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Blurb

Her final purpose was to save him. The slave woman never flinched from releasing
the hawk in her care. If the only way out was to become a darkmage, then that’ s what
she’d do. Her entire goal was his freedom. When her goal was achieved, she was | eft
nameless, tainted, |ost.

The hawk named Tydus endured believing he must reveal the darkness's hidden
depths to his people. The slave who cared for him became his partner, one he wouldn’t
leave behind. When he finally stood free of his chains, he looked down to recognize his
mate ... and a darkmage.

Friends help them find away back to civilization, but no one who hasn’t lived
through what they did can understand it. Clinging to each other, their connection saves
thelr sanity. Struggling to shed the emotional poison they were infected with, they
discover passion can transcend fear. In order to heal, there can be no lies between them,
especially in bed. Hethinksit's histask to heal her, but she knows what he' s hiding.

How does a shattered woman face a dominant man’s needs?

How does a guilty man fight through his wounded woman’ s fear?

Hope born in darkness glows brighter from the shadows.

Dedication

Dedicated to anyone who was in the tri-state area on 9/11. No one else can really
know what it was like. We own that moment, the people who saw the ash and smelled the
smoke. It is our shadow, and we recognize it in each other. The grieving silence of the
streets on those days never fades in our memories. VivaNew Y ork City.



Prologue

The Temple was a peaceful place. In the early days after his mother's suicide, Thad
had spent a great deal of time here, in Seventh City's shrine to the Sacred Couple. He
wasn't worried about being recognized, since he'd been so scrawny and sniveling back
then. Being back built the rage al over again. The priests and priestess morning chant
wound through him, wrapping his tension tighter. With every extended note of their
prayerful voices blending in unison, he ground his teeth, thirsting for their blood.

He knelt with the other dawn supplicants, and closed his eyes to the intricate blonde
brick courtyard. The fragrance of the ancient trees delicate, newly-emerging foliage
mixed with the precious beeswax candles, an extravagant use of real fire. When he and
his Dark council had driven the Beasts out of the Cities, when he had sent the Guilds into
distrustful chaos, when hislizard-birds fed well on the anarchy they introduced from the
skies, he would enter this City under hisreal name, through the northern Main Gate, and
he would march directly here, and burn this place. They would not sweetly sing for
wisdom then. They would scream and wail, and he would drink deep on pain. He would
triumph.

The High Priest rose and struck the gong as the sun, Skyfather's embodiment, slipped
over the horizon. It would be the Priestess' job to honor the Earthmother at night. Here in
Seventh City, the sun and the sand mixed for amore brutal understanding of the Sacred
Couple than in the other six Cities of the Royal Kingdom. Thad idly wondered if his
interest and aptitude for darkcraft had benefited from his being honed in the harshest of
climates.

The crowd rose from their knees and began to disperse, most to their breakfast,
others to duties. Guildless stood from the shadows of the compound's brightly painted
walls and began to sweep again. Winter was slow to leave this year, and last night had
seen another brutal sandstorm. His gaze swept the crowd and lit on the one he hunted.
She was young, and proud. She was lovely, devoted, and earnest, despite being born to
the Temple. He licked his lips. When he had come here three days ago and risked one
single small darkspell to choose prey, her soul was one of the few that shone bright.
Certainly, of those that shone like fatted pigs, she'd been the youngest and most
attractive.

It was easy to smile as she padded toward him, blushing. "Good morning, Michadl. |
trust you weathered Earthmother's wrath last night?*

Her golden skin was a product of generations of desert sun, but her blonde hair, a
silky waterfall to her waist, was aremnant of other places. It was unusual in Seventh City
and along with her sharp green eyes, made her a beauty. He'd sought her out at dinner his
first night, playing alonely, rare traveler seeking the comfort of a consistent faithin a
strange City. She'd been ridiculously easy to please. A few smiles, a compliment, a soft
brush of gentle fingers, and ardent faith had bought him several kisses on the second day.
Last night, histhird, he'd lowered her robes and licked her chest until she'd flushed and
moaned. He'd imagined his tongue was a knife and aimost come himself, murmuring
prayersto her flawless skin all the while.

"Skyfather lent me strength to face hiswife, and | meditated on the nature of a



woman's strength." He winked at her, and she laughed, ducking her chin. Her trill made
heads turn. Then again, they often turned her way. None of these sheep knew it, but they
sensed the strength of her soul.

His dick thickened just thinking about bringing her into his Fortress and watching
her eyes when she felt her spiritcraft evaporate under the yoke of darkcraft's mastery.
"And yourself?' Hetrailed his finger down the slender length of her arm, from shoulder
to wrist, then twisted his hand and laced his fingers with hers. Her breath stilled, and he
stepped against her. "Did you rest well? Did your skin suffer any damage from the ...
storm?"

She bit her lip, her free hand rising to play with the lovely gold bangle that adorned
her throat. Matching bangles wrapped her bicep and her ankles. He redlly liked this
tradition of Seventh City's. Habituating women to wearing manacles under the guise of
self-decoration was incredibly clever of the men. He wanted to see them made of thick,
rough steel, attached to chains. And he would.

He made up his mind. Tonight, he would take this young priestess and rape her. He
would drink down her cries to the Sacred Couple and cut her and laugh and grow strong.

"No damage," she shook her head, and her thick hair swayed against her shoulders,
glimmering in the strengthening morning light. "My skin seems to be more sensitive from
the ... energy in the air, but is quite healthy." Then she winked back.

He chuckled, charmed. Fuck, he loved the hunt. He even enjoyed pretending to be
pious, since it would make the pain of his revelation that much worse. "Have breakfast
with me?"'

Suddenly, he wanted to take her now. He loathed this Temple and al its
sanctimonious pronouncements. It would be so very sweet to take something of theirs. It
wouldn't equal the harm they'd done him when they'd pronounced his mother weak,
obsessed, and selfish. She'd been dead that night. So much for the vaunted sacrament of
the souldance. The Temple was full of judgmental, arrogant politics, and his mother had
gone to them in need at the very bottom of her strength. For one brief moment, he
wondered what might have happened if his mother had met this composed, kind woman.
He dismissed the thought, instead wondering if he would rape her in the sifting chamber
of the lake beneath the Fortress, or herein her own Templefirst.

"I'm sorry," her voice thickened with regret. "I'm scheduled to lead the acolytesin a
morning lesson, and then my friend Sinthy asked me to take her place roaming the
market."

All the Temple personnel were expected to take turns being available in the City's
market. In practice, it was the lower ranked members who took the duty that could bring
them into contact with shy Guildless afraid to enter the Temple.

"I'd think she could find alower level priestessto take over her slot.”

She shrugged, green eyes serene. "l actually love being in all the hustle and bustle.
Market duty iswhere I've had the best conversations."”

"Really? I've just had the strangest urge to go shopping. | think | need to spend a
great deal of time looking for the perfect bangle. Something about,” he lifted the hand he
still held and circled her wrist with his other hand, "thisbig.” In truth, there were still two
contacts he hadn't met with, acolytes of his own, others eager to experience the true
power that could be gained through pain and death. Work before play, and all that.

She smiled up at him, eyes clear, cheeks round and rosy. "Y our eyes are the exact



color of the sky. | look into them and feel like floating."

He tapped her nose. "I'm blue and you're green. | like how we match the sacred
colors of our spiritual family." His gaze drifted from the small swells of her tits stabbing
at her thin, white linen Temple gown to her reed-dender waist. "Family isimportant to
me."

Please, Mama, please get up. Small hands tugged on blood-slick wrists, the shredded
skin rough under hisfingers. Please, Mama, stop staring. Look at me! I'm here, Mama!

She licked her lips. "Michael? Are you al right?' Her free hand lifted and her petal-
soft, privileged fingertips traveled down the planes of his face, tickling him with the
energy she fed him. He pulled from her touch, trying to control the disgust he felt at the
thin buzz of her spiritcraft. It was nothing like the rush of bone-rattling power he'd get
when he beat her unconscious.

"I will be," he kept his gaze averted.

She was too perceptive. Thiswas the third time she'd sensed his dark thoughts,
despite the potion that cloaked his darkcraft and allowed him to move through the City,
even with the pompous Beast guards sniffing with their animal noses. He breathed
deeply, and tried to wear the mask. It was getting harder. He'd definitely take her today.

"Would you like to pray with me?' she tightened her grip on his hand, pressing their
palmstight.

"I would, but | do actually have to go to the Masonry Guild's compound again today.
I'll find you at the market, and perhaps we can have dinner together?' He'd try to get
under that dress to those toned, long legs before dinner if he could.

She nodded. Thad's heart kicked in hisribs, his blood thickening. He would drink
deep with thisone. All of the council could, and the shadow that was |eft would make a
strong slave in their Fortress. Ducking his head, he stole a quick hard kiss from her lips,
swallowing her gasp. "Until later, my desert dove.”

She walked away from him, shoulders back, chin up, waving to agroup of giggling
girls near the Temple well.

He moved to the side gate of the compound, and noticing that no one stood near,
took a brief, satisfying moment to pinch out the incense burning there. Whistling, he
walked out to begin his day.



Chapter One

Slave clenched her fingers around the stone until the roughly sharpened edge bit into
her skin. Crouched in the hot, dusty, stone corridor, she rocked. Her arms tightened
around her folded knees. Her tears had disappeared weeks ago, along with hope and fear.
The only emotion penetrating her determination now was the occasional flash of rage.
Shetried to summon it. Tried to useit for strength, for the purpose Ty had given her.
Slave needed to kill aman. Right now.

Her beautiful golden hawk, assigned to her for aweek, had been so agitated
yesterday. He' d smelled the prior captive, the last hawk they’d ruined, when the slaves
had moved him out of his torture room to the killing room. She’d told Ty the man’stime
had come, his body destroyed even beyond the use of the darkmages. After al, when a
captive had no more pain to give, and his beastspirit couldn’t be broken, then all the
former person was good for was death.

Ty had tipped his corded throat back and bellowed. It had hurt, to hear the misery of
futility in him, the same rage she’ d learned to live with in the three months since she'd
been made Slave. In the week she' d been ordered to wash and feed him, he’ d become a
beacon to her, areminder that there was life beyond this place, hope that the monsters
would someday bekilled. Ty hadn’t cried for his friend. He' d whispered one simple
sentence to himself: | wish | could keep him from them.

But she’d heard, and she knew it was a good way to make her death matter. Not only
would she spite them, which was most important, but she’ d give the man peace. Even
though she’' d never met the other hawk, she knew he' d hate that the darkmages fed from
his death, the final insult. And Slave would aso fulfill Ty’ swish. Although he hadn’t
called for hisfriend’ s death, it was truly the only way to ‘keep him from them.’

So she crouched herein thistiny acove near his death room, struggling to control
her heart. Gripping this pathetic weapon, she prepared to commit yet another unthinkable
act. The open archway cast a U-shaped arc of light. She’d crawl to the entrance and face
the man. She had to do this. Otherwise, it would be a bad death, one the darkmages
would gorge on. After the beatings, burns, whippings, cuts, and breaks, they were going
to rip chunks off of him, slowly, until he died. There wasn’t anything he could do to stop
it. They were done extracting information and experimenting with his nature and his will.
She couldn’t even drag him into the shadows to die on his own. He' d been bolted to the
wall, one thick iron spike through each shoulder, then capped with awide flat disk.

Not much was left of the wounded beast warrior alizard-bird had brought back to the
Fortress shortly before she'd arrived a few months ago. Still, he wasn't aslave, like her.
They’d tried, of course. Just like they tried with al of them. But he hadn’t broken. He
wasn't weak like her. He was free, his spirit blocking the slave command that controlled
the humans here, even when his body could no longer stand. The pain he couldn’t help
but feed them was forced service, but he was no slave.

She fisted her free hand in her tattered dress, both covered in the fine red-brown grit
of this Fortress. Her knees were scabbed, bruised, scarred. The last time Tattoo had
beaten her, she'd landed hard against the wall, and one of her knees was still a bit
swollen, even aweek later. She ground her head into the stones behind her, hating.



Harvesting hisfinal breath would make them even more powerful, for atime. And they
didn’t deserve his death. Slave understood she would die here. It was al right, because
this would make it count. For Ty, for this destroyed man Ty called afriend, she’'d spend
her life to give him a better death. Then she wouldn’t be forced to watch, wouldn’'t be
forced to care, as Ty, strong, beautiful Ty, became the skeletal shell this man now was.

She licked her lips, turned her poorly made knife over in her hands. Thiswasit.
She'd dip in, open histhroat, and go. They’d be able to tell who did it, and then it would
be her turn. She just had to open her own throat before they came for her. Maybe she
should save them the hunt and just do herself right in the room, right next to the warrior.
Y es, that was a good idea. She' d—

Footsteps. No! Their meetings usually lasted longer. It was too soon. She froze,
shrinking into her small niche. Should she run? Should she dash into the room? A
massive man moved down the hall, graceful despite his form. It was the Monster’ s pet
bear, a beast warrior he’ d captured and broken before she’d come. He was a bear, with a
bear’ s brain, even when he wore human skin. It meant he was dangerous, but in his
simple wild brain, not nearly the scariest thing in this cursed maze. Pausing at the door he
snuffled in her direction. She closed her eyes, held her breath. Death was sniffing her out,
but she wasn't ready for it to find her yet. First, she had to do something that counted.

With a grunt he went into the room. She was so shocked he' d ignored her, she
remained frozen. A low rumbling came to her ears, but she couldn’t make out the bear’s
words. He was speaking? Since when was he a talking bear?

Then, faintly, she heard the mangled warrior rasp, “No.”

There was a small crack, and then a horrible, long, wet sound, with harsher cracks.
Her heart rattled tremendousdly in her chest. She struggled to hold her breath. Silence. A
shadow rose up in the door. The bear paused, looking down the hall away from her. One
of his hands had become a paw tipped with curled claws, the dark fur dripping wet with
blood. The claws gripped a lump of flesh. The man-bear moved off down the hall, a small
trail of wet drops marking the stones behind him.

Slave sucked in anoisy breath that scoured her dry throat. Gulping to try to summon
moisture, she tipped forward onto one hand, her legs screaming as her circulation
returned. She crept, shaking, to the doorway. Closing her eyes, she took two quick
breaths and glanced in.

Whipping her head back around the corner, she pressed herself against the wall. Too
late. The sight was burned into her brain, yet another nightmare that would follow her to
her end. A skeletal man, body destroyed. Two massive iron caps the only covering at his
shoulders, thick, dark old blood painting his sides. His head lolled to one side, eyes
staring. And in the center of his body, a hole dripping avivid wash of red, white bones
sticking every which way.

Using the rough stone at her back, Slave stood, forcing her knees to hold her. She
stumbled away to one of the slave doors and ducked inside. She rolled the stone across
the opening. Crumpling to the ground, she breathed in small pants, aching as if she'd run
for days. The Monster’s pet bear had taken the warrior’s heart. Why the bear had granted
the warrior the mercy of breaking his neck first, she didn’t know. It was done. The
warrior couldn’t be tortured by the Merry Three, or any of the other skulking horrors, any
more. He was finally gone from this nightmare.

The thought of offering a prayer passed through Slave’ s mind. She couldn’t do it.



She couldn’t send Skyfather or Earthmother the smallest request, because it would morph
into a terrible damning rage. She was done with tears. She was done with prayer. She'd
have to find another way to make her death count, so she could be free, too.

A pulse of pain settled in her shoulders. The slave command rose through her body.
The compulsion to obey the directive she’ d been given wasn’'t something she could fight.
Clean her prisoner’s body in the early morning, feed him in the evening, after theday’s
experiments and torture. It was time for the afternoon round of pain for him, thus she had
to go make the gruel. Her small window of freedom between tasks was over.

Moaning, she found the will to stand again, the bloody ruin of the warrior flashing
before her eyes. She bit her lip. The darkmages would be so very, very angry. It would be
satisfying to stay here, and listen to their howls of rage through the stone. They would be
furious their fun had been taken from them when they |eft their meeting. But they might
find her, and she wanted her death to count. She wondered if this odd action would mean
the death of the bear.

She walked, stooped in the low tunnel, to the slave hub. Scurrying through the round
room with many doorways, she went into the tunnel leading to their sleeping cubbies. She
fell to her hands and knees and crawled along the even smaller passage. In the stinking
room of the third dead slave, she hid her stone knife. She' d have to try to sharpen it more
tomorrow. For all the tightness of her grip, it hadn’t cut her skin today.

Crawling back to the hub, she stood and went toward the kitchen. The nagging,
building pain of ignoring her save command faded from her spine. The brunette was
there, trying to cook meat with one hand, since her other was broken. The swollen mess
of her broken hand was held carefully from her body. As always, salivaburst into Slave's
mouth at the scent of roasting meat. She hadn’t tasted it since before, long ago. Meat was
only for them, the darkmages.

Slave nodded to her when she glanced up, but the slave order not to speak to the
other slaves kept her throat frozen. She took down her usual pot from its hook and flipped
it. Standing in front of the stone sink, she froze. There were marks on the inside bottom
of the pot. It had been so long since her brain had processed anything but survival, it took
her a minute to figure out they were letters, words.

Take your hawk to the guarded room. Go.

Slave leaned forward and filled the pot with the flowing water always streaming
past. The mud letters blurred and disappeared. She hung it over the mageheat, and turned
it on high. The brunette cook did not ook at her again, and for some reason, Slave knew
she was not the one who left this message. Sitting next to the pot, she pressed her hand to
her heart, feeling it pound. Who could have |eft this command? And would she obey?

* % % %

Greg focused on keeping his nerves steady. Thad was winding himself up, so it was
very important to control his own emotions. Fear in this crowd was deadly, pure and
simple. The handsome blond man walked with agitated steps across the large cavern. The
magelights hung at staggered heights around the circular room whose stone walls were
decorated with gorgeous carvings of animals. Thiswas Greg's favorite room. In this
room, they almost felt like atrue collective, a Guild of their own. The floor was covered
with thick blue rugs, and a dark wooden table, glossy with age, filled most of the space.
There were eleven seats around the edge, each with a plain stone stool built into the floor.



Six of those seats were taken.

When they had a proper meeting, nine seats should have been filled. But Thad was
stalking the perimeter, and as usual, the triad of insipid bitches would stretch out their
insolence until forced into respect. Two women shared one chair, while athird sat on the
table facing them. Their elaborately braided dark heads bent together as they giggled and
whispered. Greg loathed them with al the passion an ugly man could accrue in alifetime
of being mocked by beautiful women.

Across from them sat a cloaked, older woman, composed, reserved. The Matron
supported Greg, and had helped him with the training of the lizard-birds. Three other
small, slight men of varying ages filled some of the other chairs.

The smallest and oldest of the nine, a bald man whose scalp was covered in swirling
tattoos, finally broke through the tension, his deep voice overriding the girlish titters.
"Our threetrial attacks failed.”

He breathed in, calm, controlled. Thisissue did not touch him. It was not his fault.

Thad kept pacing with long, stiff strides. “I was told the lizard-birds were ready. By
the Coupl€e' s stinking toes, I'm sick of skulking!” Striking avaliant pose, his golden hair
glowing in the magelight, he threw his arms out angrily. “We have this Fortress. We have
a solid complement of skills. We have created a new mage-beast for the first timein
centuries! That bodymage we were so close to capturing is helping them proliferate like
rabbits. The Pearl Guild's daughter has opened communication centers for women and
families to ask questions. More women are volunteering to be breeders for them every
day! It must be stopped! They betray our history, our very race, by joining them.”

Spittle flew from his mouth as he paced past the table. Greg indulged in an internal
chuckle over Thad's issues with saliva. The other people sitting there tracked him with
the bored eyes of ones who have heard similar words too often. Keeping his hands on the
table, Greg focused on remaining still.

Thad continued histirade, his voice echoing in the stone room. “It’ s time to show
them all. Human men are more powerful than Beasts can ever be, if they simply study the
old ways. It was the Beasts who forbade the old ways out of fear of us! To keep us
down!”

Pretar, with hisvivid red hair, spoke up. “It is because of our very strength | call for
us to continue training the lizard-birds. Time is not of the essence. Indeed, it is on our
side. They cannot find us here, no matter how they troll the Cities sniffing, and they
cannot begin to guess the scope of our resources.” He threw a glance at the dignified,
contained woman with downcast eyes.

His heart leaped at Pretar's supportive statement. Quickly, expand on it. Minimize the
recent failure. Greg wiped his large nose on the back of his hand. “We are safe here.
Even though they found one of the lost sifting stones we hid, they have not been able to
trigger it despite studying it for years. We have time to perfect the birds' ability to target
those who have had contact with the Beasts.”

Little round Russ pushed his glasses higher. “Thefirst lizard-bird sent to Royal City
might not have failed. There are conflicting reports that it may have injured a Beast’'s
child before attacking him.”

Greg could have kissed him.

The dark-skinned girl sitting on the table pouted. “I’m not sorry one of the birds
brought back a new hawk when it wasn’t supposed to. | want more hawks. We have such



fun.” Slyly, she glanced at Thad. “And you were so close to breaking that last one, to
being able to call forth its beast for your own service.”

Their erstwhile leader stopped abruptly. Stroking his chin, he pivoted and glared at
her. “And if someone hadn’t cut too much meat off of him, | could have perfected an
effective slave spell for the beasts. Asit stands now, well drink down his death
tomorrow.” Green magefire erupted in his eyes.

Pleasure curled through Greg's motionless body. It wasn't true, of course. Karu's
violent play wasn't what kept Thad from breaking any of the hawks they'd played with.
He waited for her to mouth back, for her to become the target of this meeting.

She eased into a chair and folded her hands on the table, saying nothing.

A smaller, more delicate member of the trio of braided women asked, “Where is our
charming bear anyway? Meetings are much more fun when he's here.”

Everyone looked around for the one beast they had successfully broken to their will.

Thad threw himself down onto a stool aswell. “I sent him to go hunting. He was
looking thin.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “Fine. The lizard-birds continue to
harvest hawks for us while we perfect their training. The experiments at breaking the
beastspirits continue, but | want the specimensto last longer now. They should be good
for at least a dozen attempts before they die. No more torture just to drink their pain and
rage. Every day we spend with them should be focused on shattering their control.”

Allie and Dionne huddled together on their shared seat and whispered.

He roared at them, “Enough!” Thad'sfist crashed onto the tabletop. A spell popped
into being around it, the air glowing green, speckled with black flecks. “Drink on your
own, | say! No more prisoners, or slaves, for that matter, are to be lost to your personal
greed. Feed in the Dark’s alleys outside the City Walls.”

He glared at them. “In ayear’ stime, the shearing begins. We will cull these beasts
from our Cities, control the Royals, and retake the Mage Guild, spreading the old ways
until we are ready for the final battle. Hopefully, we' |l destroy most of the beasts here, in
the very seat they created.” He breathed deep, seeming to become empowered by his
vision. “Their clanhomes will breed man-beasts no more, but only the powerful mage-
beasts we choose. Their traitorous women will be our whores and slaves and we will feast
on the terror of their young.”

Greg licked hislips and wiped his nose again. And again he despaired at how Thad
had assigned him the training of the lizard-birds, which played such alargerole in that
vision.

The knuckles of Thad's fist gleamed white as it shook, belying his quiet words. “We
continue our plan.”

“Agreed.” The soft word rang like a bell in the open space. The Matron placed her
own fist on the table. Her more delicate, smaller knuckles gleamed with the force of
hatred equal to Thad's.

One by one, the nine darkmages placed their fists on the table, eager to grow their
power. Greg breathed easier. The first three birds had failed when released to attack the
Cities and bring back humans who had contact with the Beasts. But that didn’t change the
fact that he was still one of the nine, one of the gifted, one of the chosen who would usher
inanew era

The tallest of the braided trio, Dionne, popped up jauntily. “I believe we have a
dying hawk to play with one last time. Who shall join us?’



Pretar dusted his hands. “1’ll pass up the dregs. It is my day with the new hawk, and |
am very eager to test some new poisons I’ ve been working on.”

“Suit yourself,” the woman shrugged.

Thetrio of ladies put their arms around each other’ s waists and skipped out. The
duts breasts jiggled under their thin, silk dresses. Greg dreamed of dicing their nipples
from their bodies. Greg stood with the other men to follow the trio, nodding to the
Matron. She nodded back to him, drew her cloak close, and slipped out asmaller archin
the back of the room that led to the underground lake and the sifting stone there. His
bones aching in relief, Greg walked out behind Russ.

“Greg.”

Russ, and probably Sverre and Pretar too, had to have heard, but they kept walking.
Bastards. He thought of continuing, but knew this moment would be played out. Thad
would have to have his little moment where he waved his cock around to intimidate. Asif
Greg had wanted the lizard-birds to fail. Idiot. He'd done the best he could, and with the
Matron's help, too.

Greg stopped and turned in the doorway. “Yes, Thad.” His cursed beak of anose
always ran here, bothered by the salt in the air.

“If you would sit by me.” The blond remained at the table, frozen.

Greg hovered in the doorway before moving to sit within arm’s reach of the more
robust Thad.

Thad spoke mildly. “At least we managed to kill one beast in the test, based on the
reports.”

His shoulders eased. “Good. | mean, yes. Even though we lost alizard-bird, it seems
they lost a beast, too.”

The silence spun out and he shifted hislegs. “Well, | guessI’ll be—*

“Sit.” Thad’sword rolled around the room, pushed with power.

Greg stilled. No fear. Do not show fear.

“It was your task, to train the lizard-birds to attack associates of the beasts.”

“|—I—it went smoothly.” Fuck. Don't stutter. Y ou have just as much a command
over pain asthis prick. "The training was sound, you were there for the final rehearsal.
They ignored Bear and attacked the slave every time.”

“And yet one is dead, one came back empty handed, and another came back not with
anew slave, but a hawk it shouldn’t have hunted.”

“Y ou want to do this without a spell. Conditioning a creature is much harder than
forcing it.” His shoulders hunched.

“1 am not interested in excuses. If the training, your training, had worked correctly,
the beasts wouldn’t now have the dead body of one of our precious birds in their
possession. If the training had been set correctly—"

“1 did! It was! They performed perfectly here.” Greg moved to the far side of his
seat. He got ready to run if he had to.

“Greg?’ Thad lifted one brow. “What use do | have for failures?’

His blood curdled. Thad's blue eyes were as empty as the sky. His thoughts went ten
different directions. Should he prep a spell? Thad wouldn't take pain from him, surely.
Should he run yet? Perhaps he should explain the hours he'd put into the training?
Abruptly, he decided he was sick of this. He was one of the nine. He was the one who
had found the first sifting stone in the Dark alleys.



Sneering at Thad, he said, "Why don't you train them yourself if you think it's so
fucking easy? It's not like you're perfect either. Seventh City is still crawling with double
teams of Beasts since you chose to hunt in the very Temple last spring.”

“Greg.”

The only sound was Greg's sawing breaths.

“You disappoint me.” Thad's words were quiet, haughty with disdain.

“1I"'m awatermage. An earthmage would make much more sense. Y ou should have
tried Allie or Pretar.”

Thad carefully flattened his hand on the table, each long finger spread wide. “ Should
| have?’ he murmured softly.

Greg stood abruptly. “The training was solid.” He'd lost control and could feel his
fear bloom in the room. Not good.

“The training failed, and because of you, the test failed. Now our enemies have a
clue they have no business contemplating. This group hasn’'t grown by making mistakes.”

Casually, he scooped his hand in the direction of Greg. Greg lunged, but didn’t
escape the blast of writhing shadows that hit him in the hip.

Icy pain mixed with crawling fire. He couldn't believe it. Time stopped as he
absorbed Thad had attacked him. “AHHHHH! No! No!” Greg fumbled into a
petrification spell and threw it at him, but Thad brushed it away with a graceful sweep of
hisarm.

“No! Not me!l” Greg thrashed, summoning a clarifying spell and casting it upon
himself. The shadows crawling up his chest and down his legs paused, and then seemed
to sink into his body, like water in a sponge.

Panic struck hard, and he cast another, struggling to slow the spreading pain,
frantically thinking how to kill, how to stop, how to—ah! The burning! His bones were
being ground to dust. He fell to one knee, brain racing, breath choking, staring at Thad
still sitting at the table.

Thad closed his blue eyes, head tipped as if smelling a delicate flower. He inhaled,
smiling. “Fuck yes, you fucking fuckhead, by Skyfather’sblue balls | love this.”

Greg crumpled, then jerked into contortions, flailing and flopping on the ground.
High, agonized shrieks poured from him continuously, his eyes swelling. Pain. His body
was shutting down, he couldn't hold still, couldn't breathe, couldn't stop screaming long
enough to think.

Thad stood, straightened his blue velvet jerkin, and stepped away from the stone
chair. Greg watched him come, flopping and gurgling, but he couldn't stop it. Thad drew
back his foot and kicked with all of his muscular might directly into Greg’'s groin. In the
silence, his body in areflexive ball, Greg finally understood he was going to die.

“That’ s for getting one of my lovely lizard-birdskilled.”

Thad drew a pencil-dim stiletto from his sleeve and casually straddled him. He could
only see him through a haze of nausea and spreading numbness that was almost welcome.
Thick, dark blood poured from Greg' s lips.

“Thisisfor failing.” He drove the round, needle-tipped knife afinger’s length into
Greg's eye. Greg screamed, unable to move, the smell of hisrapidly rotting skin harshin
his nose. Thad laughed. Withdrawing it with awrenching movement, he drove it back
down into Greg's ear. Heat erupted there, setting the icy pain free.

Greg wheezed. Thad laughed. A splash of color in the red stone room jumped out



from his stunned brain. There, at the edge of the rear door, the Matron watched, her cloak
pulled close around her face. For a moment, hope overcame the pain, and he focused. She
smiled. Thad struck down with his knife through Greg's shoulder, and he realized she'd
stood there al the while.

That bitch. Just like all the other cunts. She'd set this whole thing up. She wanted the
lizard-birdsto fail... There were no more thoughts. Just pain, blood, oozing poison, and
hate. Thad took his other eye and Greg was forced to listen to the tinny echo of his
laughter as he continued to kill him oneinch at atime.

* k% * %

Ty stared the darkmage down, pleased the man wouldn’t meet his eyes. Pleasure was
hard to come by. He had to hoard the moments. Even though Ty hung in chains, the
human crap-hole was cautious. He didn’t have a cupful of the bravery hislittle Sunshine
had. Don't think about her now.

Today he was with the redhead again. The Giggling Braids worked as a unit, so over
the last seven days he'd hung here, he'd met most of the nine darkmages. He didn't know
why the cloaked woman hadn't taken her turn at torturing him. All because of his own
stupidity, this smarmy little shit was feeding off his pain. Don’t think about that now. The
red head made a notation in the oversized book, then picked up the flogger he'd laid
precisely next to it. He dipped each of the five metal tips into a different little pot of the
many gathered there, some clay, some glass, some wood, and one little bowl made out of
half a skull. Without meeting his eyes, Red swung the flogger out, swung back to gather
momentum, and rolled his arm up and around, sending it streaking down in an arc.

“Hunh!” The sound was torn out of Ty despite his clenched jaw, the pain driving the
air from hislungs for amoment.

Stepping forward, Red drew avell of magecraft down over Ty’sform, assessing
something Ty didn’t see. Ty would rather be whipped another twenty times than suffer
the disgusting scan. His gut rolled and he dry-heaved, despite his empty stomach. His
skin flushed hot and his muscles jumped frantically. Smarmy Red’ s darkcraft was
disgusting. His hawk best his wings, desperate inside him. The mage gently laid the
black-handled weapon down on the simple wooden table bolted to the floor, and made a
few notations.

Thistime he dipped the five metal tipsin ablue glass pot. He swung out, swung
back, and lifted the whip around and down. On this, the sixth swing, blood flew,
gpattering. The darkmage hissed and fussed, wiping at his eeve in distaste. He scanned
Ty, and Ty felt one of his knees give. For the first time, when the little man made his
notes, Ty let himself rest against the stone wall at his back. It was going to be along
afternoon.

Hetried not to focus on Sunshine. The woman who came to clean and feed him
every day fascinated him. Through her, he knew a great deal, even though he' d never |eft
this room since the lizard-bird had snatched him out of the sky and taken him here aweek
ago. Through her, he controlled his rage and despair. Through her, he knew he'd find the
strength to not only survive, but escape. For she was his friend, and he was going to take
her from this place.

Thinking about Sunshine kept him from puking the next eight times he was scanned.
It was just after hislegs had given out on the ninth stroke when the fit blond man stepped



into the room.

Mentally cursing, Ty summoned the will to get on hisfeet, using his hawk’s mental
wings to raise himsalf up and lock hislegs. He would not show weakness in front of their
leader if he could help it. Deep inside, hawk folded his wings back proudly. He tipped his
chin up, fists clenched in the manacles drawn high above his head.

The man walked right up to Ty and grabbed his chin. “And how is my freshest meat
doing today? Enjoying being weak and helpless, mighty beast?’

Asaways, Ty desperately tried to summon his bodycraft, his special affinity to
blood and flesh, one of the Six Elements. As aways, no power came to his call. He kept
his eyes steady and hard. None of his panic at this man’s achievements would show. The
day he'd spent with Blondie had been the third, and the worst.

