had opened the back flap, scrambling like fast-moving crabs.

But before they could reach out their razor-sharp claws, the vehicle lurched hard, then pitched and
dropped, still hurtling forward from momentum as Woods fought againgt a hard rollover. The sound of
metda scraping asphat screamed from the bottom of the vehicle only seconds before the axle came
through the floor, goring one Vampire. A huge dark wolf sailed through the flap before the second
Vampire could disappear, tearing out his chest cavity with an angry growl. The truck cameto agroaning
stop. The smell of gasoline changed wolvesinto men. No words were necessary, no further shotsfired as
Bear Shadow grabbed Clarissaand Winters, practically tossing them by the scruffs of their necksto
Crow Shadow on the ground, and then got Bradley out.

Woods and Fisher had dready bailed and were on their way around the sSide of the vehicle when the
group started running a breskneck hundred-yard dash. A huge kaboom and aflash of heat sent the

group onto their somachsin the marshy grasses along the side of the road. Flying debris and shrapnel
whirred over their heads, and the sound of rounds going off and metd hitting concrete added into the

impact.

For several minutes, nobody moved. Finaly Bear Shadow and Woods lifted their heads.
"Everybody okay?' Woods shouted, hisworried gaze ng the group.

One by one squad members gave verba confirmation and began to move.

Fisher was on hisfeet with Crow and Baer, helping everybody up. His gaze went toward the destroyed
truck. "All that fucking new equipment we just hauled—damn!™

"Y ou're lucky no civilians were driving near that, or we'd be pulling dead bodies out and explaining to
grieving reatives, man. Y ou can get more wegpons, but damn,” Bear Shadow said in alow rumble.

Fisher raked dirt and leaves out of hishair, ill shaken. "They blew the tank, man. They were gonnaburn
usdiveinthere. Fry ud"

"Only after they figured out you had the sample and any evidence for thetria ill onyou,” Crow Shadow
said, winded. "Vampires can smell blood even better than we can. They knew it wasin the truck—so
you and the truck were obvioudy a problem.”

"Tria?' Bradley peered around, his gaze moving like aferret's.

Bear Shadow nodded. "The United Council of Entities tribunal. Right now they've got Hunter, Sasha, the
doctor, Slver Hawk, and—"

"Hold it," Woods said, checking hisclip. "That's bullshit! They've got the captain and our man, Doc, plus
two friendlies? Do they know they're fucking with the USMC? In two seconds | make one call to the
Joint Readiness Center over at Fort Polk NAS about two miles up the road, plus Barksdale AFB, and |
say amissile-ready F-18 plus a coupla Black Hawks—"



"It might cometo that," Bear Shadow said, holding Woods's forearm as he whipped a cell phone out of
his pocket. "But not yet. Right now they're being held by neutral and fair parties. Sashawas clear—she
wanted usto get the sample to the lab, evidence secured, and eventually Doc back to help come up with
an antidote for Shogun.” He hung his head, his massive shoulders anetwork of sinew beneath afal of
onyx hair. "But we were too damned late."

"Saving our asses wasn't such abad thing, dude,” Winters said, ill glancing around like anervous rabbit.
He whipped aflash drive out of hispocket. "If you need Fairy testimony, I've got the tape from the
Tulaneincident on digitd.”

"Let'ssay it sometimes paysto have second sight,” Clarissasaid, extracting avid of blood from between
her ample breasts. "Sorry, guys, it wasthe only place | could think to stash it where | couldn't get
pick-pocketed by a Phantom, or breaking.”

"I could kissyou," Crow Shadow said with aweary sigh.
Clarissasmiled and gave Crow Shadow an appreciative once-over. "And | might let you."

"This blast probably aready has MPs en route—I'm cdlling in," Woods said. "We need to get alift to
NAS and get these guysto acomputer fast." He looked at Bear Shadow and Crow Shadow. "Thanks
for the asss. Serioudy. That's the third time you've pulled me and Fisher's asses out of thefire."

"You'refamily," Bear said, grabbing Woodss forearm in awarrior's embrace. "Y ou're pack. That'swhat
wedo."

Winters shook hishead. "All thisisred cool, most gppreciated,” he said, nodding toward the quickly
approaching headlights on the road. "But | suggest they do their Shadow thing and meet up with uslater
dressed in stolen uniforms or something. 1t's gonna be harder to explain what happened to the authorities
if these guys are buck naked."

Asquickly asthe crowd had gathered, it dispersed. The Fae retinue of guards and soldiers marched the
group forward, seeming aert but o at ease. Their confidence in being able to handle the Situation had a
srangely caming effect. Ashbizarre asit was, Sashafdt alow, buzzing peacefal over her, asthough
she'd been lightly sedated. She glanced around; even Hunter and Silver Hawk's lids appeared heavy.
When she glanced a L i, the woman was practically stumbling through the underbrush, as docile as
could be.

Enchantment... whoa. Sheld never underestimate the Fag's military prowess again in her life.

Sashatried to rub the haze from her eyes as the group proceeded forward in a steady, quiet march
through the bayou. Then suddenly the captain of the guards drew a small pouch out of hisvest pocket
and began flinging agolden dust out before them. Tiny sparkles shimmered in the moonlight and gently
floated down to coat the ground in amultihued glitter. Sashaagain rubbed her eyes asthe path they'd
been on split, trees and underbrush landmarks appeared to move, and the scent al around them became
agentle, flora, and thoroughly untraceable foreign odor.

"That isawesome," she said, suddenly giggling. Oh, yeah, whatever they flung around definitely had an
effect. Shogun had dapped Hunter five?

"Glad you likeit, lasse. A little Fairy dust and enchantment isgood for the soul,” the Fae captain said. "If
| told you Welcome to Oz, that would be too corny, so how about Welcome to Forte Shannon of
Inverness?'



His piercing blue eyes seeming to twinkle with ddight at her compliment as he walked forward straight,
tal, and proud. He then flung hislong spill of brunette ponytail woven with slver bands over his shoulder
and began running in adizzying zigzag pattern while the other Fae archers held up their handsfor the
group to wait.

To the amazement of the uninitiated, a cobbled path opened in the moonlight shrouded by mist. The Fae
captain sood inthemiddle of it and called out in aloud, strong voice, "Lower the drawbridge!™

"Oh, shit..." Sashamurmured in complete rapture as a huge, stone thirteenth-century-like castle dowly
becamevishble.

Turrets and catwal ks were populated with milling soldiers. A massive moat filled with muddy water and
clearly ravenous gators yawned before them. Sowly awide iron plank groaned open to bang against the
stones close to the Fae captain's feet. Then seemingly out of nowhere, three unicorn-riding guardsmen
gdloped forward.

Sasha stared at the black, chestnut, and snow-white horses, each bearing a silver-lance-carrying rider
whose long tresses matched the dightly glowing coats of his mount. It was dmaost worth getting locked up
to witnessthis, she thought with another quiet giggle. The buzz that came dong with it wasn't haf bad,
ather.

"Sir Rodney," the rider on the black unicorn said, trotting forward. He bowed and his unicorn bowed,
then the Fae captain returned the graceful gesture. ™Y our orders?’

"No harm isto cometo any of these guests. They may be under our house arrest, but my ingtincts say
there's been foul play. Too many were eager to seetheir demise. | have been in contact with good Ethan,
who owns The Fair Lady intown... be surethat he, hislovely wife, Margaret, aswell as his children are
aso brought in under protective custody. The Fairieswill not testify, asyou know, but they've been
thoroughly mortified by eventsthat have taken placein their gardens. That isamaiter for later." Rodney
turned and looked at Shogun with sad eyes. "But this guest may have the moon sickness. We hope nat,
but we must be prepared for that eventuality, as much as| hate to remand him to the lower chambers.”

"Well prepare the dungeons—"

"Dungeons? Dungeond” L& shrieked. "Do you know whothisis?HeisaVIP, the..." Her voicetralled
off as Sir Rodney extracted afistful of shimmering powder and blew it through the smdl hole hed made
inhispam.

"Please kegp that man as comfortable as possible during his unfortunate say... aswdl ashissger,” Sr
Rodney said with aweary sigh. " She, however, may need restraints when she wakes up.”

Helooked at Sasha, Hunter, and then Silver Hawk, pointing toward Xavier Holland. "That manisa
doctor. One of the best. The contagion that the Southeast Asian Clan leader recelved was through an
accidentd infection during battle between two males—this was adomestic, persond issue that no one
should be put to degth for, especialy since frightened Fairieshad ahand in it. We, the Fag, have an
obligation to assist in righting thiswrong. The doctor has been separated from hislab and his human
medical colleagues... maybe if we afford him what he needs, a catastrophe can be averted. Ethan's wife,
Margaret, can help—bring her here. She's an adept heder.”

Just that quickly, the rider of the black unicorn turned with the others, gave Sir Rodney a swift nod, and
gdloped off. Sasha watched the ground, perplexed. She heard hooves clatter across the cobbled path,
but their hooves never touched it asthey rose steadily and disappeared into the moonlight.



"That isjust 0000 cool,” she murmured, gaping behind their misty trail.

The moment they stepped onto the heavy iron drawbridge, Sashafelt sheld gone back intime. A small,
bustling medieva village lay behind the high, protective fort walls under awinking blanket of stars.
Soldiers peered a them with curiosity, as did gawking Elves, sparkling plumes of Fairies, grimy little
Gnomes, and afew irate miniature Trolls. Tiny bodies were everywhere, dl holding handmade brooms
and pointing small sticks at them, only lowering the wands once they'd safely passed their vendor stals or
gorefronts.

Tdll, proud Elves frowned their disdain as the group went by, and afew Hags gathered their damp toads
and bundles of struggling, tied batsin close as though the passing prisoners might swipe oneto est off
their sandswithout paying. That's when Sasharedlized that the two battling mae wolves had transitioned
back into their human forms naked. It was anatura occurrence in the wolf packs—but in the Fae
community, seeing two buff prisoners of war promenading under archer guard in the raw had to be
scandaous. A amiletugged at her cheek. Oh, yeah, she had to be high on fairy dust. Everything around
her was so absurdly surred, she wanted to laugh.

"Onceinddethe castle, youll be ableto rest,” Sir Rodney said in acheerful tone. "It'sbeen along while
snceweve had prisoners. We generaly remain neutral in al disputes, and most are solved with mortal
combat anyhow, so thereés normally no oneto bring in for astay.”

Asthey walked, he motioned with his chin up to atower that seemed miles avay. Two huge, shadowy
things with long necks and tails and bat wings were circling the endlesdy tal structurein the migt, but
were S0 digtant that Sasha squinted trying to make out what they were.

"Griffin Dragons," Sir Rodney said with obvious pridein hisvoice. "Pets on loan to usfrom The Order of
the Dragon—they don't transform into human form, you know. Though they do enjoy... uhmmm...
remains. Make for great guard dogs. But they'll be so disappointed that there won't be anyone staying in
the tower to play with. We dways ask for the scraps after battles for them, of course. Our way of
recycling and being environmentally responsible to the forest, our mother.”

Glances of ingant understanding passed among the members of the leisurely imprisoned group. Even Lei
seemed to gather that Sir Rodney was offering them aquiet threat. It was no doubt hisway of
diplomaticaly explaining that any breach of conduct and the offender could be egten dive or hunted
down like amad dog by ahulking Griffin Dragon. Given the size of what was flying around the tower in
the mist, even aderanged, demon-infected Werewolf would be kibble for one of those monsters. Same
ded with the moat—the thick bodies moving through the mud were bigger than anything shedd ever seen
inLouigana

He didn't need to tell them twice. Sasha nodded and her gaze met Sir Rodney's with open respect. Shed
definitdly never underestimate the Fae again. In truth, thislittle walk through their world was growing on
her. Sheliked their style as much as she liked their easy, down-home manner. Their magic was
outrageoudly effective. It wasjust the Trolls and Hags she wasn't sure about. She wondered what other
ethnic groups resided here, but decided now wasn't thetime to ask.

The retinue of guards brought them to a halt before massive, wooden castle doors that dowly opened.
Severd Gnomes rushed out with long silver spears, then bowed and stepped aside once they saw Sir
Rodney.

Again, the group merely gaped asthey entered agreat hal with an gpparently endless vaulted ceiling that
amost kissed the sky. Huge lanterns flickered as though powered by the dust of Fairies. Wide, polished



date sections created a mosaic pattern of beauty on the stone floors. Stained-glass windows with knights
in battles flanked the spird staircase and gracefully moved through scenes as though reenacting an
age-old epic. A warm fire roared from a huge walk-in fireplace tended by little people who seemed in a
perpetud hurry. Empty silver suits of armor saluted as they passed the foyer into the great hall. Music
from lyres and flutes sent ajoyful noise through the castle from an unknown source. That done dmost
made Sashafdl adeep where she was standing, were it not for the rumblein her ssomach caused by the
delicious scent of grilling meets.

"These men will show you dl your accommodations,” Sir Rodney said, splitting the group of guardsinto
two sectionswith awave of hishand. Half the retinue guided Sasha, Hunter, Doc, and Silver Hawk
toward the gairs. The other haf moved Le and Shogun toward a heavy stone door covered in iron bars
and huge locks.

"Bathswill be drawn in your rooms, platters of food brought to you dl. New clothing. Medicd attention
to tend your wounds... we have expert hedlers on staff. Rest, after what you've experienced, is
important.”

Helooked a Shogun with compassion. "Wewill treat you equally aswell, my friend. Don't worry. Food,
baths, comfortable bedding—albeit behind bars and away from moonlight—uwill be afforded you and
your sister. We will alow the doctor to visit, and the others... | takeit you al have much to discuss. But
we need to be sure certain precautions are observed. No offense ever intended.”

"Nonetaken," Shogun said, proudly lifting his head and staring at the dungeon door. "I actudly prefer it
that way."

Torn, Sashagazed at Shogun's profile, then dowly dragged her eyesaway. Conflict ate at her. A part of

her stood with Hunter and her Shadow family, yet she couldn't help her fedings for Shogun, even though
they defied names... wereimpossible to describe even to hersdlf. All she was sure of at the moment was
that she couldn't abandon the man to the fate of an infected Werewolf Turn.

No matter what, he was afriend, and deserved a much more dignified end than that.

CHAPTER 14

Sashadidn't argue when the guards insisted that they each go to their own roomsfirgt, then call for an
escort if they wanted to visit another prisoner. As house arrest went, thiswasn't bad at al. Even Hunter
seemed all right with it once they'd explained that he would indeed be able to confer with hisfamily
members. Cooperating was easer than resistance at this juncture.

Sashamade quick work of jumping into and getting out of a steaming tub of luxurioudy soapy water that
amost melted her bones. It left asmooth, creamy residue on her skin. The Fae knew how to do
enchantments, dl right, right down to hand-tooled leather pants and an ivory silk blouse with billowing
deeves. Wasn't her style, the blouse, but felt fantastic on the skin.

Hand-cobbled boots that the Elves|eft fit like asoft glove. Although they'd confiscated her firearm,
they'd given her asmall silver dagger engraved with mesmerizing Gaelic symbols—they obvioudy trusted
her.

Or they knew whom sheld most likely want to see... it had to be Sir Rodney's way of ensuring that she
didn't become collatera damage at the hands of a\Werewolf contagion outbreak.



Sashatried not to gulp as she stood by the table, shamelesdy shoving forkfuls of grilled pheasant into her
mouth, aong with wild rice and the sweetest carrots and peas drenched in butter sheld ever had in her
life. If anyone waswatching her, it was atotd lie that she was eating so fast to get quickly to a
conversation with Hunter and Silver Hawk, or even Doc. Any of those talks were going to be hard and
emotiondly draining. The raw truth was she was famished.

Stll... she had to talk to Hunter, had to find out what he had learned that could help his case. Had to
address whatever had sparked the bitter fight in the bayou between him and Shogun—as though that
were a secret now. Had to admit what had happened in the teahouse, and had to talk to Doc... her
father. From there, she had to go to Shogun and hel p the man while he was till lucid. If shewent to him
firdt, no one had to tell her that it would get ugly in thefamily.

Sasha closed her eyes as she pushed the last forkful of her dinner into her mouth. She grabbed handful of
grapes as she crossed the room to pick up the wide belt that had a dagger scabbard built into it and
threaded the buckle, pulling it tight over her hipswith one hand. Thinking, dreading, she popped the
grapesinto her mouth and then stopped as sweet juice exploded on her tongue. It was so good it literaly
sunned her.

Tiny chiming voices pelted her ears and dancing opa escent lights made her dizzy as she opened her eyes.
For asecond she stared down at the grapes. "What the..."

"Miss, misd" atiny voice cried out. "We are so sorry!"

Although she was|ooking at the grapes, the voices seemed to be coming from somewhere near her ear.
Disoriented, Sashas gaze tore around the room and stopped on a sparkling, moving miasma of tiny dust
motes.

"Dugan tricked us."

On guard, Sashatilted her head as she stared into the moving lights, dowly making out the gnat-size
Fairies. Straining hard, she listened with wolf ears now.

"Dugan tricked you?' she said softly. "How?"
"Oh, our gardens,” the miasmawailed. "Our beautiful, beautiful gardens are ruined forever by blood!™

"Okay, take methrough it dowly. What happened?' Sasha popped another grape into her mouth and
tried not to swoon from the flavor.

"Dugan told usif we enchanted you, he could keep our gardens safe from the beast. But that didn't work.
She gtill came there after al those years. .. back to where she had been before,” tiny voices cried out in
unison.

"All right," Sashasaid, growing peevish as she cast the grapes on the table. She pointed at the floating
lights. "What did you guys do to me at the teahouse?"

"We enhanced what wasthere," the small voices wailed. "Nothing bad... just like the grapes sweetness.
We only made it better, we meant no harm. We just wanted to be safe. Wedon't like Lei. Wedon't like
Dana They call the beast there and feed her there, but Dugan said you'd keep her away...just like
Shogun would. We wanted you both to like the garden and to stay near usto keep us safe. We don't
want you to leave with the other big wolf, Sasha... Shogun likesthe garden. It was hisfather's. Please
gtay in New Orleanswith us, please. The Vampires here are so mean to us. They kill people sometimes,
too!"



Sasha dapped her forehead and closed her eyes. There was no denying the chemistry between her and
Shogun, but an enhancement spell was so not what she needed to be dedling with right now. Hunter was
gonna have acow. Frightened Fairies were not going to make agood dibi to ajed ous mae wolf who
meated for life.