“How goes the testing, Pretar?” With adisdainful push and a sneer, the younger man
dropped Ty’ s chin.

“None of the poisons so far have a distinct effect, but he is noticeably weaker as they
accumulate. Further testing will be required to seeif there are combinations that can
deliver this effect faster.”

“You moron, it’s probably just blood loss. The fuckers have a natural immunity to
poison. Just test the biggest combination now. | want you in the main chamber for aritual
to use the last beast’ s body.”

“1 need to be meticulous in judging the permutations—"

“Mix dl of them. Now. I'm curious.”

Ty was disgusted by the shiver that ran through him. None of the potions had harmed
him. He' d been here a week and withstood beatings, burnings, and lashings, not to
mention several horrible dark spells. He could survive this. Still, his heart thundered as he
watched Red’ s hand patiently dip each sharpened metal fob in every pot.

The confident blond turned and idly drove hisfinger deep into agash on Ty’s chest.
Ty’ s pecs jumped at the pain, and his gut rolled at the man’s pleasure.

“Look at you, all sweet with fear.” The man tipped his head, his golden lashesfalling
over blue eyes as he inhaled deeply, seemingly lost in rapture. “1 never get tired of it.
How many hawks have my lovely pets brought me now? Eleven? Thirteen? | could drink
your fear and pain,” he twisted his finger deeper into Ty’s muscle, “forever.”

Ty knew he was the fifteenth. Fifteen of his Clan’swarriors fallen, dying under these
disgusting games, and the man didn’t even bother to keep an accurate count. He bared his
teeth at the man, and the man bared his right back.

Withdrawing his finger, he sucked it clean. “I’m going to bring your people to their
knees. No. Their bellies. Yes, I'm going to destroy you and your precious Clans.”
Thrusting his face down, he licked across Ty’ s chest.

Ty’ s skin shriveled. He hoped the poisoned lashings killed the man, but that would
be too easy.

“Death will come for you. And | will drink it deep.” He yanked a handful of Ty’s
hair and wrenched his head around so he could hissin hisear. “It’s clear to mewho’s
more powerful. Yet your laws say I'm not good enough. Y ou told her | was too weak.”

Spittle from the man’ s rage peppered Ty’ s neck. It landed like tiny coals, worse than
the poison-tipped lash. Ty pulled on his neck, but the man shook him, pulling his hair
until the strands ripped. “I wasn't. | was never weaker than you. Y ou, who think you're
too good to adopt human men. Y ou, who reject women with human sons. Well, how’s



this for weak?’

The young blond raised up his hand, seething shadows twining around his flowing
fingers. Flexing and folding his hand, the spell came up. Ty couldn’t stop himself from
trying to escape it, shouting hoarsely. He lifted hislegs, but the heavy ball weights on his
ankles and his weakened state saw that he only had the strength to kick at the man’s
knees. He jerked his head, leaving alot of hair in the man’sfist, but the darkmage only
grabbed his throat. He jerked and bucked, his ripped and bleeding body straining to get
away, while his hawk flapped and hopped wildly inside. Hetried to let it free, to pull up
his battleform, but the oppressive spell dampening all but darkcraft held his hawk as
chained as he.

The bastard laughed, and slapped his splayed hand over Ty’s heart. Horror. Ty
screamed, Hawk screamed, until their breath died. The darkness was wrong, disgusting,
filthy. It swarmed into his chest, into his blood, into him. Tainting him.

“No.” The cry wasfaint, but came from the very depths of him.

Then his heart beat. It was a pump, and it was pumping the darkness away. Ba-dump.
His struggles surged, the thick chains clanking above his head as his arms strained. Ba-
dump. Fresh wet heat ran down one forearm from the manacle cutting into hiswrist. Ba-
dump. His shoulders burned, his thighs shook. Ba-dump. Bucking and twisting, he tried
to dislodge the hideous touch. Ba-dump. The dark taint eased out of his blood. Hawk’s
wings snapped to their widest, a full soaring spread, and Ty grabbed onto the majesty, the
memory of freedom in the air.

“Fuck! No. | had you!” The mage pushed off of Ty, panting.

Ty collapsed against the stone at his back, his body shuddering in relief.

“By the Earthmother’s slimy cunt, | had you!” The blond's face twisted into an ugly
mask of hate. He screamed the words at Ty, his face red.

Whirling to the table, he snatched the dangling whip out of Red’ s hands. “I had
you!” He drew back hisarm.

Ty managed to lift his chin, although the rest of him was hanging limply. “You're
never going to be strong enough to take down the Trux. The only one of usyou've
broken is one weak, rogue bear.”

Screaming, throat corded, the blond brought the whip down. Ty turned his head to
the side at the last moment, and he felt every single one of the fobs land deep. His cheek,
his neck. One tricep, just below the hollow of hisunderarm, and vertically across his
collarbone.

“Hunh.” The sound that tore from his throat was so mild compared the complete pain
across his body. Then skin ripped as the man jerked the fobs free. “Huuuuunh.”

Still screaming, the man drew back and hit him again. This time, the lashes landed
mid-chest, among the ruin from Red’ s work. And again, this time across his belly, hip,
and one thigh. Agony was now a shimmering constant paralyzing his throat. Ty gritted
his teeth, burying his face as much as he could in his shoulder. Another lash over his
pelvis, gouging into the skin above his dick, but missing his groin. He angled his hips
back, trying to protect himself. The whip sang again, slashing so the tips scraped across
his hipbones. He had no more breath to scream.

“Sir.”

Again, and thistime, one of the metal tipslodged in his thigh. When the blond pulled
the lashes back, a deep chunk of flesh went with it. Ty’s breath sounded harsh and wild.



He was so angry at himself, that he couldn’t control hisfear. All it did was feed them,
energize them.

“Sir, you need to cease. Let me scan him to seeif the poison combination was
effective.”

Blondie spun in place and screamed in a spray of spittle. “ St up!” Turning again
toward Ty, he drew his hand back.

“I"'m afraid | must insist. Y ou’ re caught in bloodlust. One moment, and 1’1l be done,
and we'll have more information.”

The whip flew, hitting higher on his chest, baring one rib.

“Sir.”

“l said, shut up!”

Red stepped up and jerked the whip out of Blondi€' s grasp. Blondie screamed in
rage, and fell on Red, his hands going for histhroat. Red was considerably smaller, but he
threw out a spell, some sort of shimmering fog. Blondie staggered back.

“Skyfather’s balls, Thad, your mother died along time ago. | think you should get
over it.”

Ty was frankly astonished Smarmy Red, otherwise known as Pretar, had the ballsto
take on Blondie. His breath rasped as he peered through the haze of pain shimmering his
eyesight.

Blondie returned his comment with a strike of pure green light that shot out like a
sword. “How dare you interrupt me!”

Smarmy Red side-stepped the strike. “Y ou were within your rights to kill Greg,
although doing it alone so you were the only one to drink him was shitty. Y ou owe us.”

Fierce delight thrilled through Ty. Big-nose was dead? If only they’d kill each other
off alittle faster.

Red set the whip down on the table by the big book. “ Calm down. How dare you kill
off our last Beast in asnit. Don’t think | didn’t hear how your bear killed the dying hawk
this afternoon, too. This one may be the last one we get, since the birds are to be used to
attack beast associates in the Cities now.”

Ty’s heart thundered. He forced himself to keep breathing through the pain. But
Red' s casually spoken words curdled his blood. The Clans had been hunting the lizard-
birds unsuccessfully for two years. Now they were going to attack the Cities, the women,
with them? Ty jerked his hands on his chains, but it was only aweak twitch.

The two darkmages began to circle each other.

Thad spat, “Y ou criticize me? You exist because | allow it! | ate that hawk’s heart,
and I'll eat yours!”

The room was full of rotting stench, shadows, and biting cold. Ty focused on
breathing. Oh Erich, buddy, I’m so sorry.

Ty prayed they’ d kill each other before he bled out, just so he could seeit. He called
to each of the Six in turn, breath sawing, throat and eyes burning from the stench in the
room. Fire, give me your energy. Air, bring me peace. Water, take me far, and Earth,
gather me tight. Flesh, be strong, and Spirit, hold. Hold for Clan, for honor, for hope.

Then another darkmage entered the situation. Glasses stepped into the room. “ Oh.
Oh, dear. Dear, dear me.”

A ridiculous urge to laugh rolled through Ty’ s shuddering body. He was going to die
at the hands of idiotic darkmages led by an insane cock named Thad.



Glasses pushed his lenses firmly to the bridge of his nose. “ Sir, you said to come get
you if you were late for the ritual.”

Blondie never looked away from Pretar. They circled, green fire dancing on Thad's
hands, answering swirlson Red’s.

“How dare you even mention my mother! Don’'t for one second think your quest for
strength compares to my quest for vengeance.” Thad threw a one-two hit high and low,
but Pretar blocked both.

“Russ,” Red called over his shoulder to Glasses. Red didn’t even seem out of breath,
which made Thad look even more unstable. “He said he already ate the hawk’ s heart. Is
that true?’

“Shut up!” Thad screamed, choking.

“Really?’ Russ, also known as Glasses, shifted his weight. “Oh, dear. He told me
Bear ateit.” Russlifted his hand and flicked black light flecked with green at Thad.

And that smply, Thad was frozen. Ty tried to control the convulsions of his body
where he lay against the rock wall. The eight darkmages he’ d seen here in the course of
his week were always bickering like children, jealous and competitive. But he'd never
have guessed after his basic torture session with Glasses' knife, that Glasses had these
abilities. Even as abodymage, Ty had to expend massive energy to take control of
someone’' s body. Glasses didn’t even have to concentrate. Ty’ s blood chilled.

Pretar straightened, sighing. “Thanks.” He ran a hand through his damp red hair.
“He' s getting worse. He would have killed this hawk, and we' ve only had it a week.
After just telling us this morning to make them last longer.” His voice dripped disgust.
“Asit is, between fighting Thad and healing the damage he wrought, I’ m going to use up
all the pain I'd gained today.”

Russ remained hovering in the doorway. “He better not have eaten the heart, after
killing Greg, too. But the bear did maul the body. | saw it. Thad is punishing him even
now. So maybe he was just taunting you.”

Good. Satisfaction filled Ty to hear the bear was being tortured now, too. Damn
traitor. The rogue made Ty furious every time he saw it. Not only was the bear afailed
warrior lost to honor, but he'd been weak enough to be ensnared by Thad, who now had
the beastspirit functioning for him. Killing the bear topped Ty’ sto-do list.

“Well, that’s what he said when he was raging at the hawk.” Pretar flapped his hands
toward Ty. “Just look at the mess he made. And all for no purpose. Let me at |east gauge
where heis now.”

Pretar walked around Thad’ s frozen form and moved toward Ty.

Without meaning to, Ty said, “No.” Then ailmost bit through his tongue at revealing
his despair.

Pretar never paused. He raised his hands and sent the darkcraft scan over Ty’s flesh.
Ty hung in his chains and shook, trapping his moans deep in his throat. When the filth
faded from his skin, he puked, spitting to the side. The thin stomach bile, al he had,
burned his throat.

Red went to his book and made a note, quill flicking perkily. Ty determined he'd get
that book and shred it before he |eft.

“You know, Pretar...” Russ glanced into the hallway, checking both ways.

“Yes?’ The man was capping his pots of potions.

“We could, right now, maybe—*



“Spit it out, Russ.”

“Take the hawk. For ourselves.”

Pretar paused and closed his book thoughtfully.

“You could conduct all your experiments as carefully asyou like. All thisone's
anger and pain would be just for us. The girls want to rape him tomorrow.”

Ty’ s gut rolled, and he almost puked again. Blood was pooling around his feet.
Oddly, the rivulet trickling over the back of one knee itched.

Russ continued on, huddled in the doorway, thin arms wrapped around himself.
“Sverre wants to use the crazy Water girl on him. Perhaps the hawk will give deeper
access to his beastspirit if women are hurt for hislack of cooperation. We aready know
the girl won't cooperate if we torture othersin front of her.”

Everything inside Ty stilled. They kept mentioning this other woman they had. But if
Tattoo tried to hurt Sunshinein front of him, it could very well break him.

Pretar scratched along his jaw, clearly fascinated despite himself. Sighing, he shook
his head. “I1t’ s no good. It would declare our opposition to Thad’s madness too soon. The
plan to create havoc in the Cities is actually a good one. Despite the birds’ failurein
bringing back this one last week, | believe the one that died a month ago did manage
some sort of attack in the City. When the Beasts have been banished, then is our time to
move and wrest control of the Fortress from Thad.”

Pretar walked over to Ty and laid his hand on an unmarred patch of skin. The
tingling warmth of bodycraft was something preciousto Ty. It was part of him, an
unleashing, a stretching that awoke his senses and filled him with joy. This healing
wasn't anything like his own magecraft. It was foul, painful, an abomination. Hoarsely,
he screamed, jerking against the wall but without the strength to truly fight. Pretar
chuckled, amost fondly. Finally, Ty’s skin was whole, although he was so weak, his
head hung on his neck. The skreee of his hawk echoed faintly in his ears, caming him.
Pretar turned. He and Russ went off, talking softly.

After ashort while, Ty was able to raise his head. Despite the sting in his nose, he
did indeed feel steadier. Pretar had instilled blood replacement also. Thad remained
poised in his circling crouch, hands held like claws, face contorted. Frozen. Helpless.
Pushing off from the wall, Ty amost dislocated his shoulders straining forward. One
bodylength away, his enemy waited, back exposed. Ty shifted, straining down, trying to
pull the chains off the wall above his head.

After afew minutes of effort, one he'd failed dozens of times already, a new idea
popped into his head. Maybe he could knock the man closer. He tried to angle his body as
far from the wall as he could. Then bracing himself, he began to rock one leg. Bit by bit,
he was able to increase the swings of his foot weighted with the short length of chain and
the heavy iron ball. Forward, the ball skittered over the bloody stone floor, then back, his
thigh burning, muscles stark as he pulled back abit farther than before, increasing the
momentum.

By the time he was able to swing his leg forward hard and fast enough for the weight
to lift off the ground in alow kick, he was dripping with sweat and had reopened the cuts
on hiswrists. But adrenaline pounded through him when he saw the ball come so close to
the madman’ s leg. Drawing his leg back until it hit the wall behind him and he could get
no more swing, he pushed, straining, sending his leg out in an extended kick with all his
faded strength.



Theiron ball failed to hit the frozen man. The chain attaching it to his ankle wasn’t
long enough. Ty fell back against the wall, chest working deeply, eyes boring a hate-
filled holed through Thad’' s back. Every muscle in his body snapped taut. This man had
gathered eight other darkmages in a stone Fortress unknown to his people. A Fortress so
similar to River Mountain, Ty was sure it had come from his people, the Truxet.
Sometime in the lost eons of history, the eleven Clans of shapeshifters had abandoned
this Fortress. Now the darkmages operated with impunity, since they no longer had to
even hide their magic in the Seven Cities. They could retreat here, wherever here was,
and create the beebees which had captured so many hawks over the past years. They
abused humans as slaves and tortured his Clan brothers to death. They worked to destroy
his people, and rule the Seven Cities.

Thrashing in his chains, he demanded his hawk’ s presence. Come to me! Opening
every gate in his mind, he focused on his magescape, the mental landscape that was the
source of his magecraft. The craggy mountaintop filled hisinner eye, and he built the
image of his hawk perched there, detailed down to the russet red feathers on his wingtips.
His curving black talons left fresh white scratches in the gray stone. Ty held the image,
breathed the cold, thin scent of the air, and tried to pull the hawk into his body. Pain burst
through his shoulders, agony pounded in his temples. Gasping, hisinner vision fell back
to the golden magelights of the small rounded stone room. He stared at the frozen manin
front of him and tasted bitter defeat.



Chapter Two

Slave carried the gruel to Ty’ s room the long way. Whenever someone died in the
Fortress, there was upheaval in the routine. Undercurrents and adjustments in the power
ladder flowed faster than usual. Today, she came to an intersection of hallways where a
niche held a statue of a sleek, long-bodied animal with a pointy face and rounded ears.
His short paws were delicate, but tipped with razor claws. The carvings that marked the
hallways of this place were so detailed, they seemed to be living creatures merely trapped
in stone. She'd asked about this one and Ty had told her it was a marten.

Like al humans, Slave had spent her lifein a City and had had no idea what the cute
creature was. Wincing, she banished the fleeting thought of the City from her mind. She
was Slave. She existed. If she remembered, she’ d go insane. Easing down the staircase to
her left, she breathed through the tingling in her spine from ignoring her slave command.
Shewasn't facing Ty’ s direction anymore, so the compulsion to go feed him built. One
turn of ahallway and she carefully braced herself at the corner of the next crossroads.
Nose flat to the stone, she slowly eased her face far enough past the wall to see with one
eye.

There was a small room, aroom like any of the dozensin this maze. But this one
room had aguard. A slave stood in the doorway. And he didn’t face out. He faced in.
Waiting, bare sword ready. Take the hawk to the guarded room. Go. Y es, whoever sent
her that message meant this one. This small, tiny room that held nothing but alump of
stone. She' d been past it on her explorations, avoided it. Her heart thundered as the pain
grew tighter. Thiswas away out? And possibly away in, since they had set aguard to
watch it.

Pulling back from the view, Slave scurried back up the stairs and continued toward
the captive she' d been assigned to. The lovely, powerful, doomed Ty. With his eerie
golden-orange eyes and light brown curls burned gold by the sun, he dazzled her. The
blades of his cheekbones and jaw, the point of his chin and strong nose all came together
in a handsome blending. After months of seeing the Monster stride these halls with his
strong, golden form, she knew handsome didn’t matter.

No, it wasn’t Ty’ sface, or his bare, sculpted body the color of golden cream that
drew her. It was the life that fairly seethed around him. Sometimes when she first
glimpsed him upon entering his room, she could amost see the cage of darkcraft pressing
and bottling his vibrancy down around his skin. Y es, on some days, she thought she'd
seen him glow.

Back on her path to Ty’ s room, the pain stabbing her shoulders faded. At the sound
of voices, Slave stopped, crouching down against the wall. She was near the heart of the
Fortress. A lovely hall of carved pillarsin some shimmery red stone opened between two
grand rooms. One was a meeting room with around table, and the other room she thought
of asthe temple, dueto its altar. She was at the edge of where the plain, brown stone hall
opened up onto the elegant, open, shining red stone floor.

Lights shone from the temple, while the meeting room was dark. She strained to
hear.

“—understand | was in the throes of bloodlust. It is to be expected—*



Ugh. The Monster was droning on. He sounded subdued.

The higher, halting voice of Glasses came. She couldn’t hear it. Hands aching from
clenching the hot, heavy gruel pot, she crept into the hall, staying tight against the far
wall. As much as she wanted to hear them and what they were planning, she was too
cautious to go up to the temple doorway. Y et as she scuttled past, she caught a piece of
conversation.

“Well.” The girlish, breathy voice curdled her stomach. “Tomorrow is our day with
him, and | think | speak for al of uswhen | say we have the right to perform our own
experiments. | don’t want you popping in to muck everything up. It ruins the mood.”

Slave' s stomach sank. Oh, Ty. The Merry Three were the scariest. They were alien in
their utter evil. The darkmages each took turns torturing the hawks. But because the
Merry Three worked as a unit, that meant all three of them had him over three days.
They’d cut him, bit him, drunk his blood, and tortured him with nightmares. But he’'d
known the illusions for false fears and they hadn’t broken him. Slave had seen the
nightmares break other slaves, and she' d been proud of hisintelligence and strength. It
was true, Beasts were stronger than humans. At the least, she knew he was stronger than
she. Mostly, she'd just been relieved to see him still whole when she'd visited him on the
third evening, having survived their initial attentions.

Scuttling past the temple room, Slave came to the corridor where they kept their
prisoners. She swallowed. Y esterday, there were three. Today, there were two. The image
of the last hawk’ s destroyed and wasted body flashed before her eyes. Her teeth clenched,
but she forced her jaw to loosen. Emotion was dangerous. Hide it. Hoard it.

Crouching, Slave peeked through the gaping stone arch into Ty’ s room. Joy burst
through her. For at |east one more day, he was aive. She assessed the room. Today had
been the whip, still resting among pots of what were probably poisons. There was alot of
sticky blood on the floor, and his body was coated with it in dried rivulets and flecks. As
usual, he had been healed, athough fresh blood seeped from his bound wrists. Many new
scars marked him, including one on his cheek. Darkcraft healed, but not with the purity of
bodycraft.

The image of him caught her breath. The filth and the scars didn’t change his
essential presence. He was magnificent. His torso was a study in musculature, lifted
shoulders spread and mounded, flat sweeps of his pecs topped with tiny brown nipples.
His ribs were coated with thinner muscle, and his abdomen rippled endlessly down to the
light brown curls around his genitals. His hips were so ender compared to the width
above, and then his thighs flared out. They were huge, striped and stark with powerful
layers of muscle. His knees even looked strong, connecting his massive thighs to rounded
calves leading to long feet. His legs were dusted with dark hair, as were his forearms,
lifted high over his head. His chest and jaw were bare and smooth. Chin lifting, his
honey-golden gaze captured hers.

She eased up from her crouch and stepped around the door, staying pressed to the
wall. The heavy pot pulled at her shoulders and rested hard on the bone of her hip.

“Hello, Sunshine.”

His soft tenor was gentle, such an incongruous greeting in this place. He'd charmed
her with those words, the same he' d greeted her with every day. Her greeting was the
same, too. She simply nodded. Bile churned inside, that he was here, chained.

Hefell into their pattern. “I’ d appreciate any information, if you can safely share it.”



“Y ou were worried about the hawk, when | told you he was near death.”

He breathed in deep. “| heard that scum of a bear killed him.”

“Yes. It was agood death.”

Ty stilled, tipping his head dightly. “It was?’

“Yes. He broke his neck quickly.” She wouldn’t tell Ty she’d heard the man say,
“No.”

Ty closed his eyes, resting his head against one bicep as big as hisface. “That’s
something.” Then his jaw popped with clenched tension and he fought, rattling the chains
above his head. “Not enough. Erich. Not enough.”

Slave didn’t like hearing the hawk’ s name. It was so much easier without names. But
Ty had insisted on telling her his. Her slave command to feed him raked down her ribs at
the delay.

He calmed, chainsfalling silent. “What' s the story about his heart?’

Sighing, Slave moved toward him. She put the lid on the ground and hefted the pot
so it balanced in one arm. She scooped up alittle of the soupy rice and oatmeal mixture.
Bland, at least it wasfilling. Slave wasn't allowed to touch utensils of any kind. The
agony for ignoring that order was immediate and caused violent spasms. The brown-
haired woman stirred the food in the kitchen, instead.

“The bear took it.” She lifted a small portion up to his mouth, just at her eye level,
and he lowered down to take it. His lips closed over the tips of her fingers, soft. The
sensation was a shock of heat every time. Gentleness was unsettling in this place.

“Hedidn't eat it?

Slave grimaced. She scooped up another bit, and fed him it. “Not that | saw.”

He stilled. “Y ou were there?’

She froze. Their eyes met. His eyes seemed to dance and shimmer with life. What he
saw in the flat depths of hers, she couldn’t guess.

“Sunshine?’

“l was near.”

He stared at her, but didn’t say anything as she fed him another bite. She made the
bites small so she could stay longer. He knew it but never commented, no matter the fact
he must be starving.

“Y ou checked on him for me, didn’t you? During your free time.”

Her free time was a period of relative freedom if she finished her morning kitchen
duty fast enough. Mostly she’ d used the hour to explore, spy, and sharpen her tiny piece
of stone. When she'd told Ty about her free time, it had been to volunteer to spy for him.
He hadn’t liked it, but he hadn’t outright said no.

“Yeah, | checked on him.” She’d planned on doing alot more than check on him, but
Ty didn’'t ever need to know.

Their eyes met again, and the clarity of his made her heart pound. Unless he already
knew what she’ d intended, and approved.

“Inaway, you were his friend. Y ou were there, watching over him, at theend. It's
good to think of.”

She disagreed. She thought it was all really, really awful to think of.

“Thank you, Sunshine.”

“Don’'t cal methat,” she snapped, pulling her fingers sharply from his mouth. “I’m
Slave. Just Slave.”



“No, you're not.” It was an argument they’d already had atime or three. “Don’t let
them define you. Y ou’' re awoman, and you' re avictim, and you can reclaim yourself.”

“It' smy name for myself. It sjust the fact of what | am. Don’t make me remember.
I’ve found away to live, and you' re picking at it, tearing me down.” Her voice was hard,
but she still held her hand up for him to take his bite from her fingers. She wastall for a
woman. There weren't many men she’d met who were taller.

His lips touched her knuckles, warm, histeeth dragging back across the pads. He
swallowed the bite. “I’ll never call you Slave. And I’ ll never answer to anything but Ty
or hawk.”

She set her teeth firmly on her tongue and concentrated on not continuing the
conversation. She was a shell of what she had been, would never be that person again.
Her goa was to survive until her death would matter, or at the least, spite the Monster.

Ty spoke with satisfaction. “ They killed one of their own today. Big Nose.”

Sunny gasped. Large hand plastered over her face, pinning her head to the table.
The knife scraping over her scalp, cutting her long, shining tresses away, blood burning
her eyes. “Perfect.” Maybe that’s what the Monster had sounded so subdued about.
“However, they’ |l be more agitated for awhile. Even the death of a slave causes them to
scurry, whisper and plan.”

The message on the pot thrust through her mind. She'd love to take this hawk and
go. Her eyes drifted up his arms, hesitated on the blood shining wetly at hiswrists, and
went up over hiswide, strong hands to the thick links of iron. Up, up, up. Each link was
the size of her hand, and the chain connecting his wrists was draped over a deep, strong
hook bolted to the ceiling with four rusted bolts.

He followed her gaze up past his hands. “ The easiest way to get me off that hook,

I’ ve decided, isfor you to bring something for me to stand on, creating some slack. Then
you could climb my shoulders and lift the chain off the hook.”

It was the first time he’ d outright suggested she help free him. Don’t meet his eyes.
Don’'t engage. Not yet.

She scraped up another bite and fed it to him. “I could. The problem isthere's
nowhere to go.” Especially with massive weights hanging on each foot, and his hands
chained together. She licked her dry, cracked lips. “I have an idea. But you need to tell
me the truth about some Beast secrets.” She kept her eyes on the gruel as he took another
bite. She was so glad he didn’t refuse it. Because then she' d be slave-bound to force feed
him. It had happened to another slave, one they’ d assigned to the prior hawk. The woman
had cried while she' d done it. Slave had cried with her as she spied. It had been awhile
ago, when she'd had tears.

“Oh?What secrets do you need to know of 7’

Feeding him another bite, she offered up her forbidden notion. “Thereis aroom not
far from here. A tiny room down one floor, near the huge main space | think of as town
square.”

He stayed silent, his lips drawing smoothly off her fingertips. She hated the life he
pumped into her. The sensations, and the emotions.

“It isvery small. One of the smallest. It has nothing except one waist-high pillar of
stone, uncarved.”

She felt the change in his watchfulness, how he froze, how his breath caught. Energy
sparked inside her, terrifying and uncertain. He knew exactly what she was talking about.



She met his eyes, those amazing golden-orange eyes. “What isit?’

He answered immediately, voice hushed. “If it still functions, it isaway to escape.
By touching the sifting stone, | can transport us away.”

The pot dropped from her grip and lunging, she managed to catch it by trapping it
between their bodies. Her hand brushed his thigh as she wrestled it into her grasp again.
He was warm, hard with muscle, the hairs on his skin crinkly.

Breath panting, she cradled the pot and stared at him. He'd said “ us.” “Y ou said
‘us.”

He smiled. “ Of course | did, Sunshine.”

She blinked, stepping away.

His smile faded. “Here now. Shhh, little one.”

The gentle tone of his voice did nothing to stop her galloping heart. Her breath came
faster, making her words choppy. “You're just saying that.”

Shock flared through his eyes, and then his face changed from the warm, confident
Ty she knew. Here was the warrior who survived daily torture. The shifting of skin over
his cheekbones, aong his thick throat, the slight lift in his chest, it al combined to
change him from powerful to terrifying.

“Listen to me, Sunshine. Y ou were assigned to me through no choice of ours. But it
was done. You are my caretaker, but from the first day, you were much more. You've
been my ally and my friend. Y ou’ ve cleaned filth from my body, given me dignity and
focus, kept me sane. Don't ever doubt that | would not be this strong right now if | didn’t
have your support twice aday. They made an enormous error in assigning you to me, for
you have kept hope alive, with the information you have shared. | am surviving thisfor a
reason. I’m learning so much about these hidden enemies of our people, with your help.”

The chains clinked as he flexed hisfists. “When we escape, we'll come back for the
ones we can’'t take with us. But never doubt that even if you' d been as cold and silent asa
shadow, I’d take you with me. I’'m ahawk warrior. | would never escape to save myself,
and not take as many innocents with me as| could.”

“If you can't... If you can’t makeit withme...” If I'mdead... “You'll till go.”

“Sometimes awarrior makes hard decisions in the short term for long term gains.”
He thrust his head down toward her, arrogance strong on his face. “If we leave some of
the others, | will return for them. On my honor, on my hawk.”

She swallowed, and the world dipped under her feet. Hope sprouted from a seed
inside her ribs and it hurt. She dipped her hand into the mash, and lifted it up to him. She
wouldn’t meet his eyes, keeping her gaze on hislips. After amoment, they softened from
their thin displeasure, then opened, reaching for the small sustenance. They were soft and
strong on her fingers.

“Sunshine. What made you ask about this room, out of al of them?’

For some reason, she didn’t want to tell him about the secret message. Had it been
another dlave? Someone who knew about Ty’ s honor and gambled he would take others
with him? Or, could it possibly be atrap? “ They’ ve set a dlave to guard it, with a sword.
And heisn't there to keep us away. He' s there to keep others from coming in.”

Ty was silent through the next bite, and then shifted restlessly. “The new stone. It
has to be.” He took the next bite impatiently. “ Sunshine, afew years ago, alone
changeling took a powerful watermage for a mate. Together, they came upon a poisoned
gpring hiding a new sifting stone, one unknown to the Clans. It was an amazing



discovery. We embarked on an exploration, trying to systematically find more missing
stones, possibly hidden for centuries. But my Clan’s focus was on tracking the beebees,
and our efforts have been around the Cities.”

“Beebees?’

“The lizard-birds like the one that took me down and brought me here.” Thiswas
said with some bitterness. “ About a month before | was taken, a sandcat killed one when
it attacked his child. They both survived the fight. She named them ‘big birdies' .
Warriors can’'t go around calling them that, so we' re using beebees.”

The ridiculous name startled a huff from her.

“Was that alaugh? Did you just laugh, Sunshine?’ His voice teased her.

She didn’t know where he found the strength, standing in drying pools of hisown
blood, chained for his enemies’ amusement. She scowled at the pot as she scraped up the
last morsels. “Of course not.” The words were tired, flat. She lifted the last bite up. “Are
we going now?’ Her thighs trembled with the desire to run.

He took it off her throbbing fingers, his breath warm. “No.”

His word shocked her, stabbed her. “No?’

He sighed. “Y ou need to try to gather as many others as you can.”

She shook her head, her stomach sour with her own selfishness. “We can’t speak to
each other. It will be painful to communicate this. And what if they have a compulsion to
report me?’

“Have you ever had asimilar compulsion when you observed erratic behavior?’

She remembered the man who had given her his dinner for three days when she'd
been caught spying once and had her food taken away. Remembered the woman who had
held her through that first night as a dave, knowing she’ d lost the battle for her will and
their compulsion had taken hold of her soul. The awful memories reminded her of what
awaited him if they didn’t get out tonight. “No, but you really need to leave tonight.”

“1 do?’ Hisvoice was sharp. “What did you hear?’

Licking her lips, she bent and picked up the lid to the pot. His portion was too small
for what he needed. She could tell he was already thinner than when he'd first come.
“Tomorrow,” she whispered, “the Merry Three have you again.”

“Ah.” He paused.

His chuckle made her astonished gaze fly to his.

“Great nickname. I’ d been thinking of them as the Giggling Braids.”

“Don’t laugh. Tomorrow—" She couldn’t even say it. Her skin crawled with
memories she fought to suppress. “We need to go tonight.”

“1 heard my schedule for tomorrow already,” he said gently. “Sunshine, I'll survive
them. | need you to do something for me. Find the other woman they’ re holding here
during your free time—-*

Sheinterrupted him, furious with his bravery. “She’s just two rooms down!”

He continued across her. “—and see if she can be taken with us. If you can make a
plan to free her quickly, it will save crucia time when we' re moving.”

“Do you think it will simply be sex? Just a humiliation?’ She spat at him, terrified.

“Of course not. I’ve no doubt I’ [l acquire another nightmare. But for one more day’s
suffering, we gain the chance of saving more people. Y ou said you think there's adozen
daves here?’

She nodded weakly, sick at his nobility. “Y eah. When | first came, there were many



more. But several died.” How many had she seen die here? Don’t think about it. Don’t
remember. “And now we're down to twelve. They hold that number. When one of the
twelve die, they get another.”