"Y ou guys should have just asked me," Sasha said in aweary tone, opening her eyes and pointing at them
asthough they were naughty children. "Bad Fairied!”

A collectivewail rose up from the shimmer, and she used their distress to press a point—after al, they'd
given her some seriousintel. Dugan wasin on it, supposedly trying to keep Lel and Danaout of their
gardens, plus, Lel and Danahad been caught luring an infected Werewolf there and feeding it. She'd
aready gotten word that Vampires had gotten Dugan to remove his defenses against them at the B&B so
they could do a bait-and-switch with Hunter's meds. .. but she needed to know what their angle was.
And why would Dugan want her and Shogun to hook up?

"Y ou guys owe me, you know that," Sashawarned. "Y ou've redly pissed off the big wolf, and now an
innocent man got infected in afight that didn't have to happen.” She raked her damp hair and folded her
arms over her chest.

The colorful, shimmering cloud seemed to burst like Fourth of July fireworks, sending sparklers
everywhere before coming back together.

"Oh, Sasha... we saw. The Forest Pixiestold us. The baron got your clothes and Shogun's and left them
for the huge Shadow. He was so upset... 0ooo..."

"The baron, huh?' Sashas hands were on her hips. She cocked her head to the Side. That definitely
linked Geoff Montague with Dugan. To her way of seeing it, the only thing that bringing her and Shogun
together and then leaving cold-blooded evidence like that for an out-of-control, possibly demon-infected
Shadow to find would accomplish would be to start awolf war. "Hmmm..."

Sashalooked off toward the windows, studying the moonlight in the leaded, beveled glass. Have both
leaders go into mortal combat, and that leaves the wolf Federations on both sideswesk... alowing the
Vampire Cartel to step back into power. Her mind was on fire asit tracked data points. Everything made
S0 much sense. Once wolves were weak again, the Fae would fracture into specia-interest groups, just
asthe Dragons and Mythics would.

Dugan was a businessman, one who'd suffered severe losses after the hurricane. She just wondered what
the Vampires had promised him. Maybe it was just a smart move—somebody hedging his betsto help
the old boys network that never forgot adight or afriend. Sortalike helping out the mob before they
asked for assstance and being considered a good egg when they rolled on an area. She could figure out
what hisangle was later. At the moment she needed hard evidence to get both Dugan and Geoff off the
tribuna and possibly convicted themsdves.

Narrowing her gaze on the distraught Fairies, Sashawaked in acircle around ther throbbing cloud of
shimmering dugt.

"Hrg of dl," shesad, trying to push as many guilt buttonsin them as she could, "you have aman's
execution on your handsif we can't come up with acure—so | want afull-scale, dl-out effort to help
Doc and Clarissacome up with acure, even if it involves cheating with alittle magic."

"Well help, Miss Sasha, well help. Oooo... We never kill people. It isagaing al that we believein—we
never meant for him to get hurt!”



The cloud burst into tendrils of sparkling rain al around the room. Maybe sheld gone too far. This could
be aFairy feint, she wasn't sure, but she kept up the bad-cop voice just to whip them inline.

"And now that you potentidly have an innocent man'slifeinlimbo... | want whatever you can find out on
Dugan and his VVampire connection to Geoff. If you have atainted needle, avid, anything they
used—heard a conversation—"

"Pixies can help uslift heavy thingslike vidsand needles” the Fairies said in quick squesks. "But we
cannot testify... noooo... oh, noooo..."

"Why can't you testify?' Sashasaid in aflat, monotone voice, totally annoyed.
"Becausethey'll dl know we helped you, and we never get involved.”

"But you are involved! You did aspell and that backfired. So cut the don't-snitch crap!" Sashawalked
around the room as the cloud dispersed into fleeing dust motes. As she chased them, she could hear them
squeding like they were having mini nervous breskdowns.

"All right, dl right," Sashafinaly said, sanding still asthe Fairies gathered their composure. Making them
run screaming into the night wouldn't solve jack.

" won't presstestimony if you can bring meintd and evidence in the next twenty-four hours that can
help. I've got severa problemsthat you guys helped create and therefore need to help fix—Ilet's start with
aman in adungeon who isvery, very sick, plus one down the hal who isvery, very hurt. I'vegot a
she-demon wolf looking for me, and Lei and Danaare feeding her in your gardens.... gottafind that bitch
fast and make sure the other two do time for loosing that on the generd public. Something like that can't

happen again.”

"Oh, oh, those poor young humans,” the Fairies said, swooning. “"Wood Sprites can help you find the
demon. They will tel uswhere her lair is—they don't want her in their bayou any more than we want her
inour garden!™

"What about Lel and Dana?"
"No, no, no, we saw but cannot testify... ohhh!"

"Y ou could do atruth-enhancement spell—an enchantment to bring out what's dready there," Sasha
sad, camly, watching the miasma settle down. "Let them tell on themselves at thetribunal. That way, you
stay out of it, and it's evidence against a coupla bad Werewolf chicks who you want out of your garden,
anyway—not Vampireswhom you're degthly afraid of."

Shetook the Fairies lack of immediate response as a possible yes and pressed on, knowing they were
considering the repercussions of going against Buchanan Broussard's family by setting Danaup. The
teeny folks did have a point; he seemed like ared bastard.

"Ligten," Sashasaid in aweary tone that was no act. "I've got two huge wolf Federations about to go to
war over the bull, and aloca yokd angling to get him and his daughter ingtalled asthe next clan leaders.
That would be lovely—rpicture that,” she added with biting sarcasm. "Then, if that weren't bad enough,
I've got a squad on the run that needs protection. And if al of thisisn't enough to make your head hurt,
think of it thisway... if the wolf Federations go to war, and you'd better hope they don't, the Vampires
will bein prime pogition to take over not just the UCE again, but dso New Orleans. Themath isred
smple—either help me or you're screwed as not-so-innocent bystanders. I'm going back up to the North
Country when thisisdl over; you guys haveto live here. Thisisyour neighborhood.”



Sashawatched with greet satisfaction as the shimmering lights stopped moving about for amoment,
gathered together, and then took on adark gray hue that she could only interpret as outrage. "Faceit.
Y ou got played,” she said with adramatic Sgh designed to add alittle inspiration for them to step up.
"Hateto tdl you, but, your man Dugan hung you out to dry."

Hunter stared at his grandfather acrossthe table in hisroom. He ate; the old shaman ate. Words seemed
to dudethem.

"Thisisnot like Sasha," Slver Hawk said. "There was something el se involved, no matter what you found
inthe bayou."

Hunter looked up from his plate, his gaze level with his grandfather's. "From all that you've told me, even
my own mother made choiceslikethis," he said in abitter tone. "That'show | got here. She chose
someone over her life mate, who was awrong fit. Couldn't blame her, just like | can't blame Sasha...
Sashathought | was dead to her, ajunkie to the antitoxin, maybe even Turning... asgood as dead. So
shemadealogica choice. | suppose my haf brother wasthat." He shoved another forkful into his mouth
ashisgrandfather'seyes did away from his.

"Son," the old shaman said quietly. "Thereismoreto it than you know, I'm sure. Let her tell you in her
own time. Y our words are raw now, just asyour heart israw. Let both heal before you speak pain that
will leave her heart injured. That isdl | ask. | amtired. | am going to seeif | can help my friend Doc, and
then together two old men will endeavor to save ayoung man'slife. Therest of it—the hedling, the
bringing together of blood brothers and justice—isin the hands of the Great Spirit.”

Silver Hawk stood. Hunter abandoned his plate and stood as well. The two looked at each other for a
long while, and then the old man smply embraced him.

Doc looked up quickly from hismeal as aknock sounded at hisdoor. Silver Hawk had promised him
held return soon after he talked to Hunter, but if he was back aready that was not agood sign. Standing
dowly, he called out for the person at the door to come in. But seeing Sasha enter hisroom astwo
guards left her and closed the door behind her thoroughly shook him. He hadn't planned on talking to her
aoneuntil themorning... until hisbesten, fatigued mind could rest and come up with an explanation that
her pain-filled eyes demanded.

"Hello, Dad," she said in aquiet monotone. "Mind if | Sit down so we can findly get to the truth?!

Whatever had been in the bathwater stung every silver wound like hell. Cooked mest, the stench of
roasted pheasant and—of al things—vegetables, was about to make him hurl.

Shogun lay across the bed panting and naked with swest rolling off his overheated body. Goose down
wastoo hot. The duvet, thelinen, the sk pillows al made him want to howl. He needed to be outside.
Needed to run, to hunt, to kill something... to taste blood! His claws dug into the comforter, shredding it
as blind rage propelled him up off the sumptuous mattress to begin flipping furniture, hurling the privacy
screen at the bars that had enclosed the tub, atoilet, and asmall dressing area, and then crashing anything
elseinhishuge cdl that wasn't nailed down.

He could hear Le screaming for the guardsto come assist him, but her voice was shrill enough to make
his head throb.

"Makethat shrew shut up!" he bellowed. "Put her on another side of the castle! | don't want her near



me—she betrayed me and the family!"

"I didn't, | didn't," Lel said sobbing as guards opened her cell to move her quarters. "Don't take me away
from him—only | can help my brother now," she shrieked, fighting againgt air as the Fae guards stood
back and sent enchanted vines to bundle her into acquiescence on thefloor. "I did what | did for you!"

"My mother isaive—where?" he shouted, a sudden intense desire to pack-bond with the
demon-infected overwheming him. "All these years you knew, and kept that from me! | had a brother
and you knew, bitch!" Shogun shouted through the bars, watching them carry his struggling Sster
somewhere he couldn't see her.

A lonely, agony-riddie howl crept up histhroat as his hands sought his hair. Tears stung his eyes. Hewas
Turning... God hep him, he could fed it.

The sound of Shogun's howl made Sasha hug herself as she stared across the table at Doc. She knew
she should have gone to Shogun firgt, but she'd told herself that she needed to speak to the medical
professona on the team to better understand what she was dealing with so they could both go together.
The moment she'd opened the door to face Doc she knew she'd again told hersdlf lies. Thiswas about
unfinished business and needing to understand why any and all of it had gone down theway it had.

Doc had stopped speaking when held heard Shogun's howl. The pain in his eyes made her finaly reach
across the table and clasp hishand. That smple gesture made tearswell in both their eyes as Doc
squeezed her hand back.

"I'm immune, too, Sasha," Doc said in aquiet rasp. "Like my mentor, Lou Zang Chen. Wed both been
scratched over the years by patients—soldiers we were harnessing down after they'd been brought in half
eaten during the Colombian incident. That was before we redized how the contagion morphed, how a
man transitioned. But that's a so when we both discovered that he and | shared a hidden secret. We both
wanted a cure. We both had wolf DNA in our blood and both had pure human mothers.”

Sasha dragged her fingers through her hair. Somehow, talking to Doc about DNA and cures was so
much easier than discussing the subject they both were so obvioudy avoiding.

"But if I'm haf human from my mother's Sde, plus one-quarter Shadow from you—because youre a
fifty-fifty mix of human and Shadow,” she said, studying the grain of the wood in the highly polished table
between them, "then why ismy wolf so srong?"

Xavier Holland let out along, tired Sigh as she looked up and met hisweary gaze. "All I'd ever been able
to attribute that to is dominant and recessive genes being theroll of the dice, Sasha. It'sjust likeina
family of brown-eyed individuas—a startling pair of green eyes or blue eyes can show up, or evena
vadtly different skin color." He opened his hands, as though imploring the heavensto give him an answer.
"There's been no adultery in those cases, only what old folks used to call athrowback trait—something
that probably got many an innocent woman stoned or beaten to death. Pure human ignorance of the
vagaries of genetics... such awase."

"Why didn't you, me, or Lou Zang Chen Turn, though? There's something among the three of usthat
we're not figuring out,” she said, her gaze trailing away from her father toward the waning moonlight. She
looked at Doc. "I got infected, you got infected, he did, too—and we al had varying degrees of Shadow
Wolf and humaninus”

"Hiswolf was very far removed,” Doc said quietly. "Only an eighth or less... yet hedidn't Turn. That
genetic riddle has stumped me my entire career.”



"I wish we had blood samples from your mentor,” Sashasaid, raking her hair.
The deafening silence made her quickly look at Xavier Holland.
"Wedo," hesaid in athick, shame-filled murmur. "We kept dl the bodies from that lab accident.”

"Frozen?' Sashas eyeswere S0 wide now that it felt as though they might roll right out of her skull. "All of
them?'

Doc nodded and looked away. "Yes. All of them.”
"My mather..."
Doc closed hiseyes. "'l will never let you see... what was|eft. Don't ask methat, Sasha.”

She stood and went to the window, drawing in ragged breaths. Nausea made her somach roil. Science
and the military knew no bounds.

"l won't ask you to see her," Sashafinally said. "I don't ever want to see her like that—I've seen her in
the shadow landsin spirit, whole and beautiful. That's enough for me. But I'd like to go back to NORAD
with you and Clarissato look at Dr. Chen's blood, comparing that with Shogun'sand with ours... theré's
gotta be amarker, something.”

"For three decades, Sasha, I've turned over every stone. What can we possibly find now at thislate
hour? As much as it breaks my heart to say this, Shogun probably won't make it tomorrow night. It's
gonetoo far too fast in his system.”

"Then we're gonnaturn over those stones one moretime.” She spun and looked at Doc's dgjected
expression. "Weve never had pure, uninfected Werewolf blood in the [ab before, right? We didn't even
know the species existed thirty years ago—not till earlier thisyear. | got infected and fought it off, just
like Hunter eventudly fought it off, just like you did, aswell asyour mentor had in the past. My ingtincts
say we're on the verge of acure... haveto be. And during the last UCE Conference, what got the
Vampires expdlled was that they'd sentin an nto hit General Donald Wilkerson. We learned then
that they didn't want avaccine to be widdly distributed that could make the taste of human blood so
offensive, Vampires would begin to starve to death. Even money saysthisis part of theissue. Power.
Resources. Territory. It dl fitsthe profile of vampirism.”

Doc nodded and then rubbed his palms down hisface. "It would be an effective strategy to get the wolf
packs fighting with each other, huge Federations a war... makesit easy to call for an al-out wolf hunt to
quell the violence. They get back in power, based on dl you've told me about how this council works.
Meanwhile, any chance of developing a cureisdiverted. Humans are more focused on wiping out the
scourge than devel oping vaccines or genetic medicine—forget harmoniousliving when there are monsters
threatening mankind. Meanwhile, the Vampires continue to feast, unrestrained. It's abeautiful plot,
drategicdly brilliant."

Sashawaked in acircle, nerves strung tight. "All | need is evidence to bring to the UCE to stop awolf
hunt, aswell asto avert awar. The Federations till don't fully trust each other—you saw that very fragile
peace out there in the bayou. Shogun and Hunter have to sit down at the table together to show aunified
front... but that means Shogun hasto hed."

"It d'so means Hunter hasto hed, Sasha," Doc said quietly, his gaze containing empathy. "He's been shot
inthe heart with aslver bullet.”

She looked away. Doc didn't haveto tell her that she'd been the oneto pull the trigger.



"I know..." shefindly said in asubdued tone. "1 wanted to give Silver Hawk a chanceto havethe private
talk with him about his mother and his heritage, first."

Both she and Doc knew it was an evasive tactic, but he was good enough not to cdl her oniit.
"They've had that talk," Doc said gently after amoment. "Now it'stime for you two to have one."

"It'stimefor you and meto have one," she said, staring a Doc as new tears brimmed. "Why didn't you
tell me? Why foster care?"

"So they wouldn't know," he said just above amurmur, holding her gaze. " Sit with me, Sasha. Don't
stand across the room like you're ready to bolt. If I'd let them know what 1'd done, and what wasin my
DNA spird, | would have been taken off critical research. .. they would have studied melikealab rat.
Human thinking is so ignorant. Then theréd be no way | could have worked on cures, could have
continued what | had to do. | would never have been in aposition to protect you from madmen like the
late generd. Fear createsthisignorance we struggle againgt in the human condition; power madness and
glory seeking magnifiesit.”

"But | missed grandmothers, aunties, family, connection... al because..." She covered her mouth and
choked back asob. "Dad, | just wish | had known." Her statement was simple, nonjudgmental, and filled
with old pain that had never redlly gone away. Hurt had dissolved anger, and she couldn't even pull back
as Doc rushed to embrace her.

"Oh, Sasha, Sasha, my sweet pea..." Doc'swarm hug finaly made the tearsfall, and she put her head on
his shoulder. "Child, | was your shadow... | was coming for you, wherever they'd taken my baby girl. |
was never going to let them take you from me."

"What were my people like? My grandmother, al those | missed?' she whispered thickly into the warmth
of hisshoulder.

"Y our grandmother, my mother, was atal, dark-skinned beauty. They say her grace captivated my
father, your grandfather, from the very beginning. | inherited his Shadow resstanceto thevirus. | had
enough proof of that, knew | could fight it off... so that'swhy | made you from me and no onedse. | had
truthfully hoped you'd be aflawed Shadow like me—unable to shift so you'd appear normal, be human
enough to dwayshblendin... just havetheingtincts. | didn't know what amagestic gift the inner wolf was
until I saw it inyou. | had been brainwashed, preudiced, by my own human condition... forgive me,
daughter. God forgive me."

"l just wanted to be like every other kid, every other person... For solong | knew something was wrong
with me, but nobody would just tell me the truth.”

"That, among many things, isone of my deepest regrets.” Doc buried hisfacein her hair as he hugged her
harder. "Don't you see, that'swhy | used my DNA... that and because | loved your mother so, but
would never violate her marriage or her trust—or my best friend'strust. They were gonnamake you, one
way or another. | wanted you made with afighting chance at being so-caled normd... human. Y ou were
never just alab experiment to me. Ever "

Helet out ahard breath as he stroked her back. "They say my mother was afighter, aloving,
high-spirited g who could see things." He paused as though the memory was more painful than heldd
redlized, and then helet out his breath in shuddering increments. "I never got to seethat part of her.
They'd caged her like an anima in amenta ingtitution, because she wouldn't stop telling stories about the
wolf people. In her last days, when | went to see her, she was broken. .. they'd ingtitutionalized her long
enough and given her enough medsthat it finaly stole her spirit. Imagine what they did to a poor,



supposedly mentdly ill young black woman in Jm Crow Louisana. They weren't kind to the wedlthy, so
can you imagine the conditions shed endured?"