“All right.” He sighed. “I’'m not sure I’ m strong enough to sift thirteen people. The
most wetrain for issix.”

I ce streaked down her spine. Oh, to be left behind, watching Ty disappear into
freedom. “If you can get me away from the darkcraft dampening field, | can charge you.
Y ou could go back and get the rest, couldn’t you?’

“What?’

“Will you be able to go back once you' ve left?’

“Yes, but | meant, what did you mean, charge me?’

She looked at him directly. Hisinhumanly rich eyes were a shock every time. They
made her ache, made her remember hope. “1—* It was so hard to say. So hard to admit.
“] was a priestess.”

The silence was absol ute as both of them held their breath.

“Sunshine.” His eyes drifted down her frame. “I’ve never met a spirit | wanted to
meet more.”

His reference to her craft, working with people’s spiritual energy, probing their
memories and subconscious, sent such pain cascading through her body her knees
trembled. Don’t think of it. Don’t remember. “Y ou really have the magic to move us, to
sift us through space to a completely new place? By using that stone?’

“Yes.” But hiseyes dimmed, and hislips thinned. “If | still can. If that hasn’t been
stopped as well.”

Bile churned. The dampening. Of course. This could all very well be atrap, agame
of theirs, to toy with them. After all, who could have left her the message in the bottom of
that pot? She suddenly knew the stone wasn't going to work. They would get to it, and he
wasn’t going to be able to cast his spell. None of his Beast magecraft worked here, just as
hersdidn’t either. The only craft that functioned here at all was darkcraft, spells worked
with pain and death.

She closed her eyes.

“Don’t look like that, Sunshine. It’ s like breathing to a Trux. We learn to sift at age
six. If it doesn’'t work, we'll run. Every Truxet Fortressis riddled with escape routes. Y ou
told me the main entrance is spelled shut, but | bet | can find others. Once we get outside,
| can survive in any kind of wilderness.”

What afunnyman. Y es, that would work. Because if it was as easy as walking out,
she’ d have been gone by now. She shook her head.

“Hey.” His chains clanked. “Hey, now, let me see those pretty green eyes.”

She opened her eyes. She saw him so clearly. He' d survived an attack by the
Monster’s pet lizard-birds and eight days of torture. The skin under his eyes was bruised,
his new scar was angry red, and he was thinner, weaker. When Glasses had assigned her
as his caretaker, she’ d raged at being put so close to the torture and destruction of a new
hawk. She'd seen the last one after her arrival, so proud, so fierce, but eventually he
faded and died. She' d been afraid to watch Ty change, to be responsible as part of it.

Then she’d met him. She’ d walked in to face his cocky smile and twinkling eyes, his
sharp mind and gentle manner. And she’ d become obsessed with dying before having to
watch him go the way of the last hawk. Erich.



Ty knew how to get them out. Ty could get himself out, and otherstoo. For a
moment, she dared to see it. Herself, under the desert sky again, with her garden around
her. No. No, no, no. When Ty walked them and whatever ragtag group managed to come
together up to the sifting stone, his Beast magic wouldn’t work. He wouldn’t be able to
take even afew of them away, because none of the six Elements worked here. She
understood what it would take to leave here. Slave would get Ty free. She knew how. Al
she had to do was damn herself.

Ty frowned at her, sharp eyes searching her face. “What’ s that? What is your busy
brain thinking?’

“Thefirst twinge of my slave-bond, directing me to leave and clean up.” It wasn't a
lie. “Let’ stimeline this. | will try to get the word out tonight. I’ ll meet with you tomorrow
morning.” The darkmages liked to pretend the others hadn’t had him. He was to be
sparkly clean for each new torture session they referred to as ‘ experiments.” The task of
cleaning his body was another aspect chipping away at the distance and sanity she’d built
around herself. She’ d have one more morning with him. One more. “At that time, I’ll
describe two routes to the stone to you, turn by turn.” In case she wasn't there. “If | can
get the information on how the woman is held by then, and gather some of the others,
will you go tomorrow morning?’

He hesitated. Nodded. “Y es. But Sunshine, | have to warn you. If we are detected on
theway out, I'm going to fight. If | can, I'll kill as many as possible. If | fail and am
killed instead, or if we're caught because | can’t work the sifting stone and we don’t
escape, it could go badly for you.” His eyes were hard but steady. His voice lowered,
hoarse. “Y ou could be killed.”

She held hiseyesin return. “ There are worse waysto die.” She'd seen severa. A
sharp pain in her tailbone caught her breath. “I have to go. I'll try to get the message
across.” And an amazing message it would be. My hawk is leaving. Are you coming?

The pot seemed to have doubled in weight since she' d first picked it up in the
kitchen. She turned from him.

“Sunshine. What's your name?’ He asked her every time.

Every time sheignored him. “See you tomorrow.” It was a promise she'd live
through the night, one she now knew he understood. She was fiercely proud she’' d been
able to be a source of strength for him. She hoped he remembered the good when she
betrayed him.

“Sunshine.” He called to her when she was in the door. She took a deep breath. Some
of his hardest, most personal questions had come now. He liked to ambush her when she
was weak from anger at having to leave him. As always she hesitated, held by his
command.

“Which ones have hurt you?’

Each evening, she answered his call for honesty, no matter how hard. Tonight she
was glad she hadn’t turned to face him. He wouldn’t see how dead her eyes were. “All of
them.”

Rounding the doorway, she steeled herself to trick the slave command and set to take
the long way back to the kitchen again, because it sent her past the woman prisoner’s
room. She' d never seen the woman, because this room, unlike most others, had a stone
door that pivoted. Looking up and down the hall, she put the pot down and pushed at the
door. Opening doors she had no assignment with was against her slave command, but in



her exploration during her free time, she' d discovered she could take the level of pain that
came with breaking this particular rule. The stone moved under her skinny body’ s weight
while lightning played through her gut.

She peeked into the room, dread in her throat. The woman had been here longer than
Slave, so she half expected the skeletal, desperately abused state she’ d seen the hawk in.
What met her eyes was relative luxury the likes of which she’d only seen in the mage's
rooms. The floor was carpeted, the bed deep with furs. The shelves were bare of
knickknacks, but the table set was lovely, carved and dark with age.

The woman was older than she expected, as the men routinely referred to her as ‘the
crazy Water girl.” Shelooked to be afew years younger than Slave, which would put her
about twenty. She was rounded, her body lush in away that Slave had long since given
up envying. Her face was deeply bruised, with a mass of scars across one side in various
states of healing. Other than the enormous collar on the woman’s neck which had left
bloody sores on her shoulders and collarbone, and her facial bruises, the woman appeared
whole.

Then she stood from her seated position at the side of the bed and spoke. “I hear the
rats.” Her voice was light and soft and not quite right.

Slave swallowed, the hair rising on her nape. There was more to break on a person
than a body. She needed to get out of here.

Thankfully the slave command not to talk to other slaves didn’t seem to extend to
talking with prisoners. She was able to speak without pain. “We're leaving tomorrow.
Can you come?’ Saying the words out loud to a stranger sent ice through her body. Old
rage. Tight and seething. Slave wanted to smile but didn’t know how.

“Priestess, | cannot but | will.” The woman turned with arattle and shrugged her
thick, blue robe from her shoulders. Since her jet-black hair wasin an elaborate crown
braid reminding Slave of the Merry Three, she had a clear view of the woman’s back.
Bile surged in her stomach.

The woman was chained to her bed. Each of the four bedposts had a link through the
wood, and those thick links all led to four rings embedded through the flesh of the
woman’s back, two at her shoulders, two at her hips. The large chains were so heavy, the
flesh pulled and stretched with their weight, yet the skin was unbloodied, having healed
around the piercings.

She shrugged the robe back up as she turned to face Slave again. “The wolf chews
off its own foot,” she murmured gently.

Thiswoman was terrifying. Slave nodded to her, and started to duck out. The Water
girl lifted one hand urgently. “ Tomorrow, take his rape for yours, and neither will so
dance.”

Slave blinked at the woman, a chill that had nothing to do with the slave-command
rippling the skin of her arms, lifting the short, filthy, hacked hairs at her nape. She let her
eyesfall from the strange black gaze of the black-haired woman and eased the stone
closed.

Her shoulders visibly shivered as she tried to set the woman’s words aside. No one
would be raped, because they’d all be leaving well before the afternoon torture session.
Glancing over her shoulder, Slave looked at the faint golden magelight shining from the
open doorway to Ty’s room. He was so close. But even the thought of returning to him
brought a searing strike of agony to the top of her head. It cascaded through her skull to



beat behind her eyes. She swallowed and picked up her pot. She' d have one more
morning. There were so many things to set in motion. It would be along night.



Chapter Three

Nights were bad. First he had to quell the adrenaline that exploded every time
Sunshine walked out. It burned bitter in his mouth, knowing the risks he’ d asked her to
take tonight. She was brave, with the strength and resolve of any warrior he'd ever met.
He marveled at his luck in discovering such a good friend here. He wouldn’t consider
failure tomorrow. By this time on the new day, he’d be home, and he’ d have taken at
least Sunshine with him.

Ty spent most of the long, cold hours building detailed memories of everything he
learned, trying to connect the dots with what was happening here to a bigger, more
important picture. Then there were the memories of hisfather, his mother, his half-
brother Teju, his cousin, hisfriends, his Alpha. He held each of their facesin hismind,
drew up their scent, their laughter, their touch. Memories of the last time he'd trained
with his Dad, of his Mom’ s laughter as they all went swimming in theriver, of the joy of
his Clan soaring together last Autumnal.

As he hung in his chains tonight, the thought that these darkmages were using a lost
Truxet Fortress as their hidden base while they worked to destroy his Clan made him
tremble. He wanted to kill so badly. Blood that wasn’t his needed to fall. No, don’t think
about the pain. Not now. He wanted his battleform’s beak and talons to rip and shred.
The long hours between when Sunshine left him with his small daily meal and when she
came back to clean his body were often filled with bitter personal failure. No, don’t think
about what they’ d done to him while he hung useless. Not yet.

He'd only been interrupted once in the night, by afly. It had buzzed around and
around his bloody skin. When it landed on his belly, his hawk eyesight had watched its
legs wash its eyes, and it had given him hope. The fly came from outside. Somewhere,
there was still outside. That had been on his second night, the night Sunshine had | eft
after telling him there was another hawk, but he was dying. It had been areminder of life
he' d needed after counting the months since Erich's disappearance. No, don’t think about
the screams he' d given up, pleasing them. Not here.

Tonight, the wrists he’ d re-injured after his healing stung, the cuts opening whenever
he shifted. His stomach had finally stopped growling and cramping. His body was in
constant pain from his position, especially his feet and his shoulders. No, don’t think
about the length of time he' d been here, the agony, and how long it had taken Erich to
die. Not now. Tomorrow he'd leave. With her. Little Sunshine, with her bony body and
matted hair, her guarded eyes the color of old grass. He would be playing with her life,
and the life of everyone who came with them, on the slim chance he’ d be able to trigger
the sifting stone.

Clenching his hands around the chains, he lifted himself off hisfeet for afew
moments, just the few inches his ankle weights allowed. He shook with the effort. Shit.
Nothing but afew bites of gruel for days, on top of the pain and lack of sleep. Hawk
hunched, fluffing his feathers. Ty grunted with agreement. Letting himself back down, he
stood on his toes, moving his arms into as wide a stretch as he could. Fire streaked down
his spine. No, don'’t think about the time they’ d peeled his back off, teasing him that
they’ d make him some wings. Don’t. Not yet.



Tonight, for the first time, he'd learned details of how she’ d been hurt. Threellittle
words: All of them. So much pain. Hawk careened inside of him, as despairing as he was.
Don’'t imagine Smarmy Red’ s hands on her. Don’'t imagine the Giggling Braids holding
her down. Don’'t! He crashed his head back into the wall, the shock sending dancing
bursts of light across hisvision. The hiss of an angry hawk flew from histhroat. He'd go
insane if he thought in terms of specifics, if he started to imagine her torture.

Shewasn’t his responsibility. But she was his friend, from the first morning she'd
cleaned him. She'd knelt at his feet, her wet rag in hand, and she' d looked him in the eyes
and said, “No shame.” She was his from that moment on. How she was his, he wasn't
quite sure. But the basic sense of ownership that came from a Trux caring deeply for
someone was there. His. What they’ d done to both of them didn’t matter, wouldn’t
matter. They’d get out, together. Tomorrow. How amazing he'd finally mentioned the
possibility of escape, and she’d known of a sifting stone.

The ankle weights clanked. They would be a problem for moving quickly if he was
lucky enough to fight. Oh, how he wanted to kill them all. For several long minutes he
was lost in a pulse-pounding vision of bloodlust. First, Thad. Then, that bear. Just the
brief views of him had been enough to fire a deep, driving need in Ty. Rogues died.
Period. So lost in their beast they were nothing but an animal, even in their two-legged
form, they were an abomination to be ended. And this rogue was being used by
darkmages. Even worse.

When Ty was able to think beyond death again, he was shaking. He focused on the
wooden table across the room, the one where that damned book, the record of hisfailure,
still sat. All right, that had been bad. How much time had passed? An hour? Four
minutes? Hawk was pounding in his head, determined to get out, but they were both
trapped. Nights were the worst. But tomorrow, he’d go. He' d go, he'd fight, and he
wouldn’t die, not with others relying on him. Cycling through images of hisfamily, the
sky, the bear dead at his feet, he breathed through the pain and waited for Sunshine.

And she came. He smelled her before he heard her quick breaths. Sadly, she stank.
Her body’ s natural smell didn’t bother him, but the thick bitterness of fear did. And then
she was there, always peering from the bottom corner of the door. Her messy tangle of
hair might be blonde when it was clean. Her torn, loose brown dress was shredded,
revealing golden skin darker than his. She was slim and tall, her head reaching his jaw.
At his size, most women came to mid-chest. He liked her height.

She eased in, carrying her bucket of warm water with astick and arag init. Muscles
in hisjaw relaxed. “Hello, Sunshine.”

She nodded, her amazing eyes directed at the floor.

Desperately, he wanted to hear her say his name. And he wanted to say her true
namein return. “I’ d appreciate any information, if you can safely shareit.”

She came to him. Dunking the rag, she twisted it out, then lifted it to hiswrists. Up
on tiptoe, she strained to reach his cuts. The harsh soap stung. He breathed deep of her
scent. Hawk preened his wing feathers, settling. He could believe she’ d been a priestess.
She had a stillness around her, a control.

“1 wrote amessage in the kitchen. | was able to get seven slavesto seeit. Two didn’t
respond to it, but five nodded to me. We agreed on a meeting place, although how they’ll
defy their dave command, I’m not sure.”

She looked more tired than usual. Lines of pain bracketed her mouth. He knew it had



cost her to go against the commands they’ d placed on her. Don’t think about it. Not here.
She finished one of his arms and switched to the other. Her touch was light and gentle
and always soothed his hawk.

“1 spoke to the prisoner you asked about, the woman they call the Water girl last
night. She'sawoman, not agirl, and she’'ll come, too. They have her chained to the bed.
The chains go right through her skin. She’s not quite sane, but she’ swilling.”

The fuckers. Diabolical, horrible fuckers. Still, to deprive them of a prisoner they
strangely valued, he'd rip her free himself. After all, as soon as they were free from here,
he could heal her. “There were no other traps on her?’

She wrung out the rag. The water streamed pink. “ She has athick metal collar on her
neck, but it’s not attached to anything. It could be spelled.”

Standing before him, she met his eyes for the first time today. They were stunning,
vivid, and he loved how they swirled with emotion now. When he' d first met her they’d
been flat, dead. “ All right, Sunshine, good work. | know it was hard on you, and I’m so
proud of you. Y ou’ ve done what you can.” Timeto go. Too late for Erich, but he would
deal with that later. “1 can stand on your bucket to create some slack. Get me down.”

“Now?’" Her voice was thin, small. Fear spiked in her, and something that smelled
like despair.

His heart twisted, and hawk keened. “Y es. Now we go.”

Her lips parted. They were plump, dark, with stark points and a full lower swell.
Cracked and peeling, he still found them stunning. She dropped the rag in the bucket and
picked it up to upend it. Sound carried to him from the hallway.

Hefroze. “Wait.”

She stopped, poised to tip the water.

“Fuck.” Disgust drained him. No time. “Go, little one. Go now.” He knew when
Sunshine could hear them too by the way she crouched, hunching, ready to run. The
water sloshed when she dropped the bucket to the floor, but didn’t spill.

The sound of high, girlish laughter echoed down the stone hall. They were chanting a
childhood rhyme, which was sickening. “Pick the peppers! Put them in the pot! Pickle the
peppers! Now you' re stinging hot!” Sweat broke out on his spine. Three days with them
and aready they’d trained his body.

Sunshine turned to him, and the look in her eyes was terrible. “No,” she said, eyes
wide and blank.

“Go,” he ordered.

“No,” she said again.

His knees went weak. “ Sunshine. Y ou’ ve got to leave.”

“No.” Stiffly, she fished her rag out again and stumbled over to him. The tattered
leather on her feet softly shushed on the ancient, smooth floor.

He rattled his chains, sudden and strong, hoping to startle her. She wrung out the rag,
letting the water sluice over his stomach. His muscles leaped and jumped.

“Put it down. Just leave it. Go now!”

The singing grew louder. She raised the rag up to hisface, and he jerked away.
Ignoring him, she moved to his chest and worked in small circles, wiping the dried blood
away. He made his voice hard and vicious. “What do you think you’ re doing?’

Sheignored him, wiping lower over hisribs.

They were too close. He bucked, twisting, grinding his teeth. And then it was too



late.

“Oh! What isthiswe spy!” The voice was melodic, perfectly lovely. Dionne, the
tallest of the three entered, trailing the others by linked, swinging hands. The three
brunettes stood across the open doorway, breathless and giggling. His breath was audible,
rough and fast.

Today they wore matching pink silk shifts that stopped at the knee. And just ashe'd
seen them before, nothing else.

The dark-skinned one, Karu, waved the gray wand in her hand. “Look what we've
found this morning, Allie.”

Allie of the vivid blue eyes tipped her head. “ Ah, the skinny slave girl. Delightful.”
Shetoo carried agray wand, thicker and shorter.

He looked stupidly at Sunshine. He didn’t know what to do. Feign disinterest? Taunt
them as he had before? Beg for her life? She bent and rinsed her rag again, ignoring
them.

The tall one, Dionne, gasped. “00000,” she cooed mockingly. “ See how he looks at
her? Allie, Karu my love, | think | have an idea.”

“1 love your ideas!” The woman with mud-colored skin stroked the wand from her
throat down between her breasts to her stomach.

And gorgerosein Ty’'s throat when he finally understood that it wasn’'t awand. It
was a phallus, adildo. He twitched, amost jumping out of his skin when Sunshine
touched the warm rag to one hip and cleaned down his thigh, wiping away the gummy
blood from yesterday.

“1 know you do, Karu. We came to hurt him, correct?’

Blue Eyes sang out, “Pick the peppers!”

Dionne continued. “He needs to be reminded his body isn’t his. He needs to know
hisfoul Beast cock is ours now. His ass needs to know the pain of our domination.”

Blue Eyes jumped up and down, clapping her dildo in her hand. “Yes, Karu, yes! We
will drink hisrage and pain. He will never be aman again!”

Tall Dionne shook her head. “No, we mustn’t rush the torture. Remember, now that
Thad won't let us play so often, we have to make him last. We'll take his balls, one by
one, and later we'll take his cock. Today we're just here for some games, and to drink his
lovely, lovely fear. Smell it, girls?’ Shetipped back her head and inhaled as if she were
inagarden. “Oh, he’'s so upset. | think it’ s her, don’t you?”’

Dark-skinned Karu giggled. “Truly, Dionne, | love your mind.”

Sunshine finished wiping around his ankle manacle. She rinsed the rag in the bucket.
He took a breath to roar at them, to distract them, pick at them, focus them on him. A
sharp pinch on hisinner thigh took his thought. He let his breath out shakily, managing to
not look down at her. She was up to something. He prayed it was more than suicide.
Calmly, gently, she washed his other thigh. He flexed histhigh muscle in irritation at her.
She dlid up and down it, reassuring him. Hawk hissed, unconvinced.

“Allie, go get abench.” Karu demanded.

“Why me?’ Blue Eyes whined.

Karu turned and lashed a clawed hand through the air. Three red gashes opened on
the smaller girl’ s face. She screeched and flew at Karu.

Dionne waved her hand. “ Stop!” Both slowed, moving hard asif the air was thick.
“Hey, I’m getting better at that one. Now, no bickering. We have two mostly-fresh toys



to play with.” She waved her hand again and they both staggered, rel eased.

“Karu, the next time you take pain from me, I’m going to shave you bald in the
night.” Allie turned on her heel and flounced out.

Karu lifted her chin and met Ty’s eyes. He narrowed them and let her see death. She
smiled. He hated.

The woman studied the hand she' d struck her fellow mage with. “I just love how
you've lasted aweek with all that spirit. The others were more desperate by now.”
Wolfshit. None of his brothers would have broken easily or quickly.

She strolled forward, coming within reach of Sunshine,
His stomach was rock solid, his arms straining, human-weak against the chains.

The dark-skinned woman ordered down to Sunshine. “ Slave, clean his cock, quickly
now.”
The label and the order brought his lips lifting from his teeth. His hands clenched

uselessly around air. Sunshine' stouch on his groin, as always, was gentle, quick, and
firm. She washed his base, his balls, and beneath. Then she put the rag in the bucket and
was still.

“1 see you haven’t had a chance to mop yet. Such a mess Thad made yesterday. Go
ahead and mop, Slave. The blood is beginning to stink.”

Sunshine wrapped the rag around one end of the stick in her bucket and began to
mop. She stood to one side of him, pushing the stick behind his feet, then in front. Karu
stood just beyond the sticky pool, entirely too close. He didn’t take his eyes off her.

“Here’swhat | think we'll do. | think we'll have you bein charge of thisslave's
rape.” She beamed at him, clapping her hands. “Doesn’t that sound fun?’

The word was very easy to say. “No.”

Tall Dionne laughed, opening the book, wetting the quill and writing something.
“’No,” he says! Stupid Beast.”

Karu tapped one of her long nails against her lips. Her braided head was neat as a
pin. One thin braid swooped over her forehead in an elegant detail. “ Oh, yes. Please do
resist. It makesit so much more delicious.” She held his eyes as she turned away,
smirking at him over her shoulder. Her back, so very close, taunted him.

Dionne closed the huge book, then hopped up on the table, perching on the edge with
legs crossed. Karu leaned back against the edge of it next to her. They looked at each
other and giggled.

Sunshine took up her bucket and tossed the water across the floor, flooding the
stones to dilute and thin the blood. The thick, warm feel of it on his throbbing feet made
his abs jump.

Allie came to the door, carrying a wooden bench perhaps an armlength long, and
knee high. She set it in the middle of the floor. “The room with Bear in it is starting to
smell.”

“1 know, isn’t he just gross?’ Dionne shook her head sadly.

Karu pointed. “ Slave, go kneel on that bench.”

He ground his teeth, dug his nailsinto his palms.

Allie rubbed the dildo she till held gleefully. “ Ooooo!”

Sunshine put her makeshift mop in the bucket and carried it over to put it next to the
bench. She knelt onit. Ty met her eyes, hearing his panting breath, feeling his thundering
heart. Her eyes were no longer dazed, as they had been when they’d first heard the



Giggling Braids. They were clear, and calm. Histoes curled against the wet floor at the
complete patience in her green gaze.

Karu pushed off from the table, and strolled toward him. A memory of her peeling a
strip of his muscle out of his thigh flashed through him. No. Don’t remember. Not now. It
isn’'t important now. She walked right up to him, her head coming to the middle of his
chest. She grinned, her eyes twinkling with excitement.

He clenched his teeth, wrapped his hands around the chains, and stared into her big,
brown evil eyes.

“Here's how the rape will go. You will tell me what to do to her. It needs to be
painful, and it needs to be mean. If itisn't, I'll slice her eyes open. If you do it good and
right, we'll only do what you tell usto. But if you don’t play good enough, we'll keep
cutting her. A lot. Don’'t worry, you'll likeit. We'll know if you like it, because when you
hurt her enough, you’ll come.”

Lifting one hand up to historso, she set her sharpened fingernails to his skin and
harshly dragged them down to his navel. She jabbed hard at the tiny dent. He kept his
raised arms from flexing. The scratches burned. He never flinched, holding her stare. The
subtle shift around her eyes warned him when her delight turned to displeasure with his
confidence. She lifted her other hand and slapped it wide over his heart.

His breath stopped at the foul push of darkcraft that seethed into his body, coiling
around his lungs, his bones, wriggling through his blood. It wasn't at all the same sort of
spell Thad had tried, when he'd wanted to rule Ty’ s beast. No, she wasn't interested in
taking over Ty’ s beast or his soul. Just his body. His body he'd always had perfect
control over as abodymage. He hissed as the power hit his hips. He clenched his ass,
struggling to hold himself still and not give her any satisfaction. Her fingers dug harder
into his chest, and five cuts bled around her nails.

The power pushed, swelling from the small pain and larger hate he couldn’t control,
and he groaned as agony swelled in his balls. Heat boiled up his cock, lifting it,
thickening it. He wanted to scream, to writhe. It was disgusting. The boner hurt, but at the
same time was sensitive enough to send gooseflesh down his legs. His balls hardened,
lifting, surging, and then she smiled. Her hand on his chest lifted, her long, sharpened
nails rasping lightly over his skin. She quirked one eyebrow. The instant he understood,
she slashed her lower hand down and cut four gouges across his dick. The shout couldn’t
be held back.

He breathed through the pulsing sting, watching as she sashayed away. The two
other women were at the table, laughing. His cock pounded, and impossibly, grew tighter.
That bitch. She'd tied his erection to pain. Visions of her torn throat, her ripped spine, her
shredded abdomen rushed through him. His cock tightened with hisvisions, and he
wanted to puke.

Dionne held out her dildo, and Karu took it. She walked over to stand behind
Sunshine, and rested the dildo on Sunshine’ s shoulder. By the Six. No. He would not do
this.

“Well, hawk Beast? How shall we hurt her first?’

Time stopped. He could tell the woman how to molest Sunshine, or he could watch
them cut and mutilate her. Either way they’d drink her pain. If he participated, some core
of himself would break. If he didn’t, knowing he could have spared her some of the
agony, he’'d never be able to believe in his honor again, knowing what a coward he was.



“Shall | take her eyeinstead?’ Karu flicked one dagger nail across Sunshin€e’ s cheek,
leaving ared welt.

He saw spots on his vision, he was so close to hyperventilating. His gut hurt from the
strength of his erection. Hawk’ s beating wings were brutal against his ribs. Meeting the
deep green of Sunshine's eyes, the whirling in his head stilled.

Her face was flat, but her eyes glowed. They glowed with strength that humbled him.
They glowed with a strange blank calm, very different from withdrawn terror. Why
wasn't sheraging, crying, or at least shaking like he was? From his whirling brain came
the revelation she' d shared with him yesterday. She' d been a priestess. She knew what it
was to give herself into the trance, and see through the eyes of another. Maybe, just
maybe, her experience with suppressing her own will would help them both find a path.

“Take off her dress. Her hands go behind her back.” The words were quiet, low. But
they were till hiswords, his choice.

Karu laughed triumphantly, and the other two clapped and giggled. She reached
down and tore Sunshine' sfilthy, ill-fitting brown dress over her head. Sunshine moved
her hands behind her. She was so thin her ribs stood out. Despite her obvious starvation,
he found her stark clavicle beautiful and elegant. Her breasts were tiny mounds, the same
deep gold of her arms. He guessed with a natural skin tone like that, she was of Sixth or
Seventh City. Her nipples were the rosy red of her lips, also tiny, and up-tipped.

Oh, Bone and Tears, he had a horrible thought. 1t was what he really wanted to do,
but by acting in his stead, the darkmage would pervert it. His breath left him, long and
slow. It was bad enough to please them, but he thought he could live with it. “ Bruise her
nipple.”

Karu leaned over Sunshine’s shoulder and grabbed her sweet nipple. She cruelly
clenched her fingers around it, pulling with a clearly crushing grip. Hawk screamed at the
sight, and his stomach heaved as his erection thumped. The woman ground the bud of
flesh in her fingers, until one of her sharp nails slashed the skin above it and blood
trickled.

His chainsrattled with the force of hislunge. “ Stop. No cutsif I'm directing you.”

“000000,” Dionne taunted. “He liked that. Did you see his dick jerk?’

But Karu did let her go.

Ty’ s talons throbbed behind his fingertips. His battleform was so close. So
desperately close. If he could freeit, nothing in this Fortress could stand against him.
Hawk flapped and floundered within. But Sunshine met his gaze, her eyes clear and
accepting. His breath shuddered inside him as he inhaled. The only fear he smelled was
his. She dipped her eyelids, a subtle encouragement.

He didn’t want to do this. His mind scrambled over her exposed flesh. Her shoulders,
her folded thighs where she sat on her knees, her ribs. There wasn't a part of her he didn’t
find precious, but they’ d want something more overtly sexual. He wanted to keep them
away from her hipsfor aslong as possible. Don’t think about that now. Not yet.

“Her ear. Tip her head and bruise her earlobe.”

Sunshine reached up and tucked her shaggy, matted hair behind one ear. A smple
gesture, revealing the hollow behind her ear, and the long lines of her throat. Saliva burst
into his mouth. It was like she was offering it to him.

Karu harshly took up the dildo and lifted it high. Ty’ s heart stopped. His lips drew
back off histeeth to snarl, but it was already over before his roar burst out. She smashed



the stone cylinder against Sunshine’s ear, rocking her on the bench. Sunshine went white,
while her ear bloomed red, flushing from the blow. Pleasure whipped around his groin,
weakening his knees.

The trio of women laughed. The little one reenacted the blow, whipping her braided
coif to one side. They weren’t looking at him, too busy sharing admiring glances for how
Karu had atered hiswords.

“See, Beast? No blood, just as you directed.” Karu smacked the dildo into her palm
again and again, satisfied, and clearly eager to swing it again.

He couldn’t do this. He couldn’t think of brutality after brutality and watch them toy
with her, while she just knelt there and let them, for him.

Karu licked up the dildo, her tongue long and grotesque. “I' m waaaaaiting.” She
flicked her tongue over the tip of the thing and beamed at him. “My choice, then?’ she
cooed. One sharpened nail tapped against the stone.

He looked at her, his heart thundering in his ears so that he could barely hear his own
voice. But he could hear her screams of agony in hisimagination. Looking back at
Sunshine, he saw her straight shoulders, strong and stark from her position with her arms
behind her. Her head was down and to the side, taking the blow as an opportunity to hide.
From him? The line of her throat was long, the muscles stark. With his hawk eyes, he
could easily see the fluttering of her wild pulse. Not as calm as she appeared.

His hands curled above the manacles, aching for her slender, warm skin to bein his
own grip. He wanted her life in his hands, histo test, histo protect. “Wrap your hand
around her throat. Choke her.”

Allie jumped off the table. “Now he’s getting it!” She skipped over to him. She knelt
at hisfeet.

He spared a quick glance at her.

She stared at his bleeding cock, licking her lips. “He's hurting, Karu. Oh, he hates
this. He's so mad and ashamed and upset.” The woman leaned in close enough for him to
feel her hot breath on his erection.

Putting his eyes back on Sunshine, he saw that Karu’s hands were so tight around
Sunshine’ sthroat, her knuckles were white. Sunshine openly gasped for breath,
wheezing. Blood ran down her torso in a bright line from the cut above her nipple. She
was already covered in other scars. The sight flashed through his body with sharp
pleasure, and his balls pulsed. He wanted to gag. He wanted to come. Allie leaned in and
wrapped her lips around the side of his cock, sucking the blood from the stinging cuts.

Staring at the strong, dark hands wrapped around Sunshine' s golden-tan throat, he
felt time stop. His dick swelled with pleasure. The small woman at his feet breathed heat
over his damp, aching skin. Something cracked inside, atiny part of him, an essential
part. He wouldn’t finish this. Couldn’t. Not to save hislife. Not even to save hers.

“Let her go.”

“Not yet,” Karu crooned.

Sunshine’ s eyes were steady, understanding. But a gagging wheeze came from her
gaping lips, and she hadn’t been able to keep from bringing her hands up to fight with
Karu's. He'd done that. He'd set evil’ s hands at life's most slender point.

Ty shook his head, and his vision went red. With aroar, hislegs lifted around the
dender brunette licking at his cock. His thighs moved the massive iron balls as if they
weren't even there. She shrieked, her hands clutching at one thigh, gouging him, but he



screamed down at her, clenching his thighs hard, twining one foot to hold her just so, and
then wrenched his legs in a scissor-motion. The crack was immediate. He dropped his
legs, the weights clanking, and her body fell under his feet.

Dionne screamed, rushing forward, falling at his feet to pull the woman away from
him. “Allie! You bastard!”

He looked up at Sunshine. He looked up in time to see her lunge for the long stout
stick she’d used as amop handle. It stuck up from her bucket she’ d placed so
subserviently by the bench. She took the stick in both hands and rammed it backward
with all her might. Right through the belly of Karu, who had been standing slack-jawed
behind her. Shrieking in agony, the woman stumbled backwards, tripped, and went down.
She howled and squealed and writhed, her hands clutching the stick around the gushing
blood pouring from her stomach. Ty’ s dick throbbed at the sight and gorge surged in his
stomach.

Dionne, kneeling over Alli€’ s body, arched up on her knees, clutching her head with
both hands. “AHHHH!" She shook from sideto side asif she was the one hit.

Sunshine was off the bench, rolling on the floor, screaming in pain aswell. He
imagined the pain for fighting back against one of the darkmages resulted from avery
strong slave command. Her high, thin wails stabbed his heart.

With ahiss, Ty swung hislegs out, trying to get Dionne with one of the weights. She
swatted him down. His shin exploded with pain, his foot going numb. Strength-enhanced,
definitely. When he met her stare, he saw that Karu’s wound and Allie' s death hadn’t
hurt Dionne. It had empowered her. Her dark eyes were bright green with power, mist
seeping from them in eerie tendrils. Lowering her face over Allie' s sprawl, she inhaled,
long and deep, ignoring Sunshine’ s and Karu' s agonized screams. She stood, panting, and
staggered over to Karu. Ty roared, thrashing in his chains as she left even the chance of
his reach. Falling to her knees next to the writhing woman, she pinned Karu’'s head to the
floor and bent over her.

“Die, you bitch,” she hissed. Then she opened her mouth wide and ripped out the
woman'’s throat.

Ty moaned at the force of the semen jetting from his body. Bilefilled his throat, but
he swallowed it back. His hips jerked as painful pulses rode him, striking pleasure up his
bones. “No,” he whispered. But the cum still flew from his body. The last of the darkspell
faded with his orgasm, and his cock fell limp, twitching from the cuts.

New movement caught his eye and he blinked hard, struggling to focus on the blue-
robed woman standing in the doorway. She wasn't dressed as adlave, in rags, nor did she
have the stench of adarkmage. A thick collar sat on her bruised neck. Ah. Thiswas the
infamous Water girl. Dionne rose from the floor, her face coated in blood, her chest wet
with it.

“Ew,” the Water girl, or more properly, the Water woman, said mildly.

“Run,” he rasped, sagging against the stone wall.

Dionne raised her hands up, laughing hysterically. It wasn't the creepy girlish laugh
of before, but the deep, crazed laugh of a confident darkmage. “Two deaths. Just after
yesterday’ sritual, and ripe from years of growth. Mine, all mine! | will rule you, and |
will rule the Beasts, and al the Citieswill bow down to me!”

The green light growing around the woman’ s hands was speckled with black. It
seethed and pulsed, expanding into head-sized globes. The dark-haired Water woman just



stood, head tipped, hand braced against the doorway.

Ty’ s heart thundered. That was no experimental spell of mere torment. “Run!” he
shouted.

Water woman looked over a him. And smiled. “Hello, hawk.”

He heard Sunshine cry out as he screamed. But there was nothing either could do to
stop it. Dionne pushed out her arms and threw two massive bolts of dark power at the
woman. And the power merely dissipated, asif she'd fired at stone. Ty was aware that he
should be breathing, but the moment was happening too slowly. Green shimmered around
the blue-robed woman, and then faintly circled her torso and shot back at Dionnein a
vivid flash of light.

The black-haired woman dismissed the darkmage' s blood-curdling shrieks. She
looked at Sunshine sitting on the floor, her gaze soft and sympathetic. “Y ou know how to
leave. Y ou will take the burden on your soul. It will be one you can survive. We need to
go now.”

The words were likeice on Ty’ s spine, even though he didn’t understand them. His
head whirled. Then Dionne turned, staggering toward Sunshine. Her face was arictus of
wild emotion. Hawk exploded through Ty’ s body, but couldn’t emerge. Sunshine was
still crumpled weakly on the floor. Ty roared, feeling the burn of his constant screamsin
his throat and the fire in his lungs.

The Water woman stepped into the room and said, “I think | need to sit down.”

Dionne staggered afew more steps, crookedly, then fell to the floor like arag doll,
eyes staring, frozen in horror. The Water woman sat on the bench with asigh. What the
fuck just happened? Ty’ s eyes jumped to each of the Giggling Braids, all very dead. Then
to Sunshine, cowering, bare.

“Sunshine.” He whipped her with hisvoice. It was hoarse, but she responded, her
head jerking to face him. “Focus. We go now. Grab your dress, get me down.”

She nodded, but he noted she used the wall to stand, and tottered on stiff legs when
she went for her dress. When she lifted her armsto pull it over her head, the sight of the
thin line of bright red blood streaking her belly imprinted on his brain.

She said to the Water woman, “1 need that bench.”

The woman murmured and stood. When she turned to go toward the table, he noted
blood soaked the back of her blue robe. Sunshine dragged the bench over, finding away
to put it down over the feet of the darkmage that had been Allie. She bent and cradled one
of the weights in both hands, and he lifted his foot up onto the bench. They repeated the
process, with him taking his weight on his hands, and pulling his body up the chains until
he could stand on the bench. This created more slack in the chains he hung from. Pain
struck his shoulders at the change in their angle, but he breathed through it.

The hook that held the center link in his chain was deep, almost touching the ceiling.
He gave afew tosses of hisarms, but the chain itself was too heavy to get off the hook
alone. They needed along poleto lift it up and off the hook. Her mop stick was too short.

“Get up on my shoulders, Sunshine.”

She stared at him blankly, and he had a bad moment where he thought she was afraid
to touch him. But then she said, “How?’

“Get the bucket. Use the wall to brace yourself, pull, push, anyway you can. Don’t
worry about hurting me.”

She nodded. When she set the bucket on the floor behind him, he noticed Water



woman was reading the foul book. It was as big as her torso.

“Destroy that,” he ordered harshly.

“No,” she murmured, distracted.

He grit histeeth. Then Sunshine put her small hands in the crook of hislifted
shoulders and jumped on him. He braced hard, holding tight to the chains, curling his toes
on the bench to stay put. One of the weights rolled off and he grunted when it pulled his
foot afew inches over the edge. Hot blood poured over his ankle, the manacle opening a
fresh, stinging cut. Her feet dug into hiswaist, and every sharp bone in her body seemed
to attack his back, but she managed to stand on his hips. It was clumsy and they both
grunted, but eventually she knelt precariously on one screaming shoulder. He could feel
her shake with effort as she straightened, using the chains to steady herself as she rose
high on her knees above him. He locked hislegs, willing them to hold.

“I'm glad you're tall,” he quipped, through gritted teeth.

Hefelt her tremors still. “Idiot.” And then the scrape of the chain, the stretching of
his arms, and she said, “L ook out.”

With nothing to brace themselves on, they immediately swayed. She wobbled above
him. She squeaked, and he jumped forward, but the one weight on the bench wrecked his
balance. He grunted as the chains fell in front of him with a crash, dragging his arms
down. Sunshine tumbled from him, pulling him to one knee on the stone. Pain streaked
his thigh and his foot went numb. He blinked, trying to see how she landed, and then the
agony of hisarmsfilled him. He fell to the floor, clenched his jaw and writhed, trapping
his screamsin histhroat. After afew minutes he lay panting on the sticky, wet stone,
dizzy from his sudden prone position and the pain.

Water woman bent over his ankles. “If you want to keep your feet, stay still.” She
tipped the skull pot and dribbled thick brown sludge on the chains by one ankle, then the
other. A sizzle and flash filled the air. “ There we are.” Her voice was bright and pleased.
She kicked at each of the weights, rolling them away, their base links smoking. “ Careful
now.”

Ty propped himself up on numb hands and saw how the sludge had eaten through the
metal. He carefully moved his feet away from the smoldering spots on the floor.
“Convenient. Thank you.” His feet were free, his hands mostly so. He could run, fight.
Finaly.

“You'rewelcome.” The woman turned, bent again, and poured the rest of the potion
onto the face of the woman that had been blue-eyed Allie. She tossed the skull down,
dusting her hands with satisfaction. A sickening stench filled the air. She smiled, awide
and happy smile much like the one she' d greeted him with.

Watching her carefully, Ty stood, maneuvering so he was between her and Sunshine.
Sunshine sat looking up at him, her green eyes once again dazed. He backed up next to
her. “Hey now, Sunshine. Y ou were magnificent. Timeto go.” It would be good to hold
her, to check her for injuries from that bad fall, but he'd |earned the wounded did better
with purpose than sympathy when action was still needed.

“Now?’

She' d asked him that before. Small and disbelieving, afraid to hope. Before she'd
chosen to stay with him, to face his torture when she didn’t have to. Before he' d been
part of brutalizing her, betraying her. “Yes.”

Gathering the chain, he breathed through the pain and trembling weaknessin his



arms and draped it around his neck. He put his hand out to her. And even though stabbing
needles flayed his skin, when her small, thin hand lay in his, it was one of the happiest
moments of hislife. Helifted her to her feet, and reluctantly let her cold grasp dlide away.
Stalking to the book, he angrily picked it up.

“Yes.” Water woman waited by the door already. “ Take that. It'simportant.”

He hesitated, staring at her strange black eyes. The leather was thick in his hands,
smooth and strangely warm. It made his gut churn, and he knew the book was atool of
darkcraft.

“Well? Come on!” The woman shifted impatiently. “My back hurts.”

“Follow me.” Sunshine dlipped past her and hurried away, holding her stomach and
limping faintly. He hesitated only one breath before following. If he didn’t have time to
destroy it, he'd try to take it. Water woman seemed to know more about what was going
on. It was so big he could barely tuck it under one arm. It made his ribs ache, but he
tightened his grip and hurried out.

He looked everywhere as he followed the women. His hawk sensesflared to the limit
of his human form’s abilities. They were moving away from the scent of the bear,
unfortunately, but everything was still. Sunshine had told him they spent most of their
timein their private rooms, being most active during dinner time. When they cameto a
corridor, he caught afaint wisp of ascent he knew ... hisgut cramped. Erich. Erich had
been past here recently enough to have left a scent.

“Sunshine.”

She looked over her shoulder at him, eyes glittering with life.

“Areyou sure he's dead?’

She nodded once, mouth tight.

“l can’'t leave him here. Y ou must be positive.”

“1 swear, Ty. He' sgone. They even had aritual last night to use his body.”

He nodded in return, heart pounding. It was on him. He was too late. They ducked
under asmall arch, and were in some sort of hub room, with many hallways leading
away. Eight people stood waiting. Two were on the ground, groaning in pain. One, with a
badly broken hand, clutched a spoon. One had a homemade stone knife.

“It’ sthe slave command,” she explained, looking at the bodies on the ground. “Help
them.”

He made a brutal decision. “1 can’t. | need to be free to move quickly if we're
caught, to fight.”

She nodded at the others, and some of them bent to help the incapacitated to their
feet. He saw what it cost her to even have that small contact, the way the bones around
her eyes stood stark white, her gasp and hunched shoulders. L eading the ragtag group,
she hurried down ahall so small he had to crawl, awkwardly dragging the foul book, and
then they werein amain hall again. Everyone poised, hushed, but he shook his head. “I
smell no one.”

They went down the hall. Even in their attempt at silence, they were louder than a
pack of younglings. His heart beat nearly louder than their ragged breathing and
stumbling steps. At any moment, he feared they’ d appear and the humans would become
collateral. He also feared the darkmages wouldn’t notice them at all, and he'd just walk
out without a chance to kill any more of them.

Asthey left aflight of descending stairs, Sunshine called softly over her shoulder.



“There' saguard with asword up here. He's one of us. If you can keep from killing him,
try.”

He nodded. Thrusting the book at the nearest person, he raced ahead of the group, his
loose chains clanking with every step. The links he' d tossed over his shoulders, he lifted,
gathered. By the time he was using Truxet speed, the guard finaly, stiffly turned, raising
his sword. His eyes were wide with shock. Ty threw the chains around the guard’ s sword,
and let his body fall to the ground, taking the man down in adlide. He caught the sword
asit fell, and straddled the man, shoving his head into the floor.

“Doyou yield?

“Slave... Command.” The man gasped, struggling feebly.

Ty sent the sword hilt damming into the man’s temple. He Slumped. Breathing hard
from hisfirst run in aweek, feeling the burn of lost skin from dliding on the floor, he
looked up and came eye to eye with a sifting stone. He' d been right. Home. But to leave
the darkmages...

The crowd clattered up to the door, some of them hanging, moaning, slumped
between two others. He could not leave these people to go hunting. And as much as he
hungered, he still was held to his human form and without his craft.

“Thisis astone that will sift us through space. Gather around me, you have to touch
me.” Counting himself and the unconscious guard, twelve. Fuck. Maybe at his strongest,
or when he was young and stupid ten years ago, he might have tried twelve on adare. He
felt their touch on him like aweight, each one more burdensome than what he'd worn on
his ankles. Instinctively, he knew the firm touch on his right ribs was Sunshine.

He put his hands on top of the stone, sent a prayer to the Blood, and reached for
River Mountain, trying to sift through the Six, pull on their power. Nothing. His pulse
beat in histemples. No. All the darkcraft in the world would not keep him from accessing
the magical traveling points of his people. His clanhome was one mental push away!

Then the single magelight set in the wall flared from standard gold to bright green,
and the iron scrolled sconce twisted, alive. A darkcraft trap.

“Uh-oh,” said Water woman.

One of the slaves bent over and puked. Another sobbed.

“1 want that knife.” Sunshine’s voice was cold.

But he heard the tremor in it. He was dizzy, shaking, furious. She pulled the knife
from the man’s hand. Confused, Ty watched her grab the arm of an older woman with a
horribly cut face.

“| takethispain, | claim it under my will, and command it to feed me.”

NO! Hismental horror froze his blood. He lunged, but his shock had cost him. She
was aready striking the blade deep through the soft under-skin of the woman’s forearm,
who stared at her, dack-jawed. Sunshine gasped, her head snapping back on her long,
lovely neck. Then she leaned forward and gripped Ty’ s forearm, clasping hard. He
choked, coughed, but couldn’t help but return her tight grasp. Vile, twisted power pushed
into him. But unlike the other darkcraft spells he'd endured, this foulness had no purpose.
It pulsed through him, sizzling.

“Now!” She spat. “Go!”

He reached for the space between space, the mental gate, the pulse of his Clan. And
found it. Felt it. Ty reached ... and failed. It waslike trying to soar with jesses still
attaching him to a perch. The light from the sconce flared brighter, greener, sending sick



shadows over the terrified, damaged faces around him. Someone cried out.

“1 have it now, but there’stoo many,” he gasped. “I’ll make two trips.”

Several of the daves cried out at his words. Hands clutched harder at him, scrabbling
into his skin. A snake uncoiled from the sconce and stretched, tongue flickering. Shit! A
venomous cobra, and soon it would be in striking distance of that man’s leg.

“No.” Sunshine jerked on the woman’s arm. The woman cried out, and blood
gpattered on the floor. Sunshine pushed more darkness into him, more ugliness, and for a
second he saw her satisfaction at controlling the woman'’s pain, converting it for her own
use.

He hesitated, fighting back against the darkcraft as he always had, always had to.
Hawk called, high and pained. Against hiswill, power and strength flooded his body.
Reecting it, he still tightened his grip on her arm, not quite able to fling her away. It was
Sunshine.

Then tears flooded Sunshine's eyes, and the green from the darkcraft’ s magelight
meshed with her own. Her face convulsed with amix of emotionstoo fast for him to
gauge. “Please,” she begged. “Be free.”

Hetook her energy, used the violation, twined it with his memories. It hurt, with a
ripping pain, to pull everyonein to him, to hold so tightly to the darkness she was
shoving at him. But pain was the least of hisfocus. Thiswas about home. He reached
through space and love and time and sifted.

Tydus of the hawks landed kneeling, surrounded by eleven former captives. Three of
them wretched. Two crumpled, unconscious. One began screaming, high and thin, and
severd cried. Piteous wails mixed with choking sobs.

Instantly, hawk exploded into a frenzy inside him. Fly, his beastspirit commanded.
Ty trembled. A Trux warrior stood, astonished, in the doorway, but Ty ignored him.

He only had eyes for Sunshine. They were locked forearm to forearm, awarrior’s
grip. Her other hand fell away from the scarred woman’s badly bleeding arm. The woman
moaned, bending over her wound. And still, throughout the chaos, he knelt, knees aching,
ankles and wrists stinging, head pounding, gut churning. Fly. He stared Sunshinein her
wide green eyes. He breathed, and without the dampening evil of darkcraft, knew her
scent to be that of his mate. He swallowed, pushing back the bile of her dark-tainted skin.
His shoulders jerked as his body worked to reject the last of the dark she’d poured into
him, offered him.

His mate. He' d found his mate in that evil place. He hadn’t been able to protect her.
Skrreee. The echo of hawk’s enraged cry shook him. Her arm was thin and cold in his
grip, the bone close to the muscle. Their mate. Hawk mantled hiswings, hissing, and Ty
knew the terrible choice. The need to get out and fly boiled between his shoulder blades,
but the need to stay and protect her filled him with every harsh breath. Confusion and bile
over what they’ d done, together, to get here held him frozen. Then the chipped-stone
knife clattered to the floor from her slack fingers. It pulsed with darkcraft, a beacon
pointing to what they’ d done.

“Please,” she said again. One tear spilled over, igniting her lashes into gold, clearing
atrail in grime down her face. Her cheek was scraped, her neck was bruised, her eyes
haunted.

Ty felt the moment his body cleared the thick, sickening darkcraft from inside. His
hand loosened and fell from her arm. Reaching past her, he picked up the bloody stone



knife, and hid it in hisfist. Fly. Now hawk’s demands didn’t conflict with the need to
protect their mate. He looked up at the warrior staring at the human men in shock, and
knew him for an owl from the carving in his leather vest.

“To arms, brother. Full guard on all clanhome stones, now. Summon the Council
mages.”

The man nodded and whirled away, the low, urgent call of an owl a sweet echo to his
ears. Ty stood amongst the ruined humans. He tipped his head back in the tiny stone
room in the heart of his clanhome, in the heart of his peopl€e’sland, and his hawk joined
him, mixing their two spiritsinto their battleform with awild roar.

Strength churned through his blood, cleansing away all the foul stench, the burning
taint. His body swelled, and it hurt, but he loved it. His face shifted, his hands erupted
with talons, his body seizing and growing again. Iron manacles at his wrists and ankles
burst like dried reeds, and the pitiful metal fell, clanking. When the battleform settled
around him, he opened his eyes. Hawk’ s vision was sharp, wider than his human form.
People were desperately scrambling away from him.

Except for Sunshine. She held motionless, kneeling at his feet, while he hid their
shamein histalons. Still, he couldn’t quite leave her. Reaching, he extended one massive,
curving black hook, and brushed it down her cheek. Shetilted her head, and leaned into
his touch. Wonder filled him. Mate. Looking down at her small, thin form, ragged and
bruised, strong and sad, the seething emotion inside him exploded. He clacked his beak,
and bounded away.

Running, he blurred with Trux speed until he came to alittle-used corridor. He
ducked into the fourth storage room, picked out a small trunk, and dumped the knife in.
Then he ran again, desperate to get across the plaza, out the three-arched gate, and into
the light. He launched himself straight off the stairs in an enormous leap, and pulled
hawk fully around him. They flapped hard, feeling the pain in their wings from being
chained so long, and circled higher, higher. As he cleared the craggy tip of River
Mountain, he screamed his triumph, screamed his pain, screamed his homecoming. Free.
But damned.



Chapter Four

Her back was killing her. Literally. Rowan stood in the chaos of the new, tan stone
hallway, holding her hands tightly. Glaring yellow magelights tossed bright shadows
everywhere as people swarmed around the entrance to the small room. Her eyes darted
from person to person. The Beast warriors with their confidence, training, and muscular
poise were going from slave to slave, assessing the eleven people who had landed
unannounced in this secure, sane place, compliments of the hawk that had freed them.

Y es, the hawk and his woman had generously taken others with them when they escaped.
They’d even taken her.

Free. Finally Free. The song filled her blood, making her light, asif she could hover
in happiness. Agony. Throbbing agony. The counterpoint to her song pulsed in time to
the blood gliding down her ass, the backs of her thighs, her ankles. Free. The main
melody held the lead, but she didn’t trust it.

A year ago she’ d been taken from the Mage Guild’ s golden cage to the darkmages
more brutal one, and now she would have to fight to keep from being returned. Her
destiny was so close she could feel it on thetip of her tongue. Here, with the Beasts. She
only had to find her Wolf. He wasn't just any wolf. She knew the one that belonged to
her was the leader of the most populous of Clans. Of course. Nothing was ever easy for
her.

The escaped slaves were a mess. Most crawled or Slumped around the hallway,
hysterical or deeply in shock. She watched their savior, the woman of unbelievable
courage, crawl along the edge of the wall. Thetall, thin woman curled into a ball,
attempting to hide. Rowan knew alittle of what the woman had faced. Rape, beatings,
lashings, darkspells. They were out now, away from the darkmages who had taken them
from the Cities. But like her, the woman wasn't really free.

A man walked past wearing a shaggy dog at afull run carved in his vest. Her hand
darted out for his shoulder but never connected. He spun and had her wrist in atight grip
before she could blink.

“1 must speak to Wolf.”

The man narrowed his dark eyes at her. She knew she looked suspiciously different
from the others. They were filthy, dressed in rags, covered in bruises and half starved.
She was clean, with shining hair neatly braided, dressed in aluxurious silk robe.

She kept her arm motionlessin hisgrip, passive. “It is very important.”

“1"ll pass the message on.” He released her arm more carefully than he' d grabbed it.

Pain. Free. Pain. Free. The hall tipped under her feet, a mixture of her elation and
growing blood loss. The two songs were twining now. She needed to speak to him soon.
Wolf. The Wolf. The Dominant of the Packs. Her dreams had told her he’d save her.
He' d save them all. And now her journey had brought her here. To histerritory. To his
very doorstep.

Water’s compulsion rosein her, a sudden swelling. She gritted her teeth. Loopy
poetry and cryptic messages would not gain her audience with the leader of the largest of
all the Beast Clans. But it spread, and tightened through her mind, and she knew if she
didn’t let the words be, she'd pass out. Damn Water’ s relentless whims. “Bonds that seal



brother and woman will cross the dark’ s divide.”

She saw the exact moment his thoughts went from puzzled to pitying and dismissive.
Nausea churned. They were True words. They were always true. She just never knew
how, or when, or where. But only the wrong people ever paid attention.

“Help will be with you shortly, Lady. Wait here.”

Her jaw jumped as she watched him move away, no doubt already forgetting her. A
brown-haired man came up to her, bare-chested and wearing the skirt that denoted the
Beasts' most powerful guard. It made no sense that the most powerful showed off by
wearing the least protective clothing, but thiswas their tradition. One that let a woman
admire agreat deal of prime male physique.

“1 am Devron, a Council firemage of the Wolves. I' [l be your guide here, Lady. What
isyour name?’

“Rowan, of Fifth City. Devron, it is so important that | speak to Wolf.” Joy surged
through her. So soon, she’ d found a wolf!

“I'm awolf."

"No, Wolf. The Wolf."

He gestured her to walk ahead of him, asking, “Do you know Wolf?’ He used the
animal as a name and title too, which meant her information had been correct.

She stepped in front of him, and spoke over her shoulder. “No, but | have crucial
information.”

“Lady! Your back!”

“Yes, | will need physical healing.”

“Of course. Immediately.” He threw up a hand and called out through the milling,
chattering people. “Laing! Over here.”

Another man of Devron’s large, muscular build hurried over, aso wearing nothing
but aleather skirt and tall boots. This one was blonde. Devron introduced him, “Thisis
Laing, a Council groundbear earthmage. He is also assigned to you. Laing, she' s bleeding
badly. We need a bodymage immediately.”

He turned to look down at her, his face urgent. “I’d like to put you on a stretcher so
we can move you to a safe room faster.”

‘|

“I"'monit.” Laing spun and was gone through the increasing crowd of warriors
pairing up over the slaves and taking them away. Ex-daves, she reminded herself. They’'d
gotten out of the darkmage Fortress. They were out.

Devron caught someone going past and gave urgent orders. Sighing, Rowan folded
her hands in front of herself and stood patiently. She’ d only met two Beasts before, when
she’ d been held in her gilded cage in the City, and both were very focused individuals.
No doubt these two wouldn't listen to her until they’d finished tending her.

Rowan’ s gaze caught on the huddled ball of misery that was the woman who had
stained herself to free them all. The air still pulsed thickly around her with the remnants
of the darkcraft she’d called to power the group’s escape. But it clung to them all, just
from being in the Fortress. Their eyes met, her vivid green eyes peeking through her
arms, and memory flowed between them. They’ d suffered together, killed together. She
hid her face back in her arms, and Rowan forgave her.

And then Laing was back, laying a heavy canvas cloth stretched between two poles
down. “Lay down, Lady.”



“l am Rowan.”

“Here, Rowan, kneel, and lie on your stomach. What’ s this? Can we take it off?” He
gestured at her wide metal collar.

The room dipped beneath her feet. “1 don’t know. | need to sit down.”

“We can’'t mess with it now. It could be trapped.” Devron dlid a hand under her
elbow.

She had no problem leaning her weight on him.

“Her bleeding isn’t responding to my bodycraft,” he near-shouted to Laing.

Laing’'s voice came back, also raised above the chaos of peoplein the hallway. “Nor
mine. Lady, do you know what this collar does?’

It hurts, that's what it does. “No. I've had it on for years.”

“Isit atrap?’ Laing asked sharply.

“How should I know?’ she poked back. Then she thought about it. “The Mage Guild
put it on me. Y our hands smell so good. Clean.”

Laing and Devron paused.

Devron asked, “Y our own people did thisto you?’

She sighed. “I don’'t have any people. Will you help me speak to the Wolf later?’

"Yes, Lady." Laing raised his hand up, and she watched his arm transform into a
broad paw with deadly, long black claws. Coarse fur brushed her neck. “I won't hurt
you.”

“Of course not,” she muttered indignantly.

The metal screeched when he sent his claws over it, frowning. She felt him press
against the wide band, and then he shook his head at Devron.

“Well, we've got to get her to ahealer. To the holding cells then.” Devron dlid his
hand around the silver collar at her neck and gently supported her head as they guided her
to kneel on the stretcher.

She giggled while she knelt. He frowned. Turning stiffly, so asto not twist her back,
she stared at Laing, with his handsome face and animal forearms. He was fearsome.

“Wonderful,” she sighed. “Magnificent.”

She' d heard the powerful City sentinels had animal forms, but only whispers of this
blended man-beast form. To be free, to be among them, to be so close... She turned on
Devron. “I must speak to Wolf Clan leader soon.”

“Not now. We' ve got to get your back sealed up. Lie down. Keep your arms down
by your sides.” He directed her, and she leaned forward, |etting him hold her head until
she was prone. It hurt, to lie face down, and she didn’t keep her gasps and moansiin.
Settling her face to the side, she sighed to feel the metal cut into her shoulders and press
her throat.

Eventually, Laing and Devron lifted her stretcher and she floated down halls and up
staircases, always perfectly level and never jostled once. They took her into amore
narrow hall and then a small room much like the one she' d eagerly left barely an hour
ago. Two tables had been pushed together and lined with a soft fur. They put her down,
sowly and gently.

She hissed. Pain. Pain. Pain. Free. Pain. The two songs were melding into a new
movement, and her new horizontal position took away her sense of lightness. Her body
sank under its own weight, her arms going sack.

“You need to be healed. You've lost agreat deal of blood.” Laing’s voice wastight.



“1’m cutting this robe from you. Do not fear me.”

“l don’t. But | cannot be healed by a bodymage. | need physica—Oh!” She broke
off when right in front of her table-high gaze, she saw Laing's furred paw with long,
sharp black claws. It was breathtakingly beautiful, fascinating, and spine-tingling. He
moved it out of her sight and then there was the slightest tug of her robe and the faint
zzzzzzt of fabric ripping. But when they peeled the wet cloth from her wounds, she
moaned at the sizzling pain sinking into her bones.

A new voice entered the room. “I’m here. Well, look at that mess. Don’t you worry,
Lady, I'll close up those wounds in a moment.”

She heard Devron mutter, “Muscle damage.”

Laing growled. “It looks like they drove hooks through her shoulders and hips and
then ripped them out.”

How astute of him. That’s exactly what had happened, only they hadn’t ripped them
out, she had. The links had been as thick as her finger. She'd only hesitated on the last
one. But in the end, there was nothing for it. The time had come to leave, and she
wouldn’t be held by chains.

She squirmed on the table. “ Stop! | need sutures, and herbal wraps. Y ou can’'t heal
mel”

“Shhh, Lady, be cam.” The bodymage' s hands settled on her head.

Frustrated, Rowan screeched, “Listen to me!”

But it was too late. He poured his craft into her, and her water mirror bounced it
back. He grunted, then tried again. His healing rebounded. He stepped away from her
abruptly.

“Tarm?’ Lang guestioned.

“1 don’'t know. I’ve never felt anything like it. She turned my healing back on me.”

Devron squatted down in her view. Tears of frustration swarmed her eyes, and she
couldn’t wipe them away because it hurt too much to move. He rested his hand on top of
her head.

Memories came, of being tied down, the trio of darkmages laughing as they braided
her black curlsto match them. I hate these braids. Take them out. Cut them off if you
have to, but get them out.”

“Rowan, listen to me. You have lost alot of blood. Tarm is one of our Council’s best
bodymages. This means heis an apha-class warrior of great power and skill. Let him
heal you.”

“l can't.” A tear slipped over the bridge of her nose from one eye. It itched.

“Lady, you are not going to be harmed here.”

“I can’'t!” She sniffed, fisting her hands where they lay by her hips. “I'm a
watermage stuck in perpetual mirror form. Few of the six crafts work on me. Y ou have to
saw me together, then bind the wounds.”

“Sand and Mist,” Laing swore.

“Let go,” Devron stubbornly persisted. “Y ou are safe now.”

“It'snot achoice. | don’t control it.”

He looked up at Tarm standing out of her sight, disbelief clear on his face.

“Let metry something...” Tarm stepped up and laid his fingertips on her spine.

She closed her eyesin despair. Despair because hope was so cruel. She knew better,
and she still held her breath. Something wiggled against her mirror.



Tarm let out afrustrated, “ Shit.”

Tears dampened the hair at her temple. It hurt. She whimpered.

Devron shot to hisfeet. “Let metry.”

His hand was on her head, and she felt the mirror brush him away.

“l can’t even block her pain!”

“Did they do thisto you, Rowan?’ Laing’s deeper voice asked.

“No,” she whispered. “No, thisisall me.”

“Put pressure on those wounds,” Tarm ordered. “I’ll go get supplies.”

“Pressure? But we can't block the pain!” Lang protested.

“If 1 won’t be able to regenerate her blood loss, then the bleeding has to be stopped.
Get towels and press.”

She heard the patter of running feet, and Devron crouched in front of her. “Hold on,
Rowan.”

“1 haveto talk to Wolf. | haveto.”

“What isit?’

She could tell he was humoring her, distracting her, but didn’t care. “He needs me.
Through us, the darkmage Fortress will be destroyed.”

Devron eased closer. His thumb brushed gently at her temple. “What do you mean?’

“1 saw it in one of my visions. Through our matebond, we will prevail. She will die.”

Devron’s brushing thumb paused. Confusion and surprise flickered across his face.
“Matebond?’ His brows came together with suspicion. “Who will die?’

She nodded as best she could, the words falling fast. She was so close. What a
journey it had been to get here, but she was here. “I’ ve learned as much as | could about
your people. | know about your laws and structure, your Clans and rituals. | gathered the
information when | was being held by the Guild because | saw it along time ago. It was
one of my first visions, and strongest. | would be taken, and | would be freed, and |
would mate with the Wolf, the Alpha of al the packs, and we would destroy the last
darkmage.” It gave her comfort, stating her purpose out loud, an affirmation of all she’'d
survived and suffered through.

Devron eased back on his haunches, his dark brown eyes locked on hers. He shook
his head. There was pity in his gaze, but not quite the flavor she usually saw. “What?’
Urgency gripped her. She drew her arm out to reach for him, ignoring the strike of pain
and fresh roll of wetness. “What!”

The warrior took her hand gently, hislarger one enfolding hersin heat. “Rowan,
your vision...”

“Don’t tell meit wasadream. Don’'t. My visions are aways true.”

He shook his head faintly. “Lady, our Clan Alphais already mated. Neenais our
Domina, strong and healthy.”

“But...” Shestared at him in shock.

He sgqueezed her limp hand, laid it back down along her body. Footsteps pounded
and then Laing tossed atowel to Devron.

He caught it, lips folded tightly. “ Thisis going to hurt.” He stepped closer to her, out
of sight.