"Oh, Doc..." Sashamurmured, now hugging him to lend support rather than absorb it.

"Then onenight,” he said in asad, far-off voice, "shejust dipped away peacefully. Slver Hawk cameto
me, then... | wasjust ayoung man. He said that Wolf Shadow had come to escort her to the shadow
lands. He was Silver Hawk's best friend, my father, and it's how we gave Hunter hiswolf name.”

"Y ou've been friendsfor that long," Sashasaid quietly.

It was more of a statement than a question asthe longevity of the relationships began to sink in. She now
better understood why Doc was probably there when Hunter was born. 1t made sense that he'd want to
be close at hand when Silver Hawk's daughter ddlivered—only no one had expected the camp to fall
under attack.

"If your father and Hunter's grandfather were best friends, | understand the connection... the research,
how you as the son of hisfriend, would have abond.” Sasha shook her head even as Doc hugged her.

The pack loyalty was staggering.

"It al goes so far back, baby girl," Doc said in adow rumble of emotion. "Wolf Shadow, my father, aka
Storm Walker when in his human form, had tried to kegp Shogun's demon-infected mother from esting
Hunter's mother's remains. He died from the battle. Severe blood loss. Silver Hawk told methat my
father's spirit had come to my mother at her desthbed in the hospital so she wouldn't die aone, and to
carry her to the shadow lands... and to atone for leaving her—and me. He did love her, but he just
couldn't reconcile her humanity with hiswolf or the traditions and taboos of the pack. Hunter's
grandfather and | have sat in many asweat lodge together, discussing dl thisto bring us both peace
through understanding. Silver Hawk and | have been fast friends ever since.”

"I can seethat," she whispered as Doc pulled back to meet her gaze.

"Silver Hawk gave metheyen for medicine... said | had apurposeto fulfill, acaling to answer. A
destiny. Once | saw you, | knew that was true. He also showed me that my mother was anything but
insane”

Sashalooked up into the exhausted face and eyes that had always been there for her. So much
bloodshed and violence; so many lives shattered from hatred... Shogun's mother had aso killed her
grandfather, not just Hunter's mother. She now understood the explosive nature of it all—history wasa
time bomb. But anger had fled her, deep sorrow filling the void as she touched her father's cheek. She
dared into the eyes of an imperfect man who'd tried to do hisbest in an imperfect, very human world.

"She's happy, Dad. | saw groups of people in the shadow lands... Mom, too. Hunter took me there. We
went together before the conference. | saw people whom | didn't recognize on aporch in New
Orleans... they weredl| amiling & me. They invited mein. My mother was Stting in arocking chair. A
tall, dark, beauty wasin the screen door, and she waved at me. | think that was Grandmom.”

"That was my mother's housein New Orleans," Doc said, alowing tearsto fal without censure. "That
was her, in the screen door. That was her rocker. Promise me, when | die, that you'll take methereto
the shadow lands... | want to be with my people, and I'm so very, very tired, Sasha.”

"l promise,” she said quietly. "But that won't be for avery long time. We have livesto save and people to
help. Don't quit on me now."



"All right, baby. For alittlewhilelonger."

He closed his eyes as though trying to see the images that had been in her mind, and they stood that way
for along time, just holding each other, not talking, but feeling. Now so much of it made sense. Missing
piecesto her life's puzzle began to fit, just as smiling spirits fit with Doc's description and the images that
flitted through her mind. His people, who were aso her people, were in that rowdy, love-filled house.
Sheld been surrounded by spiritua protection from the moment she'd been conceived—and it didn't
matter how she was conceived, now that she knew she wasn't athrowaway child. She/d meant
something to many whom sheld never even met... meant so much to the man hugging her, who'd devoted
hislifeto protecting her from those who would have done her harm.

CHAPTER 15

He'd been there and couldn't listen to the suffering any longer. It grated his soul, knifed hisgut, waslike a
scraping down his skeleton—the howls of a Turning man.

Hunter called for an escort. Four archersimmediately came. They said not aword but watched him
warily. He understood why. Wasn't offended in the least. No one was above suspicion when so much
clan leadership power hung in the delicate balance between injured parties.

The long, somber walk and endless corridors gave him time to think. He watched silently as stone doors
were heaved open, silver-coated iron gates unlocked, and alabyrinth of passageways cut into granite
benegth the castle revedled themsalves. Every fifty yards, alert guards with silver weaponry hailed his
escorts, keeping ahard line of vison on him. Another baleful howl made the hair stland up on his neck as
they entered the forma dungeon chambers.

One massive cdll carved into the granite cavern and gated by slver-coated iron bars stood on either side
of atwenty-five-foot expanse. In the center of that, guards amused themselves with cards a asmall table
laden with silver coinsand ae. But the moment they spotted Hunter, they jumped to their feet and
gathered up their wespons.

"It'sdl right," one of the escorts said. "Thisoneisahead of sate—just wantsto visit with the howling
one... to maybe help him. They're brothers."

Shoulders relaxed, heads nodded in agreement, and then guards sat back down—~but remained watchful.
Hunter looked at the empty cell.

"WheresLa?'

One of the guards at the table shrugged. " She pissed off 'er brother and was making 'im crazy—so we
moved her to alocked room on the other side of the castle. Made him calm down a bit, till he ate."

Even though he hated La's guts, reief wafted through him. If she hadn't Turned or been injured, that was
onelessthing for the Southeast Asian Clan to blame him for.

"You cameto gloat?' Shogun said between histeeth, staying clear of the barsbut risng dowly froma
hidden position behind overturned furniture.

For amoment, Hunter just stared a him. That was dl he could do. Shogun's hair was long and clotted
together, asthough trying to dreadlock. A thick beard covered his face and was beginning to spread over



his chest and forearms. His eyes were asick yellow-amber, and elongated upper and lower canines
distorted hisface. His hands were huge like his shoulders and chest had become, hisfingers gnarled as
though stricken with arthritis, yellow nailswere razor-sharp.

Wild tufts of hair covered his knuckles, and the sour stench that wafted from his sweety body amost
turned his ssomach. He watched as Shogun struggled to stand up tall and then stalked away. Hunter's
eyes remained on the knotted spine that curved his back, hunching his shoulders. Deegp remorse ate at
him and had stolen his voice. He wrested it back as Shogun turn toward him and growled.

"l didn't cometo gloat. | cameto gpologizeto you for this... I'm sorry.”

Shogun's chuckle created alow, demonic sound in the cavern. "Why be sorry, brother?'Y ou will
rightfully head both Federations after they put asilver dug in my skull tomorrow night. Y ou get thetitle
and thewoman." He looked past Hunter's shoulder to the gaping retinue of guards. "Givethisman a
drink so he can celebrate an dmost bloodless coup!”

Hunter turned to the guards. "Did you feed him?'
"Yeah," one of them said with ashrug. "All the prisoners got pheas—"

"Raw mest!" Hunter thundered. "A goat from the village outside, adamned deer from the bayou, a cow
fromaloca farm—warm, gill twitching—did you feed this man tonight?*

Two guards stood as the others |ooked around confused.

"If you doom my brother to death I'll hold you al responsible!™ Hunter shouted, sending guards running.
"Why, brother," Shogun said in adangeroudy low tone. "I didn't think you cared.”

"I do," Hunter said, going close enough to the bars to speak to Shogun without being snatched.

"Why?" Shogun growled.

"Because you were never supposed to be infected.”

"That'swhat they al say,” Shogun snapped, and began pacing.

"I smelled demon-infected she-wolf in the bayou... Lei, Dana, had been there with your mother's scent. |
amno liar." Hunter's unblinking gaze met Shogun's. "'l thought they were after Sasha”

"| thought you'd infected her," Shogun said between histeeth. "I wanted to find her mysdlf... wanted to
be the oneto end her misery if you had—and then | was coming for you."

"Aswdl you should have—if I'd donethat to her. But you saw for yourself tonight that | hadn't.”
Shogun paced away from the front of the cell.

"Then, out of nowhere, in apile of leavesand mud | found your clothes.”

Shogun rushed the bars and then backed off. "Impossible! You lie!"

Hunter shook his head. "Khakiswrapped in plastic... herswasa T-shirt, green, and matching sweeat
pantsthat ssid CHAY A ." He moved closer to the bars than advisable and kept hisvoice low. "How
would | know what you were wearing when you were with her if I'm lying?' Hunter banged on the bars.
"Think, man, evenin your condition... | know in my soul you weren't out there in the bayou with her—so



somebody is playing games™

Shogun circled the cdll'sinterior, growling. "We were a the teahouse. .. milesfrom where you found
them." Helooked up at Hunter. "'l had thrown them in the trash. | would never disrespect her like that or
break her heart by throwing what happened in your face... if it'sany consolation, she did that for
you—not for me. Shewanted avia of my blood to save you. | wanted her, and made her have teawith
me." He shook his head and laughed bitterly. "Shedid. And | never laid ahand on her." He looked at
Hunter. "Onthat, | an no liar, asyou say. So rest easy my brother. Werewolves don't so much care
about thefine point... we don't split hairs on the subject like Shadow Wolves."

"None of that'simportant,” Hunter said, staring at the rough-hewnwall. "The dlianceis at the core of it
al—that'sthefocus.”

"Now you're not only lying to yoursdf, but lying to me," Shogun said with ahollow laugh. Hethrew a
chair at the back wall, shattering it, and bent with a painful howl as awave of agony overtook him. "Y ou
were about to kill me, alliance be damned, because you thought 1'd been with her!" Shogun released a
bone-chilling howl and then dropped down on dl fours, panting. He gave Hunter adangerous sidelong
glance. "If this hadn't happened, | would have competed with you until the end of time for her—brother .
Know that."

Hunter watched Shogun stalk away, hearing him loud and clear. Y et as he watched the man before him,
he shuddered to think that that was what Sasha had witnessed. If he'd been like that—and he had at
points—then he couldn't blame her if she'd sought a mate who was free and clear of the dread
contagion. .. who could live with the disgusting transformation? But sheld stayed and loved him and
fought for him and with him.... and had even offered her body in exchange for ablood sampleto giveto
Doc to possibly save hislife. And now he'd killed aman due to misplaced jealousy and being a disease
carier, al over ashadow dance.

Guilt lacerated him as he listened to the footfals of anxious guards returning. He could smell the fresh
blood in the dank dungeon air. He watched Shogun spin and begin to pace, eyes wilder from the scent.
Timewas running out for an innocent man.

"Y ou haveto eat. Y ou have to hold on to your human,” Hunter said quickly. "We have to stand as one.
We have to both lead the Federations and find out who did this."

"Youlead," Shogun said panting through elongeting canines, his eyes beginning to glow. "I'm finished.
Youwon."

"No! Together,” Hunter said emphatically, pounding the barswith hisfig. "I didn't want to win like
this—and | never wanted Sasha by default, either.”

"Nor I," Shogun said, his hands trembling.
Hunter quickly looked over his shoulder. "Whereisthat man'sfood!"

He stepped away from the cell bars astwo Fae guards lugged in afreshly killed deer. Shogun charged
the bars and then fell back with ayelp that became aroar as his skin popped and sizzled.

"How the hell arewe gonnaget it in there?' the lead guard asked as they al stood, weapons at the ready.
"Giveittome" Hunter said.

"Bull," one of them said, dropping the antler end of the carcass on the floor.



A crimson tide dowly spread at their feet, sending Shogun into afrenzy. Hunter stooped down, grabbed
the animal by one hand, and yanked it into a shadow with him, then was gone. He appeared behind a
blind of destroyed furniture inside the cell and was back on the other side before the dead deer hit the
floor and Shogun rushed him. Blood covered his clothes; shotgun barrels and crossbows moved from
him to Shogun and back as edgy guards scrambled away from him. Shogun covered thedeer ina
possessive, snarling crouch before tearing into its belly and coming away with entrails. Hunter turned to
sare at the guards, who stood mouths agape.

"For the love of God, man... you could've been daughtered in therel" the lead guard shouted, dapping
gun barrels away from Hunter's chest. "What did you do that for?"

"Because he's not heavy. He's my brother.”

The howling had stopped. She didn't know if that was agood omen or bad one. But sheld left Doc to go
have the conversation she needed to have. Problem was, the armed escorts told her Hunter wasn't in his
room. That was dl they'd say. Her assumption wasthat he was dtill in heavy conference with Silver
Hawk. Were e se could he have been? She knew all too well that hearing your lineage wasn't what you'd
assumed al your life was not aquick and casua conversation. Especidly if you were clan leadership and
not only the son of abeta—but a so the taboo combination of Werewolf and Shadow Wolf. Her mind
could bardy takeit dl in.

Sashawalked in adaze, headed for the dungeons. There were things she needed to say to Shogun, things
she needed him to understand before the last vestiges of his human were gone. Questions she needed to
ask. But the sight of Hunter surrounded by four armed escorts, shoulders bent from fatigue, clothes
bloody, made her snarl.

Gun barrels pointed at her and she squared off on her escorts, prepared for battle.

"What have you doneto him?' she demanded. "Y ou tortured the man!" It was a statement, not a
question.

Hunter began running toward her as bewildered guards backed up and began cdling for reinforcements.
"No, Sashal It'snot what you think... don't call your wolf!"

Too late. Powerful jaws locked around the closest forearm, ready to rip the limb out of the socket if the
man didn't lower the wegpon. Hunter wasin front of her in seconds, ripping off hisshirt sllk and shoving it
closeto her nose. He kept one hand up, his body blocking positioned archers who were readying on
catwalks and staircase banisters to get a shot off.

" She saw the blood; back off and shelll come back to herself,” Hunter yelled. "She's my pack
enforcer—thought 1'd been attacked by your men in the dungeons.”

No one moved. But the scent of deer blood dowly broke through the fury haze in Sashas mind. Her
jaws dowly relaxed until the stricken guard could yank back hisarm and flee. Shelooked up a Hunter.
He stooped down and encircled her neck. In the span of adow blink she was on her knees hugging him.

"l thought—"
"I know," he said, helping her up.

Weapons lowered. Guards muttered curses. Hunter swept up her clothes.



"How ishe?' she asked tentatively, placing a hand in the center of Hunter's chest, al modesty gone.
"Not good. | fed him, that'sthe best | could do until morning... hell hopefully deep off night one.”
"But by tomorrow..."

Hunter shook his head and placed an arm around her shoulder to begin walking them back toward his
room, ignoring their escort.

Sasha stopped abruptly. "1 should go spesk to him, et him know he'snot done... weregoing to try all
wecan."

Hunter's pam cradled her cheek. "I'm saying thisin al sincerity—he's not himsdlf. If it wereme, |
wouldn't want you to ever see what I'd become." Hunter |et out along, weary breath. "That was part of
the thing that killed me about what happened between you and me. If you go down there, Shogun will
forever losefacein hismind. There are somethings, Sasha, that aman never wants awoman to see.
Right now, if you care about him at al, even asafriend, you'l dlow the man hisdignity.”

What could she say to that? She accepted her clothes back from Hunter and dipped them onin the
hallway. She watched the guards dispatch amessage to send him a clean shirt and pants, along with more
bathwater, and was | eft awed at the efficiency of the castleés miniature staff. Thetall Fae guards |ooked

so0 weary that she actually felt sorry for them, and as she and Hunter entered his room, she wondered if
they'd seen this much action in ahundred years.

She waited by the door for his clean replacement clothes as he stripped off his boots and bloodied
pants—and didn't say aword as he sat down heavily on the side of the bed and hung his head. She knew
wherehewas at.

Silence whispered through the room as small Elvestook out spent bathwater and refilled the tub. Fresh
clotheswith anew leather scent, along with athick, warm, white terry towel, were carefully loaded in her
arms as nervous castle staff dipped past her and shut the door with abang. Both she and Hunter waited
until they heard the tumblersturn in the locks, courtesy of the armed guards just beyond the door.

"Did you talk to your grandfather?" she asked quietly, bringing his clothes to awooden chair by the
seaming tub.

Hunter nodded and stood, his majestic dark frame rising from the edge of the bed like a shadowy
mountaininthemist. "Yeeh... didyoutak to... Doc?'

"Yes. And it's okay to say my father .
"Y ou're not angry with him?" Hunter hesitated, waiting for her reaction.

Sasha shook her head. "When you listen, put your own hurt aside, walk amilein another person's
shoes... and see their humanity, their fears and flaws, you come to understand that they did the best they
could at thetimethey could.”

Hunter stepped into the tub and she watched the thick network of snew movein graceful ripples benegth
his mahogany-hued skin.

"It iswise, because | supposewe al do that... the best we can at the time we can.”

"Yeah," she murmured, taking up his clothes and towel again and holding themin her amsasshe sat on



the chair garing at him. "'I'm sorry.”
"Don't be" he said, not looking at her and lathering sogp in hishands. "I'm sorry."
She hesitated. "Why?!

His gaze met hers and then did away. "l finaly saw, redly understood, what you were dealing with when

| went into that dungeon.” He spread the soap over his neck, arms, and chest in a hard scrub as though
washing away more than animal scent and blood, and then doused it off in large, angry splashes. 'Y ou
lived through my contagion purging more than once, and are sill here. That's enough for me, Sasha. Don't
defineit.”

"I need to explain what happened,” she whispered.

He stood up like a sudden dark geyser in the tub, glistening, wet, sculpted and beautiful. "I already know
and gpologizefor that aswell," he said, lathering the bricks of his abdomen and them histhighs, flinging
water and soap everywhere in an agitated flurry of jerky movements.

"Shogun told you?'
"Yes," Hunter muttered, turning away from her and looking around for histowe.

She studied his back, the power of it, and the way long, lean muscle flanked his spineto dip low inthe
smdll of it to quickly riseinto astone-cut, gorgeous ass. She stood dowly, dmost mesmerized, carefully
placing his clothes onto the chair and walking forward with histowe. When hefinally turned to face her,
she enfolded him in the thick terry cloth.

"It was a shadow dance... encouraged by the enchantment of very bad fairies. | know it soundslikea
line, but | didn't trade sex for blood.”

"Y ou would have," he murmured, staring into her eyes. His voice held no judgment, just very deep pain.
"Yes," shenodded, "for you, | would have."