Laing’s heat was on her other side, and her breath strangled when he laid two towels
down on her hip and shoulder. Then he pressed, and she shrieked. Panting, she choked
when Devron laid his towels down, and screamed when he seemingly drove them into her



wounds.

Moaning, she gasped until she had breath to scream again, and did. It was arelief to
scream. The men didn’t need to know it had nothing to do with the pain. The years the
Mage Guild held her, experimented on her, controlled her. And she waited. Her terrifying
kidnapping by that red-headed shit Pretar. The months she’ d been tortured, and she’'d
waited for the hawk whose love would set him free. He'd come, his slave had come, and
they’ d taken her with them when they left. All just the way she' d seen years ago, when
she’d come into her power.

Writhing, desperate to get away from the unrelenting pain, she struggled despite their
frantic pleas to be till. She'd seen the wolf-man in her vision, his own power just the
razor-tip of a Clan whose backing force would make him unstoppable. He was black as
night, as black as her hair and eyes, his body huge and hard. He looked at her with heat,
with admiration. He took her body and spirit and made her into the deadly air that pushed
before the arrow of the Beasts. She would be the death strike, and after it was done, they
would live happily, free.

Sobbing now, she struggled to breathe through the pain. What had gone wrong?
What choice had changed, leading to this wrong future, altered from the one she’ d seen
and clung to? Roaring with rage now, she buried her face in the stretcher’s canvas. She
knew better! All the futures she saw were in flux. Whenever one of her cryptic messages
popped from her lips, she knew that people could alter it through their choices,
unraveling their own weaving or tying it up faster. If they even recognized it as a
prophecy. If they could make sense of her rambling. She’'d held tight to her own vision,
but failed to consider there were other people' s choices as part of this future. If she’'d
gotten a message to him sooner? If she’ d fought the Guild and made her own way to the
Beasts? If she'd—

“Aaaaahhhh!” Agony washed over her skin in awave, and then came again with a
second strike. Lost in her thoughts, she failed to notice when the bodymage pressed her
torn muscles together. Then he began to sew her skin, apain she’d known afew times
before. The room bucked and spun beneath her, never agood sign.

A man was whispering prayers. Devron, she thought. “Wind blow gently. Water
wash softly. Fire warm slowly. Earth carry steadily. Spirit glow brightly. Body bear
strongly.”

It was alovely prayer. The words followed her into the darkness.

* %k % %

Slave knelt on the hard cold stone. Ty had gone. Had his touch been awarning? A
farewell? A threat? People were still screaming, still crying. Asif Ty, in hiswild
strength, was even marginally fearful. She’ d never seen anything like it, the bursting
muscles, the growth and merging of his hands and face into something not hawk, not
man. She hadn’'t expected it, and didn’t remember it clearly. She wanted to seeit again.

When Slave realized her lower leg remained pressed against the pillar, she shrieked,
leaping in a scrambling fall to crumple against the wall of the small room, heart
pounding, stomach churning. Panic that the stone might take her back was instant and
complete. The strange stillness that gripped her while watching Ty change and leave
vanished, and again she was coated in a cold sweat, her body shaking too badly to stand,
let alone run.



Realizing only the unconscious remained in the room, Slave managed to half crawl,
half pull herself out to the hall. The farther from that stone the better. Her sudden
horrifying sense that the Monster would come bursting into the room at any moment
brought her breath to a mad pant. Away. Get farther away. Out of sight, out of touch.

The hall that ran along the room was full of people. A man reached for her and she
hissed, shrinking. He relented and moved on. Before she’ d gone very far, another stood in
front of her, stopping her progress.

“Please, Lady, sit. Rest.”

Slave folded in on herself, drawing her knees up, eyesflitting from massive legsin
leather, some in skirts, some kneeling among the other slaves, holding them, talking to
them. Closest to her, a man spoke in atumble of words, on his knees, clinging with both
hands to awarrior crouched in front of him.

“—I didn’t know! They killed her! They killed them all! Never talk, never whisper,
never in the night! Then the hawks! And the flying lizards! Weeks! Death, every day, and
they would laugh, and drink it down like wine!”

It was awful. It was amazing. He was talking, and she heard his voice for the first
time. Looking past him, till panting with residual panic, her gaze connected to the older,
scarred woman’'s. The woman shrank into herself, her eyes ringed with white, her hands
vivid red with fresh blood.

Ripping her eyes away, Slave glared at the men blocking the hall.

“—just landed. A hawk brought them all in one sifting.”

“By Dust they reek!”

“But from where?’

“They’re al rank with darkcraft. Put two guards on each. Council warriors.”

“It’s one of the missing hawks!”

Burying her face in her knees, Slave wrapped her arms over her head. She’d doneit.
She'd gotten Ty out. Her life was already over, gone, so the actions she’ d taken to free
him shouldn’t matter. But somewhere inside, she screamed as wildly as the brunette with
the broken hand. She ailmost envied the woman her ability to just disappear into hysteria.

Peeking from beneath her arm, her eyes jumped from person to person. Farther down
the hall, beyond the doorway to the sifting stone, one small slim woman stood still asa
statue. She clasped her hands together at her waist, and her black, smoothly-braided hair
reflected the gold magelights. Slave met Water woman' s steady, staring eyes, the black of
them stark in her bruised face. Hiding, she jerked her gaze to the stone between her feet,
shame thick.

Shetried to get control of her breathing. Her throat hurt. After afew minutes, more
warriors came, if that was even possible. They strode back and forth, carrying people
away in pairs. She knew her turn was coming. Would they take her to atorture cell like
the hawks had suffered? Would they kill her where she sat? Would she have atrial, or
was her guilt in her eyes?

A man in aleather skirt knelt near her. “Lady.”

The first thing she noticed besides his kind, low voice, was the hand that gripped his
knee was tipped with cat claws. If she looked at his face, would he have whiskers?

“Lady.”

The third thing she noticed was he smelled wonderful. Of pine and sun and fresh,
clean man.



“Lady, we are going to move from here. Walk with us, or | can carry you.”

Then she noticed the second set of bare, muscular calves standing at the crouching
man’s shoulders.

“1 am so ashamed.” Her trembling voice was hoarse, scratchy. Guilt poured through
her words. It was hard to die. She wanted a good death, quick and clean. A memory of
the Monster’s Bear pausing in the doorway, then passing her by jumped up at her. She
shook.

His hand reached toward her and she cringed before she could stop it. The reaching
hand checked, retreated.

His voice was calm, not like he was about to deal death at all. “You are safe here.
We'll need you to share what happened shortly, but first, let’s check you, clean you.”

She said nothing. Ty. Eyes of gold, lifting his head to smile at her with a face covered
in his own gore.

“Come now. Let me help you.” He reached for her again and she threw herself away,
scrambling desperately when her legs didn’t quite respond. It was ugly and awful and she
didn’'t care. He mustn’t touch her. Her heart thundered, and she was foul.

In the end, she pressed tight to the wall, arms braced, legs shaking, and stared at his
triangular face and brown searching gaze before she remembered not to show him her
eyes. He was a powerful man, more slender than Ty, but till harder than most human
men. His chest, and that of the man standing behind him, was bare. Both men had
shuttered, cautious eyes and tight lips.

Herosein acontrolled lift, then surprised her by taking a step back until he stood
side by side with the bushy-haired man next to him. “I’m Fynn, a mountaincat firemage.
Thisis Odan, a groundbear skymage. We are going to be your guards while you stay
here. We will not harm you.”

He paused, but when she just stared from one to the other, he sighed. “What is your
name, Lady?’

Save. It'swhat she was, what she’ d become, what they’ d made her. Ty had refused
that name. But she couldn’t return to her old one. That woman was dead in spirit, and
would likely soon be dead in the flesh as well. Where had Ty gone? Why had he run?
Had he run from her, and the evil she'd done? “ Sunny.” The name popped out of howhere
in her brain.

He tipped his head. Obvioudly, it wasn’t atypical woman’s name. “We need to leave
this location. We'll take you to bathe, to be treated by a bodymage.” He gestured vaguely
at the hall and Slave—no, Sunny—glanced to see that only the babbling male slave near
her was left. And four Beast men watched her from the doorway of the sifting room,
clearly guarding it.

“Where did Water girl go?’

The two men glanced at each other, then Cat Claws—no, she wouldn’t name them
by trait asif they were like the monsters at the Fortress—then Fynn said, “Follow me or
Odan will carry you.” And he turned and walked, not very slowly, away.

She stared after him, judging her ability to catch up even after afew strides.
Fuzzhead—no, Odan—took a step toward her. She straightened, with great effort, and
stiffly stumbled down the hall. He moved away to let her pass, then fell in behind her.
Her brain began to fire more quickly. They had said that all the prisoners had smelled of
darkcraft. Once she bathed, would the stench of her guilt be more clear? When would the



scarred woman tell them what she'd done?

Following the warrior down the hall that was eerily like the Fortress, she suddenly
decided she would not tell them. The act she’d condemned herself with would come to
light through others’ honesty. After all, she'd already accepted the taint of evil. A lie of
omission was nothing. When the woman told, or Ty, then she would face her death. But
until then, she would bathe. Hot water for her body, and not Ty’s gruel pot... Maybe she
would sleep. Nowhere near the stench of the slave beds. And eat, something fresh and
warm.

Then Fynn cameto aflight of stairs that led up. SSla—Sunny stumbled to a stop,
staring at them. She couldn’t. She was barely managing to walk. Odan moved up behind
her, clearly reminding her of her choices. But once again, she had none. The stairs were a
mountain, and she was atiny bug.

“|—I—" She stared at the ground.

“1 will help you.” Silent Odan finally spoke, matter-of-fact.

He reached for her, to carry her, she told herself. But she held her breath and closed
her eyes as his hands touched her body. Strange man hands with strength. She wasrigid,
hands hovering in air. He didn’t seem to mind, taking the stairs easily. When he got to the
top she shifted, but he didn’t stop. Indeed, they both sped up, long legs eating up hallway
upon hallway and steep staircases.

A man met them at the top of one.

“Two are before you in the baths. A bodymage is waiting. Room eight.”

They nodded and took her through an arch carved with gruesome images of teeth,
claws, talons and beaks. She shivered. That was the death she didn’t want.

The long, slender hallway was about the size of the dave halls at the Fortress, only
tall enough to walk in upright. Every room had a stone door. The sound of screaming
echoed behind one of them. She hunched her shoulders, sinking deeper into Odan’ s thick
arms.

“We mean you no harm,” Fynn said, watching her from next to one open doorway.

A man came up to the door from inside the room. He had Fynn's slender build, but
his skin was black. He too wasin aleather skirt. His hair was a shaggy, silky black,
where Fynn’swas arich brown, sheared short and close to his head.

“I'm Tarm, awolf bodymage. Please comein. | will heal you.”

They all stepped into the small room, and Fynn rolled the door shut. There was
nothing but atable and a bed. Odan carried her to the small corner bed and laid her on a
thick wool blanket, plain undyed cream. She held herself stiff and breathed through her
nose.

She mourned when she touched the soft blanket. “1’m filthy.”

The dark-skinned Tarm stepped up to her, and she remembered Karu and shivered.
“And blankets can be cleaned as well. We' re using a secure bathing room, and so we
have to ask you to wait. What’s your name?’

“Ss-Sunny.” She wasn't a dlave anymore. She wasn't.

“Areyou hurt, Sunny?’

Kneeling on a bench, hands behind her back, willing to take any horror for Ty.
Feeling the pain, and watching the pleasure bleed across hisface. “No.” Well, that was
dumb. “Yes.” The three men stared at her. Fynn at the door, Odan with his arms crossed
against onewall, Tarm waiting at the edge of the bed. Screw them. “ Of course | am.”



Tarm held his hand out. “Why of course? Where have you come from?”’

She stared at his hand. “ The Fortress.”

“Take my hand, Sunny. | will not hurt you.”

She stared at his hand, her heart leaping in her throat. Would he know she' d worked
darkcraft from a ssimple body scan? Or would it take the touch of a spiritmage? She
wanted to live a bit longer. She wanted to see Ty again.

“Sunny.” Odan said the word simply. A statement.

She swallowed audibly and put her hand in Tarm’s, golden skin in black. Her hand
was bruised, scraped, filthy in comparison. Oh. There was blood. There, on the back of
her third knuckle. Bright, fresh blood. Probably not hers.

Tarm frowned. Her heart stopped. Then he closed his eyes, and she felt the heat of a
bodymage' s healing gift. It washed over her hand, and up her arm, making it her turn to
close her eyes. Peace. Warmth. The simple touch of another, without force, pain, or evil.
He didn’t know what she’ d done. And he healed her. The heat drifted through her neck,
easing her shoulders, paused and deepened in her chest, in her belly, between her legs.
Her thighs jumped once, and then finally relaxed. Her feet warmed, even her head.

When he stepped away, she was almost asleep. The men moved to the door.

Tarm whispered, but she heard. “Abuse. Starvation, for several weeks at |east. Rape,
but not recently. Some trauma from within the last day. She’s healed. In body at least.”

“Thanks, wolf,” Odan rumbled quietly. “Hab is coordinating the healing reports.
Make sure you see him.”

“Yes. Good night.”

A scrape of stone, and then another voice from beyond. “Y ou’re up next in the
baths.”

Odan came up to the bed. “Sunny, time to bathe.”



Chapter Five

She opened her eyes and stared at Odan, with some effort. A haze of green mage
mist lit his eyes. Like a ghostly tattoo, long black lines ran up from beside his nose,
threaded between his brows and disappeared across his forehead into the dense, bristling
bush that was his hair. Another pair of stripes ran diagonally up his cheeksto his temples.
In two heartbeats, the lines faded, and green power faded from his silver-blue eyes.

He wasn’t anything she' d ever seen before. A lifetime ago, when shewas ... that
other person, she would have cried out, cringed away. It now required something much
more dire than a hint of strong emotion to get areaction like that. She was aware of this
changein herself in a split second. Noticed his power surge. Noticed the strangeness.
Noticed her calmness. Suddenly, she was fiercely glad she’ d renamed herself. It was
right.

“Walk on your own, or I'll carry you.” Again, he didn’t speak in athreatening tone.
Just matter-of-fact. There were no other alternatives.

“I'll walk. I just can’t move fast.” It didn’t hurt to sit up, but it took a different kind
of focused effort. Everything was |oose, soothed. She eventually got her legs over the
side of the bed. Odan stepped away to wait by the door. Fynn was aready in the hall. She
stood, like the aged. Tottered past Odan and followed Fynn farther into the narrow hall to
amodest sized room. There was no stone door here. A waste chair and a washing sink
were against one wall, and a deep plunge bath opened directly ahead, built into the floor.
A table with towels and folded clothes took up the sidewall. The room was warmer than
the halls, and moist.

Odan went to the table and picked up atowel, offering it. With aflick of his gaze, the
water in the bath churned gently. “ There’ s soap on the inner ledge there.”

She looked at him standing there, at Fynn standing in the doorway. Facing in. She
was reminded of the poor human slave guarding the sifting stone. They weren't here to
protect her. They were here to protect others from her. The scarred woman’ s eyes wide
with horror, her mouth twisting open in pain... They probably wouldn’t touch her,
wouldn’t rape her. But they suspected she' d been somewhere horribly Dark. Saw her as
suspicious. And they were right. Sl—Sunny looked into the deep water. Even though she
wouldn't be able to wash the true filth away, she wanted that bath. Very simply, she
raised up her ragged slave dress. There had been her own white Temple dress for a week.
And then there’ d been the blue tunic and green skirt. When those were destroyed, she'd
been given this. It used to be a pale red but was now an indeterminate brown. The shoes
she' d taken off adead body. She kicked them off now. Dropped the filthy dress over
them.

Carefully, she crouched down and sat at the edge of the water. She was a bit afraid.
How deep isit? she wanted to ask. Didn’t. Leaning on one arm, she let her legs dide into
the water, but clung to the side. Lowering herself a bit more, she stretched with her toes,
but couldn’t feel the bottom. Her arms gave out and she scrabbled frantically, gracelessly
at the stone, her elbows splayed wide. There. Just there, her toes brushed bottom.

Odan crouched down near her. “When you stand, it should be below your shoulders.
You can't swim?’



What an idiotic question. Did she look like a watercoaster, the sleek water wolves
that ran the lakes and streams of Fourth City? Did she look like a fish the sailors brought
in at the Royal City?

He took her incredulous look in stride. “Put your feet down. If you go under, I'll get
you.”

Obvioudly, he meant for her to believe him in this. She lowered her eyes before he
could see the contempt in them. What she'd just survived meant she would rely on no one
but herself for the rest of her life.

Her nails scraped on the wet, glossy smoothed stone as she sought to put her feet
down. Managing to stand, she concentrated on controlling her panting breaths as she got
her balance against the tempest of coiling water he'd called. No way would she ask him
to stop it. Keeping her palms tight to the edge, she inched her way around to the soap
nook. There was aso sand, and porous rock, and a bundle of abrasive leaves. She used all
of them, scrubbing until it stung. Scrubbing until her skin was apple red. Scrubbing until
she had no energy left to continue. Her hair was a solid mat, but she soaped it again and
again. Her breath came rougher, heavier, faster. Almost, she worked herself up into a
frenzy. Clean. Cleaner. Faster. Harder. The warm water around her was soft, and the soap
smelled unfamiliar, of spice and vanilla. The leaves were sharp and astringent. The sand
had afaint salty bite.

When her limbs were trembling from the stress of standing in the deep, whirling
water, and the strong washing, she ducked herself under to rinse. Silence wrapped around
her. Her body hummed. In the dark privacy under the water, she thought of him. Ty.
Where was he? Would he ever understand she’ d already been dead? That it was her
choice to condemn herself? That to free him, to never see hiswild, proud golden eyes
become the desolate, empty ones of the prior hawk, she would have done absolutely
anything?

Standing, wiping the water from her face and taking a deep breath, she saw that Fynn
had come up close to the bath. Suspicious of her long moment under the water, perhaps.
Scenting her now she was clean, perhaps. Her gut once again churning with bile,
wondering at her coming death, the means and drama of it, she put one trembling forearm
on the stone floor. It was cool, now she’ d warmed to the water. She tried to pull herself
up onto her forearms, but even with alittle jump, could only hang for a few seconds
before her body collapsed back in. Next she tried to lift one leg up onto the stone, using
her hand to help her get one toe up, she didn’t have the strength to roll her hips up and
out.

Fynn was there, his hand extended. She stared at the strong sinews of his exposed
forearm and remembered another recent forearm she’' d seen. Grabbing the knife, feeling
the thin skin part so easily. Triumph. Shaking, she put hersinto his. And then her other
one when he offered both.

“When you clear the edge, put your knees down.”

He hauled her up, then swung her over the rock ledge asif he' d been pulling women
out of plunge baths all hislife. As he probably had. He lowered her arms, and she put
them on her thighs. She knelt at his feet and waited for the accusation. These men hunted
darkmages for the Royals. Surely they’d smell her guilt now and declare her one.

When she made no move to take it, Odan handed her the towel that was only an
arm’sreach away. She still didn’t touch it, just staring at Fynn’stall boots. They were



leather, with bone toggles, and reinforced soles.

Odan draped it around her without touching her, crouched next to her. “There will be
food in the room.”

Shetook in hisface, with his odd gray eyes and his bushy, wiry hair that was
definitely prematurely gray. Stripes faded onto his skin, painting him with afierce mask,
then melted away. She stared at him, searching his eyes. He was calm, in wait mode.
They didn’t know. They didn’t smell the evil she’d taken into herself, welcomed,
controlled.

Slowly, she gathered the towel around herself. AlImost, she was afraid to look away.

Fynn said, “ Sunny.”

In here? There were no windows for daylight... Oh. Her. Slave no more. “Yes.”

“Dry off. There are clothes here to choose from. A robe, or adress, or—"

"Don't you smell it?" She wanted to live, but her heart literally rattled her breath.

"Smell what?' Fynn asked gently.

"Me. Darkcraft."

Fynn stood beside Odan, and almost comically, they both canted their faces, and
inhaled.

Odan smiled. "l smell agreatly improved woman."

Fynn nodded. " Salt, pain, and fear. Spiced soap, and something like ... hay. No
darkcraft, though, definitely. What sort of clothing would you prefer?”

“Anything isfine.” She was utterly relieved. They didn’t know! But then, as she
stood, her knees almost buckled. What are you thinking? That you’ re safe? Soon the
older woman will tell. Soon Ty will tell.

She blotted her body, noticing dimly the cut on her breast was gone, no scar. She
touched the place softly. Her skin prickled and throbbed. “Y our healer was very
powerful. It istrue Beasts have greater magic than humans.” Or maybe they just had
greater magic than darkcraft. For every day after they healed Ty to work more violence
on him, faint scars had been left behind.

She wondered if it was also true there were no such things as Beast darkmages. That
they couldn’t be tainted like humans could. Suddenly, she had to know. “Isit true there
are no Beast darkmages? Ever?’

Holding the towel to her chin, she darted a glance at Fynn, who had moved back to
the door. He looked down the hall, motioning to someone. Focusing on her, he cocked his
head. She shivered at hisintent stare. “It istrue. There has never been a Trux who
forsook their birthright in the Six and turned to harm instead.”

She stared at him, and couldn’t look away. He was strong and lean, with a knee-
length, whispering leather skirt embossed with one cat face. She thought of the gore and
filth she'd cleaned from Ty. She thought of the Merry Three, laughing down the hal, and
how she'd turned from running, and stayed to wait with him. Taking a breath when she
had to, the room dipped and swirled around her.

Fynn growled, low and vicious. “ Sunny. Where did you come from?”’

She knew the tight rage in his voice, knew it as her own. Ty's face as he clamped his
thighs around the darkmage’ s neck. The hate, the pleasure. She understood Fynn’s fury,
knew it was deserved. Was this how it was for them, the other darkmages? An acceptance
of their path and a constant dance around delaying their own death? Was this sudden
bloodlust to see them slaughtered part of what she' d done? Perhaps the darkcraft she'd



wielded was even now spreading through her blood, twisting her thoughts.

Shelooked at Fynn's beautiful, dark, long-lashed predator’ s eyes, and she said, “l am
damned.”

He studied her, eyes hard as the stone under feet. Then, strangely, his gaze softened.
“There will be timeto talk later. Y ou are weaving. Food iswaiting. Dress.” He glanced at
Fuzzhead—no, Odan. A nod, and then, “Odan will carry you if you cannot walk.”

It was a simple matter to take the long, heavy dress from Odan and dlip it over her
head. There were new |leather sandals to slide into. Leaving her hair a knotted, sodden
mess, she walked back to her cell between the two of them. Before the stone was even
rolled back over the entrance, the food waiting on the table had her stomach shouting. It
was nothing but athick stew and a slice of bread. A tear came to her eye, but did not fall.

Shefell on the table, and ate ravenoudly. The taste! It exploded in her mouth. The
heat! She heard distant moaning, but only after several bites did she realize the sound
came from her. And it was a few more frenzied passes before she recognized that the
thing lying next to the bowl was a wooden spoon, with a beautifully carved handle topped
by a shaggy dog. She paused, with her fingersin her mouth. Not quite able to control her
panting breath, she stared at the spoon as she took one more jerky bite. She dipped her
hand into the stew, grabbed a hunk of meat and stuffed it hurriedly into her mouth.

“A spoon.” Hearing herself say the word out loud brought a flush to her face. She
became acutely aware of the two large, silent men standing behind her, how she hunched
over the bowl, one arm wrapped completely around it, fist clenched on the bread. She
slowly reached out a gooey hand and picked up the spoon. She hadn’t touched one since
... before.

Eating just as quickly, almost as sloppily, she hurriedly ate the stew. She licked the
bowl once before remembering, then used the fresh, soft bread to wipe at the remnants.
The texture of it made her moan again. Holding the bread up to her face, she inhaled
deeply. “ Earthmother, what a smell.” After she spoke the words, she heard what she said.
Shock rang through her body. Earthmother. So simply, so freely, the pattern of her old
self, the one who had faith, slipped into being. No. The Earthmother had nothing to do
with thisfood. Nothing to do with that smell. Nothing to do with sharing her joy init. No,
it was pain that had brought her to this point, forced and taken and bent to her will.

Hurt lanced through her stomach. It twisted, making the stew feel like a stoneinside
her. A too big stone. She clutched at her stomach even as she bit off another chunk.
Stumbling to the bed, she sat on the edge, rocking now against the steady ache.

“Sunny? Areyou in pain?’ Fynn’svoice tried to remain neutral, but she heard the
concern.

She shook her head. Ty. Where was he? Was he happy? Would he come for her, in
anger or retribution?

“You're shaking, and pale. Y ou're rocking, and holding your stomach. Clearly, you
arein distress.”

Brilliant deduction, Fynn. Go away. You would be in distress too if you' d been held
by darkmages for months. But she held the responses in. Out of nowhere, she had an
urgent need to push them, dare them. Looking up at Fynn, the one she considered the
talker, she asked, “Have you ever raped awoman?’

Hislip lifted, showing sharp, even teeth. Before her very eyes, the canines grew,
lengthening. His eyes swirled sharp green with summoned magecraft, and he lifted his



chin. His whole face seemed to tighten, sharpen, his cheekbones and jaw standing out
starkly.

Sunny was unimpressed. She lashed out. “Have you? Ever seen alady and brought
her to your room and held her down to take what you want?’

“No. | am an honorable warrior.” The words were grudgingly given from gritted
teeth.

She looked at Odan, who stood legs wide and solid, his arms crossed. She started to
speak, but he interrupted her. “Don’t even ask. No.”

“So you say.” Her heart thundered now, her face red, her stomach atangled knot of
pain. “Well, I'm just being clear | don’t want to fuck either one of you. | don’t want sex,
and | don’t want to be touched or held or carried or lifted or anything.”

They stared silently back, bare-chested and muscled.

It was Odan who spoke. “All right.”

Fynn glanced at him, then said, “Lie down. Rest. When you wake, we' |l hear your
story.”

She nodded, not quite believing them, and laid down, awkwardly. The bed was
comfortable, supported by woven straps, with a fresh, plain blanket. She had to curl on
her side because of her stomach. It heaved and shook at her change in position, but she
clamped her jaw shut and willed the food to stay down.

Ashard as it was, she had to ask. Needed to. “If you could, please, find information
on Ty, | would be very grateful.”

“The hawk you came with?" Fynn asked.

“Yes.

“1I"'m sure we'll hear about him. Sunny, do you need a healer?’

“Stay away from me.”

She closed her eyes. The feeling of two powerful warriorsin the room was
impossible to dismiss. But they were Beasts. Truxet, they called themselves. They were
the guards of the Seven Cities, hunters of darkcraft, protectors of the Royal family. And
even though she apparently was not a darkmage, they would soon discover she'd worked
adarkspell. There would be a price to pay. But guard duty went both ways. As suspicious
as she may be, they were also protecting her. Fynn had been clear to say it wouldn’t be he
that harmed her. So, perhaps she could rest. Perhaps...

The dreams were very bad. There was blackness and pain, worry and hunger, the
stinging lash, the hitting hands, the laughing Monster’ s body lunging into hers.

Then she was walking. She moved through the red rock halls she knew so well, came
to a stone arch. Her heart beat faster. She stepped through the opening.

The man with laughing orange eyes hung displayed on the wall. She liked his
position. It was lovely, with his arms above his head, hislegsin a steady stance, spread
shoulder-width. His muscles were everywhere, sleek, and piled. His hair held the touch of
the sun, and his smiling mouth was full, red, succulent. She knelt before him.

“ Sunshine.”

It was all he said, but her bare breasts beaded.

“Sunshine, I’ [l make it hurt good.”

She felt her labia swell, dampen, loosen.

“ Sunshine, I'm here for you. Anything you want.”



Her lips parted, and her hands stroked her thighs restlessly, her toes curling under
her.

“ Sunshine, listen to me. Obey. Open your eyes.”

She opened her eyes. Fynn stared at her, his brow dlightly furrowed. Most
importantly, he and Odan were both across the room. Assessing her body, it didn’t feel
like they’ d touched her. Her stomach was tired, achy, but no longer cramped.

Shifting cautiously, she unbent her stiff knees, drew her fisted hands from her chin
up under her cheek. But it was impossible to go back asleep. Her heart absolutely
thundered in her chest, and her mind’s eye was full of the vision of Ty, chained against
stone.

What had she dreamed? Why? If she truly saw him like that again, it would break
her. He needed to be free. It all had to be for something. But the dream had put an ache
between her legs. And worse, it had made her feel... She wanted...

Fynn said, “You’ ve dlept through the night. Are you ready to tell us more?’

Sunny tried to speak, cleared her throat, croaked, “Ty?’

“He’ s goneto his hawk. His Clan flies with him. Partial reports have been taken
from four of the others.”

Gone to his hawk. What did that mean? He was flying? “Ty is free?’

Fynn tipped his head slightly. “ Of course heis.”

Her breath caught. Almost, she wanted to cheer. Then, she had an overwhelming
urge to smack the Beast upside his complacent, innocent head. Instead, she sat up.
Pushing herself into the corner, she pulled a blanket to her, curling beneath it. The ache
of poor sleep was aready fading. Truly, the bodymage had worked wonders. Had he been
able to save the kitchen Slave’ s hand? Help the woman with the scarred face? Erase the
cut on her arm that Sunny had given her, hiding the proof of her darkspell?

“Have the others said anything? About me?’ Isit time to die? She shouldn’t care.
The mad rush of everything following the escape had settled. Surely, they’ d know by
now.

Fynn nodded. "We know you used a darkspell, that you claimed pain to generate
energy, since the darkmage Fortress has some way,” Fynn frowned, "to suppress all Six
Elements."

Odan sat on the floor by the door, silent.

Fynn crouched on one leg alittle closer to her, along one wall. He said, “Tell us your
story, Sunny.”

"That'sit?' She blinked between the two men. "Y ou discover |—I—" She sucked in
such an enormous breath she coughed, choking. "I cut her. | hurt her, and | drew energy
from that and | shoved it into Ty, even when he rgjected it. And then | did it again."” Time
stopped.

Fynn nodded. "It was a sad, desperate thing. Something you did not for your own
gain, but in expediency to save many others." He rested his pointed chin on his knee and
looked at her with those ridiculously kind brown eyes. "Y ou're not a darkmage, Sunny.
Now start at the beginning, and walk us through your journey."

It was hard to think, with her mind whirling. If she wasn't a darkmage, would she be
ableto see Ty?“I think not. There are much more important things to know than my
path.” Soft kisses, strong hands. A perfect, stunningly handsome blond, smiling down at
her, full of fervor and faith. Biting, ugly kisses. Crying out, fighting gouging hands.



“Thereisagroup of darkmages, with a presence in each of the Seven Cities. There were
nine, but they killed one of their own two days ago and Ty killed three yesterday. They
have found a huge Fortress, like this but the stoneisred.”

“How do you know this?’ Fynn asked intently.

“I've been held as their slave for months. | spied. As much as| could. | had about an
hour when the slave compulsion wasn’'t complete, because | was between tasks. But
that’ s not important.” Redhead stood and turned suddenly. “ Are you spying, you
wretched little bitch? Are you interested in what we' re up to? Well come then, Pretar will
share his skills with you. There’s no need to merely listen when you can experience them
firsthand! | think with you, | will use heat. Does that sound about right? Say yes.”

“What you need to know is that they’ re thinking long term. The lizard-birds they
create, they are all part of a plan to turn the Cities against you. The hawks they took were
just for fun, because the Monster is determined to force you to become pets. But then he
found a bear, and the bear wasn’t right from the first. So, he was happy with his bear, but
it really upset him he couldn’t break a hawk to hiswill.”

Odan’ s voice was slow, cam. “Where are they, Sunny?’

She stared at him, letting him see how unafraid she was of lying. There wasn’'t much
shewouldn’t tell them, in order to stop the defilers. “I don’t know. Inside stone halls and
rooms, like this place. The air was always warm, never cool or hot.”

The men exchanged a hard glance, and Fynn asked, “Who is the Monster?’

“1 had nicknames for them all.” Grinding her teeth, she breathed deeply through her
nose. Blue eyes, so lovely and bright, sky blue. “Hisrea nameis Thad. Heisahigh-level
member of the Masonry Guild. Or at least that’s what he posed asin Seventh City. Then,
he called himself Michael.”

“Thad?’ Fynn'svoice plainly doubted.

Unbelievably, Sunny’ s lips twitched with understanding. “Y eah. The leader of the
darkmages who are going to destroy us all? His name is Thad.” Michael was a safe name,
and she’' d enjoyed it when he' d met her, spoke with her, ate with her, kissed her. On a
harsh breath, she continued. “Ty killed three as we |eft, which means only five remain.”

Odan denied her previous statement. “They are not going to destroy us.”

“Three! Of the Darkmages?’ Fynn was impressed. He should be.

“Yes.” Theword came out full of relish and she didn’t care. “The Merry Three.
Allie, Dionne, and Karu. It will be a severe blow to their power structure. They were still
bickering about Thad killing Greg. Apparently they are concerned the lesser darkmages
they are trying to grow aren’t ready or strong enough.”

“They have atraining program?’ Odan spoke with disbelief.

Sunny shrugged. “I don’t know much about that. I only know the lizard-birds have
been created and trained for something big, something that didn’t work out in the last
weeks. Their goal isto get the Beasts, sorry, Truxet, you guys, out of the Cities. Then
they can take over the Royal family, and the Mage Guild. Then, they think it will be easy
to destroy you. Thad isinsane, but the others aren’t. They are very, very smart.”

A memory burst into Sunny’s mind. “Do you have the book? The large book Ty
brought through?’

The men glanced at each other. They didn’t know.

She nodded. “If it came through with us, it will be full of horror, full of their
capabilities. Pretar especially wrote everything in it, and he experimented carefully.”



“I"'m sureif it came through, it’s been found.”

She nodded. “ And you have the Water girl safe?’

“She' s different?’

“1 don’t know her real name. None of us could speak directly to each other, due to
the slave compulsion. | could speak to her, at the end, because she wasn't a slave, but
another captive. But | wasn't assigned to her and never saw her before the escape. That's
what they called her. ‘ The crazy Water girl.’”

“Which one was she?’ Fynn asked.

“She'sdight, around my age, although her manner is young. She has dark, braided
hair and black eyes. Last | saw her, she wore ablue robe.” Sunny licked her lips. ... and
neither will soul dance...“And she’'s not quite right.”

Fynn's voice was sharp. “Y ou suspect her of being a darkmage?’

“No.” Her answer was immediate. The dark-driven death blast flew from both hands
of the tall woman. The black-haired girl calmly watched it come. The power flew back at
the woman. She staggered, then she died. “Maybe. | really don’t think so.” Looking down
at the thick, soft blanket, plucking at it fretfully, Sunny tensed. “How can you tell who's a
darkmage?’

“Sometimes, if it’s been a very long time since they worked darkcraft, or if they’ve
used a spell to hide from us, their trails are hard to follow in the crowded Cities. But
mostly we can follow them easily, by smell and by energy. They feel wrong. Our
beastspirits become angry, desperate to hunt.”

Her stomach flip-flopped. But they hadn’t noticed her... "What does your beastspirit,
your cat, say about me?"

"It says you're afraid, and mean with it, but growing steadier." Fynn asked, “If you
don’t think she’s a darkmage, why are you worried about her?’

“Shewasn’t aslave, like the rest of us. She was special to them. | think you should
be careful with her. Actually, | think she'sa Truth-teller.” 1t would be an amazing coup
for them to have her, and a spectacular one for the Beastsif they had taken her away from
them.

“We'll pass that along.”

She had no doubt they’d pass al of it along.

Fynn continued. “Who are the other four that still live?’

“One rarely came to the Fortress, and was always cloaked. I'm fairly sure shewas a
woman. Then there was Pretar, Russ and Sverre.” Red, Glasses and Tattoo. “Again,
smart, powerful, deceptive. None of them looked evil. Pretar is very academic, Russ
looks like aminor bureaucrat. Sverreis older, and has covered himself in ancient
symbolic tattoos.”

“Tattoos!” Odan’s quiet word made her jump with the emotion behind it. It was
surprising, coming from him.

“By Ash and Dust, the arrogance,” Fynn bit out.

She didn’t understand. “ They are gathered in a Fortress much like this one, ancient,
but empty. There are levels and rooms and great courtyards and—"

Rock bumped and abraded her shoulders, her head was an agony of pulsing pain.
Her pelvis ached, burned. A slave dragged her by one foot. Tattoo must have summoned
him to take her back to the slave hub. His arm wrapped tight around her ankle, high
against his torso. She flailed the uncomfortably dangling other leg, before bending her



knee and resting it against her body. She struggled, briefly, to try to sit up, to stop the
scouring of her shoulders as she was dragged along the hard stone corridor. Craning her
neck painfully, she held her head up off the stone. White light filled her vision, and her
breath wheezed harshly. It took a few tries, but she managed to croak, “ Stop.” But she
knew better. They weren’t supposed to speak to each other. Pain from the slave
compulsion exploded through her body, a thin wail escaping before it all went black
again.

When she was able to hear now again, her first thought was merely spine melting
relief it was adream. A memory. She hadn’t gone back. She wouldn’t go back. Her
second thought was she was breathing too heavy, too fast. She gulped, forcing herself to
pause. Then she recognized Fynn sat at the edge of her bed. He watched her closely. She
understood she'd lost more time than the memory warranted.

“You are safe.”

No, I’m not. She nodded. “How long?’

“Around an hour. Becoming lost in a memory when you'’ ve suffered greatly is not
uncommon, Sunny.”

She pushed herself higher into the corner. He handed her some water, and she drank
it, then handed the mug back. Odan relaxed from his stance near the table, and drifted
back toward the door.

“1 need to go back to our conversation. What did you mean the Fortress was ‘ much
like this one?”

She sighed deeply, still feeling her heart race, and the sweat under her arms and on
her spine. “It was exactly like this one, except the stone was a dlightly different shade, a
bit more red-brown than gray-brown. The statues, the stairways, those were just a bit
different. | exploredit as| could.”

Fynn turned his head, to meet Odan’s gaze. “ Groundbear? Isit ... possible?’

Odan’s grow! rode the air. “Mountaincat, it would be amazing, agonizing, but you
know it is possible. Just afew years ago one of your Clan found that lost sifting stone,
hidden by darkcraft.”

Shining white, curving claws exploded from Fynn's hands. They weren't curved as
deeply as Ty’s, and were more slender. “ A lost clanhome. And they have defiled it. How?
Where?’

Sunny held very still, keeping her eyes on the claws. Rage and despair filled Fynn's
voice. His head tipped back, short, neatly trimmed dark hair shimmering. His throat
worked with long lines of muscle, hisjaw stark. One hand slashed through the air, and
Sunny stopped breathing, shrinking back tightly to the stone wall. But his hand only
landed against the bed post, shearing four perfect fresh grooves in the wood.

Fynn stood and stalked to the wall, leaning one forearm against it, his head hanging.

Odan stood and moved to the door. With aripple of muscle that belied the way he
seemed to just ease it open, he said, “Go. Report. Run. And bring more food.”

It was afew heartbeats before Fynn pushed from the wall, but he turned toward her,
not the door. “Y ou flinched from me,” he accused. “| would never attack you without
cause.” Then he nodded to Odan and strode away, utterly silent. The slink to his spine
caused his leather skirt to sway. Odan rolled the door shut again.

She was alone with the large man. Now he would rape her. She gathered her feet
beneath her on the bed, steadying herself against the wall. Her heart pounded, and she



could feel her cheeks were hot. It surprised her she wasn’'t more afraid, since it had been
at least two months since she' d last been raped. The darkmages had moved on to fresher
bodies. The old, familiar rage of her slave self wrapped her up, protected her. Her body
flooded with energy. There was no slave compulsion anymore. She would fight.

He sat against the door. “Rest.”

Odan’ s gray eyes went distant, like he wasn’t even thinking about her. His hands
were held in fists. Several times now, the men could have lashed out at her, and hadn’t.
Somehow, these men containing beasts were more controlled than human men, more
disciplined. Somehow, they were missing her guilt. But she was awoman alone, a
suspect.

She couldn’t help but pick at him. It would be better just to get this over. “It’s kind
of strange warriors have chosen to go around topless, wearing only askirt.” She didn’t
say that even though they should have looked absurd, they didn't.

He focused on her. Unlike Fynn, his face was square, solid, with ajaw abit too big
for his head. It was balanced, however, by his thick neck. When he didn’t respond she
picked at him again.

“Why does your hair ook like that? It looks almost like some sort of creature's fur.”

“Thisis my human form, but yes, groundbears' hair tends to have the same wiry
texture as our fur.”

“You're aburrowing beast.” She dared to add a sneer to her voice. She felt sick, and
at the same time, ready to hit, bite, kick.

“lI am.” The pride in his voice was matched only by hiscalm. “I know that many
human women find the thought of living under the earth unappealing.”

He was entirely too unflappable. Time to be direct. “ Are you going to fuck me now?
Now that he’'s not here to stop you? It would be my word against yours.” And that
suddenly, she knew he wouldn’t. Somehow, she knew.

“No matter what you say or do, you are safe with me.”

He saw right through her.

Unable to take his staring, gray-blue gaze, she dropped her chin, focusing on how her
hands had gone white where they bunched in the blanket.

Odan stood. “So far, what I’ ve seen is a survivor, battered and damaged. A woman
coping with change very well, with an iron strong will. Sheis till very afraid, and
underneath the fear, sheis drowning in anger. However, she has some sort of connection
to the hawk, Ty.”

He moved silently, nearly floating over to the bed with carefully placed steps. “ That
is the sum of my opinion of you at the moment. Now you know exactly where you stand
with me, so please stop upsetting yourself by trying to pick afight. | an no darkmage to
lash out and delight in fear and pain. You are safe here.”

He sat on the edge of the bed.

She stopped breathing. Leaning into the corner, she held herself ready.

He laid his hands palm-up on his thighs. They were huge, calloused. “Whileitis
personally irritating to me that you obviously do not believe this, | understand how hard it
would be for you. | will repeat it as often as you need to hear it.”

Darting a glance up at his face, she saw he waited for her, and he caught her with his
steady strength. He held her gaze, and her breath burst between them, frantic and harsh.
His eyes were like the moon, like amirror. She shook, unable to look away from the



binding stare that waited, wanting something from her. He was so close, too close. She
panted, her heart thundering in her throat. His eyes were like manacles, polished silver
chaining her in place.

The moments spun out, and he didn’t blink, didn’t look away. He waited, and waited.
Her eyesfluttered, her lashes shook, but he expected her to stay, so she had to. Finally,
she swallowed on her rasping dry throat, and her heart skipped, settling into a hard,
driving, steadier thrum. His eyes were so solid, so cam, and yet, he stared at her. He
looked at her, saw her, and didn’t hate. Didn’t sneer. Didn’t pity.

Her spine twitched, but slowly she recognized her ability to return his gaze. She
wasn't forced by him, she was encouraged. She breathed, deep, and saw herself, a small
dot of cream blanket, reflected. He watched her, the woman who had survived, who had
escaped. She returned his gaze, and marveled.

Finally, he nodded, once. He stood and moved back to the wall. He squatted there,
and she saw he had tight fitting leather shorts beneath his skirt. He set his back to the
stone and his gray eyes went distant. Thistime, she didn’'t pluck at him. She relaxed,
dumping, afinal tremor passing through her. How had he chastised and reassured her all
without aword?

She closed her eyes, and without planning to, dept. The darkness was deep, and
slow. One thought rolled into the black with a gleam of sharp, hot golden eyes. Ty. And
then it sank, and she slept under the glow of a still, silver gaze. The nightmares were
indistinct, full of anxiety and anger.

She woke when Fynn returned, the faint rasp of the door the only sound. They fed
her again, and this time she only shook alittle as she ate the stew with a spoon, this one
carved with sharp-faced, plump groundbear. Looking at Odan, he didn't meet her gaze,
but the fact he'd given her a spoon with his beast on it seemed either an offering or a
rebuke. Her stomach pinched, but the pain of the first meal didn’t come.

Then they took her to the baths. She used the waste chair, never doubting they would
look away, and they did. Standing at the edge of the plunge pool, she knew in this, they
would not look away. She flicked a glance at Odan, who watched. Stripping off her dress,
she sat and jumped in, confident of the bottom. She washed just as ferociously, for just as
long. And when she stared at the shoulder high stone floor she had to get up to, thistime
she looked up at Fynn, standing opposite Odan.

Raising her hands up to him, she asked, “Will you help me?’

He came at once, and his grip was strong, steady. She was out in amoment and he
released her, just as she had believed he would. She stood from her kneeling landing, and
took Odan’s offered towel. Her dress was offered by Fynn when she dried. It was like she
had servants. The odd thought made her blink. Humor took her breath. Ty had done that
to her, aswell. Bringing light to such adark place.

When she’ d ducked down to put her shoeson, she said, “Ty...”

“He' still lost to his hawk.” Fynn shifted his weight. “ Sunny, you should know that
when damaged, Truxet can disappear into their beastspirit for ... along time.”

She looked up at him sharply. “Forever?’

Fynn grimaced. “It israre, but yes, possible. Several months is more common.”

Standing, she swallowed. Somehow she didn't think she had months to wait for Ty.
What was to become of her?

“What—what have the other slaves been saying? Is there anything you still need to



know?’

Fynn spoke. “The initial verbal reports confirm the existence of nine darkmages,
working from apossible lost Trux clanhome similar to this one, River Mountain. Various
versions of humans’ brutal treatment, and the deaths of hawks, and the apparent control
the leader has over arogue bear, have aso been shared.”

She breathed easier when Odan shifted his attention to Fynn. “We have to be part of
the attack. When are the Council mages gathering?’

“No!” The word burst from her.

Both men looked at her.

She shook her head, and water dripped about her shoulders. “No, you can’t go. There
is no magic there but darkcraft. Everyone' s elemental magic is doused, along with Beast
abilities. None of the hawks could shift. The only one that seemed to still have some his
own magic was the bear, but that was on the Monster’s command.” Y et as soon as she
said it, something niggled at her memory...

“We have more abilities than those of our elements. We are also naturally resistant to
darkcraft spells. Our numbers would prevail.”

“No. No.” She could do nothing but shake her head.

The men glanced at each other. They didn’t understand.

“Y ou underestimate them. Wait for Ty. You'll see.”

Fynn pivoted, stalked away, then turned and came back. He stopped at arm’ s length.
“Lady, we need all theinformation you have. From each of you. Y our experiences will
provide us with much we need to plan.”

She swallowed. Her stomach cramped. “1 understand.” Licking her lips, noticing
they were no longer as sore, she offered, “If you get me some paper, | can draw maps,
floorplans.”

Fynn sighed. “Y es. That would be excellent. However, your statements and maps
will never be as good as your complete memories as seen through another’s eyes.”

Sunny blinked, shifted away.

Odan frowned. “ The pool is at your back, Sunny. Step away from it.”

“You're crowding me!”

Both men instantly stepped back. She breathed easier, and sidestepped away from
the pool.

“What do you mean?’ Her voice sounded suspicious.

“We need you to share your memories. But you' re too close to them. If they are
documented through another, every detail can be found and used.”

“1 don’t understand,” she lied. Her heart, once again, was pumping to burst. Her
throat, despite the humid room, was tight. “No.”

Fynn soothed, his hands reaching out. “We will not hurt you. You are safe.”

But her heart still beat too fast, and her breath came in pants. She tried to slow it,
choked, coughed.

“Thisis something all the escapees will do. It is necessary.”

“No.”

“Shhh. It won't happen today. Breathe, Sunny.” Fynn’s soft voice worked.

She breathed. She swallowed, struggling to stay focused. “I won’t.”

“It isapure thing. There is nothing to fear. Have you never known the beauty of a
souldance?’



Souldance. A ritual she'd graced many within her old life, one she’' d gladly accepted
every year as a priestess, proud and strong in her faith in the Sacred Couple. Bile churned
in her stomach. “No.”

Odan said quietly, relentlessly, “Why not, Sunny?’

“Leave her alone!”

“No,” Odan defied Fynn. “Sunny, the souldance is not to pry your guilt free, but to
give us the most complete image of who and where we'll fight. Help us. Help yourself.”

“NQO!” She screamed it at him. She shook from the urge to fly at him, hit him, force
him to stop. “No one will ever judge me,” she shrieked at the huge warrior. “1 will never
let anyone in that deep again!”

The silence seemed to echo on her last word. She whirled away from their merciless
eyes. The pool of water, warm and deep, had stilled from its soothing bubbles, assmple
spell for a skymage of Odan's caliber. In the reflection looking back at her, she was
shocked to see her face. Stars and Flowers, she was so thin! Her eyes glowed mage green
in the faintly swaying image. Her hair was a pale lumpy mass, lopsided on her head.
Ridiculous. Her hand flew to it, felt the matted, ragged loss. The dress hung on her like a
bell.

“Come away from the water, Sunny,” Fynn soothed. “No more talk of the souldance
today. We will take a verbal report from you.”

Her heart heaved in tune with her stomach. Not today. Her mouth thinned, a slash of
disgust. Seeing her own face was shocking. The shape of the arching brows, her small
chin and nose. People had always told her she was lovely, delicate despite her height. The
people she’ d helped, bonding with in the temple, had kissed her cheeksin gratitude. They
were scarred now. No. Don’t remember. That woman was dead. That life was gone. She
was never going back. Never.

“What are you going to do with me?’ Her voice wasflat.

Fynn moved up enough for her to see his profile, his angular face watching her with
concern. “That’s up to you.”

“I’m never going back.”

“To your City?’

She nodded, morbidly fascinated with watching the body of the woman she used to
be, knowing it sat uneasily around the shard of spirit left inside her. A new spirit. A
tainted one.

“1’m guessing from the color of your skin you’' re from Seventh City?’

A grand stone wall, built of baked clay. The square houses, tiny windows painted
with surrounding bursts of cheerful colors and patterns. “1 don’t belong there anymore.”

“Asyou know, my people welcome human women. We need mates ... wives.”

There was atickle of humor at how the human word sat ill with him.

“1I"'m sure we could find a place for you here.”

“Asawife?’ Sheturned, glaring at him. “Under some man’s body? Bearing babies
on the eve of Dark’srise?’

Odan snorted with clear amusement. “Y ou are being a bit dramatic, Sunny.”

She pinned him with her glare.

He was unmoved. “Y ou would only become a mate if you choose to. And that too
requires a souldance. We do not force women to our will, but surely you must see how
necessary and beneficial a souldance would be for all of Vladaya, aswell as bringing



peace to your own future.”

Stiffly, she tottered toward the open archway. “1 want to go back to the cell.”

Fynn went pole straight. “1t is your room.”

She tossed him a pitying sneer. “1 know a cell when | see one. Remember where |’ ve
been.”

His shoulders rolled up while his head tipped, and instant menace shrouded him.
“Are you comparing us to them?”’

She kept moving into the hall. “No," she sighed softly. “No. Y ou're nothing like
them. Nothing at all.”



Chapter Six

Ty held aman’s hand. He held on tight, and the grip was returned just as desperately.
They were crouched on afamiliar ledge, overlooking awide river snaking through adry,
rocky canyon. Home. He was home. He was alive. He was free.

His fingers hurt. The man holding his hand was strong. Ty flexed his thumb on the
back of the man’s hand, and the grip gentled. He turned his neck, and from the stiffness
of it, knew they’ d been perched here awhile.

Of course, the person sitting quietly at his side was Delavega. Ty breathed deep,
staring at the profile of his Alpha, the |eader, the source of order and peace for al the
hawk warriors. Delavega was smaller than Ty, slim and wiry. His auburn hair matched
his auburn eyes. When he sensed Ty looking at him, he glanced over, and seeing Ty’s
focus, searched his face.

The Alpha’s drawn brows relaxed at what he saw there. “Tydus. Y ou’ re back.”

Ty became aware of the horrendous taste in his mouth. He croaked, “How long was |
gone?’

“To the hawk, or missing?’

He shook his head. He knew exactly how long he' d been missing. Eight nights.
“How long was | lost in my hawk?’

“Just over three days.” Delavegatightened his grip once, meeting Ty’ s eyeswith a
fierce pleasure. Ty's shoulders relaxed at being under his Alpha s strong gaze. Then by
mutual understanding, the men dropped their grip. “ Ty.”

The emotion in the word carried clearly to Ty. His Alpha asked his forgiveness,
expressed his sorrow, shared Ty’ s anger.

Hawk bit out, “ There were express orders not to fly alone.”

After dl, hawks had been targeted for years now. Only pairs were to go on distance
travel since the previously unknown beebees had taken fourteen of his Clan brothers
without detection.

“Tgju and | were racing. We were together ... but | got alittle ahead of him.”

“So far ahead he didn’t see you. He didn’t see you get taken. He spent every day you
were gone combing the woods below your path for clues.”

Ty closed his eyes, utterly relieved his half-brother had avoided an attack.

“You will souldance. I’ ve arranged to have Quor visit you.”

Something shriveled in Ty. Quor, the leader of the Council’ s spiritmages. And
suddenly he had a perfect mental image. Looking down at a bloody earthen floor, at a
filthy woman kneeling at his feet. She looked back up at him. Her vibrant green eyeswere
full of rage and yet her words were calm. “ No shame.”

Ty nodded at his Alpha, but his eyes drifted away to the river shining in bright
afternoon sunlight far below them. It was so beautiful, his eyes burned. To seeit again
was a gift, paid for with blood, that he would never take for granted again. He could ask
for the spiritmage he' d used in the past, but he understood his Alphawanted the best.
Despite the pit in his stomach, there was no other option but to offer up his memories for
dissection. Every breath he took would be documented, every emotion, every scent, every
conversation.



“There was awoman | came back with...” What was he saying? He couldn’t bring
attention to her. Ty closed his eyes, his stomach rising to toss his heart around as he
remembered the knife, pulsing with the echo of the spell. The darkspell she’ d wrought to
save him. The spell he’ d accepted and used. It was impossible. Soon, the need to go to his
mate would overwhelm him and he' d need help.

Delavega laughed, satisfied. “Which one? Ty, do you know how many you came
back with? Eleven! Y ou transported eleven others! | am so proud of you. Y ou escaped,
and you freed others.” Delavega’' s hand on his shoulder weighed more than a bear.
“Finaly, Ty, the hawks persevered.” He tightened his grip before he let go and Ty gritted
his teeth. His shoulder ached. But it didn’t hurt as much as his Alpha s admiration. “I'm
sorry for it, warrior, but we need your report. Immediately. Y ou are the only one who can
lead us back through to them.”

His skin swarmed at the thought of going back. He tipped his head up. High
feathered clouds meant the day had been warm, and would be fair tomorrow. He wanted
to shift, and fly away. He wanted to grab up Sunshine and speed into the wilderness. But
it was no use. There had been witnesses, and of course, the victim herself.

“What reports have the humans shared?’ He was very proud of himself for the
vagueness of his quedtion. Exhaustion ached in the center of every bonein his body.

“Up until now all we've had is verbal reports. Today six of them were to souldance
for a complete report. Four are refusing to use our spiritmages. The Royal family has
been told of the survivors, athough two women will not give their identities. The Mage
Guild is assigning someone to come share in the reports and to participate in the first
return foray. Otherwise, the news is being kept quiet in the Cities until we can move on
this Fortress they’ ve told us about.”

Delavegaturned to sit against a boulder on the arm-width ledge, facing Ty. His
expression went blank, but Ty could smell the pulsing fury inside his Alpha. “Isit true?
Are the others dead? The shitling darkmages have found an ancient Fortress of ours?’

“Yes. They'redl gone. Erich was killed by the rogue bear while | wasthere.” Ty
turned his face into the breeze, easing down off his haunches, letting one leg swing freely
over the sheer rock face. "If | had just tried to escape a few days sooner, | probably could
have saved him." They might aswell have spiraled into the highest part of the sky, for all
the difficulty he had bringing air into hislungs. "I thought | was gathering information.
But when | heard I'd missed my chance to save him, | was ashamed.”

"No, Ty. His death does not lie on your shoulders."

The rock was gritty under his bare ass. Sometime soon, he was actually going to
enjoy putting leathers on. None of the eleven shapeshifting Clans cared much about
nudity, although for the sake of their adopted human women, they tried to be
circumspect. Now Ty felt exposed. It was no longer a natural state, but a weakened one.

Within the hour, Ty wasto have his spirit thoroughly raked by the most powerful
spiritmage the Clans had, the leader of the Council’ s apha spiritmage warriors, Quor.
Before his experience was related to the whole Council, he would share the most
important bits with his Alpha. Despite the shame, there was no one he trusted like this
man.

“One of the women | came back with was my caretaker while | was held prisoner. It
was she who freed me, she who organized the others to escape, and she who powered the
darkcraft | used to sift out of the Fortress.”



His Alphastarted in surprise, but Ty just kept going, asif he hadn’t just announced
the end of his honor.

“The Fortress was definitely Trux. | remember the beebee the sandcat brought down
shortly before | was taken had signs of living near red stone. The stonework of the
Fortress was red stone. | was unconscious for most of the flight. | have no ideawhereiit's
located.”

Delavega made a hawk’s hiss, but Ty was on aroll. “The bear is under the control of
the leader. There were nine darkmages, now just five, and they have encased the Fortress
in some sort of dampening spell. None of the elemental crafts work there. My body was
forced into human form when | was carried in, and remained so no matter how hard |
fought to free my hawk.”

The man burst to his feet. “Impossible! The Elements cannot be contained!”

Ty shrugged one shoulder, rubbed his hand over hisface. His eyes ached. By the Six,
he was exhausted. Holding his hand out in front of him, he noted his natural Trux healing
had sealed the sores at hiswrists, leaving scars. If he’ d bothered to focus his bodycraft on
the healing for even a moment, there would have been none. Oh yes, he was a sad
patchwork of silvery scars. Reminders, on the outside, for the rest of hislife.

He continued. “I heard they were working on growing more darkmages into power.
There is dissention in the ranks. The beebee attack on the sandcat’ s daughter was just the
beginning. There will be more attacks in the Cities, all devised to create fear of us, to
drive us out so they can step in.”

Delavegafolded his arms, his muscles stark. "Fuck. It isabrilliant plan. Thiswill
sow suspicion, and soon there will be dissent against our City patrols.”

Like the hawk, Ty had recognized the insidious genius of it immediately. Their
people acted as investigators and guards for the insular, walled Cities. All of the humans
who were aready suspicious and fearful of the Clans' greater physical and magical
prowess would become enraged that the same people who were supposedly there to
protect them, were now drawing dangerous magical predators to the Cities. “No matter
what, we can't leave the Cities. That’s what they’ re waiting for. That’s what they want.
They’ ve been planning thisfor along time. They’ll have something in place.”

Delavega, as an apha class warrior, had the ability to partially shift. Ty admired the
way histalons erupted from his feet, even as he shared his Alpha srage. “We have to
find away to stop these things. We cannot appear weak in defense against them.”

“It took them along time to make the beebees. They complained about that.”

“How many do they have?’ Delavega asked sharply.

“1 don't know.” Ty spoke with clenched teeth. It would be an answer he repeated a
lot.

“We've only killed one.” The disgust in Delavega’ s voice was clear. “ And they took
fifteen of ours. Sixteen if you count the loss of the sandcat as awarrior.”

“They flew high, and came in from the West, over the ocean. | wastaken in adrop
strike, and in the time between when it had mein its talons to when my daze cleared, he'd
already climbed back up to cold air level. They'refast, sir.” Faster than us. But Ty didn’t
add the obvious truth. Both men were very aware so many friends had been taken.

Delavega sprouted feathers on the backs of his hands and feet, and the cry that
echoed out over the valley toward the forest beyond was wild. “We rule the skies! No
darkcrafted lizard is going to out fly us!”



Ty waited for his Alpha s pride to settle. It settled much faster than usual. Delavega
was excellent in acrisis, focused and concise.

“Let’sgo.” He stepped up to the ledge, talons settling into the grooves from dozens
of warriors who had rested here over the centuries.

Ty stood, stiffly. “You aren’t going to ask about what | started with? The sift | used
to free everyone was powered by darkcraft.”

The man he admired more than any other for his skills as aleader looked Ty in the
eye. His roan gaze was steady and direct, as aways. “1 know. Y ou survived. You
escaped. It isal that matters.”

It was absolutely not what he expected to hear from his Clan leader. “Isit,
Delavega?’ Hiswhisper was hoarse, his swallow audible. “I don’t think | believe that.
Honor still matters, even at the end. Especially then. | can say | had others to protect, but
in the end, | accepted the darkcraft and used it.” Saying the words made him feel filthy,
obscene.

The older man stepped up to him, wrapping his hand around the back of Ty’ s neck.
His skin was warm and tough. “Remorse isaluxury of theliving, Ty.”

Ty’ s stomach was still tangled with his heart. Both twisted as he struggled to meet
hisleader’ seyes. “Delavega... Alpha...”

He waited, with the patient eyes of afather, of a hunter.

“Sheismy mate.”

Delavega s nogtrils flared, hislips thinning for amoment. “1’ll look into her
situation.” His hand tightened then slid away, resting for amoment on his shoulder. “I
can tell you none of the humans you brought through have been condemned as a
darkmage.”

“She—" isn't. Ty broke off. Hisinstant denial was swallowed down. She'd done it.
He' d seenit, felt it. He' d taken the power, accepted it. “1t was—* to free us. But hadn’t
he just said honor mattered, even in the face of evil? That he expected better of himself,
despite the stakes?

Tearing his gaze from the rich emotion of Delavega's, Ty stared at the twisting silver
line of the great river his Clanhome was named for. He needed to see her. He was afraid
to. How would he bear to be torn between the blood-drenched revulsion and absol ute hate
for darkmages that was part of his very core, and the soul-bond that drew him like a
magnet to awoman who was his perfect match?

Ty caled his hawk to him, throwing himself into space, arms spread, grinning into
the fall, the space, the warm rushing air. The hawk took form, but this time Ty was not
lost to it, hovering as a shadow asit wheeled in an arc toward the Eyrie. He remembered
the single tear tracking from Sunshine's dazed, desperate eye, and he screamed his
hawk’s cry, beating the air hard. But he couldn’t fly from the memory. Couldn’t fly from
the fact that even in the moment of their supposed triumph, the darkmages had been able
to wound them both one last time.

* % *x %

It only took a day before he broke. The sun was setting after an entire afternoon of
faillure. He flew down from the warm air currents, bathed, and dressed carefully. When he
caught himself grinding his teeth at hisinability to complete the souldance with Quor, he
took a moment to stretch, swinging his armsin wide, controlled sweeps that reminded



him he was out, free. It had been four days since the escape, but to him it felt like the
first.

He went all the way out to the orchard, and carefully chose the ripest, most perfect
peach he could find. Quor had shared his own frustration and concern at their inability to
connect, but told him the next day would feature Ty’ s old spiritmage he’ d danced with
before. Quor had been confident the link could be achieved then. Cupping the peach
carefully so as not to bruiseit, Ty strode through the gathering dusk. Lars was a man he
respected, someone who had seen the heart of who Ty was. The thought of Lars now
seeing what they'd done to him, and what he'd done that final day, brought bile to his
throat. He shouldn’t feel shame. He understood that. But he did.

Back up to the sixth level, he paused outside the holding rooms. Several of the
humans had already been released to the Cities. But she was still in there. Sunshine.
Clean. Free. She was refusing to souldance, and the Council was frustrated. The news of
her had been that she was no darkmage. His knees trembled at the thought. Somehow her
soul had been stronger than the taint of pure selfishness, and she'd been able to put away
the hostility she'd channeled that day. Ty thought he could almost understand how this
could be, when he remembered how even though she'd been stooped and scared, her eyes
had shone clear, sharp emerald. Delavega had helped him destroy the knife. He needed to
smell her, one more time. He had to discover for himself what her scent held without foul
darkcraft. He needed to see her, before he went mad with the way his hawk fought him
last night.

The guard at the door returned with a groundbear. Ty was surprised. He' d heard she
had a groundbear and mountaincat as her Council guards, but he didn’t expect to know
the men. He' d watched this man win last Autumnal’ s Skymage Championship. Odan was
widely respected and known through the Clans. He could control atornado, fly faster
than a hawk, and commanded rain and lightning. He was deadly, and he was aways
controlled.

“1"d like to see Sunshine.” He held the man’s gaze. If it had trickled down to him that
Ty was her match, the man wouldn’t let him get near her. He willed himself to breathe
camly, firming the jesses on his hawk.

The skymage' s gaze assessed him. “I'll ask her.” He left.

Ty looked down at the soft peach in his hand. His heart struggled to beat harder, but
he used his bodycraft to maintain a steady rhythm. She would see him, he knew.

Odan returned and nodded. Following the larger man down the hall, Ty clenched his
jaw on all the questions he yearned to ask. Soon, he'd know for himself. Odan turned into
the washroom. The mountaincat was at the sink, washing a tea set. Odan stayed in the
doorway, awatchful presence. The other men’s positions passed briefly through his
comprehension, and then there was nothing but her.

She was stunning. Her hair was a smooth, bright golden cap, and her skin dark
honey. His mouth watered, and his hawk screamed with possession. Inhaling, he dragged
the luscious, living scent of her deep. No taint of darkcraft fouled her rich scent. He was
forced to close his eyes for amoment, to understand that he stood before his mate, that
she’d survived that place, that she was here, now, with him.

“Ty...” Her voice was soft, throbbing with a dozen emotions. “Ty!”

He opened his eyes. She stepped toward him, her lovely, peaked lips parting.

“Hello, Sunshine.”



How was it that she did not carry a darkmage’' s scent? He' d seen her perform the
spell. He'd even seen her drill deeper intoit. Yet it hadn’t tainted her. His Sunshine was
too pure of spirit for that. Hawk flapped and dove within him but he stayed where he was.
He must not reveal any hint of their being a match. Not yet. Her eyes were wide and
shining, and his heart flipped over.

“It's ... wonderful to see you.” He paced closer and held out the peach. “1 brought
you atreat.”