Two large, warm, dightly callused pams gingerly held her face. A kiss so tender thet it brought tearsto
her eyestook her mouth, the consumption of it gentle and reverent.

"l loveyou, Sasha Trudeau,” he murmured against her lips and then pulled back to stare into her eyes.
"I'm doing the best | can at thetime | can.”

She nodded and sniffed, splaying her hands againgt his damp body through the terry towd. "Me, too."
"A shadow danceisamost more intimate than..."

"Shush..." shewhigpered, closing her eyes and laying her head againgt hisdamp chest. "Until I... Hunter,
| didn't redlize that until after. | thought in human termsit was better, less of abetrayd, [—"

A swift kiss stopped her words. He pulled back and stared at her. "1 know. We do the best we can at
the time we can, and look at what 1'd |eft you to confront aone... contagion of the worst sort. Y ou were
not raised in the ways of thewolf. Y ou didn't know."

"| swear—"

Another deep, punishing kiss stole her breath as hands that held her face did up and into her hair.



"l know," hewhispered harshly againgt her cheek as he broke their kiss. "And | thought 1'd lost you
forever when | came upon planted evidence in the bayou—I'm so sorry, Sasha."

Powerful arms enfolded her as he stepped out of the tub, histowd faling away, crushing her body
agang his

"Do you redlize what I've done? I've taken an innocent man's life on the ruse of Vampires. A man whom
| respect... my brother will die tomorrow night because that demon contagion he fights was within me.
Great Spirit, lift thisdamnation.”

"It wasn't your fault,” she said quickly, holding him close, her hands spreading hedling touch againgt tense
musclesin his shoulders and back. ™Y ou both rushed each other, one way or another, you both would
have fought. The blame lies with the oneswho orchestrated this entire horror."

His breaths were coming in short, agonized bursts of pain as he nodded and nuzzled her neck.

"Firgt light, I'm going to ask for an escort out to rendezvous with my human squad. Me and Doc need to
get to NORAD by chopper and bring every technology we have at our disposal to bear on this problem.
Meanwhile, you and Silver Hawk can do what you can to keep trigger-happy UCE membersina
falback position... and maybe our combined clans can get some ground intel to provide evidence at the
tribund."

Thistime when he pulled back to look at her, there was something very different from hurt and remorse
burning in hisgaze. Amber rimmed hisirises; hiswolf was ready for war. And she knew from past
experience, aswell as natural ingtinct, that an adrenaline-boosted testosterone rush played itsalf out very
strangely inthe speciescadled mae.

Her mouth became an ingtant target, as smooth full lips consumed hers with an urgent brutality. Teeth and
tongues went to war, duding, struggling, tangling in a breathless twine. Rough hands battled blouse
buttons and pant fastenings, each smal victory won hera ded with a degp moan. She waswaking
backward, giving ground, stepping out of her boots then pantsin frantic tugs. To be conquered now
would day al the demonsin her mind, erase time for amoment, and obliterate every problem they
owned.

A blanket of muscular heat covered her as shefell back into goose down and surrendered. His shadow
strangled herswith pleasure, atriumph that she knew he needed—a sign that he was back to himsdlf and
would never belost again. Arching, reaching, shefisted hisspill of midnight hair, dlowing himto dam
territory and plant himsalf within her hard. Out of respect for the fallen, the onein the dungeon.

who was till aprisoner of war, they both swallowed awar cry and buried their facesin warm
shoulders... mouths burning skin, teeth grazing it, both agreeing to that as acompromise, atreaty made
on the fly asthey moved to one accord, pams splayed over backsides and hip flesh till heads lolled back,
eyes seded shut, and bodies braced for theimminent blast.

Hetook her mouth before she could cry out. Her legsfought hiswaig, circling it, squeezing it, lifting her
to dam her belly againg his, breasts bouncing, nipples hard and throbbing. .. it was morta combat that
made him tear his mouth away from hersto gulp air, arms trembling not from hisweight but his need to
release—and she saw it a second before it happened, catching the cry, muffling it like asilenced gunshat,
agedth assasan, killing him softly, killing him swiftly, crudl... brought down hard in the prime of hislife,
her life... hisfists pounding the mattress for mercy and just one breeth as her pdms held hisface. He
dropped, hot stone againgt her sizzling, wet heeat. She let him go, her arms rubbery masses at her Sides.
She stared up at the celling, dizzy and sated. His haggard breathstold her that he was dl right, too.



The only thing that disturbed her, but she decided not to mention it, was the twinkling miasmaof colored
lightsthat scattered with adelicate, pleased giggle. Damn those Fairies!

CHAPTER 16

"I understand why it hasto be thisway," Hunter said, pacing to the dawn-filled windows, "I just don't like
you being out there with me being in here. If anything happensto you, Sesha..."

"I know," she said, stepping out of the fresh tub and wrapping anew towel around hersdlf. "But they'll
never let you out of hereto go with me, which | don't want anyway. Y our hands have to remain clean.

Y ou have to have deniability, just like the Vampires have now. Hell, | barely got them to agreeto let me
out of here with Doc to collect our evidence, and only could under the proviso that Sir Rodney is our
discreet bodyguard. How were gonnaget him into NORAD is anybody's guess. But traveling by day
oughta cut down on some of the Vamp shenanigans.”

Hunter kept his gaze out the window. She came up behind him and hugged him, wondering how the Fee
managed to include pastel-hued, mist-covered mountainsin their oas's.

"Y ou know they have human helpers, and the Vampires aren't our only threat, Sasha." Hunter issued her
an annoyed, sdeline glance. "There's at least one North American Werewolf aphawhom we know
wants both Shogun and me executed at midnight, plus a strong member of the Fae Parliament who's
hedging his bets on our deaths, which leaves me suspicious of any of the Fag, regardless of surface
hospitality... and there's still avery dangerous demon with vengeancein her black heart." Heturned to
Sashaand placed apalm on each of her shoulders. " So you be careful out there, Trudeau. Come back to
mein onepiece, or | swear I'll persondly hunt you down till 1 find you."

"Youlittle bitch," Buchanan said between histeeth, kicking in the motel door. "Took meal night to find
you, but sure asrain you knew | was gonna.”

Danawas up and countercircling the angry beast before her. "Daddy, you listen here, I'm not gonna be
treated thisway when what | was doing was for the good of the entire family!"

"What you was gonnado was sal my assdl the way from where I'm standing to Georgias
Chattahoochee River, darlin'. At least that'swhet it looked liketo me," he hollered, making alunge for
her and missng.

"You think I'd do that?" she said, placing ahand over her heart. "I'm appalled.”
"Then why'd you run? Only the guilty run!”

"I ran and found me a place where | could eat and go to deep in peace because | didn't wanna hear any
of your drunken bullshit last night!"

"Y ou're gonna be dog meet in aminute. I'll kill yaquick aslook at ya, and make another one that |ook
jus likeyou, swesetie pie. Y ou know that.”

"See, that's exactly what I'm talking about and why | took to amotel,” she shouted, not seeming the least
bit afraid of him. "Violence only begets violence. Sometimes you gotta use your head! And what | know
is it'seaser toingal my father asaphaif | marry the man and then atragedy befalls my husband... but,



noooo. You just had to comeal out in the bayou when | told you | had learned athing or two from my
mama"

"Y our mamawas awhorel"

"Absolutely true," Danasaid without shame or gpology, folding her arms over her ample chest. There
was no fear in her eyes. "So | learned from the best.”

Her father Sraightened and came out of his rush stance. After amoment he smoothed the bristled hair
that had risen on the back of his neck and smiled atoothy grin. "Y ou was gonnado that for your old pa?’

"Till you messed things up and got my future husband arrested!” She turned away from him with a pout.
"Aw, now sugah-lump, I'm sorry. Don't be like that."

"How'm | supposed to be, Daddy?' She whirled away from him with tearsin her eyes. "Thisjust ain't
working out as planned and you don't trust me—I'm hurt," she wailed, shrugging away from him ashe
tried to approach her.

"Youjus as purty as your mamaused to be, you know that," he said in ahusky voice.

"Don't even start that," she said, gathering up her belongings. ™Y ou messed things up! Even if Shogun had
the contagion, | woulda been his mate, then the clan Coulda put him down... that is, after the big alpha
from the North Country went down first. I'dacaled in my marker—you, to fill the void, and we Coulda
hed thisthing al sewn up. Hissister is crazy as abedbug, and nobody likesher... only amatter of time
before her own demon-possessed mamarrips her face off. That other bitch, Miss
Sasha-thinks-she-so-much-Trudeau, probably gonna catch what her boyfriend got and will haveto be
shot soon anyhoo. We'da had us an empire, Daddy. | hate being second and I'm tired of being poor! For
once, why didn't you just stay out of it?"

"Now, don't you worry your purty little head none," Buchanan said, leaning on the door frame. "Both of
those boys are going down a midnight, anyway. They clansain't got no evidence. They both got the
contagion. And theway | seeit, you're till gonnawind up the North American prom queen, but without
the messy business of having to bed one of them foreign fellas.” He opened up hisarms and gave her a
dy smile the moment the corner of her mouth gave way to one of her own.

"See, your daddy knows what he's doing—now come on over here and gimme some sugah, like family is
supposed tado.”

"Why?"' Ethan said in an angry whisper, holding a coffee cup so tightly in his handsthat it shook. Dugan
leaned forward and |ooked over his shoulder nervoudy. "I didn't do anything. The gossip and speculation
about me—"

"Stop it," Ethan hissed, sitting forward angrily. "The Witch networks have the sory, the Fairies are abuzz,
thewolvesdl know... | have awife and children—"

"Like no one dse hasanythin' a stake, laddie?' Dugan dammed his cup down hard, but kept hisvoice a
low murmur in the back of his establishment. "How long do you think it'll be, man, before the Vampires
come back to you for testifying against them at the UCE? Did you ever think of that before you opened
your big yap?' Dugan nodded when Ethan blanched. "Aye. Now it'sdl sinking in dowly."

"We have protection, guaranteed by—"



"Who, the wolves?' Dugan cocked his head to the side and pulled asmall flask of brandy out of his
breast pocket, adding some of the dark, aromatic liquor to his coffee. ™Y ou were out in the bayou. Y ou
saw the gtate of their affairs. Those sworn to protect you have serious problems of their own, laddie. ..
and what's more, the loca wolves..."

Dugan shook his head as he capped his flask and then took a deep swig from his spiked coffee,
triumphant. "Have you seen the leadership that will step in once the two superpowersfal?’ Hewaited a
beat as Ethan's nervous gaze sought awindow.

"Ethan McGregor, my boy, it'sanew day after the flood. Casinos are being rebuilt by the cartel... New
Orleans hasto be rebuilt by those with power, money, and vision, and it will be. Out with the old, in with
the new. Thelittle people and poor could be swept away; Katrina showed us just how easy that would
be. Only afew houses, in the grand scheme, will be built from charitable concerns—but the primo real
estate and the red lasting power will be with you know who. So, while | admit to nothing, athinking man
must be redlistic about his options. If you haven't considered that, then take alook around and after you
do 0, you can ask methat very naive question again, old friend."

"The minute we clear the drawbridge and path,” Sir Rodney warned, "and reenter the bayou, we've got
to run likethewind." He cast aworried gaze toward Doc. "I'll have archersin the trees covering us until
we reach the edge of the wooded area, and from there one of our men will have a vehicle—but the
darkness of theboggy aress..."

"l understand,” Sashasaid, clasping Doc's hand. "I'll flank him. | won't leave him. Just give me back my
confiscated wegpons.”

Tenson had kept Clarissas body ramrod-straight al night as she and Winters sat hunched over computer
systems. Bradley had set every conceivable supernatural barrier, while Woods, Fisher, Bear, and Crow
provided constant guard duty. The generd paced into the small work cell every few hours, asking on a
status update that couldn't be given. The blown truck with invaluable equipment right after afirefight at
Tulane had bases on lockdown and Homeand Security dertsat red levels. The only good thing was,
Bear and Crow didn't have to be explained—they smply were apart of the shadow force the general
didn't need to know abouit.

The moment her feet hit the spongy ground cover beyond the cobbled Fae path, she smellediit.
Demon-wolf was on the move in the underbrush. A full-moon cycle had opened the door; the creature
could never shift back to human anyway. But it could maim and kill in the darkness of the bayou depths.

Sashaclasped Doc's hand tightly, and their eyes met. Instinct propelled him forward. The Fae captain of
the guards moved between treesin ablur of motion like the very wind itself.

Breaking branches, deep, feral growlsfollowed them; Sashas heart was pounding as Sir Rodney turned.
Instant reflex brought her body down to cover Doc'sin ahard fal asher hand gripped the sllver dagger
and released it. A savage how! echoed. Momentum carried amassive form over her head. A glint of
slver caught sunlight dappling through the thick canopy. Arrows rained acurtain of protection assheand
Sir Rodney quickly helped Doc up.

God help them, Doc was limping. That and his age were now life-threatening liabilities.
"Gol" Sir Rodney shouted, turning to meet the charging beest.



"Not!" Sashasaid, yanking her nine-millimeter out of her back wai stband with one hand, pushing Doc of f
center with the other. Shefound that till place, aimed, and fired.

A last-second pivot sent asilver dug into the beast's shoulder rather than its heart, making it rear on hind
legswith aroar beforeit disappeared again into the underbrush. Whereit was, only her strained senses
could detect, but she was sure that shed dowed it enough for her to grab Doc under hisarmpit with
Rodney on the other sde of him, and haul ass.

But try asthey might to keep moving with the injured beast circling, Doc was going dower and dower.
Sasha stopped, her gaze hard on Sir Rodney.

"Go, take to the trees with the other Fae and get off the ground. I'll meet you at the vehicle, you've gotta
trust me."

"No, you'll be—"

"Go, man!" Sashayelled, and pointed up to the other archers safe above. "He's part Shadow—my
father... I'll take him through the shadow lands and well exit at the vehicle meeting place.”

Snarls made Sasha start pulling Doc, despite his resistance.
"No, Sasha," Doc sad hiseyes and voice frantic, "if shefollows—"

Therewas no timeto explain or argue. A thunderous crash sent Sir Rodney into the trees with fellow
archers; Sashawas pure motion, her hand atight grasp on Doc's weathered palm, her amulet blazing.
Shadow land, shadow time, the scent was wrong; something old and evil had followed themin just as
Doc had warned.

Sasha spun, protectively circling Doc, trying to get a bead on the danger inthe mist. A lunging form came
out of nowhere. Shefired, but only the empty sound of dead clicks echoed. Doc's horrified gaze was the
last thing she saw as he fell back swallowed by the mist and the beast kept coming. Her wolf broke free,
smaller, outmatched in weight and size, but not by insanity. Then just as suddenly alarger black wolf met
the predator midair. She knew the phantom couldn't hurt the redl, live threst, but it could disorient it, give
it the panicked illusion of being attacked by one of its own, and buy them escape time. Shetook it.

Doc rolled away. Her human sdf returned and immediately swept up her clothesin asingle deft move,
running, amulet swinging, pushing Doc forward as scores of falen Shadow Wolf spirits descended on the
creature.

Sunlight smacked her face. Sir Rodney caught Doc asthey came out of the shadows where hissilver
SUV sat on the emergency shoulder. Helooked them both over for signs of demon contagion and then
smiled at Sasha, gppraising her naked body.

"I do s0 love how you do that, lassie," he crooned, opening the car door for her and Doc. "I just wish
you weren't dways under such duress when your lady-salf comes back.”

She was driving and dressed; Doc was till breathing hard and nursing a sprained ankle when they got to
the base. Sir Rodney was long gone. An armed escort in to meet up with her human squad at NASfelt
real comfortable, given where they'd just been. Generd Westford was waiting in a pure huff when they
got to the adminigtration building. He gave her adisapproving glare as she studied her silk-and-leather
outfit. The base was tense, seeming prepared for aforeign war to hit American soil at any moment—she
could seeit in the eyes of every armed soldier who stood at the ready near the general.



Nonplussed, Sasha saluted the brass and helped Doc out of the vehicle. She didn't have timefor this
crap.

"Blending in with friendlies, Sr," she said to address his unspoken question while trying not to sound
annoyed. "We've got aman injured,” she added in amatter-of-fact tone. "Only asprained anklewhile on
the run, no cause for darm. We tracked atarget asfar aswe could to be sure none of our samples got
taken, Sir. We need to get what we did acquire back to the labs at NORAD, ASAP, for security and
evd."

"Well, | damned sure don't want that creature hazmat crap here,” the genera bellowed. "Takeit to the
boys up north in Colorado.”

She never in her wildest dreams would have thought that going underground benesth two thousand feet
of pure granite and being locked behind twenty-five-ton steel doors while surrounded by very nervous
men carrying very big gunswould be comforting... but it was. After what they'd al experienced, she
didn't care that they had to do retina scans, match fingerprints, give code words, or say Mother may |,
aslong as she got Doc and her team into a safe place.

"How'sthe leg?' Sashafindly sad, bringing Doc a cup of coffee.

"All right," he said, clearly peeved a himsdf. "I couldagotten you killed back there." His gaze softened.
"But seeing you in action was. .. maybe the proudest moment in my very frightened life."

Shedidn't careif thewalls had ears and eyes. A smple hug conveyed al sheld wanted to say. Doc took
up his pen and scribbled aquick, cryptic note: Thank you for allowing me to see my father. Their eyes
met for amoment, and she knew that Wolf Shadow had been there with the others, as had Shogun and
Hunter'sfather, attacking the demon and giving them time to escape. Sasha nodded and Doc did the
paper into hiswhite [ab coat.

"Clarissa," he said, taking command of hisdomain. "Let's go to work."

Hours passed, but you couldn't rush science. To her it was like watching a pot of water boil; maddening.
Winters and Bradley, on the other hand, gave her something constructive to wrap her mind
around—setting traps and collecting evidence.

Winters held out his hand, drawing Sasha, Bradley, Woods, and Fisher near. ™Y ou know how they use
gold solder on most microchips?' he said with awide smile. "How about if we slver-solder this sucker...
then maybe the Vamps won't be able to so easily go in and wipe evidence off your flash drive.”

"Yeah, but if we gtick it in algptop or ahandheld DVD player or any eectronic device to show the video
of what happened that night over at Tulane, those guys can distort the image that goes to the screen, can't

they?"