She paced closer, but they stopped, an armlength between his reach and hers. His
gaze coasted over her face, seeing the shine to her clean skin, the shadows under her
eyes, the faint scars on her cheeks. His cock stirred, shocking him, and he ruthlessy
suppressed it. Not the time. For either of them. Her scent was of pure woman. Sadly,
there was still an echo of fear, different, but familiar from the cloud she’d carried in the
Fortress.

She stepped forward and put her hand on the peach. “Ty.”

He couldn’t take his eyes off the gap between her fingertips and hiswrist.

She lifted the peach away. “It'swarm,” she marveled.

“|1 picked it. The sun’s just gone down.”

He stood before her, unchained. She was here, before him. They were out of that
place. Her dress was long and blue, with a scoop neck and short sleeves. Her arms were
too thin, the line of her jaw sharp. Bangs feathered her forehead, and her ears were
precious shells.

Sunshine angling her head. The stone rising high, to sweep down in a vicious strike
that rocked her on the bench.

He' d done that to her. Ty stepped back sharply, shaken. He needed to kill the woman
again. His own hands needed to rip her fingers from her body, one by one. A tremor
passed over him.

“Thank you, Ty.” Sunshine turned the peach in her hands. Her fingers were so
dender, delicate, respectful of the fruit. “Itis...” She stopped. Swallowed.

He stepped back. He must never touch her again. What was he doing here? She was
perfect for him, and lost to him. Not because she was a darkmage, but because of hisown
failure, hisown sick decisions.

“You are being treated well?’

She nodded.

“Y ou do not have to souldance if you do not want to.” He wanted to tell her it was all
right, that she didn’t have to be afraid, that he could tell she was no darkmage, as could
any Trux that scented her. But he didn’t know what a spiritmage would find in her, and
didn't fool himself that she wasn’t damaged, wasn’t dangerous. It was her right to hold
herself free from that intimate search, even though his people could benefit from her
recollections, more than anyone else’s.

Sheraised her chin. Her eyes searched his, but he didn’t know what she sought. He
tried to pour his respect and love for her into his gaze. She looked away sharply. “I...
cannot. | will not do that.” She peeked at him through her lashes. “Are you well?’

Of course he wasn’'t. He never would be again. “I fly every day. It isagift | treasure.
My family and Clan support me.” | missyou. | yearn for you. “| am so sorry | left you
like that, when we came back.” How would he ever sleep again, now that he had her true
scent? “ Y ou must have been frightened. My beastspirit...” No excuses. “Forgive me,



Sunshine. | regret not being there to escort you to your healing.”

She looked at him, opened her mouth, closed it. “There is nothing to forgive. |
pictured you flying, and it filled me with ... peace.” She whispered the last word, and the
idea she thought of him, and that it strengthened her, was a shot of pure energy through
his gut.

Hawk hissed and thrashed, demanding he hold her, lead her away, cover her. Ty

backed away. “1I’ll leave you to retire.” What would become of her? She couldn’t become
his mate unless she souldanced, and he' d never ask that of her. When would he see her
again?

“Will | be able to see you again?’ she asked.

He nodded. He ssimply wasn'’t strong enough to stay away. Thiswas going to be a
new form of torture. “1 would like that. Maybe we could have a meal together.” What
was he saying? He couldn’t spend that kind of time around her. He' d break. The need to
close his arms around her, to feel her skin, to bury his nose in the most intimate spacesin
her body, was aready fused into his bones.

“She’ s under confinement until she agrees to souldance, but you' re welcometo join
us here,” the mountaincat said. He was propped against the sink, arms crossed,
considering.

Ty nodded. “I’m assigned a duty for most of tomorrow.” He'd bedeepin a
souldance, hisfailures being recorded. He looked harder at the man, assessing him. “I’'m
Tydus.”

“Fynn.” The man inclined his head. “ Congratul ations on your escape.”

Ty couldn’t stop the faint cringe at the words. He was so tired of hearing that, and for
him to say it in front of Sunshine, the true warrior of the moment, sickened him.

“I’m Odan.”

Ty glanced at the man. “1 know. | saw your win last fall.”

Odan shrugged.

He looked back at Sunshine. She had lifted the peach up to her nose. Her eyes were
closed, golden lashes gleaming on her tanned cheeks.

“Ohh...” she moaned.

Ty’s cock surged again, hawk went insane, and he swayed with the need to reach for
her. The memory of watching her back disappear out the door of that room echoed
through him, awound he wouldn’t recover from soon.

“Enjoy it,” he murmured.

Her lashes rose, and her jewel eyes shone over the rise of the orange and pink ball.

“Good night, Sunshine.”

“Good night, Ty.”

He walked backwards toward the hall, legs stiff, unable to tear his gaze from her.
Breathing in a deep taste of her scent, to remember, he noted her fear was less. She
smelled like warm earth, and peaches.

Just as he turned to leave she asked, “Have you done it yet? Souldanced?’

He looked at her over his shoulder, memories flowing between them like links on a
thick chain. Like the broken bodies of three evil women. Like blood on atainted knife.
“Not yet. Tomorrow.” His brain ached from the battering he’ d taken today during his
hours of failed connection. It was a duty he must complete, so he said the words without
bitterness.



She nodded once, decisive, brave.

He turned and literally dragged his feet down the hall, feeling Odan at his back.
When he cleared the holding lair doorway, the entrance carved in warning with the
natural weapons from each of the Clans, he smply stood. He waited to gather the
strength to leave her.

“1f you could convince her to souldance, when you come back, it would be good. For
her and the Clans. Also, soon she should consider her future.” Odan stood quietly, tracing
asnarling muzzle.

Her future. Hismate. “I’'[l—" Ty clenched hisfists. She was out. They were free. But
they weren't. “I’ll—" His knuckles cracked, and the tendons in his forearms leaped, veins
popping with pressure. He would do whatever it took to heal her. To make her truly free.
“Yes.”

Without looking back at the man, Ty pivoted and went blindly up the stairs toward
the Eyrie, hisClan’slair at the peak of River Mountain. Need and despair were bitter
partners. He struggled to reach for hope. Hope was essential. Tomorrow, he’ d souldance,
and tomorrow, he'd find away to convince her to consider him. Somehow.

* % % %

The handsome blond man wore purple velvet today. Fitted with braided gold, he
looked powerful and dashing. He stood in the kitchen over the body of the old man he'd
killed too quickly and screamed obscenities in one long, breathless string after another,
hurling pots and utensils and plates with obnoxious clangs against the rock walls.

Pretar watched Thad seethe and boil and wondered idly if helet it go on long
enough, if Thad would simply disappear into hisrage, like water into steam. Running his
hands through his hair, he made note it wastime to get atrim. If he let his hair get too
long, he tended to feel like agiant flower, with the vivid shade of red on his head.

Russ cowered against the wall behind him. “Oh, dear. Dear me.”

Pretar rolled his eyes. The man was a mouse. An evil, gifted mouse, but a mouse.

Sverre yawned, resting against the kitchen doorway across from him. Pretar was
aware the old one was up to something. Something he did late at night when everyone
else slept. No matter. Pretar had the bear back and would set it to spy on him. As of
today, Thad had agreed to stop torturing it for eating the hawk’ s heart, since he'd come so
closeto killing it in his rage at the escape.

Pretar couldn’t believe it. The Beast had gotten free, overpowered the girls, gathered
all but two of the daves, and managed to somehow work darkcraft to escape. He really
couldn’t believe it, even five days later. He hadn’t thought Beasts were capabl e of
darkcraft. Although it pleased him they weren’t any more pure than humans when they’ d
portrayed themselves that way for eons, it also left him uneasy. For the fuckers were
damn powerful without the added boost darkcraft gave a mage. He tended to agree with
Sverre, though. It was an aberration the Beast had resorted to for escape, and the only
thing that would come from it was his own kind would kill him for them.

Thad had begun to use spells now, in his escalating fury. Spittle flew from his mouth
in along strand as he spun, setting fire to atowel and abox of spoiling meat, then
magically lifting an enormous table and sending it spiraling up to the domed room’s
ceiling. When it crashed down, Russ whimpered behind him. Thad had threatened to kill
him if Russ ever immobilized him again, so the mouse probably wouldn’t. Pretar glanced



back over his shoulder, not liking the man at his back. He was wiping his glasses on his
shirt with quick jerky motions. Pretar watched Thad waste more of his hard-earned power
on an immeature fit over a burned meal.

Catching Sverre’ s bloodshot eyes, he jerked his head toward the exit. They walked
out side by side, with Russ scurrying after. It took awhile before they had enough
distance from Thad’ s tantrum for quiet speech.

Sverre rubbed his eyes. “We didn’'t send out any lizard-birds today.”

Thad insisted he be the one to direct the creatures after Greg' s death. Pretar
considered the state Thad was in, and the fact that he himself was still riding a sweet
swell of power from the spell where they’d used Allie' s body yesterday. “I’ll send them
out. Hopefully they’ Il get better at retrieving soon. We need new slaves.”

“B-b-but | like picking out our slaves. It's fun. We' ve aways taken them ourselves.”

Pretar reassured Russ. “It's a deviation that will suit the current portion of our plan.
True, the lizard-birds might bring back people unsuited for work, but remember, they’ |l
have recently had some contact with the filthy Beasts. It will serve the greater plan to
terrorize the Cities, and also strike horror into Beast hearts. They will guess these people
have been taken to the place the hawk escaped from. They’ Il go wild and attempt to
rescue them.”

“Oh, please yessss,” Sverre moaned, curling his bony old fingersin greed. “By
Skyfather’s little boy tears, | want them to try to come through the stone. | cannot wait to
see them die, and drink their anger and pain.”

Russ giggled gleefully, shoving his glasses up on the bridge of his nose. He looked
over his shoulder toward the kitchen, where Thad’ s shouts echoed. “The Matron has
aready initiated the final protection spell. I’ m thinking of deeping near their sifting
stone, so I’'m close enough to watch the whol e thing when they land.” He hunched his
shoulders, wrapping his arms around himself. “How many will they throw to us before
they understand the spell?’

“l can’'t believe they’re not here yet!” Sverre spat angrily.

Pretar had a sudden thought that Sverre was losing sleep because he was personally
watching the Beast’ straveling stone, already implementing Russ's plan. He relaxed. If
that was what the old man was up to, it was all right. “Maybe they killed the Beast we'd
captured. If so, they won't be able to come back through, in all likelihood.” But by all
means, you fools, lose sleep and weaken your selves camping in the hallway waiting for
them.

“Well,” Sverre sighed tiredly, “I don’t think Thad will come out of thisfit in timeto
complete the ritual destruction of Karu’'s body today.” He darted alook at Pretar, licked
hislips. “Do you think we should wait for him?”’

Russ stilled his nervous rocking, also looking at Pretar. Although triumph sang
through his blood, Pretar kept himself calm. Both of them were looking at him as |eader
behind Thad. Thiswas going very well.

“Performing the ritual without him will just set off another tantrum, and then we'll
all need to waste energy when it sdirected at us.” He didn’t add the rest, that they were
all getting tired of defending themselves against the man who was supposedly on their
side.

Sverre had the balls to stab Thad in the back, but it was unfortunately Russ who truly
had the power to do so. Pretar provided the link between imagination and ability.



Russ nodded. “Y eah, that’ s true. All right, well, I [l help with the new slaves when
the lizard-birds come back. I’'m just gonnago ... to my room.”

All these years and he still couldn’t lie very well. He was probably going to one of
the Cities to rape someone. The little piss-ant was so addicted. He couldn’t even wait a
few daysfor the lizard-birds to bring fresh slaves back.

Sverre said, “I"m going to bed.”

Pretar believed him.

They went their separate ways. Pretar to finish healing the bear and set him to his
task of spying on Sverre, and then to loose alizard-bird. Soon they would all dine well on
pain and fear with the arrival of new slaves. The Cities would explode at the continued
mysterious attacks. The plan was going nicely, and even better, Thad was falling apart
spectacularly. Now if he could just keep the Matron in the Royal City, far from them, all
would be well.

* % % %

After the evening meal on the sixth day after the escape, Fynn came back from his
foray relaying her daily “report” with the news someone was coming to talk to her.

“1 will not souldance.” It had been her mantra. He had spent several useless hours
each day talking to her about how necessary one was to defeat the darkmages. Ignoring
him, she’d just continued to give Odan every detail she could remember, until she grew
hoarse. And as hard as it was to say what she'd seen, what she'd lived, out loud, it was
still better than having someone relive it through her eyes, knowing every thought that
had gone through her head while she'd suffered.

“Heisn't aspiritmage. Actually, he's awatermage. Delavegais the Alpha of the
Hawk Clan, and as such equal in our culture to one of your Royals.”

Her heart was suddenly thundering between her ears. This man knew. He would
know what she’' d done, because Ty would tell him. With her slave’ s strength, she said
casudly, “No, heisn’'t. Unlike the Royals, he actually earned his position, instead of
being born toit.”

Fynn mulled that over. “Did you know Truxet when you lived in the Cities?’

Quickly, her mind supplied the faces of the three warriors she’d spoken to in her old
life, working with her temple on investigations. But with them came the feeling of finely
woven fabric against her body in the warm evening air, of gold bangles on her wrist, of
her confident poise and false sense of worth. She shoved the memories back. That woman
was dead.

Fynn made a tsking sound of irritation. “Please do the Alphathe courtesy of
answering his questions.”

She swallowed. It hovered on her lips for the hundredth time, to ask the warrior
about Ty. Who had he been before his capture? She kept her mouth closed. Odan, curse
his gray eyes, simply waited, watching her. AImost, she stuck her tongue out at him. The
thought surprised her, and she paused, arrested at how safe she felt with them, that she
could even think of such athing. Then the stone began to open.

Odan rose from his post holding the wall up and Fynn hurried to open it. The man
who stepped into her cell did not need the assistance. For the first time since the escape,
Sunny felt the thrum of her magecraft. Her ability to sense peopl€’ s spirits came to stark
attention, in much the sasme way it last had ... for Thad, the Monster. Then, she’'d



mistaken his power for attraction. Now, she knew better.

This man, Delavega, was oddly petite. He was shorter than Fynn, who in turn was
shorter than Odan. He was even more slender than Fynn, but with a leanness that
screamed deadly. His eyes were afiery brown, and his hair a dark auburn. His skin was
lighter than hers, but darker than Odan and Ty’s, similar to Fynn’s. He did not wear the
black leather skirts of her guards, but a sleeveless leather tunic and tight leather pants, all
undyed in natural tans. Over his heart was an imprint of a hawk in flight.

“Leave us.”

It wasn't until Fynn was in the hall and Odan was passing by the man, that she
snapped out of the fascination and jerked forward on the bed. “ No!”

Odan never paused, continuing out. Fynn turned to look at her. He merely nodded.
The Alpha started to swing the stone door shut. She'd known she couldn't rely on them.
No one was to be trusted. Spots flashed before Sunny’s eyes. She screamed, high and
short, and hurtled herself off the bed, diving for the opening. There was no slave
compulsion to hinder her now. She would fight to her last breath before ever being raped
again. If she could just stay with her guards, she thought they might interfere.

The man caught her around the waist and she spun and clawed at his eyes. No man
would touch her, ever, ever, ever. With abob of his head and atwist of hisarm, she was
immobilized. She continued to scream, wordless shrieks of rage and terror, struggling in
his grip.

“Betill.”

She fought, kicking and bucking, diving to bite at the hard, wide hands that held
hers. Her body was her own. She was no slave any longer. She would never give up
fighting.

“Sunny.” A large hand cut in and took her jaw, forcing it up.

Odan’s calm, controlled face filled her vision. Panting, she continued to struggle,
glaring at him for his betrayal.

“Stop. You are safe.”

With no trust in his words, she screamed through her clenched teeth, straining her
neck to move her head out of his grip, thrashing her body. She would not stay in this
room with this unknown man, to be used, bullied, beaten, fouled. A woman alone with a
man like this would have no choice but to accept his domination. Free of the slave
compulsion, she would never again let herself be put into such aweak position. She
would fight until she was dead.

“You're going to hurt yourself. Sunny, stop!”

She recognized Fynn's voice, but didn’t care. Wouldn't stop fighting. Couldn’t stop.
Never again.

“All right, groundbear. Move back, I’m going to release her.”

Odan let go of her chin and she lunged at him, snapping at his hand. Then the smaller
man who had nonethel ess held her immobile with immense strength freed her, and she
whirled away, finding Fynn against the door that was once again sealed. She paced along
the edge of the bed, panting, mind racing.

She had to get out, or barring that, defend herself. The hawk moved and she rushed
to put the table between them, snatching up the only thing there, a wooden cup. Her hand
shook as she clenched her fingers tight around the poor weapon.

The men stayed still. She stayed frozen, her sawing breaths harsh. As the minutes



ticked by, her knees shook. Her breathing steadied, but didn’t settle. After along while,
she became aware she was rocking, her shoulders quickly tipping forward and back. Her
feet ached, but she stayed where she was.

Finally, someone dimmed the lights to a soft setting. She froze, awareness spiking
again.

“Her reports indicated she was calm and rational.” Delavega spoke as if he wasn't
watching her with eyes of banked fire.

“She has been fine for days, but she is highly suspicious,” Odan replied.

“So | see. Lady, areyou listening to me?’ Delavega’ s voice was quiet.

Sunny swallowed, and nodded once. They expected her to trust this man, seething
with power. They would have just left her to him. Alone.

“l am hereto discuss Ty with you. | have avery personal, very private decision to
discuss with you. Either the men stay and | lose control of this secret, or they go. You can
trust that | will not attack you. | will not touch you again in any way. My word on my
father.”

She swallowed again, uselessly, because her throat was still closed, locked. She
glanced wildly at Fynn, who raised one brow. Odan nodded to her. It was on the very tip
of her tongue to say, fine. But she couldn’t do it. The slender trust between her and her
guards had been forged when she'd had no choice. It had been forced on her when she
was in shock and weak at her arrival, and no other man would get it easily. She smply
could not voluntarily seal herself in this room, effectively giving herself over to astrange
man.

“No. They stay.”

She held Odan’ s gaze when she said it. There was no judgment, no disappointment
in hiseyes. Instead, heinclined his head as if honored.

When she glanced at the man who vibrated with more power than any being
normally should, his surprise and displeasure were clear. “1 see.”

“l don’t think you do, Hawk. Or you would never have asked to be alone with me.”

Fynn closed his eyes, asif unable to bear her cold tone.

The man adjusted his stance by only tiny measures, but suddenly he appeared at rest,
like abird who had fluffed itself and suddenly seemed neater.

“Ty has proven unable to souldance. Hisinitial failures with three separate
spiritmages have possibly been attributed to exhaustion, but personaly, | do not expect
him to be able to complete the ritual when he' srested.”

When her eyes burned, she finally blinked.

“1 ask, in your educated opinion, do you think your joint darkspell has damaged his
soul beyond the ability to connect to another’ s?’

Her stomach fell through the floor so fast she had to brace both hands on the table to
remain standing. Her brow burst with sweat, her cheeks flaring hot at the same time her
hands went ice cold. Ty. Oh, Ty. After noticing how quiet her guards were, how their
gazes were downcast, she actually considered his question. Couldn’t help but relive the
moment she committed to the spell, forcing another’ s body to yield to the pain she
commanded. The harvesting of that pain had sickened her, but she’ d been so angry, so
bone deep furious, and her fear of the dark trap unfolding on the little room’ s wall had
pushed her through. She’ d pushed the knife deeper and tasted triumph. Then she'd
grabbed Ty’s arm, and passed it to him, much the same way she' d passed peace at the



temple, before.

Nausea swelled through her. Had she poisoned Ty’ s soul when all of the darkmage's
torture had failed? She relived his resistance, his recoiling, her desperation, her
determination. She’d forced him.

When she pushed the words through her parched lips, it didn’t sound anything like
her voice. “1 don’t know.”

The damn man didn’t say athing. He watched her, his eyes dark and flickering with
power. She clenched her jaw on the urge to clear her throat. Or to fal to the floor and
hide under the table.

The man finally unfolded his arms, holding hiswrist in front of him in a casual
stance, seemingly at ease. “Have you heard what the other freed captives have said about
you?’

She shook her head.

“They say you are ahero. They say you did what you had to, and only when it was
necessary. But many are also very afraid of you now.”

There was only one person who mattered. “Is Ty afraid of me?’

The man cocked his head at her, and said slowly, “No.” He cameto adecision. “I
understand you are refusing a souldance. Y ou will never be allowed freedom of
movement in our clanhomes until we can clarify your status beyond doubt. Also, we
desperately need the details of their Fortress that only your souldance can reveal.”

Once a spiritmage walked through every urge and flicker of her brain, he'd know
everything she endured, everything she’d done. They all would know everything,
including how she’ d been responsible for her own capture, a blind, stupid participant.
While held as sacred, confidential rituals in the City, she had no doubt her souldance
would be harvested for every beat of emotion, and shared widely here.

“1 don't care. | will never share myself in a souldance.”

“Hmmm. What about Ty? Do you care about healing him? Tomorrow the Council
considersif he should be censured.”

“What is that? Punished? I’ m the one who worked darkcraft and forced it into him.”

Flicking hisfingers dismissively, he said, “It doesn’t work like that. He never should
have used the power you gave him. He knew exactly what it was. But he took it.
Somehow, a Trux was able to use darkcraft, something that has never been done in the
history of our people. It is utterly foreign to us. The fact he's been unable to souldance
will be significant.”

Her legs trembled, not for the first time. She leaned more heavily on the table. She'd
said too much, even as she tried to protest hisinnocence. Oh ... no. They would damn
him for a choice she made.

"Do you know about the custom of Truxet adopting women? Our beastspirits can
recognize amate. A Trux who has found amate is volatile, unsteady, focused solely on
bringing the woman into the Clan."

Both Fynn and Odan's heads drew up sharply. She swallowed. Somehow she knew
what the Hawk was going to say, even though it was absurd.

"The other reason | suspect Ty has not been able to complete a souldance is that you
are hismatch. You and Ty are potential mates. When he visited you yesterday he
confirmed what he'd suspected upon your escape. He hadn't known in the Fortress, but
away from their dampening spells, heis certain.”



The man pivoted with nearly floating grace, transferring his weight almost like a
dancer. He paced to the wall Odan stood by, turned, and paced back, pulling thoughtfully
at hislower lip. Her guards were clearly beneath his notice, unnecessary to him at this
moment, so ignored.

He stopped and faced her again. She held her breath. Beautiful, noble Ty. And her.

“What if you controlled the souldance? What if you acted as spiritmage for Ty?’

Shock speared through her. She blinked, stunned. The room dipped, shifted.

“Breathe, Sunny,” Fynn said softly.

When she threw him a surprised glance, he was still standing at attention, his face
directed at the floor. It took concentration to open her throat, but she choked in a breath.
“1 couldn’t. Couldn’t.” But now the seed was planted. To walk through Ty’ s soul, to
know him that deeply, for him to touch her, gifting her with his strength and honor ... she
wanted it with a sudden vicious greed that frightened her.

“What if you could? Would you? To prove hisinnocence? To heal him?”’

“|—I—" Shewas rocking again, and couldn’t stop. To save Ty? Sunny was
overwhelmed.

“I—" Her mind went in five different directions. The scent of incense at the temple
in the early morning, birds chittering in the courtyard tree. The monster hitting her over
and over, laughing, telling her to call to her gods again. The sound of a man whispering
“No” followed by a wet sucking as his heart was ripped free.

She stumbled to the bed, unable to stand, unwilling to fall before this man. “Isit true
Beasts do not worship the Sacred Couple?’

He blinked. She'd surprised him. Good.

“It istrue. We do not discount your faith, but we do not see a human entity
overlaying the world. We see each of the Six as an independent force, neutral and
necessary.”

“And yet asouldance is still a powerful ritual for you? Y ou do not undertake it
lightly or often?’ Surely not, or their spiritmages would all be mad.

“Absolutely. It is never used for judgment, as I’ ve seen it in the Cities. It isatool for
strengthening the mind, for revealing hidden needs. All our warriors experience it at least
once, on maturity, but later souldances are by choice.”

Sweat poured down her back, gathered under her arms. “Maybe,” she paused,
forcing herself to breathe through the nausea, “possibly, | could find away to perform
thisrite. For Ty.” If sheled the souldance, she could verify if she'd stained him, broken
him. If she had to, she would lie. Lying about what she saw in a souldance was a heart
stopping concept, one so forbidden and depraved it shook her. But he would be free. She
put a shaking hand up to her temple. “1’d be trusted to perform it? They would believe
my findings?’

The leader of the hawks nodded to her. “ Of course.” His eyes gleamed, and she knew
at once he was hiding something. She'd just stepped into some sort of trap. “You'll
attempt it, then? Tomorrow?”’

She stared at him, trying to tell if she was only imagining that his eyes rippled with
power. She swallowed. On a breath, she whispered, “Yes.”

His leg swept forward, knee locking. He bent, back straight, head folded, and swung
both arms wide, fingers arched. After along quiet moment, she recognized the position as
abow.



Fynn growled. The hawk turned and stared at him.

Fynn lifted his head and stared right back. “Tell her.”

The smaller man pursed hislips. “It won’t change her mind.” He cocked his head,
considering Fynn's steady challenge. “But you're right.” He turned and moved so he
casually rested against the table, facing her. “Y our cat wishes you to know that if you are
able to complete a souldance with Ty, it will create a connection that cannot be undone
because you are a match. By the ways of our people, you'll be Bonded. Normally, you'd
be brought into our education program, given choices of mates, given time. But | want to
go to the Council tomorrow with proof that Ty is capable of a souldance. If you do this,
you are tying your future to Ty's, and will remain here with him, in River Mountain.”

Sunny stared from the confident, nonchalant man to Fynn, who was unhelpfully
watching the floor. Of course there would be a connection. There always was. She'd have
alifelong memory of Ty’'s deepest self inside her. But apparently she'd also have some
sort of status others would recognize, a public connection. “1f | accepted this connection,
you're sure it wouldn’t reflect poorly on him.” She gripped the cup with both hands, so
tight she was shocked it didn’t shatter.

Delavega nodded. "1 wouldn't set up this opportunity if I did not believe with all of
myself that neither of you are darkmages. With this souldance, it will be proven. While |
do not approve of what you did, and do not understand how Ty was able to participate in
it, in the end, neither of you hold the true evil of adarkmage in yourself. If you can prove
Ty is capable of a souldance, you will go along way toward healing him, and helping
him move on."

How political of him, to gloss over it. She'd hurt someone, claimed the pain to power
herself, then forced it into another. But if he was right, if there was a chance she could
clear Ty, maybe, possibly, even forge anew start for herself ... with Ty.

He gestured with his hand toward her. “I owe you a debt. Will you accept it? It
means | need to touch you, briefly, on your neck.”

Her heart squeezed. He needed to go soon, before she puked with stress. For some
reason, she glanced at Odan. Gaze on the floor, he nodded, once, faintly. Fynn remained
silent, although he was obviously tense.

“You don’'t owe me anything." She rejected hisodd offer. "I'll try to do this, for Ty,
but | seriously don’t think I'll be able to. The part of me that could work such delicate,
spiritual craft is dead.”

Again, hetilted his head down and to the side, gazing at her from an angle, asif she
were a curious, newfound object. “The debt is not for attempting the souldance. It isfor
returning him. For caring for him. For—*

"I will not accept. | was compelled to care for him by their orders. It was atrick of
fate that | was assigned to him."

Folding his arms, he rocked back on his heels. She understood refusing the Hawk
Clan Alphawasn't effective, but couldn’t stop herself.

“Areyou realy in aposition to refuse a powerful aly?’

The only sound was her panting breath. She forced the words out, as a social nicety,
when she wanted to just scream. He wanted to thank her for being a weak, prideful idiot
who'd so easily been made slave? “| don’t want your gratitude, or your debt. Ty isfree,
and they do not get to drink my death. Nothing el se matters.”

She went stick straight when he chuckled. Chuckled!



“But already, more does matter to you. Life has away of entangling and enlarging.
First you only wanted to spite them, isn’t that how it was? Obvioudly, you have afierce
spirit. Next you wanted to free Ty. Then you decided to take others with you.”

If he only knew taking them was only because of the generosity of Ty.

“And yet, you did not step up to volunteer your guilt, to die when your objectives
were met. Y ou want to live, as you should.” He nodded, and her guts knotted at his
patronizing, benevolent gaze. “Now you are going to souldance with Ty, which will add
more complications to what ‘ matters’ to you. Y ou’ ve developed bonds with these
warriors, so soon.”

He gestured to her silent guards. The ones she suddenly realized she was no longer
terrified of. They might bring death to her someday, but it wouldn’t be through rape and
torture. When she' d thought they would leave her alone with this man, she'd been unable
to control her panic. Y et during the past days, she’'d let herself fall asleep under their
guard.

“Oh yes, Lady, there is much that mattersto you. And | think, already, many as
well.” He bowed, again, brief, curt. She saw it as mocking. “1 will hold my debt for
awhile, instead of accepting your refusal.” With his dancer’ s grace, he turned and nodded
to each of her guards. “Warriors.” He shouldered open the stone, and slipped out,
followed by Odan.

Sunny tiredly hauled herself into the corner of the bed, slumping with relief against
the stone wall.

Fynn shut the door, leaned against it. He stared at her, but she didn’t meet his gaze.

“Sunny...”

“What.” She sounded exhausted because she was.

“l wish | could hold you, give you comfort.”

She looked at him sharply. “You can't.”

“1 know. I'm sorry.”

She knew he wasn't sorry for telling her, but for her refusal. She shook her head.
“Comfort isalie. Everyone would hurt someone elseif they had the incentive. Trusting
people, feeling like you could be safe with someone, it’s not true. It’sjust alie to make
yourself feel better.”

“If it works, what’ s wrong with that?’ Fynn asked wryly. “Future possibilities don’t
make a given moment any less true.”

She shook her head.

“Y ou trust me now. Why can’t you transfer your acceptance of my presence to
acceptance of my touch? Y ou would grow calmer. Touch is an extremely powerful need
in all people. You weaken yourself by holding yourself apart.”

She just kept shaking her head.

He sighed. Sitting to the side of the door, he rested his forearms on his lifted knees.

“When are you going to get chairs?’ Irritation thrummed her kicking heart.

“In volatile situations, anything can be aweapon. This room is designed to keep such
opportunities to a minimum.”

Sunny looked at the cup she still clutched in her hand. “I"m thirsty,” she said,
surprised.

“When Odan gets back, he'll bring tea.”

Relieved, she leaned her head back against the stone. “Fynn.”



“y e’

“You really want to comfort me?’

“Yes. | have compassion for what you'’ ve survived, Sunny, and admiration.”

“But you know what | did.”

“All the more, Sunny. Y ou need touch, to bring you back to reality, all the more.
There are no darkmages here.”

Reality? If anything, it was Fynn, and men who still retained the myth of honor, who
were working outside reality. Reality was exactly what you would do for food. How you
fought through the pain. Where you went when you chose to stand up in the morning in a
place without hope.

She couldn’t keep from picking at it, after bottling it up for days. “But | could be a
darkmage.”

Fynn snorted. “I think not.”

Hesaid it so lightly!

“1 did it before.”

He shrugged. “It is an utterly unique situation, true. The Council will consider it asa
whole. Our people have clearly defined consequences.”

She turned the wooden cup around and around in her hands. There was atiny chip on
the lip, and it was rough. *Y our Council judges lawbreakers? And what is the penalty for
darkmages?’

“The Council is agroup who rules the Clans along with the eleven Alphas. They are
chosen by trial, based on prowess. In matters such as this, I’'m sure the Council will not
let a subcouncil decide. And the penalty for evil is death.”

Sunny closed her eyes. Her thumb rubbed over and over the catch in the wood, until
finally she pressed hard enough that her skin snagged. Lifting her hand, she saw the tiny
bead of blood, perfect and red. People were so easily broken. That she was alive was
incredible.

"Y ou deserve a choice, you know," Fynn said. "Y ou should be brought through a
souldance that would find other men who match you, and you should be able to choose
among them. Delavega has implied that you must do thisto save Tydus but | don't
believe that is the case. What you've agreed to is forever."

She stared and stared at the tiny drop of blood. "I choose to do this, Fynn." Ty was
there for her, and she would do what she could to be there for him.

They were quiet until Odan rolled the door open, speaking in his quiet, low voice.

“1 brought tea.”

Rubbing the blood into a smear, she looked at him. Like Fynn, he met her eyes, held
her gaze with apparent ease and no recrimination. Tightness eased from her chest. She
breathed deep, and for the first time, shame left her easily. She nodded at him. He nodded
back. She scooted out from the corner and held her cup up for tea.



Chapter Seven

Ty paced in circles around the Eyrie' s open flight room. The two story room was
cavernous, but still confining to a hawk. It was where the younglings practiced and the
men could train in poor weather without risking their lives.

When he felt his Alpha approach, he went motionless. His mate was not with him, so
he turned and resumed pacing. If he wasn'’t trying to crack his mind open to a spiritmage,
deeping, or flying, he was pacing. The movement fooled his hawk into thinking Ty was
doing something about getting to Sunshine. Sometimes.

“You should be asleep.” Delavega threw himself down on a pile of pillows and drew
the dish of nuts closer.