Winterswagged afinger a Sasha. "My kung fu is strong, Captain. They can only distort the screen of its
plainold liquid crystd, but I'm gonnaadd allittle colloidd silver in there—basicdly dust theinsgde of the
whole damned unit. Then old Bradley hereis gonna say some prayersover it, giveit proper anointing,
and it oughta hold up in court.”

"Good man," Sasha said, shaking her head. "Have you been able to break down the eectronic voice
phenomenafrom those screaming Fairies yet, Woods?"!



"Got it lovely,” Woods said, copying digital sound and video files over to NORAD systems, then burning
disks, flash drives, and Winterss hard drive before uploading it to NORAD's secure servers. "EVPs
coming through loud and clear, Captain. Like the man said, can't have too many copiesin backup.”

" liketheideaof sawing wolfsbane right into the lining of uniforms, dong with slver threeding, then
adding asprinkle of brick dust into the soles of your shoes—this way, where you step ademon couldn't,
maybe? At the very least, you need a pocketful of that to draw aquick circle around yoursaf whileina
camouflage blind,” Bradley said with adroll smile. "But then, that would only work if Trudeau could
manage to keep her gear on long enough.”

"Ha, ha, ha" she sad flatly, walking by Bradley to punch his shoulder and grin.

The team kept the banter up, but within coded limits to make sure nothing they said derted the hierarchy
to what they redly knew, any more than was necessary. But she still needed atrap, afoolproof way to
lure the demon out in full view of UCE witnesses—either that or some pretty compelling evidenceto get
the Vampires asses caught in ading. That solution would come, she hoped, once her mind relaxed.
Improvised explosive devices were dways alast-minute eurekafor her.

"Sasha," Doc said, straining to quickly hop toward her on a crutch from the other end of the lab. Clarissa
was on his hedstrying to help him, but in his excitement he pressed forward, causing everyoneto look up
as Sasharan to him. "Come see something | never saw beforel”

The excitement that shonein his eyes seemed to make his hands shake. Aware of the cameras and
surveillance, he spoke to her and Clarissain code.

"The sample you gave me hasthe sametaint to it as Lou Zang Chen'sblood,” he said breathlesdy. "It's
different fromthetaint in yours, or in my norma human blood."

Sashaheld her breath, so did Clarissa. Doc was taking for the cameras, but they understood him
completely. Shogun and Lou Zang Chen both had uninfected Werewolf blood prior to their attacks.
Obvioudy, for al these years, without acomparison sample, Doc hadn't been ableto tell the difference
between norma Shadow Wolf blood and normal, uninfected Werewolf blood, because they were such
close cousins.

"The last male subject welogt,” Doc said after a best, giving them time to process what he said while
eyeing them hard, "was a relative of an earlier test subject.”

Sasharifled her fingersthrough her hair. The decoding was getting confusing, but she was pretty sure that
she got that: Shogun was the most recent |oss and was a haf brother to Hunter. She nodded as clarity
came. Doc and Clarissa nodded. Although communication under brass scrutiny was tough, no one had
yet broken the code. It was dl in the eyes.

They'd said what they needed to, but if the brasswas listening, asthey probably were, it would sound as
though they were dl referring back to the tragic loss of Captain Rod Butler. Fine. Sheld till never forgive
the brassfor playing God with that man'slife.

"Okay," Doc said, barely suppressing his enthusiasm, "just like it took you abrief recovery period to
build immunity once scraped, Dr. Chen's blood seemsto aso hold akey to immunity—like yours."

Doc had avoided referring to his own blood for obvious reasons, but with the hard emphasis held put on
the words, she knew he aso meant like Hunter's blood.... which was haf Shadow, haf Werewolf.

"The others had been poisoned,” Doc said, excitement making him seem like might burst if he didn't say



what was on hismind in plain English.

Sasha nodded emphaticdly. Y eah, Hunter had been poisoned by nearly ODing on toxin, not antitoxin,
thanks to amoney-grubbing EIf, that fat-ass Dugan, and acouple of Snister Vampires carrying agrudge.
"So what do you propose?”’

"I want to make anti-toxin with acombo of agents from Chen and anew subject that shareslineage.”
Doc smoothed apam over hisscalp. "I want to turn on that imprinted gene in anewly infected subject. ..
try to get whatever switched it off in atest subject's system to turn it back on. If it worked for Chen, who
knows?'

"Sasha," Clarissasaid, biting her lip. "What were going to do islift some of the research that is aready
happening at some of the top nationd civilian labs.”

"Synthetic DNA," Doc breathed out in an ecdtatic rush.

"What?' Sashalooked from one doctor to another. Clarissawas hugging herself and Doc was grasping
his crutch so tightly she feared his pam might bleed.

"Scientistsin Maryland have dready created the world'sfirst entirely handcrafted chromosome. DuPont
has made amicrobe that replicates itself—a bacterium that creates afabric polymer asits byproduct. In
San Carlos, Cdifornia, thelab isdready using E. coli bacteriathat have been syntheticaly
re-programmed to produce dternative fud from adiet of corn syrup and sugarcane.”

"It workslikethis, Captain,” Clarissa said, squeezing Sashas arm for amoment, before remembering
about the camera. "We composure aDNA sequence, right at the computer, that carriesthe cellular
ingructions for making adesired product—"

"Inthis case, untainted blood," Doc said, cutting her off. "Then we run it through an SNA synthesizer that
crestesadigital codein along strand of actual DNA."

"Whoa, wait aminute," Sashasaid, raking her hair. "Y ou can actualy—"

"Play God," Clarissasaid, nodding.

"That's some scary shit." Sashalooked at them both.

"But in this case, Captain, very necessary.” Doc gave her alook that she picked up on right away.
"Y ou have asynthesizer here?' Sasha glanced at both Doc and Clarissa.

"That was classfied, until thetragic loss of General Wilkerson." Doc's look intensified. "We have
clearanceto continue hisvaccine goasin thelab.”

Bingo. Shegot it. The Vampswereworried that if human technology made the breakthrough of creating
synthetic DNA, who knew what vaccines or bioweapons could be created to make feeding on humans
off limits?

"You understand!" Doc asked. "Fully?'
"Oh, yeah," Sashasad. "l get it."

"Good," Doc said with acurt nod. "Until | had acomplete DNA string that | understood, | couldn't
replicate clean blood. | needed afull chromosome sequenceto plagiarize. Up to thispoint | could only
cobble together individua cells, asingle gene or two, and loop them back into the strand, hoping to ward



off the contagion... | wasfollowing the same process that the food industry usesto add one or two extra
genesin the genetic spird of corn DNA to makethat living, edible plant, imperviousto certain insects, or
improveitstolerance to drought. But | never had the entire string." Doc briefly closed his eyes asthough
he'd been summoned to Nirvana

"Now that | do," hewent on, hisintense, intelligent gaze riveted to hers, "once the new, synthetic tringis
created, what we do isinsert it into abacterial cell—where it displaces older flawed DNA and
spontaneoudy boots up its own genetic program within the hogt.”

"Onceit'sinthehog,” Clarissasaid, clearly unableto contain herself any longer, "the new cdlsfollow the
newly encoded ingructions of the synthetic DNA. The cdllsand their offspring essentidly begin cranking
out the new product—which in this caseis untainted blood.”

"It's been used in medicines, such asthose for maaria, Sasha," Doc said, beaming. "Weve used it inthe
United States for new fuelsthat might eventudly replace environmentally hazardous petrochemicas, and
wereusing it in gpplications as nove astextile manufacturing. All theseyearsand al | needed wasa
comparison sample—I could kissyou, Captain!”

She amiled, unsure, but hating to crush their scientific enthusiasm. "And the downside is?*
"It could backfire." Doc let out ahard sigh and rubbed his jaw, suddenly deflated.

They both knew that that was as much as Doc could or would say. But at thisjuncture, trying abiosyn
cure was Shogun's only chance.

"All right," Sashasaid, dowly processing the information they'd hit her between the eyeswith. "So you
make this string of new synthetic DNA, using the blood sample | got for you asatemplate... you then
inject or, essentially, reprogram a germ—something that grows fast, spreads in abody like wildfire—and
hope like hell it reboots the host's body systems and then reprograms the host's autoimmune system as a
by-product. Did | get thisright? And if that doesn't work, the host succumbs to the contagion or dies, or
maybe both."

"Correct,” Doc said, he and Clarissalooking like Sasha had just popped their shiny new red balloon.
"But the way |'ve seen your system fend off infection, if | add these additiona eementsto the
antitoxin—but thistime within aholy water base so it can't be tampered with. .."

Sashanodded. "Y ou makeit; I'll bakeit, Doc. Load me up with tranquilizer darts, and I'm out.”

CHAPTER 17

"That'sit. No arguments,”" Sasha said, walking away from Woods and Fisher. "If you'd been back there
with me and Doc, you'd know why I'm asking everybody to spend the night at NORAD." She kept
packing her gear to avoid looking at their eyes. ™Y ou can't go theway | got out of the bayou with Doc.
It'stoo dangerous now."

She looked up at Woods and Fisher, their eyes sharing avision the way only apack she-Shadow and
her familiars could.

Woods stepped away and quietly punched thewadll. "Like that makes mefed better, Trudeau?' He
looked at Fisher, whose jaw had dowly gone dack asthe vison entered his head.



Clarissasmply closed her eyes. Doc nodded. Winters and Bradley looked confused, but conceded that
it had to be bad if even Doc was agreeing to this plan.

"You look dive and stay dive, Captain,” Doc said with aworried gaze. His eyes said everything that his
mouth smply couldn't & NORAD.

Hunter sat across from Silver Hawk and Sir Rodney, listening to the Fae captain describe what had
happened. He stood as Rodney detailed each near miss, pacing as though caged.

"Y ou got her to base, to the human military encampment?’

Rodney nodded. " She said she would return before sunset—my men are hidden in the trees, waiting to
ESSE

" Although appreciated, what she needsis an able-bodied hunter to track down and exterminate the
demon that's waiting for her out there." Hunter stood. "Me, afull pack—"

"No," Silver Hawk said. "More desth, more men at risk—your blood tainted, possibly, right before the
tribunal wherethey are dready predisposed to execute you. Unadvisable. Sashais brave and smart and
will—"

"Shelll come alone," Hunter snarled. " She won't risk her people to what's out there!™ he suddenly
shouted, pointing toward the window in ahard snap. " She won't even call my men, Bear and Crow; |
know how Sashathinks."

A hard knock at the door temporarily stopped the dispute. Sir Rodney stood with Hunter and bid his
men to open the door.

Hunter gtared, his gaze narrowing with distrust as Lel strutted through the door flanked by a heavy retinue
of armed guards.

"I'm requesting diplometic courtesy," she said coolly, glancing around Hunter's quarters. "Since it does
appear that we are linked by blood and by an aliance, and the leadership of both wolf Federationsis a
risk, | request a private meeting—which is my due before tonight'stribund .”

Gear hitched high on her shoulder and armed to the teeth, Sasha's biggest issue was getting the brassto
get off her back long enough for her to clear the base, lose their GPS surveillance, and head into the first
shadow she saw. By now she knew how to listen for the high-pitched whine of microtransistorsin her
clothing that no human could hear—Hunter had shown her that when they'd first met. Those got stripped
out of her clothes, first and foremogt, onthe dy.

All she had to do was pull her vehicleto ablind of trees or find atunnel, and what could they do? It
didn't matter that they could see her on satellite down to four inches on the ground or read her license
plate from an orbiting big eye in the sky. What they'd never fathom was her going into atunnel or acave
or adense stand of trees and not coming out. She loved it!

If she hadn't been worried about traveling with her human squad, astop at NASin New Orleans
wouldn't have been necessary. She and Doc could have exited right outside NORAD and saved hours of
transportation delays. But that hadn't been possible.

Still, the return was gonna be tricky. First off, there was the not-so-smal problem of ademon-wolf in the
shadow lands. She understood how Dexter and his crew could travel through those pathways—after dll,



they had been Shadow Wolvesthat caught the contagion. But how in the hell did aWerewolf get to
barrdl through the shadow lands? Unheard of.

Even Hunter and Shogun'sfather wasn't dlowed in until he was actudly dead, aspirit, and only then
because his spirit was honorable, held had alink to the North American Clan, and he'd had apure
heart... but he couldn't breach the divide as aliving, breathing Werewolf. Thiswas a conundrum to teke
to Silver Hawk at some later date and time. For now, she had to cover her own ass as she ran through
themig.

The second problem—which was quickly gpproaching—was how she might find Sir Rodney'smenin
order to get on the safe, cobbled Fae path. The bayou was a bitch right now. Plus, with al her evidence
and techno-gear in ablack gym bag, going wolf was out of the question. Her human would have to kick
ass and take names.

Sasha kept running, the hazy, haf-gray tones of the shadow lands disorienting. She clutched her amulet,
feding itswarmth and comfort, praying for safe passage, a safe exit, and that what she carried with her
wasacure,

Hunter watched the others|eave and shut the door behind them from avery remote placein hismind. So
much of him wanted to rip Lei'slungs out of her chest, he had to stand by the window on the other side
of theroom.

Exotic beauty or not, shewas sick and extremely dangerous. She cocked her head as though posing a
question. Hunter stared at her, not caring that his canines were beginning to show.

"For your safety,” he said in anear growl, answering her nonverbal question about his stance so far away.
"I'm flattered,” she said, going to the edge of hisbed and gitting.

"Don't be." Hewalked to the table, then flung achair in her direction for her to sit thereingtead. "What
do you want?"'

"A truce," shesaid camly, standing and going to the rudely offered chair. Her voice was mellow and
casud, asthough they were longtimefriends.

"How convenient,” Hunter said with asnarl.

"No," she said pointedly, raising her forefinger. " Prudent isthe word.”

Hedidn't answer her, just stared at her.

"Have you been to see my brother?' Her hypnotic gaze raked Hunter from head to toe.
"Stop playing games. Y ou know | have.

"Y ou fed him what he needed to stop some of the suffering.”

"Y ou know that, too," Hunter said, beginning to circle her as his agitation escalated.
"That was honorable."

"What would you know about that word?"

Le amiled. "That'sfair, given some of the circumstancesin the padt... but now we must move forward.”



Hunter stopped moving and folded hisarms over hischest. "Y ou're ready to form an aliance after trying
to have me nated?' He looked at her, incredulous, and then laughed.

"And you returned the favor by infecting my dying brother," she said, her voice losing some of its casud
charm. "Therefore, we're even. Fair exchange is no robbery.”

"Who taught you that, the Vampires?'

Le smiled, but her eyes narrowed. "In politics, many aliances must be made over theyears... many
cultures must be studied. One must dso know one's enemy.” She gave him adight bow from where she
Sat.

A hard haf smile graced hisface. " The Art of War "
She seemed shocked but pleased.
"l do know my enemiesvery well," he said, looking a her with an unblinking gaze.

"Asdol," shesaid, no smile on her face now. "But you and | both know that within hours, our collective
threat—the Vampires—will call for an open wolf hunt against both federations on North American soil,
trying to pin circumstantia evidence of two human deaths on our leadership. My dear brother is—"

"Innocent,” Hunter said flatly. " Our brother." He walked deeper into the chamber to avoid snatching her
by her throat. " Shogun hasn't even been found guilty yet, hasn't taken abullet or been made cold in his
grave, and youre aready in my quarterstrying to strike adeal for your continued rule?’

"Theinevitableisupon us," shesaid in afasdy sad tone. "We must look out for the greater good of
the—"

"Then confess, bitch!" Hunter yelled, losing patience and turning over the table between them. "Even if
Shogun goes full blow tonight, I'll stand at the tribund and recount al that | know to exonerate his name.
Our father didn't become a flesh-eater, and neither did Shogun—I was down in the dungeons, and
human remains had been nowhere near Shogun. | don't care that he wanted Sasha—the two issues are
mutually exclusve! Y ou can't usethat asleverage, and you most certainly can't use your body to lure me.
Get out! Theonly way I'll ever concedeto an aliance with you if Shogun diesisif you confessthat you've
been feeding a demon—your mother!”

Le stood and smoothed her flowing red-and-gold silk robes. She camly lifted her chin, eyesglittering
with defiance and unspent rage. "'I'm so sorry you fed that way."

Sasha cut azigzag path, a Glock in one hand, her precious gym bag in the other. Speed pressed down on
her lungs, swesat stung her eyes, while fatigue clawed at her abdomen and limbs. But she had to keep
moving. The second she broke the plane between the shadow lands and the bayou, she could fed hersdlf
being hunted.

Demon scent lingered in the air. The underbrush had eyes—she couldn't see them, but she could fedl
them. Something moved, and lightning reflexes made her squeeze off rounds.

"Hold your firel" astrong voice bellowed from the treetops. "Y ou'll kill aguard!”

Her body dumped from sheer relief. Sir Rodney gave her ascowl, and then his expression brightened as
he jumped down from ahigh limb.



"Good God, woman... how doesthe big alphaever stand you?'

"These meds never leave my sght or my hand,” Sashasaid, her gaze flicking between Hunter and Silver
Hawk. "Y ou gentlemen hold the other evidence while I'm gone, but I'm going down there solo.”

Sheld aready explained to them what Doc and Clarissa had concocted, aswell asthe other dim bits of
evidence she had. Right now she wasin no mood for any macho-dramatics. She was going to see
Shogun before the sun set whether they liked it or not.

Hunter blocked the door. "He doesn't want—"

"Do you know that for afact?' she said, crossing her arms and chalenging Hunter. "Did he specifically
say, Don't send Sasha Trudeau down here, huh?!

"No, but—"

"Y ou can't be the one to shoot him up with syn-DNA, Hunter!" Sashayelled, her nervesraw. "Y ou're
dready asuspect for trying to infect him in thefirst place! They might not even alow me down there with
this stuff, but | stand a better chance as awoman going with agun in my waistband than you do, brother.”

She still wanted to snarl when the guards came to escort her to the dungeons. Her nerves weren't just
rubbed raw, they were threadbare. The process of getting down into the main cell areawhere Shogun
was being held was dmost as daunting as what her senses ultimately had to process.

The acrid scent of demon infestation made her eyeswater; finaly she used her forearm to cover her face
asthey waked. She breathed into her fatigue jacket deevein shallow sips and watched the guards pull
out kerchiefsto wrap their faces without even breaking their stride. By the time she reached the small
areawhere guards played cards and drank ae wearing kerchiefs, she wanted to vomit. But that urge
gave way: what her eyestook in broke her heart.

Shogun was lying on the floor, curled in atight, shivering ball. HEd upchucked huge chunks of raw deer,
which lay in nasty puddles of bile and mucus. A cold sweat covered his now desthly pale skin. Matted
hair covered hisface, and his spine was so twisted and knotted that she wondered if he could il stand.
Sunken ribsjutted out as though he'd been starved to death, and hisfeet were elongated half paws, the
bottoms callused where the pads would soon fill in.

"Oh... Shogun,” she whispered and rushed over to the bars.

"Careful, littlelady," thelead guard said, issuing amuffled warning from beneath histight kerchief. "This

one'sbeen amonger dl night. Can't tell when helll wake up or the sun will set down here. No windows,
for obvious reasons. But you don't want to be in limb-ripping range. Helll take an arm—been hankering
and begging for human flesh since the deer came back up on him.”

Sasha backed up as Shogun stirred, and the guard who had spoken motioned to severa of the men that
they could run down the long corridor for amoment to get somefresh air.

"I'll be careful,” shesaid. "'l just wanted to say good-bye to my friend."

"That one, love, you can't kissthrough the bars, mind you—heéll rip off your face." The guard motioned
to the deer, wiping nausea sweat from his brow.

"I know," Sashasaid, dlowing red tearsto wel in her eyes. "But ill, can we haveaminuteif | promise



not to get near the bars?" She motioned to the heavy locks. "What can | do at this point—and why the
hell would | want to do it? Letting him out would be my death sentence.”

The guards eyed their superior, pleading without words for a breath of fresh air. After amoment he
nodded.

"Five minutes—but you stay back."
"l promise| will." She had bardly finished her sentence when the room cleared.

She watched Shogun drag himself up to a haf-gtting position. From behind atangled curtain of matted
hair, sunken, glowing eyes appeared. He smiled asinister amile, his once beautiful mouth amangle of
twisted, yellow teeth.

"Y ou cameto say good-bye" he said in afrightening, demonic growl. "How touching.”

"| cameto saveyour life" she said, quickly extracting asmdl dart gun from the front groin section of her
fatigues, and then frantically hiking up her T-shirt to pull duct tape off two darts hidden benesth her
breasts. "Rush the bars.”

He laughed as she loaded the tranquilzer gun with meds and dowly stood. "Come closer... | can barely
get up, much lessrush the bars"

Pain saized her heart as she watched him Jonesing for flesh, but as she heard the guards dow,
meandering footfalls beginning to return, she stepped in close enough for Shogun to reach her.

In alightning-swift move he crashed againgt the silver with asizzling howl. She screamed for dramatic
effect, stepped back in Shadow Wolf speed, and hit him once in thejugular and oncein the chest with a
med dart, then stashed her gun. He released an angry howl and snatched the darts out, flinging them deep
within the cdll in the pile of carnage behind him. If shed been full human or any other dow-moving entity,
she wouldn't have had aface.

"I'm sorry," she whispered as he growled and cursed her. Two big tearsrolled down her cheeks. She
glimpsed his cell floor, glad that hisrage had buried the evidence in a place that she was sure no guard
would go snooping. The two darts had rolled away to God knew where.

Thankfully, the guard returned in arunning huff |ate enough to see her on the other sde of the room
hugging hersalf. No one frisked her; they smélled the slver sizzle and saw the burns on Shogun's hands
and face, and incorrectly made their own assessment. So much for due diligence.

She gave them her most pitiful expresson—it was no act—and alowed thetearsto fal. "I just wanted to
say good-bye. Hewas my friend."

The return to her room fdt like the longest walk in her life. She wished for amoment that the shadows
within Sir Rodney's enchanted world were real so she could duck into one of them and have aredly
good cry. But if it were that easy, she and Hunter and Silver Hawk would have been long gone.

Mélting down beyond theetrica effectsto hide that she was packing a dart weapon wasn't an option. As
it was, they'd taken her other weapons from her as sheleft the bayou for the cobbled path, alowing her
to protect hersalf on the way back, but giving her no opportunity to dispute the tribuna's verdict, if it
wasn't to her liking. She'd known that thiswould be the case going in, and had made provisions. Still,
without her gear she felt naked.



Right now she needed amoment alone. Thetria would begin a € even PM. Judging from the pitch of the
setting sun, she had severa hours—ten minutesto breathe wasin order.

Sashaquietly dipped into her room and closed the door behind her, hoping that Hunter and Silver Hawk
hadn't heard her return yet. She leaned against the door and closed her eyes. So much had gone wrong in
suchashort time... if just onething could go right.

After amoment she opened her eyes and pushed her body off the door, annoyed when the miasma of
shimmering lights danced over the dining table in her room. A small domed Slver teatray sat next to a
larger covered dinner tray waiting for her. Sasha shook her head.

"Go away, guys—I'm not hungry... and you redlly shouldn't Spy on people. It's not polite.”

Much to her dismay they followed her as she tried to get some peace by the window. She shooed them
away from her hair like the annoying little gnats they'd become.

Disgruntled, high-pitched fussing battered her wolf hearing as they tumbled and dodged her hand waves.
The entire thing was absurd. The more she waved them away, the more they flew at her like confetti
hornets until she findly closed her eyes, dlowed her handsto fdl to her sdes, and dumped against the
windowsll.

"What do you want from my life?" she groaned, letting out along, impatient Sgh.

Soon she could begin to string together their squeaky chatter once they'd settled down long enough to
stop trying to individualy talk to her dl at the sametime. Frustration gripped her as she waited for them
to communicate in short burstsin unison.

"Thedlver platter,” Sashasad flatly. "Fine." She pushed away from the window ledge, serioudy bettling
the desireto jump out of it. Even asawolf, however, the forty-story drop would have been unkind. It
amazed her, the enchanted world. On the outside the castle seemed much smdler than it did from within.

Folding her arms over her chest, she glanced down at the table. "M ore enchanted grapes—or areyou
going to spike my veggies with love-Jones to make up for everything? Oh, like that'll work—not.”

Sparkles rained down on the table, making her grow peevish. "Oh, yeah," she said, grabbing the knob of
the small dome, "and that was so very, very rude showing up in Hunter'sroom last night—that | never
want to discusswith you again!™

She snatched off the cover and just stared down for amoment. Sealed evidence bags from NOPD?
What the...

Carefully studying them without touching what she saw, she set down the platter lid besde the platter. In
thick Sharpie print along with the date and a detective'sinitiasin the notes section, the first bag read:
UNIDENTIFIED ANIMAL HAIR SAMPLES FROM BATHROOM WINDOW AT CHAYA
TEAHOUSE—JANE DOE MAULING MURDER #2. Suddenly the silver platters made sense. It was
apeace offering, aswell as protective covering in case someone wanted to steal what the Fairies had
golen.

"I could kissyou guys, little voyeursthat you are..." Sashasaid, now picking up the bag by the corner
with alinen ngpkin to study it better under alight.

Thick, amber strands caught in the light through the clear plagtic. Sashalooked up when she clearly heard
the sparkling cloud squed, "Dana” She quickly set that bag down and read the next one:



UNIDENTIFIED ANIMAL HAIR SAMPLES FROM ALLEY DUMPSTER—THE FAIR LADY
ESTABLISHMENT—ERIC FRANKLIN MAULING MURDER #1.

"Oh, shit..." Sashasniffed the bag, and the distinctive odor of demon-wolf stung her nose. "Thisis pay
dirt."” She set the bag down carefully. "I know, | know, but we're hardly even, despite the fact that basic
DNA andysiswill show who thiscame from, or a the very least that it came from afemae—not Hunter
or Shogun.”

Sashaamiled. "All right," she murmured when they started turning gray and angry. "ltisgolden, I'll give
you that... and, yeah, if we run the mitochondriad DNA testing, we can prove the boy's murderer was
Lei'sand Shogun's mother—not me or Hunter, or even Shogun. But what's with the Dana hairs? She was
at Chaya hdping feed the beadt... isthat what you'retelling me?"

Again, angry sparkles plumed around the room and then danced in an agitated flurry over thelarger
platter. Without hesitation, Sashallifted thelid. Initidly she didn't understand. There was aplastic bag with
no markings on it that seemed to contain some sort of fabric... and then dowly the scent of a hedthy,
aroused Shogun entered her nose.

She stood up quickly, dammed the lid back over the pants, and backed away from the table. Words
pelted her in Fairy bursts. "Bathroom.”

"Daa"
llva..nF]' I’a"
"B@/w_"

Sasha paced away from the table, rubbing her neck and studying the floor. She remembered when sheld
handed Shogun a change of pants—the swests she'd purchased from the gift shop. He drew the blood
samplein the men'sroom and came back without hisincriminating khakis. Sasha stopped walking and
looked at the cloud of color swirling around the room.

"Danawent into the trash after we left and got the pants, gave them to Vampiresthat night, and Vampires
left them in the bayou for Hunter to trip over so held go after Shogun?' Sheturned in acircle hardly
believing, but the evidence spoke for itsdlf.

The response was aglesful shower of burgting, shimmering Fairy lights.

CHAPTER 18

The waiting was the worst part, aways. Court was court, atrial was atrid—athough shed prefer a
human court-martia to a supernaturd tribuna any night. Then there was the not-so-small issue of
trangportation through a bayou where the demon enraged could do serious witness tampering. It had
aready been enough that the more mild-mannered supernaturals had declined to attend the proceeding,
opting to hear about it on the gossp grapevine rather than risk being savaged in the svamps. Who could
blamethem?

It meant, indl likelihood, that the only participants would be the Fae peacekeeping forces due to their
forest agility; Vampires—who feared nothing; members of The Order of Dragons, for much the same
reason; and Wolf Clan members, who were dways ready for abrawl and on trid anyway.



Therefore, unlike the very egditarian and democratic process of the UCE Conference, thisaffair had the
markings of amedieva town hanging. Even with ademon-infected Werewolf snuffling through the
underbrush, there was an insanely festive mood rippling through the crowd as supernaturals headed
toward the deep swamp.

Dragons it the way with flame-thrown bursts, Phantoms dipped between the trees, their haunting
presence sending chilled breezes through the otherwise humid night. Fleet-footed Fae archers performed
breathtaking aeria acrobatics asthey advanced through the dense overhead canopy. It waslike watching
Cirque du Soleil without the benefit of an arena or tickets.

Burly Werewolf Clan members at least two hundred strong—adding in Shogun's people—crashed
through the underbrush wielding shotguns, baseball bats, tire irons, and pretty much anything e se that
could do damage. They surrounded their formidable female pack members with possessive warning
snarls—as though anybody € se wanted them.

No weapons were confiscated or going to be checked at the door. That was clear by the way everybody
brandished what they had. If it was going to be dl that, she wouldn't have tried to tone it down by only
having aGlock and afew grenades. Hell, she would have gone dl-out with an assault rifle and bazooka.
Why not? Oncein the bayou, apparently, anything went. Maybe it was the loosed demon-Werewolf;
maybeit was just the wild west redlity of it all. Who knew? At least dl the Shadows had pump shotguns
and dlver shells... though an Uz or two in her company sure woulda been nice. Had she only known.

Sasharolled her eyes and kept walking as she spotted Danaand Lei flanked by Fae protective custody
marshas. Until now it hadn't truly sunk in just how pitifully thinned out the Shadow rankswere from al
thewars and theinternd struggle with Dexter'sinfected wolves.

With Hunter, Silver Hawk, Bear Shadow, Crow Shadow, and her, there were only about fifty healthy
members remaining in the North American Clan. Ingtinctively she knew that could not be agood thing.

Tornado clouds of bats blotted out the moonlight in afluttering patchwork of agile bodies—leaveit to the
Vampiresto comein by privateflights.

But thistime there were no Phoenixes with their gorgeous silken plumesin high colorsto light up the
night. There were no Fairy sparklers deightedly playing among the trees. The smaller Elves and Brownies
were conspicuoudy absent, as were the dower-moving ground forces of Gnomes and Trolls. Witha
ravaging Werewolf on the loose, that was perfectly reasonable. The Mythics seemed to take the same
tack—what peace-loving Yeti in hisor her right mind would go up against a demon-infected wolf?

It wasn't until she saw Dugan walking beside Sir Rodney in merry discourse that she began to worry.
Hunter and Silver Hawk saw it, too. The threesome shared alook. No doubt thiswas going to be a
particularly long and deadly night.

A lonely howl sent shiversup her spine. Shedd know Shogun's baleful call anywhere. Immediately
two-hundred-plus howls answered him, sending athunderous warning throughout the bayou; strength in
numbers, intimidation by force.

Sashalooked at the silver trays she and Silver Hawk carried, and the gym bag Hunter had hitched up on
his shoulder. What was the point if the entire process came down to firepower? If it was gonnabe al
that, shed call in an F-18 air strike and show them some redl fucking shock and awe.

"Easy, girl," Hunter said with alopsided grin, needling her to make her relax. "The hair on your neck is
ganding up.”



She didn't answer him asthe crowd came to a stop at the deep water's edge. Everyone assembled
glanced up at the moon. It was as though they al had just looked at the Big Ben clock tower in London,
rather than the full moon. No self-respecting supernatura required atimepiece, and the Vampires
gpparently only wore ridiculoudy expensive brandsto show off. Internal reckoning said the huge black
marble edifice would rise out of the swamp in afew moments. Then court would be in session.

No matter how many times she'd seen it—and granted, she'd only seen it once before—watching the
mist gather as glistening clean, sculpted columns rose up out of nothingnessto appear like something out
of the Greek Pantheon was nothing short of spectacular. Clearly she wasn't the only onewho delighted in
the process of the UCE being called to order. Applause thundered through the glen, and after the building
settled in place, hardening the ground around it and spreading out to offer guests out-of -place courtyards
and gardens, individuas began filing up the massve Sone gairs.

In keeping with protocol, she and other entities sat with their group in predetermined orchestra seating
that had been assigned, no doubt, eons before her time.

But oddly, thistimethe layout was dightly different. There were ftill agrid posts and catwaksfor the

Fae, and huge chanddiers with delicate, miniature seeting for the Fairies, but rather than the thick wall
mounts for heavy Dragons and Phoenixes to loop themsalves around, the boxes had silver barriers
between them with burly Dragon guards pacing back and forth. Gone were the comfortable, high-backed
upholstered chairs. Marble benches arranged coliseum-style prevailed. The Mythics boxes weren't even
shielded from view with privacy screens, and dowly but surely she came to redlize that the council's
chamber had adangerous arenafed toit.

Oh, yeah... thiswas definitely court, even if they wanted to be politicaly correct and cdl it atribund.
Sasha glimpsed Hunter from the corner of her eye. The large black marble U-shaped front bench was
empty, no seats taken. Then the dormant gavel sat up, rose swiftly, and banged itself with acrack,
ydling, "All risg"

Everyone stood, muttering and grumbling.

Gone was the beautiful Siren stenographer, whose mermaid fantail provided modesty for her Titan
carrier. An old crone with abig black book hobbled in and opened the dusty tomb, peering over Ben
Franklin glasses. Then she set it inthe air whereit floated of its own volition. She cackled a screeching
laugh that tilled the crowd, pulled out asmall wand from behind her pointed ear, and flung it at the book,
causing asmall explosion that made her have to adjust her lopsided black hat.

"Truth will print, lieswill burn,”" she warned, gazing around the group with acrooked eye. "All
proceedings are written in blood. This court has cometo order.”

Then just as abruptly as she'd comein, she walked out of aside door and vanished. Three black hooded
figuresfiled in right behind the crone's exit; one very tal and lean, one extremely robust, and one short
and round. It wasn't hard to guess who they were even before Baron Geoff Montague, Buchanan
Broussard, and EIf Dugan climbed up to the bench, removed their hoods, and then sat.

"There are very serious charges being presented tonight,” the baron said, his steely Vampire gaze roving
the crowd and setting off murmurs of accord and dissent. "Two humans have been savaged—eaten,
bringing human authorities dangeroudy closeto our secret way of life"” He nodded to Buchanan as
though the entire proceeding had been scripted.

"In addition," Buchanan said, rearing back and alowing his hefty frameto add sze and dimengdion to his
commanding voice. "We have eyewitness account of contagion being used in awolf fight as awesgpon.”



Gasps rang out and the crowd began to grumble louder until the gavel jumped up and began shrieking for
order.

"That'sright,” Buchanan said. " Shocking asthat may be, we have an infected man now Turning whilein
custody. We might unfortunately have to publicly execute him tonight.”

Sashas gaze narrowed as she watched the bloodlust ripple through the crowd. Not on her watch. She
was glad that Hunter and Silver Hawk gave her a subtle nod.

"Wedso have" Dugan said with an unsteady voice, "evidence of willful toxin usage. .. manufactured
demon infection from the human experiments being injected by the same wolf who went rogue and
savaged an uninfected man. The death of the one now Turning istruly an act of violence, because the one
who willfully infected himself and then passed on the contagion has anatura immunity to it onceit runsits
course—because he's a Shadow Wolf."

The crowd erupted. Everyone was on their feet, and it took repeated gavel whacks and shrieksto regain
order.

"Yes," Baron Montague said in aslky tone, hisexpression smug. "It gppearsfrom al the gathered
evidence that the deeper cdl within the same Shadow Pack that caused dl the chaos during the last full
moon is none other than the North American Clan leadership.” He pointed at Hunter and Sashaasthe
crowd broke into angry growls, barks, and jeers.

After what seemed an eternity, order was once again restored. Baron Montague crooked his finger
toward the floating book, and asit moved to him through the air sllence echoed in the great hall. He
peered down and materidized apair of reading glasses on the bridge of his aristocratic nose.

"For the felony crime of human murdersthat could destabilize our supernatural havens, we hereby charge
Maximus Hunter, North American Clan leader of the Shadow Wolf Federation. Note in the margin: The
Southeast Asian Clan Leader of the Werewolf Federation is exonerated of thisact, given that his
contagion waswillfully thrust upon himin adastardly act of felonious infection spreading. In addition, for
biohazardous toxin smuggling and usage, again, Maximus Hunter is charged, dong with hislife-mate and
accomplice, Sasha Trudeau. Given the serious nature of these multiple charges and offenses, these and dll
charges carry the weight of the sentence, death by silver bullet firing squad.”

Shadow Wolves were on their feet, with Werewolvesin the adjacent booths yelling back acrossthe
Dragon divides. Pandemonium took several minutesto quell, and even then shouts of discontent rang out.

"This sentencing, should we find the defendants guilty, is based upon the fact that more than human
collateral damage occurred. We do have the loss of avaluable member of supernatural society—no
matter what, Shogun is Turnin', ladies and gentlemen,”" Buchanan said, glancing around the court. "'l was
there and saw that part myself. And who knowswhat elseis out therein the bayou—y'al heard it, y'all
ameledit... who knowswho ese that boy bit while hewas druggin’ and thuggin'?*

Dugan nodded. "'l have evidence of what he was shooting up in me own establishment. Those who know
me know that for years|'ve run aclean B and B. There's never been an incident that lesked to the human
world." Heleaned forward and glanced down the bench. "Aye, thisisadark time, if we small

busi nessmen cannot safely run an enterprise. Worse yet, our community cannot have deepless days
worry in' tadesth that some new infection drug may cause violent chaosto reign.”

The baron made atent before his mouth with hisfingers for amoment, and sent awithering gaze
throughout the crowd. "It isbad for business,” he said succinctly. "It is bad for secrecy.” He sat back and
let out along, impatient Sgh. "It is bad for the UCE and every group represented here tonight. We cannot



have this rogue behavior on our Streets.”
Vampires sneered and hissed as Shadow Wolves growled low warnings.

"We must slamp out this scourge wherewefind it," the baron said, dowly standing. His loquence
enraptured the group, as did his charismatic style. Sasha and Hunter watched snarling as he manipulated
the crowd until it was practicaly eating out of hishand.

"Clearly, these two are guilty from the preponderance of evidence of credible eyewitnesses," the baron
pressed on, gloating. "Unfortunately, by midnight, when the moon reaches its zenith, an innocent young
man will haveto lose hislife—asthereis no known cure for the contagion. In addition, there appearsto
gill be afeeding monster on theloosein our fair bayou, which we will have to hunt down. My suggestion
isthat those who cannot catch the moonlight madness should take on this hunt—\Vampires, Dragons, and
Fae—in support of our wolf citizenry who are vulnerable to the disease. Shadows, given that thisis
probably another rogue Shadow Wolf, would necessarily be exempt from this hunt aswell. But know
that | propose thiswith no less humility and deference than if thiswere adaylight maiter, whereby I'm
sure our Werewolf brethren and sisterswould respond to acall to armsfor our needs. It is about
cooperation and mutua respect.”

"Put your evidence on the table, Baron!" Sasha shouted, causing another crowd uproar.

"Gladly," the baron said evenly through his teeth once the noise had died down. "But young lady, we will
follow due processin this courtroom.” He sat back and sniffed. ™Y ou have heard eyewitness testimony
from two tribuna members. In addition we have spent needle casings, vids, and drug parapherndiathat
were confiscated from Dugan's B and B. Let that be entered into the record.”

Sashawatched in horror asthe EIf held hiswrist over the book and the wand made aquick dash at it,
gplattering blood onto the pages.

"I did not plant these items on the accused,” Dugan said with his chin lifted, gazing at the crowd
confidently, "and they were collected by my Pixie staff from the suit of the accused.”

It seemed as though the entire room held its collective bregth. Then alow murmur rippled through the
crowd as the wand wrote and the page it wrote on didn't burn.

"Y ou may be seated,” the baron said with ady smile, nodding to Buchanan Broussard.

The burly redheaded Werewolf stood, sauntered over to the center podium, and held out hiswrist. He
waited for the strike and smiled like a heavyweight wrestler about to go into thering.

"l seen him clear asday, the accused, in awolf tusde in the bayou—hbit the hell out of that po' dying boy.
When they came out of the brawl, Shogun wastore up bad."

Again the wand wrote and nothing burned. Sasha's nails dug into her fists as she watched amiscarriage
of judtice in the making.

"I would liketo call DanaBroussard,” the baron crooned, causing an audible ripplein the crowd. "Come,
my lovdy, tdl uswhat you saw."

Dana stood, preened, and finally sashayed forward, making every maein the room crane his neck to
watch her stand before the book. Shelicked her wrigt vein first, and severa audible whistles sounded in
low appreciation.

"Right there, honey," she said to the wand. "Don't leave too bad of a mark, wouldya, sugah?' She closed



her eyes as the blood splattered the page and the wand waited for her testimony. "Don't get me wrong,”
shesaid in asensua murmur, staring at Hunter. "I think theman isabeast... and | was attracted to his
dark danger... but he wasredlly upset by that po' student human boy—the waiter who died. Why, that
chile came up behind him while he was feeding and | could tell he was high on something... | can't say,
but Ethan had to change staff, Hunter was so bristled. Then he turned on my date, his enforcer, they had
words out of my earshot abit, and finally Hunter saw hislady friend and they went into the same dley
where they found that human in a Dumpster—behind Ethan's restaurant.”

"That's not how it happened,” Hunter snarled beneath his breath in Sashas ear.

"Y eah, buddy, but if you haven't noticed, those were the facts—out of context or not. The pages didn't
burn,”" Sasha replied beneath her bregth. "This shit happens every day in human courts, so get over it.
Saveit for the defense.”

The Shadow Clans watched with burning gazes but degjected spirits as yet another testimony held. Dana
gave Sashaasmug glance as she dipped by the Shadow section to return to her wolf pack.

But when they called Bear Shadow, al hell broke loose.

"No!" Bear Shadow shouted, on the verge of a shape-shift. "I will not be aparty to this charade! My
aphaisclean; heishonorable—asishismate!"

"Then testify to what you know happened that night," Baron Montague said. "We want a ba ance of
testimony from all entities represented here tonight, so that it can never be said that Maximus Hunter and
Sasha Trudeau were railroaded. There must be Shadow testimony. We are endeavoring for fairness.”

"Y ou were there that night, darlin'," Danacalled out from her box. "Y ou saw your aphago into the dley
and you know it. In fact, if hewon't tell it, I'd be more than happy to come back up there and tell the
court where he was standing and what he wanted from me when the big guy sulked off.”

All eyesturned to Bear Shadow. The book swiftly flew toward him, the wand hovering dangeroudly near.

"Did. You. See. The accused. Leave by way of the dley?' Baron Montague sat back and tented his
fingers before his mouth, retracting fangs as Bear Shadow clenched hisjaw and lifted his chin, refusing to
gpeak. "Add thisin the notes in the record—Shadow Clan member refusesto testify. Let it never be said
that we didn't ask, but to me this seems more incriminating than asmple yes or no."

Rolling his shoulders, the baron gazed around the room. "In lieu of Bear Shadow, | would liketo call
Siver Hawk, then."

The entire Shadow Clan was on their feet. Silver Hawk held up his hand. The baron smiled, showing a
dight hint of fangs.

"Excdlent,” Geoff cooed asthe elderly shaman made hisway to the podium.

Silver Hawk held out hiswrist and waited. The wand struck him, and then the Vampire turned to gaze as
him with glittering hatred in hiseyes.

"Tel me, mon ami ... did your grandson Maximus Hunter ever experience infected Werewolf
contagion?'

nY&’ but_u

"That isal!" the baron shouted, cutting Silver Hawk off. "L et the record show that even the accused



relatives knew that he was a carrier, but allowed him to freely minglein our taverns, frequent our
establishments, and roam the streets of New Orleans! By rights, any and al who were aware and did
not, by wolf pack law, take him out of circulation are also guilty of aiding and abetting his disease
spreading! These are not our UCE laws," he said, now standing and pointing at the Shadow Wolf section
that had erupted in jeers and growls. "These are your own lawsthat you've violated."

"Yeah, that'sright!" adisgruntled Werewolf yelled acrossthe divide. "We take our own down, that's the
way of thewolf, man!"

Thistimeit took several minutesto restore order. Geoff remained standing, pulling down his black robe
deeves and shaking his head.

"We of the Vampire Cartel hate to seethislack of civility among entities,”" he said quietly, causing the
crowd to listen, rapt. "Oursis along-standing community that has lived in symbiotic harmony with our
human environment. We aso solve issues within our ranks—quietly, discreetly, efficiently. Thisconduct is
deplorable..." He clucked histongue and again began to shake his head. "How you can deep inthe
morning isbeyond me. To bring adisease carrier amid dl these hedthy wolves and dlow him to usetoxin
in our best Fae establishments—even to compromise his mate to the point that she's Jonesing for
Werewolf blood, willing to progtitute hersdlf to get it at ateshouse.”

"What?' Sashawas on her feet. "I did no such thing! It wasn't likethat at al, and you know it!"
"Saveit for the defense, right,” Hunter muttered under his breeth.

"I would liketo cdl Takiyama," the baron said coolly. "A ddlicate Phoenix hostesswho was dso kind
enough to bring methis" He materidized the blood-drawing needle between his graceful fingers. "We
could have thistested, but | think my Vampire colleaguesand | are al above reproach when it comesto
our ability to positively identify blood sources. Thisis Shogun's blood, which he drew at the request of
one Sasha Trudeau. | will ask that this court be mindful that the Phoenix nervous system is extremely
senditive. This poor woman burned to ash once aready and she's just coming back—that happened the
morning she came to work to open up and found adead server in the teshouse gardens. Our Dragon
brothers brought her to our lairsthat same evening to help restore her. Therefore, we kept her in
protective custody, assuring her safety, until now... soif you'd be so kind, no outburdts, athough her
testimony is extremely shocking."

He sat camly with aplacid expression, alowing lumbering Dragonsto walk between the wolf boxes
breathing fire until everyone ese dso sat and fell sllent. Then atimid dark-haired beauty stepped out from
the misty doorway as though afawn testing her first dawn. She took two steps and covered her shy face
with an elaborate fan of feathers. Brightly hued streams of slk ribbons and scarves floated away from her
fragile, bird-like body as she advanced to the podium, eyeslowered. She held out aporcelain wrist,
trembling, and released a shocked chirp when she was struck till she bled.

"My dear, just in your own words... what did you see?' Baron M ontague cooed.

"They must have loved each other dearly,” she said quietly. "I thought... they were so passionate thet the
girls blushed at the shadows on the privacy screen and | shooed them away.”

Sasha closed her eyes. Sheld take the silver bullet in the skull now please.

"Then, when it wasdl over... she brought him anew pair of pantsto hide his shame. It wasakind
gesture of discretion. But when | was cleaning the stals and saw the needle. .. | was shocked." The
Phoenix lifted her dark eyes and revealed irises engulfed in flames.



"Go on, ma petite, then what happened?’ Geoff leered.

The other Vampires sat forward, hanging on every lascivious word. Sasha glimpsed Hunter's jaw,
watching the musclein it throb. Shadow Wolves stared at the floor, their once outraged spirits crushed.
Even Werewolves hung their head in shame; their leeder, Shogun, had obvioudy given hisblood to a
femaetoxin junkie and screwed her. Y ou could have heard apin drop in the hdll.

"He kissed her," Takiyamasaid. "And handed her the vid. We could see their shadows through the
screen... and the Fairies are so nosy, they didn't want to miss any of the romance—I couldn't hear but
they said that Shogun said, 'l know, Sasha, this never happened.™

"Oh, my God! In aregular court that would be hearsay!" Sasha shouted through cresting canines, unable
to contain hersdf. " The Fairies said that he said—what kind of bullshit isthat?'

"00000... You said there would be no violence or anger directed toward me persondly, Baron,”
Takiyamawailed, gathering her silk skirts around her and dashing back and forth like a chicken with her
head cut off. "l wasn't involved; | wasjust there at the teahouse! A girl was murdered. | don't want to be
murdered!"

"Shel's gonna blow,” Dugan said, getting up and taking cover with Buchanan as suddenly aburst of flames
and spirding colors swirled across the podium. The baron never moved. He just sat calmly as ash rained
down on hisrobe, and then he casualy brushed it off.

"Add another petite morte to your portfolio of charges, Ms. Trudeau,” he said flatly, gaining laughter
from the Vampire box as Dragons frantically tried to scoop up Takiyama's burning remains. *Do note,
however," he added with adroll smile. " She burned, but the book didn't. Fascinating, isn't it."

"Doweget aturn at bat or isthisal you guys saying what you heard and saw and we don't get a
chance?' Sasha strode forward, unable to stand next to Hunter at the moment. She held out her wrist.
"Strikeme," she said. "L et the goddamned games begin.”

CHAPTER 19

Sashamade afist asthe wand vicioudy dashed her wrist. She glared at it, noting thet it had taken more
blood from her arm than from any of the previous witnesses.

"I'm gonnachalk that up to the fact that | have moreto say than the others,” Sashasaid in alow growl,
making the wand and the book back farther away from her. She looked at the bench and held up ahand
as the baron took abresth to begin another line of insdious questioning. "Under oath, | have reason to
suspect foul play on the bench, and | hereby call Sir Rodney to ask for my testimony.”

"No, overruled,” the baron said, hotly standing.

Fae archers positioned as VVampires hissed and Wolves sat back, new awareness dowly dawning in their
eyes.

"Itisthe law, Baron," Sir Rodney said with awry smile. "Any witness can cal aneutral interrogator. We,
the Fae, have been that for years. We were the jaillers—to both Werewolves and Shadow Wolvesthis
time around. | see no harm, aslong as no one has anything to hide." He flashed the baron a dashing
Gadlic smile and then shrugged.



The Fae captain strode to the front of the room with a cheerful expression and held out hiswrist. Once
struck, he bowed palitely to the book, as only the Fae can do, and spoketo it respectfully. “So help me,
| swear to tell the whole truth and nothing but the whole truth no matter who isinvolved.”

The pages took and Sasha relaxed. She watched Sir Rodney pace before the front of the courtroom with
his hands behind his back. Then, asthough the mood ssimply struck him, he laughed and threw up his
hands.

"I have no further questions,” he said cheerfully.

Vampires snickered aswolf packs sent nervous glances between them. Sasha closed her eyesand
groaned. Sheld picked amadman to represent her—or maybe one who was in cahoots with Dugan.

"Redly, | dont, for athousand questions "ave crossed my mind, but | think the whole truth requires
Captain Trudeau to tell uswot 'appened in that teahouse from her own sweet words." Sir Rodney stood
before the crowd, charisma oozing from every pore. "But | do know thewomanisno junkie... truthis, if
shewas, | would have most assuredly been thefirst in line to supply her.”

Shewasgoing tokill hersdlf.

Laughter rang out from the Fae archers from overhead. Werewolves smirked despite themselves. Only
Vampires and Shadow Clan members seemed offended.

"You must ask a specific question or her testimony isvoid," the baron said through full fangs, leaning
forward.

"All right, dl right, due process, yes, of course,” Sir Rodney said, waving off the offense with merriment in
his eyes. "But do note for the record that, when | said she was no junkie, the book didn't even smolder,
laddie”

Sashaopened her eyes. Sir Rodney's disarming charm was dl afront. The man wasdy asafox. She
watched him hold the courtroom spellbound as he turned to her, his smile belying the new intengity that
burned in his piercing blue gaze.

"Ah," he said, rocking back on his hedls and clasping his hands behind his back. "Here's aspecific
guestion, Captain Trudeau. Can you tell the court, in your own words, the purpose of your mesting the
Southeast Asan Clan leader at the teahouse that fateful day? 1 think we should get through the juicy part
of the testimony first, sncewejust lost a Phoenix behind it."

"Of course she can tdl us, but—"

"Wl that'swot | want her to do, man," Sir Rodney said, cutting off the Baron's objection and seeming
shocked.

"I went to the teahouse to meet with Shogun because | wanted a blood sample for medical reasons,”
Sashasaid carefully. "I wanted to seeif there was any way we could find a cure for the contagion that
plagueswolves."

"Good, then—"

"And why wasthat a necessary thing?' the baron said in asinister tone, cutting off Sir Rodney's line of
questioning.

"Areweto follow due process of your witnesses testifying, and then mine, and then we each have timeto



cross-examine? Or have Robert's Rules of Order changed here, Sir?”
The baron sat back asthe Vampire section fell eerily quiet. "Forgive me... do continue.”

Sir Rodney nodded and turned back to Sasha, seeming to choose hiswords very carefully. "Did you
need thisblood to inject yourself, or wasit to study?"

"To study," Sashasaid.

Sr Rodney's gaze bore into hers for amoment. "Did you kill anyone at the teshouse or otherwise eat a
human or feed ahuman to your Shadow Wolf mate?"

"No!" Sashasaid, appalled.

"Under the duress of making an exchange with the Southeast Asan Clan leader, did aquasi-sexud act
occur?'

Sashalowered her gaze. "Yes."
"But do you have evidence that shows a Fairy enchantment wasinvolved?'
Sasha nodded as the room erupted into murmurs.

"| cal forward evidence captured on digital video with sound enhanced so it can be presented in court.”
Sir Rodney motioned to a Dragon guard to pass up the black gym bag Hunter had been holding. He
smiled when the baron's eyes narrowed and he began rubbing his temples as though vexed by asudden
migraine. "'l should warn our Vampire friendsin the room to be wary of trying to penetrate this particular
bit of evidence, asit had been anointed and silver-protected.” He chuckled and passed the handheld
DVD player to Sasha. "Would you be so kind? | haven't a clue to how human technology works."

She st up the digital image and turned to the crowd. "Thisisjust after an incident at Tulane Hospitd,
where Fairies sought my human dark arts expert to reverse an enchantment spell they'd performed at the
behest of Lei—and in return, they thought their gardens would be safe from demon incursion. But L el
double-crossed them, so they came looking for meto tell on her, aswell asfor someone who could help
them reverse alove spdl.”

"Play thetape, Captain!” Sir Rodney said like amad hatter. He pointed to the tape asthe Fairies
complaint rang out in the courtroom. "Y ou see, thiswoman isno junkie. Therewas foul play that had
obvioudy contributed to the intimate events, which may well have never happened under normal
circumstances. .. and, what's more, if the Fairies had believed that the accused ate a human in their
gardens, they most assuredly would not have cometo her or her familiarsl”

Grumbles rippled through the room. Wolves on both sides began hot debate, but Lel remained extremely
slent as Dana Broussard and her father stared her down. But Sasha's gaze sought Hunter and then her
Shadow Clan. One day she would serioudy repay Sir Rodney for the not-so-small gift of restoring her
honor in her clan'seyes... in her mate's eyes.

"Thenthatisal | would like to ask about the subject of dlegedly what happened at the teahouse—that
Captain Trudeau isnot atoxin user or amurderessisthe only fact of relevance here, and any further
innuendo issmply in poor taste.” Sir Rodney lifted his chin and walked about as though flustered; he then
put agraceful finger to hislipsfor amoment. "L et'stalk about who was at the teahouse following her,

though."
Using two forefingers, Sr Rodney waved toward the silver platters that had been held in the Shadow



Wolf section. Murmurs broke out, but even the gavel was so curious asit pirouetted to seethat it failed
to bring the courtroom to order.

"Can you tdl the court what thisis, Captain?' Sir Rodney said, whipping off the slver domesand
purposely setting the silver dangeroudly close to the baron and Buchanan.

"It's human evidence gathered by an impartia and supernaturally ignorant party,” Sashasaid, her gaze
scanning the entire room. "NOPD has no ideawhat species these hairs come from. They think it'sadog
or awolf. But I think it'srather ironic that basic human forensics could show that the hair in bag
one—which came from the Dumpster where they found that young male college student—belongsto an
infected Werewolf female in the Southeast Agan Clan."

Sashawaited for the barks and growlsto die down. "Isn't that right, Lei? We could easlly take astrand
of your hair, run it next to this one, and find a genetic match because this belongs to your mother.”

"My mother has been dead for decades,” Lei said coolly. "We dl know that she was daughtered at the
hands of the North American Shadow Wolf Clan, which contributed to the tens ons between our
Federations.”

"Call her to the stand and make her say that crap in front of the book,” Sashagrowled.
"Inamoment,” Sir Rodney said calmly. "Buit firgt, can you describe the other evidence?!

"Yeah, gladly,” Sashasaid, whirling on the platters. "'In bag two, the human authoritiestook a hair sample
from awindow—it's from an auburn femae wolf, who wasin the window of the teahouse men's room.
That's the way she exited, they believe. I'd lay betsthat if wetook ahair sample from Dana, it would
meatch up.”

Buchanan was on his feet with his daughter. "Now just you hold on,”" he bellowed. "My daughter ain't no
infected flesh-ester!”

"No, she'snot,” Sashasaid coolly, making the spectators heads pivot between her and Buchanan. "But
sheisawalf traitor."

Danaingantly shape-shifted. Only the Fae archers periloudy pointing Slver arrowsin her direction
stemmed an attack.

"Y ou'd better watch your mouth so close to afull moon with four-to-one clan odds bucking up against
you," Buchanan warned. "Them's some serious odds, since you're a betting woman by your own
admisson.”

"If you match the hair sample found in the window of the teshouse," Sashasaid as camly as possible,
ignoring Buchanan and addressing the crowd now, "you'll seethe same hair on that as the pants that were
|eft in the bathroom. .. after the enchantment spell. Takiyama found the needle that Shogun used to draw
blood, but she didn't find the pants. Why?' Sashawaited amoment and |ooked at the bench. "Hewent in
agtall to do that blood draw, and he probably tossed the needle in the John where it floated back
up—Vampires could still smell that blood to ridiculous parts per billion. But the pair of khaki pants... he
put thosein the larger bin on the way out the door after he'd changed.”

"What has any of thisgot to do with my Dana?' Buchanan threw up hishands. " fail to seethe relevance
d_ll

"She went after the pants.” Sasha pointed at Danathen whirled on the baron. "Then she gave them to the
Vampire Geoff Montague, who put them in Hunter's path to start awolf war—all so he could have an



open wolf hunt against both Werewolves and Shadows in order to gain back cartel control of the UCE!"

Again the courtroom erupted. Dragons blasted aides with treacherous plumes of flames and archers
released warning shots until a strained peace settled among the boxes again.

"Y ou'd better have damned good proof for these dlegations,” Baron said in ahissing threet.

Sir Rodney offered another casua Gaelic shrug. " The proof is easy enough. Human DNA testing can
match up hair srandsand tell if somethin' camefrom Le'sma.”

"But you are missing avery crucid point,” the baron remarked coolly with asmirk. "These proceedings
wrap up tonight—the time to bring forward such evidence has el gpsed.”

"It takes weeks, sometimes, to get that kind of accurate forensic data,” Sashaargued as Vampires sat
back in their booth and smiled. "The truth demandstime!”

"Y ou haverun out of time," the baron repeated with emphass.

"But we have not run out of testimony,” Sir Rodney said gppearing unfazed. "'I'm sure we could cdl Dana
up to ask her if she went to the teahouse and stole the pants, or if she actudly gave them to you trying to
cut asdeded for hersdf around Le." He sighed and began walking while raking his hair. "But the lady
could just plead the Fifth, as Bear Shadow just did, as could you, Baron... and we most certainly won't
be ableto get Le to testify against herself or her brother. Hmmm. | don't suppose afather would go
againg his daughter, so Mr. Broussard isout.”

"Therefore, | guessthat wraps up the case," Baron Montague said with asmirk.

The boxeswent wild, but following Sir Rodney's calls and the gavel's shriek, entities gradualy sat down
again, straining to hear what would happen next.

"I have to ask the man who is going to the galows—that's only right. We heard from thelady...” Sir
Rodney glanced up at Hunter.

Hunter stood and held out hiswrigt, eyes rimmed in amber, furious and unafraid.

"Tel us, gr, answer yesor no," Sir Rodney said as the book positioned to take the harsh scribbling of the
wand. "Have you now or ever in your life esten or savaged ahuman?’

Silence echoed; no one bresthed. "No," Hunter rumbled.
All eyesturned to the book, which didn't burn. The courtroom was again out of control.
Sir Rodney raced down the aide. "Do you know who did?"

"Yes" Hunter said flatly. "Le&'s mother. She's not dead and she's il in the bayou, infected. That's not
hearsay; | saw her."

"Strike the testimony!™ the baron yelled above the din. " Specul ation—he never saw her!”

"How would you know, unless you were there?' Hunter shouted. "L ike you were when you lured me and
my blood brother, Shogun, into morta combat!"

"Order, order!" Buchanan shouted, grabbing the screaming gavel and pounding on the bench. "These are
some serious charges that can't be substantiated, because some of these people have an agenda and
shouldn't be alowed to take the stand!™



Dana had transformed back and was dressing amid ogling spectators, but Sir Rodney was striding up the
adeto where Dugan sat.

"l, asthe captain of the Fae guards, can cal martia law among my people,” Sir Rodney said with an
angry smile. The courtroom went dead silent. "Y ou're right; there are many that | cannot call, despite
what we are beginning to see as a pattern of lies and backroom deals. But | can call aFaetribuna
member and under our enchantment oath of truth—uwhich he unwittingly took from me whilewalking to
court during aleisurely stroll—he hasto tell me and this court what happened. Don'tcha, Dugan? | want
taknow about the dedl you cut with the baron, and how you delivered Vampire-doctored medsto
Hunter a your B and B without him knowing... how you know the Vampires are playing both ends
againg the middle to get the wolves to war—and you know L ei's demon mother is eating humansin
teahouse gardens and leaving young boysin Dumpsters! Yaeven gave Lel aspdll that she could passon
to 'er demon mato breach the shadow lands, did ye not? That way she could ambush Shadows. No
more lies, you 'ave shamed our Parliament. The spell-casters gave you up—tell me, man, outtaye own
mouth before | shoot you meself for such treason!”

A black balt from the Vampire boxes hit Dugan in the chest, splintering it to burn his heart and cook it
before the rotund EIf could even open his mouth. Werewolves were over the divide with Shadow
Wolves. Fae archers were no longer neutra asthey targeted fast-moving Vampires. Dragons kicked
over sedting sections, snapping at Vampire vapor mist. The gavel ran away screaming as the book
dammed shut and the wand spirded like amissileto find the old crone and tell.

The battle raged in the great hal, then spilled down the marble front steps and into the swamp.
Bloodshed splattered on the trees and ground cover asfierce hurling bodiesin ablur of chaos broke
branches. It was dl-out, full-scale war—\Vampires againgt wolf packswith irate Dragons caught in the
crossfire and vexed Fae lending aerid support from treetops.

Shotgun shellsflew, claws and teeth dashed. Plumes of batstook to the air only to be scorched by
Dragon fire blagts. Transforming VVampire bodies were caught by silver arrows asthey came out of the
vapors. Phantoms fled the scene. But Sashawas looking for Lel. Thiswas persondl.

Shefound Le locked in mortal wolf combat with Dana, savaging the wesker wolf while Buchanan fought
through an ambush of Vampiresyelling no. Sasha dropped her right hand into the palm of her left to get
dead aim to blow Le&'s head off. Then awhiff of demon-wolf made her turn.

A huge claw swipe missed Sasha by mere inches. She tumbled backward just as Lei dropped Danas
limp body on the ground and hurtled forward. In the frenzy, the demon-infected Were reared back and
swiped again, her god to gore Sasha, but she caught L& in the gut. Entrails splattered the swamp floor.
The demonic femae hesitated a second. Shock, pain, remorse flitted through her twisted expression, and
then fury replaced it. A second was all Sasha needed to find the bull's-eye that should have been found
years ago. The demon's head snapped back, then oddly a second shell blew open her chest. Sasha
scrambled up to see Silver Hawk standing ten feet behind her and dowly lowering ashotgun.

"Just to beonthesafe side," Silver Hawk said.

Sashanodded and |ooked down at the glassy-eyed L&, and then put three more silver bulletsin her skull.
"Just to be on the safe side—before there's more hell to pay.”

CHAPTER 20



Theinjurieswere severe and the fataities many, but as the unified wolf Federations waked side by sde
with the Fae and The Order of the Dragon to the safety of Sir Rodney's enchanted camp, everyonefelt a
sense of quiet victory—the Vampires had been defeated in this battle.

Currently, there was enough evidence to convict Baron Geoff Montague and sentence him to death by
daylight, if they ever caught therat bastard. However, the Vampire estatesin the region would be
serioudy taxed to make redtitution to every family that had suffered aloss. There was aso enough
evidence of foul play to keep the Vampire Cartel from aleadership position at the UCE Conferences for
many, many moonsto come.

But despite the short-term victory, Sashas mind was on the long-term view as she studied Hunter's
solemn profile. The Shadow pack for the North Country was followed on the march to Sir Rodney's
castle by members of the Southeast Asian Werewolf Clan, and after them dl other regional Werewolf
clans. Hunter wasthe only living relative of dphastatus who was related by blood to Shogun. It wasthe
way of the wolf—to die by honor asawarrior, if the contagion hit.

She grieved for Hunter asthey al quietly processed to the place where Sir Rodney made the damp earth
acobbled path. They would wak through the town gaining curious stares, and this battle at UCE court
would go downininfamy. Y et at this very pressing, intimate moment, aman who cast alarge
shadow—not just from his spirit, but aso from hisvery huge heart—had to take the life of the brother
he'd just found, just battled, just infected, and now would invariably lose.

The drawbridge lowered. She watched a bloodied, muddied Hunter walk acrossit, back straight, eyes
forward. The military couldn't have asked for abetter soldier, if they'd ever been aware such existed.
Pedestrians and town entities stepped aside, watching the blended army file toward the castle. Gnomes
sounded the alarm until they redlized that Sir Rodney wasn't being held hostage, but waswalking in
complete lockstep with the front line.

Cadtle doors swung open, and guards seemed to sense where everyone was going. An echoing howl
filtered out of the dungeon the moment the doors were unbolted.

"I'll go done," Hunter said, stopping the group.

Silver Hawk shook his head. "Protocol isto be observed whenever possible. Tonight we saw how the
absence of that can make men monsters. One witness from the Werewolf Clan—the clan that will losea
man. One witness from the Fae—to be sure all is done in decency and order. One other than the blood
relative to be the shooter, so that this pain is not bonded to the relative's soul forever. Two more from the
heartbroken one's clan to hold that relative up and help carry the body home. And if you have the good
fortune to have amate, your shadow should be there. Thisishow it has been done since the beginning of
the Great Spirit'stime, since the dawn of wolf time on earth. .. and since the contagion has been our

plague”

They watched amember of Shogun'sfamily step forward, his eyes glassy but his chinlifted with pride. "1
amacousn. | will sep up.”

Hunter nodded and looked at Sir Rodney.

"It ismy honor," Sir Rodney said, accepting a crossbow from one of hisrear guards.
"Let me beyour shooter,” Silver Hawk whispered, placing a hand on Hunter's shoulder.
Hunter smply nodded as Bear Shadow and Crow Shadow stepped forward.



"Until we are one with the shadow landsin spirit, my pack brother, | will dways stand with you,” Bear
Shadow said in alow rumble.

"And1," Crow Shadow said, crossing his chest with hisforearm.

Sashadidn't need to be asked. She came near, her gaze holding Hunter's for amoment in silent
understanding.

No one spoke; they al just waited for Hunter to begin waking. Wall torches sputtered as bodies went
by, but the group didn't flinch away. Bone-weariness, post-battle fatigue, and heavy spiritsjust made
them trudge forward through the [abyrinth. Guards stood as they approached the central areaand saluted
Sir Rodney. Execution—and remorse that it had to be done—was in everyone's eyes.

"Sir, isit timeto move the prisoner to court?" the lead guard asked, seeming confused. "The holding
gpellsand chains can be activated and..." Hisvoicetrailed off as helooked into the eyes of those
gtanding around him. "Just here, not with VVampire witnessesthen, sr?

"Never with Vampires gloating witnessto awolf death,” Sir Rodney said, hisvoice angry and tight.

The guards who had stood up and abandoned their cards when the execution team entered backed
avay.

Sashas gaze tore around their faces. "When did you take off your kerchiefs?!
"Milady?" aguard asked, confused.

"Wait, wait," she said, circling the group. "When were you able to breathe in here? It was wretched
before.”

"No disrespect to the heartbroken family," another guard admitted, "But aye, it wasterrible.”
"It'snot now."

"Sasha," Hunter said quietly. "I don't want to do this, either, but he knowswhy were here, he can smell
theslver and ishiding in theblind of destroyed furniture.”

The lead guard nodded. "Maybe milady should go up to the great hal?* He peered around. " The poor
bastard has been begging for raw megt for the last two hours and might have finaly passed out. The only
thing I'd know to do, short of opening the cage, isto move him with the vinesand pull him to the
bars—thendoit."

"Hold it—you said he was begging for food?' Sashasaid, moving toward the cell. " Since when do
full-moon-insane demon-infected Werewolves have a conversation about what they want for dinner?!

Nervous glances passed among Fae and wolves dike. Sasharan to the bars and began yelling Shogun's
name,

"Send in the vines and knock that debris away—everybody hold your fire."

Her fingers wrapped around the silver-coated bars. A vine pushed aside afalen table and privacy screen
to reved anaked man curled in abal with aspill of silky onyx hair tangled about his dark bronze
shoulders. Thefigurewasdirty but very, very human-looking. The horrible demon scent was gone, dbeit
the stench of dead deer and abody's rejection of it remained—abut by comparison that was manageable.
Sashawatched Shogun draw in stuttering breaths with tearsin her eyes. "Nobody shoot,” she said



repeatedly, quietly, reverently as Hunter'sarm did across her shoulders. "Just nobody shoot. .."

EPILOGUE

With the Fae as hosts, the party in the castle could last aweek, amonth, or longer. Thereld be funerds,
to be sure—that was part of the process adding to the bard's songs tales of triumph and tragedy, wailing
tears and raucous laughter. Timeto love, and cry, and recdll, and retdl| the story until it was burned into
the collective memories of al the groups that had fought sde by side.

Thefalen were reverently remembered, the living cheered. Food was ridiculoudy plentiful, and somehow
rooms continued to annex themselves or contract in the castle to accommodate whoever stayed or |ft.
There was no judgment, just asort of free-for-all of experience. The Vampires had missed the party of
the century—dll at their expense, of course. And maybe it was afoolish thing to do, but Sashathought it
only fitting that those who'd wondered at the stars and had heard myths and legends and fairy tales as
children should just for once get to see what al the hooplawas about. Maybe meet somereal Fairies,
who actudly did tell the best tales.

Of dl the new friends shed met dong the way, she owed Sir Rodney an inca culable debt for having her
back and for allowing her father and human squad to hang out while on leaveto takeit dl in. It wasa
pure delight to see their faces, to see Doc and Clarissa nearly swoon when they'd discovered their
synthetic DNA had worked. The hospitality was amazing.

Y et with al that, watching desth in the bayou had away of making one throw caution to the wind and not
want to wait to give people peace of mind. She saw how important it was to help people laugh when they
could, et them love when they could, and pay them homage when you could.

Besides, therewas along hard talk she had to have with her brother, once Doc told him some family
secrets man-to-man. .. just like Hunter needed timeto talk to his sibling, who still had to cope with the
loss of hismother and sister, no matter how twisted they were.

Lines of demarcation had findly blurred, family customs, cultures, histories had to get shared across what
had once been agreat wolf divide. So Sir Rodney waswise in allowing the party to rageoninto a
fortnight. Sheld think of something to tell the genera so he wouldn't get pissed off—and would bring him
some more glowing evidence that might earn him another star. Truthfully, if it was quiet and nothing was
going bump in the night, the man redlly didn't wannaknow.

All of that was fine by her. Her family was around her safe and happy, the Fae made fantastic de, plus
sheld learned to dance aPixiejig, and... Max Hunter wasto diefor.

Anyway, folks were partying hard because, dthough nobody said it, everybody knew that once the
music stopped they'd have to pay the band. Sir Rodney seemed to know it more than anyone. He kept
milling through the throng and checking like alocal mayor at acounty fair to be sure every entity was
having agood time—and he sure was, two different ladieson each arm at al times. They said the wolves
were bad, but the man was quite literaly an animal.

Notwithstanding, it was an unspoken fact that you just didn't screw Vampires out of apower position
and kick their butts and then figure they'd make nice. Oh... nooooo. Ingtinctively everyone seemed to
know that they'd better get their party on now, hard and fast. Give it aday, aweek, ayear, or acoupla
centuries—the old boys would be back and there'd be hdll to pay.