Sleep. Ty was so tired he could amost cry, but every time he closed his eyes he
remembered her kneeling on that bench with her hands behind her back. He remembered
the pain, the beatings, the way he’ d screamed, feeding them. He remembered the scent of
Erich and the stunning strike of the beebee from above. He remembered the faces of the
darkmages who still lived, and her shabby little form fading on the words, “All of them.”

He hissed. His hawk pecked and ripped at him from the inside, caring about none of
it. Their mate was here, in River Mountain.

“How was she?’ He tossed the words over his shoulder.

“Well. She’'sastrong one.”

Ty froze. He turned on his hedl in aslow pivot. “I can tell you’ re keeping something
from me.”

“No need to get that look on your face. She'sfine.”

Ty strode forward and stood over his Alpha. “What happened?’

Delavega sighed. He tossed the last nut into his mouth and wiped his hands on his
thighs. “ She became distraught at the notion of being alone with me. Her guards
remained in the room and now know about your match, and that | am bonding you
tomorrow without giving her a choice. However, one of them assured me on the way out
that they would not be running to their Alphas and demanding a brightmoon ceremony
for her. They are both very protective of her, very considerate.”

Ty was moving for the exit before he became aware of it. Only when Delavega
blocked hisway did he focus. “I have to see her.”

Delavega put his hand on Ty’ s shoulder, squeezing and shaking him. “You'll see her
tomorrow, if all goeswell.”

Ty focused again. The scent of Sunshine, both the purity of her clean skin, anew
scent, and the remembered scent of her fear, coated Delavega. "Y ou touched her."

"l said, she will be yours tomorrow."

Hawk beat with the full strength of hiswingsinside him. “ She will?’

“1"m meeting the Council in aspecia sessionin abit. | intend to pay the fee for
taking an adopted woman without choice. Tomorrow, you will take Sunny to mate.”

Ty stared at his Alpha. Hawk strained incessantly. He licked his lips, his heart
thundering, his cock aching. “Why?’

Delavega drew him by the arm over to the lounge seating again. They were alonein
the room. Ty knelt near where his Alpha settled.



“Ty, | am so glad to have you back. So relieved. | want to reward you, to ease you.”

“Sunny is not atrinket to be gifted.”

“That’s not what | meant. Y our parents and family and friends are all very
concerned. They see the difference. Y our reports are excellent, and now that we' ve begun
the third retelling, I’ m finding that the accuracy and consistency is tremendous. You did a
good job of remembering.”

“But?’ Ty couldn't stop inhaling deeply. Her scent, clean, tinged with fear, echoing
of stone.

“It isn’'t the same as having arecorded, guided retracing. | need to get inside your
head.”

Ty just nodded, resigned. He understood the importance. “ So you think, if | mate, I'll
be able to souldance?’ He was so tired of lying still, head throbbing with concentration,
while spiritmages did their best to pry him open. His magescape, the mental construct
that was the seat of his power, was feeling damned crowded from their hovering.

“l don’t know. But | do know for sure that you' |l be able to souldance with your
mate.”

Ty hissed, muscles jumping at the implication. His Alpha was breaking several
serious protocols protecting human women, al to get information.

“And there’ s the even larger issue of getting her information from her in return. With
your help, | think she'll be able to give us a guided report as well.”

“Two reports for the price of one mating. What adeal.” Ty leaped to his feet, hands
fisted.

“She’ swhat you want. Don’t be insulted on her behalf. You'll be able to care for her
every step of the way.”

Ty shuddered. To relive what she’ d survived, over and over, to issue it on paper for
the Council’ s perusal... And to force her to relive what he' d endured. 1t wasn't fair.
She'd suffered enough. “ She won't do it. She won’'t bond with me.”

“She’salready agreed.” The gloating satisfaction in his Alpha’ svoice made Ty’s
fingersitch, the ghost of histalons hovering undernezth.

“You. Aretelling me. That Sunshine...”

“Isyours. Yes.”

Ty spun and strode toward the exit. “| have to see her.”

Once again, Delavegajust appeared in front of him. “No. Y ou're strung out, Ty.

Y ou'’re running on nerves. Y ou heed to sleep and focus.”

“Focusonwhat?’ Ty spat at him. “How | couldn’t save Erich? What they did to me?
What | did to get away?’

“How about the mate that needs you? Sunny is deeply conflicted about her ability to
do thiswith you. Y ou need to get it together so you can support her. Go to your hawk.
Tomorrow you will have a mate, Tydus. Seek out your father if you have questions.”

“No.” The rejection was instant. After awonderful ten minute reunion, he'd found he
couldn’t bear to be around his family or any of his close friends. He' d hardly seen them
since he'd been back. “And no witnesses.”

“Agreed. I'll serve as part of the triad.”

“Isthat wise?’ Ty had witnessed two matingsin hislife. He knew the Alphararely
served in the triad. He had other things to concentrate on, like keeping the hawk sane.

“It will be fine.”



Delavega was too glib. He was morbidly focused on bringing the darkmages down,
on destroying them and their beebees and reaping revenge. Ty understood, but it was
uncomfortable for Sunny to now be in the Alpha's sights as a means to do so. “Did she
name the other elements?’ Usually it was the woman who chose the el ements who would
balance her spiritmage in the triad. “Wait. She doesn’t have a spiritmage.”

“No.” Delavega shook his head. “And | didn’t introduce her to the finer points of the
ritual. Her two guards have befriended her and will do fine as the balance of the triad.”

Ty felt every one of hisinner hawk’s feathers lift. He hissed.

“Stop that. Ty, you need to sleep. Y ou’ re about one hour from me pouring a sleeping
herb down your throat.”

As abodymage, Ty could send himself into sleep with a thought. It had always been
avery handy skill to havein the field. But he had no control over what his brain did while
asleep. Sleep. It was alaughable term for where his mind went when he closed his eyes.

“Later.” Heran his hand through his hair. His stomach growled. It seemed all he'd
done since he returned was talk himself hoarse, eat, and get his brain picked at by
spiritmages. “1 should go tell Dad.” He hadn’'t even told his family about Sunshine.

“Do you want meto do it?’ Delavega’ s voice was quiet.

Ty’ s shame curdled in his gut. Yes. “No.”

His Alpha nodded. “Tell them, then get some sleep. That’s an order.”

Ty went afew paces down the hall before Delavega' s voice followed him. “She's
lovely, Ty. Strength like I’ ve never seen.”

He never paused. He just said, “I know.”

The praise did not bring him pride. He wanted to rip, to hit, to shred. To kill. They
needed to die. For her. His anger carried him past the suddenly stilling whispersin the
dining lounge. His Clan didn’t know what to make of him. They were so proud, and also
worried. He strode through the winding halls of his home that he knew so well and felt
like a stranger.

Pausing outside his parent’ s room, he stared at the intricate woven tapestry hanging
over the door. His cell in the old Fortress had had no privacy hanging. Sunshine had
peeked at him from the base, there on the right side of the door, on the last day. How
would she greet him when he saw her next? He was mating a woman he’ d never held, a
woman who had been tortured far beyond what he’ d endured. Had Delavega even told
her what it would mean?

It didn’t matter. Despite the shocking way Delavega had manipulated her into
becoming his, it didn't change the essential fact that he would accept it. She was his. He
would hold her. He would heal her. He was hers. Ty cleared his throat. “Dad. Mom.”

Silence had fallen when they sensed him out here, but they’ d waited. After all, Ty
had come to this door several times over the last days and not called for entrance.

The privacy cover tossed back, and his father stood there. Again, Ty was surprised
by the sight of him. He looked just the same, which didn’t seem right. His father searched
Ty’ sface, his gaze hard and desperate. “Ty. Comein.”

Ty breathed deep. His mother hovered, her hands half lifted toward him, her eyes
red. He held his forearm out for his father to grab in greeting, and the touch seared him.
Alive. He was alive. The Council would approve the mating, despite her semi-coercion.
Ty’ s smile spread over hisface.

“I’ve got good news. Mom, Dad, | have amate.”



* % *x %

The next visitor she had arrived in the late hours of the evening. She' d been dozing
but Fynn gave her a moment to wake up. The man who stepped in the door was so huge
he had to duck. Bigger than Ty. Bigger than Odan. His dark hair was threaded with gray,
and unlike Odan's it was earned through age. However, he was in no way frail.

Fynn stood by the door. “ Thisis Quor. He is a Groundbear, and leads the Council
spiritmages.” He looked at her, and Sunny sat tiffly, and very till. “He’ s hereto talk to
you about your souldance, and your bonding. Do you want us to stay?’

She nodded once and gave the man her attention, rising from the bed to stand stiffly
before him. Thankfully, she'd had time to learn he was coming, to prepare, to rest and eat.
Now she looked him over, aware he was their version of a High Priest. He simply stood
and watched her. There was none of the seething energy of the last man, although she
almost would have preferred to have the hawk back. For Quor was a spiritmage. Like her.
And his energy sang to her, wrapping around her, seeking, curious. If she could, she'd
dap it away. But it wasn’t anything he could control. It’ s just the way the element reacted
to others of itslike.

Except her energy did not reach out and respond. It flickered inside her, deep
between her lungs, but it did not stretch, quest, twine, in return. Quor’s eyes grew sad,
and her shoulders grew tighter.

He went right for the jugular in his calm baritone. " Ty remains unable to undergo a
souldance. He suffers. But while | see guilt asa small piece of his motivation, mostly he
isfurious. I've seen this kind of impotent anger before, when a man has failed to protect
hismate. | do not know if you realize what you mean to him."

She clasped her hands. No, she had no idea what she meant to him. It would make
sense if he was angry over what she'd done, but there had been no anger when they'd met
in the bathing room yesterday. "Beasts—"

"Truxet, please.”

She nodded. "Truxet use a souldance to find a man who would be a spiritual
complement to awoman." The temple priests had found it an attempt to play god, that the
Beasts thought themselves Skyfather to see so clearly. They also derided it as a waste of
energy, since marriage was so much more than a natural attraction.

"Y es. All the women our people adopt are offered a choice of matches.”

No matter how the Guilds and Royals dressed it up, Beasts, Truxet, were paid for
their security effortsin the Cities with the most precious of resources, one they couldn't
produce themselves. women. There were many dark stories of what happened to the
women who were “adopted” by the Truxet. Having their choice of men was not one of
them.

"But | have not had this souldance to seek matches."

"Our men can recognize a potential mate when they meet one. When you landed here
at River Mountain, free of the dampening spell, Ty knew instantly. If he met you in the
Cities, our people would approach your people about your interest in relocating.”

Relocating. Disappearing. Same thing, since women who were taken by the Clans as
wives, or asthey so animalistically referred to them, mates, were never allowed to return
to the City they were from again. No contact, and any daughters went, too. Sons were not
welcome. Sunny shifted her feet, gripped her hands tightly. Ty had touched her, a gentle
brush of adeadly talon. How horrible for him, to look at the woman who should have



been his partner, and know that she had betrayed him, forced him to use the darkcraft
he'd fought against so hard.

The large man's deep, soothing voice continued mildly. "In this case, with you
refusing your old identity, it is my pleasure to assure you that you are welcome among
the Clans, Sunny. Y our addition to our family would be joyful." He paused, his eyes
glinting. "Provided, of course, we can confirm the lack of darkcraft on your soul.”

Her head jerked back as if he'd struck her across the cheek with the full force of his
massive arms.

"The only way to prove that you remain whole after you were held by the
darkmages, after you touched their craft to escape, isto undergo aritual you know well."

"My refusal makes me look guilty.”

"Of course. And clearly, your statements to your assigned warriors show that you
feel guilty."

Sunny glared at Odan, standing back straight, his bristly silvered head at odds with
the warm golden light of the steady craft-powered balls set into niches in the room.

"l want to ask you something, Sunny."

She looked at him, her stomach regretting her noodle dinner. And she'd been so glad
to graduate to heavier food.

"Do you want to stay near Ty?"

"What do you mean?' Thiswas atrap. Anxiety spiraled up her spine. He was leading
her somewhere.

"Y ou went to great lengths to free him. But not Erich."

Rage lit her up so fiercely she actually took a step toward him. "I wasn't assigned to
Erich. | never even saw him dive."

"Ah. So you are not sureif it was merely human pity or something of the spirit that
drew you to Ty?'

She ground her teeth and glared. "Ty has alovely spirit. HE's brave and fierce, caring
and intelligent. He was willing to sacrifice himself to the Merry Three just to increase our
chance of taking more people with us."

"But I'm asking you, Sunny, if you merely appreciate him from your shared
experience, or if you truly desire to stay with him. Would you return to a City, or would
you prefer to remain here, with Ty?”

Ty. The memory of peeking around the door, of his smile flooding her with
confusion. His easy disregard of his situation, his teasing warmth, hisiron focus on
learning and resisting, his unshakable pride. He'd been like a beacon of meaning in the
shell of her life.

"That'swhat | thought." His words were gentle, but she found them patronizing.

She glared at him, fists clenching, furious he dared to read her with such blatant ease.
He didn't know her. She tore her challenging gaze from his and looked to the side,
clamping her jaw shut. I'm so tired of thisrage. They'd done thisto her, made her avessel
of fear and hate and anger. She breathed, and stayed silent.

"In my experience, Sunny, when a person has undergone severe trauma, there are
two paths. Oneisaspiral of focus and rage, and oneis aspiral of hope and persistence.
Both are painful, and neither of them may lead to full emotional recovery. You are at a
crossroads right now. Y ou've been walking in both spirals." He grinned, with sudden ease
and charm that surprised her. "Y ou must be getting a bit dizzy."



He hadn't earned the right to tease her, to make light of what she'd lived through at
the Fortress. Her lip actually lifted in a sneer. "Y ou want me to lead Ty on a souldance.
But you've been nattering on more about a match between me and Ty than about
declaring him innocent. Then there's the logic issue. Why would the Hawk Alpha want
someone under suspicion to be the one to clear Ty of the same suspicion?"

The large man raised one bushy eyebrow, his eyes gleaming with appreciation.

She folded her armstightly. "Y ou are such a patronizing ass. Spit it out already.
What's this push to get mein Ty's brain?"'

He beamed at her asif she'd performed a difficult trick. Tucking hishead in a
strange, folded bow, he said, "Y ou need Ty, and he needs you. Together, you will heal
and wipe away the taint of the darkcraft from your spirits. And together, you will be able
to contribute the details we need for the attack."

Attack? "No." The word was torn from her depths. She stepped back, and again,
coming up against her bed. "No." Just the suggestion of anyone sane and whole entering
that Fortress willingly made her nauseous. They thought to attack! Their naivety took her
breath. She shook her head again and again.

His hands patted the air soothingly. "Not in body. Not at all. We'd never ask you to
go back."

"Y ou can't attack them there. Y ou will fail." She heard the thin, thready panic in her
voice.

The large man sighed. Cupping his chin, he rubbed his finger along his jaw. "Sunny,
you need to decide if you want to stay with Ty. If you do, the souldance will bond you as
mates, at the same time moving the Council's goals forward."

"You're so sure that aritual to combine us won't compound the darkness, forge us
into something worse?"

"I'm positive. After meeting you, so isthe Hawk. The Council agreed earlier this
morning."

For the first time, Sunny wanted to get out of this room. She wanted to run through
stone tunnels until she could hide. All of Ty's future was depending on her broken
abilities. "And Ty? He gets no choice? To prove hisinnocence, he must take me?' A
ruined ex-dave, ashell.

Fynn looked up from his position at the back corner. His gaze held hers, burning
with intensity. "Sunny. Never doubt he will want you. Never. Y ou are his match.”

“I'm not—"

"Sunny." Odan spoke too, overriding her argument. "Y ou don't want your old life.

Y ou are being offered anew one. Quit worrying about Ty. Every warrior wants nothing
more than to find amatch in his lifetime, to be chosen. Will living among the hawks be
something you can live with?"

She blinked at him. Looking around the barren room, small details jumped out at her
with strange clarity. The cupped hollows that held the magelights. The wooden bedposts
worn smooth and polished. The way the hinged door had scraped a lighter path against
the wall near the pivot.

She looked into Odan's steady, relentless silver gaze. "I can live with anything. |
want to bewith Ty."

Quor, the spiritmage, shrugged. "Very well. Tomorrow, I'll send you something that
might help you with the souldance. Naturally, this souldance is not for reconstructing



your memories and giving areport about the Fortress. It is going to bond you as mates,
sealing out any hold darkcraft has on you."

"She will not be presented with choices?' Fynn's voice was empty, but she sensed his
disapproval.

The man moved to the door, dragging it open with asimple flex of his deep chest.
"The situation is unique. My visit was to verify sheiswilling to join with Tydus. | see
that sheis. Neither are able to complete a souldance, and yet are both in desperate need of
one. The very healing Sunny can offer them both will bind them, as she acts as her own
Spiritmage.”

He paused, and looked at Fynn. "Oh, and Cat, | task you with telling Sunny about the
matebond ritual. | assume she will choose you and the groundbear as her remaining triad
members. Delavegawill, of course, be the third.” He winked. "Goodnight."

Fynn looked so stunned, Sunny’s jaw relaxed with amusement.

Odan, however, looked furious. "He's rushing them into this, and don't tell me it's not
the Council just wanting a breath-by-breath accounting.”

"But...” Fynn rested back against the wall.

Odan stalked to the open door and shoved it closed. Frustration radiated from his
back. "And what about the week of waiting? Even without the choice, there should be a
week before the ritual!”

Fynn rustled his hand through his short dark hair. "Everyoneisjumpy about the
person who used darkcraft and is refusing a souldance. It's causing night whispers. The
Council wantsiit settled, for their sake."

"But she hasn't even learned our laws! She hasn't been through the introduction in
the women's caves." Odan spun so fast she bounced on the bed. "Y ou're not married? No
children?'

She shook her head. When they’ d insisted, she'd told them the basics of her prior life
over the past few days. "I didn’t lie." Confusion filled her. "What sort of introduction is
there? What happens during the week before the mating?"

Odan waved his hand asif the words were pesky gnats. " She won't even let us touch
her. How is she supposed to manage amating!" His big jaw clenched, and tendons stood
out on histhick neck.

"Quit talking about me asif I'm not here!" she hissed at him.

Heignored her, continuing to address Fynn. "Do you think we should approach the
Family Council for her? To ask them to intervene?"

Fynn rubbed the bridge of hisnose asif pained. He crouched, his black leather skirt
belling out around him. Taking his hand away, he looked at her, then at Odan. "No. This
isthe right thing for both of them. It's bizarre and | agree it feels selfish of the Council
and Delavega, but remember, there remain five strong darkmages out there, with tiesto
who knows how many lesser ones who have evaded us. Five of the fuckers. We haveto
be as prepared as possible, and that means being just a bit ruthless. They were meant for
each other anyway."

Fynn turned toward her. " Sunny, tomorrow you will be bound for lifeto Ty. Do you
understand what you've agreed to? Y ou will not just souldance with him, you will swap
pieces of your soulair and join your life paths together until death. Things are already
swinging into motion. If you have any second thoughts, we have to act on them now."

She stared at the man with light golden skin, and warm, concerned eyes. He was



young. Y ounger than her. He was strong, and while tested, had never really been strained.
Odan, she sensed, had more emotional depth to his background, but had aso never been
forged in the fires of bitter hardship. He too watched her with a concerned, watchful gaze.

Chewing her lip, Sunny’s heart pinched, much the same way it had the first time
she'd seen Ty hanging in chains, but still wholly himself. These men, these honorable,
sweet, noble-minded men, were worried about her. Despite knowing what she'd done,
even knowing a dab of the disgusting things that had happened to her, they truly cared
about her. She hadn't given them any reason to. There was no benefit to them. They were
vicious warriors with beasts living inside them, and yet they were such sensitive, kind
innocents. They touched her, and it made a heart she'd thought never to feel again swell.

She brushed her fingers over the cool, smooth sheets. "He said there would be a
triad. At theritual. The Hawk will be there, and you both could be there, too."

Fynn ground his teeth, his head tipping back in frustration.

Odan sighed, deeply.

“I'm glad."

They both looked at her, newly focused.

"I trust you a bit. | didn't want to trust you. | know if we were all back in the Fortress
and you had to leave me in order to help your people, you would. But here, now, you're
on my side, merely because you know | need support. You are fine men. I'm grateful for
your patience and assistance. It'sarelief to know you're going to be there tomorrow."

Odan abruptly looked amused. His brow lifted sardonically. "Don't speak too soon."

She shrugged, lacing her hands together. "Whatever the ritual entails, | can survive
it. Ty will be there. And so will both of you."

Fynn stalked to the door and pushed it wide open. "Come on." He went straight
through and disappeared.

Odan looked at her, swept his arm out. "After you."

Cautiously, Sunny stood and went out, turning to the left as Fynn had. She had a
feeling he wasn't headed to the bathing chamber. She was right. He was waiting, arms
crossed, energy snapping with irritation, at the arched entrance carved with fearsome
warnings. When she came closer he went out without speaking. She followed him down a
hall and up a staircase, and eventually they threaded their way to an opening at the end of
ahalway.

Sunny came to a dead stop. The scent of fresh air was tinged with earth, and held the
lush promise of summer.

Odan moved up next to her. Fynn waited at the dark opening, the sides lit with
severa bright magelights on posts. He shifted his weight from foot to foot.

"Fynn." Odan's voice called the man's attention.

He turned and looked back at them, and Sunny saw clearly he wasn't really with
them. His gaze was distant. His face tight.

Odan looked down at her. "It'salovely night. Nothing can harm you in this area. At
our Council's seat, you are totally safe.”

He thought she was worried about stepping into the Wild. After living her whole life
in awalled City, she supposed she should be. But she wasn't. She was worried about
stepping out from the surrounding stone. This Fortress contained her, was familiar.

Unlike the old Fortress, this one vibrated with life. They'd passed severa people on the
way here, even one woman. It was well-lit, and so clean the stones polished by the ages



gleamed.

Fynn came up to her with his swaying, graceful stride. "You're about to be adopted
into the Truxet Clans. | refuse to describe the matebond, something your patroness should
do for you, in acell. You need to understand what you're agreeing to with space around
you, where your brain will focus on possibilities. Not in a cell, with no other options.
Come out, and taste the air of freedom. Hear what this offer really means. Then decide.”

Sunny's gaze swung from Fynn's passionate, energized one to Odan's steady one.
Once again her heart ached, and she knew, suddenly, these men were her friends. And
she was theirs. Maybe the friendship would only last until bad times of pain, but here and
now, she’ d accept it.

"All right." Her voice was soft, small. She wasn't proud of it, but that was the way it
was. Fynn bustled off toward the opening, passing in a golden wash through the bright
lightsinto the shadows beyond. Sunny slipped her hand into Odan's.

She felt him till, then his fingers closed gently around hers, so warm. He stepped in
front of her and led her out.

Her knees were shaking, but she kept pace. He paused beyond the reach of the
entrance lights, where the stone landing stopped and stairs disappeared down. But her
gaze was not drawn to the murky path carved into the mountain's exterior, nor the bushes
whispering in anight breeze. She looked up, and saw the sky for the first time in months.
She saw the waxing moon, Skyfather's gaze, and the stars, his blessed children. She stood
beneath the lovely, distant panorama, and knew to her bones her faith was gone. It wasa
moon, a celestial orb that may or may not have another world on it. But it wasn't the
afterlife's reward for temple priests. Nor were the stars future priests waiting to be born.
They were just afar away mystery.

Fynn trotted back up the steps out of the darkness. He glanced at her hand in Odan's,
but didn't say anything. "There's a nice place to sit, just down here. Do you want a
magelight?

"No. Let's not ruin the moonlight.” In the place where her faith used to live, there
was a great hollow echo. In her blood, where confidence used to run strong, sang rage,
and bitterness. Memories of hours on her knees, hours preaching to crowds, of offering
people blessings and issuing condemnations, made her stomach roil and churn.

She held tight to Odan's hand, and followed Fynn into the darkness. They moved
slower, and her eyes adjusted but she knew they could see better than she. When Fynn
gestured to a bench carved to look like a bower of flowers near the edge of acliff, she
used both hands to feel her way up to it. She settled herself in the middle. The men
remained standing below her, on the trail. She patted both sides of the smooth sl ab.

"Sit with me."

Both of them perched at the end, leaving space between their bodies. Fynn visibly
relaxed, his shoulders easing, breath deepening.

Odan settled into stillness that made him part of the night.

The silence only made her consider the moon. The empty, cold moon. "What is the
moon to you?" she asked.

Fynn said, "It's mostly believed to be connected to spiritmages, although the
bodymages sometimes claimit.”

"Connected how?'

He shrugged. "Ask Quor. | think it has something to do with change, and



imagination.”

"Do you know, Odan?"'

"The watermages study it. They've actually proved it can speak to Water. Skymages,
of course, areinterested init. They believe it isnot part of Vladaya, but something
beyond our realm."

Then Fynn asked, "Why? How do the Cities view it?"'

Sunny didn't answer. Couldn't. "Tell me about tomorrow."

Fynn and Odan sighed at the exact same time. Her lip eased to the side in that
strange relaxation of amusement. The feeling eased through her body, and tears jumped
to her eyes asit quickly disappeared. She had ailmost smiled. It didn't seem right, while at
the sametimeit was like amiracle.

Fynn leaned out, looking past her to Odan. "Have you ever been to a bonding
before?'

"Yeah. You?'

"No."

The men seemed to contemplate that for a minute, and then Fynn said, " So you do
the honors."

"Thanks." Odan's dry voice made it clear he didn't consider it one.

"Oh, for pity's sake, just tell me."

Odan had alovely voice, atenor that soothed. "All right. I'll tell you about the
matebond ritual."

He eased back on the bench, supporting himself on one hand. His smooth chest was
deek in the faint light, sculpted. The position made his muscles stark. It was easier to
look at him than the moon, so she angled to face him, putting her back to Fynn. He kept
his gaze on a horizon she couldn't see.

"Theritual isheld in aroom that has been cleansed and scented with soothing
incense by the Clan Alpha. The triad guides the Trux to the site, and prepares the pit."

"The pit?" The word was ominous.

"The room isround, and in the center, a shallow circleis set into the floor and lined
with furs of animals killed in a Clan hunt. The triad stands at equidistant points around
the edge of the pit, and the witnesses stand around the edges of the room."

"Witnesses?' Alarm rang through her.

"In your case," Fynn spoke near her shoulder, "there won't be any. I'm sure of it. Ty
has the right to invite his family and friends, but no warrior would put you in such a
situation. The only witnesses truly necessary are the Alpha and the woman's spiritmage.
In your case, the Alphawill form part of the triad, and you are acting as your own
spiritmage. Something I've never heard of."

Odan ignored Fynn's suspicious mutter. " The matched warrior waits for his mate in
the room. She is escorted, after being offered adrug to relax to her."

"A drug?' She was beginning to fedl ridiculous, blurting out repetitions,

Fynn spoke again. "Y ou can take a harmless drug to relax you, to put you at ease.”

"No. Absolutely not. No drugs." Her spine went pole straight.

Odan nodded. "Y our choice. When the woman enters, a bodymage guards the outer
door. Theritual has begun. She enters the pit of her own will—"

"Drugged?’ she asked dryly.

"The drug doesn't control you," Fynn defended.



Odan continued over both of them, "—and the triad seals them inside a protective
space. No one outside can get at the vulnerable pair without taking the triad down first. In
asense, thisisthe equivalent of a calming drug on the Trux. He knows he cannot be
interrupted, that his back is guarded, and it lends a small edge of sanity to the situation."

"Sanity?' That implied there was a certain insanity, before.

"The matebond ritual involves three exchanges. Blood, body, and spirit. At the end,
the pair shares a connection unlike anything in the human Cities. It is the envy of every
unmated Trux, and the basis of our entire way of life. Family is everything to us. The
woman becomes part of the Clan when sheis claimed by a beastspirit.”

He paused, and when she didn’t immediately interject, he turned and looked at her.
Sherealized his face looked softer. He smiled a bit. “Blood?’ he asked quietly.

Sunny nodded.

“Best case, anip. Worst case, adeep bite. Usually, the woman is so lost in pleasure
it'snot abig deal.”

“Isit true, that the triad will ride theritual, too?’ Fynn’s voice dripped eagerness.

Odan rolled his eyes. “Fynn...”

The other man sighed.

Odan shifted, bringing his arm forward, bracing over his knees. He considered his
hands. “The matebond was developed for a very specific reason, Sunny. Our beastspirits.
When a Trux finds a mate, the beastspirit’s only goal isto make sure she becomes his.
Giving the woman a choice is a semblance of civilization and dignity our people have
strained under for centuries. But once she's chosen, and given aweek to meet her mate,
the ceremony that bonds a human to the Truxet iSsso ... necessary to the beastspirit, that
there’'s ssmply no way to prevent it. Just once, in heat and frenzy, under the watchful eye
of the Alphawho has complete power over our beastspirits, our animal self rises and
meets the woman.”

He clenched his hands. “No, | won’t lieto you.” He turned his head, but with his face
lowered, the moonlight didn’t reach his darkened eyes. “In a matebond, the Trux warrior
goes to battleform, a blended form between human and animal. And then he fucks his
mate. He claims her in the most ancient of ways, and she submits, and there’ s no such
thing as equality, or even tenderness. It’'s raw domination, and violent.”

He sat up, turning toward her, and their knees bumped. She jumped, realized she was
leaning back away from him, but couldn’t help it. Odan reached slowly for her fists
clenched against her belly. He paused over one, and she stared at his hand, the size of it.
And still let him finish the movement and take her hand in his. He drew it away, stiffly,
to rest on his thigh. He smoothed his thumb over the back of her fist.

Fynn crooned, “ Shhh, Sunny. Shhh.”

|

“Itisn’t arape. It's nothing like that.” Odan's voice saying that word shocked her.

“How dare you even say so! | think | know the difference.”

He ignored her outburst. “But it’swild, for at our hearts, we are. For al that it sounds
so ruthless, it isin an incredibly emotional event for us. For anyone involved in the ritual.
It's beyond special, a continuation of family, a culmination of alife’s search, a match.

It' s right up there with birth as something that’ s just an intrinsic joy. A man hasfound a
woman and she has chosen to join their lives together. If she doesn’t accept him in this
souldance, there's no matebond, and it’s done. But nearly always, at the end, acoupleis



bound and strengthened for it. It's a beautiful rite. A proud moment, even though it is
fraught with tension.”

He turned her hand over, and began to pry her fingers from their curled fist. She
stared at her hand in his, watched him force her thumb away and soothe it. Fynn’s heat
was against her back and she realized she rested against him, but he made no move to
touch her.

Odan opened her hand, and placed his open palm against her damp fingers. “Quor
wants usto bein your triad tomorrow. WEe'll be there, at the edge of the pit. We'll be
linked with Delavega, and we'll be protecting you.”

“You'll ... watch?

Odan’ s gaze went past her, over her shoulder. Whatever he saw made him sigh.
“We'll fed it. Everything you do. But we'll be in atrance, focusing on blending our
elements. We won't be watching, but we'll know.”

“Not the souldance. Not that.” She was suddenly terrified. This entire thing was to
pry open Ty and force her to share herself with him. Only because it was Ty was she
even able to contemplate this. No one else could be on their magescapes with them.

“No, we won't be in the souldance ... athough I’'m sure Delavega will get echoes
through Ty’ s hawk.”

“He will?” Her voice was shrill.

His larger hand soothed her wrist with his finger tips. “Not specifics. But our Alphas
aretied to our beastspirits. He'l| know emotions. He' Il know if you fail to bond,
certainly.”

His hand on hers made hiswordsreal. “ So—So—Tomorrow, Ty and | will fuck ina
pit and he'll bite me and I’ ll souldance with him, and then some sort of exchange will
seal ustogether and the three of you right there around us will fedl it all.”

Fynn shifted behind her. She felt the heat of his hand hovering near her shoulder, but
it moved away. “ Sunny, tomorrow, you'll become one of our people. Y ou and Ty will
help each other. The hawk will be able to proclaim you both innocent.”

“Oh, and the Council, too. Don't forget we' Il help them as they force Ty to record
his pure memories.” Her voice was too loud for the night, hoarse, bitter, but she wasn't
really angry about the Council. She was still caught up in avision. A changed Ty looking
down at her, brushing her cheek with a talon before running away. That image sent a
thrill to her, lifting the hairs on her nape. But it was quickly followed by another. Being
tied down on a bed, the laughing women lounging around her, while bony Tattoo worked
her body, thrusting into her over and over, biting her breasts until they were covered in
red crescents. She still had a few sliver-shaped scars. Then he'd lifted up a knife, and
licked it, slicing his own tongue. The blood had landed on her cheek. One of the women
had smeared it across her face. Another had bit into her outstretched forearm. And a
third had leaned into lick her eye. The four of them had kept her there all night, then sent
her to get them breakfast the next morning.

The men were waiting, Odan’s hand serene and solid on hers. Fynn's chest awall of
strength at her back. Enough time had passed that she noticed the stars had moved, and
she could make out a horizon where dawn would come. Her breath panted in the night. “I
was—I| was—"*

They waited, along time.

She finally whispered it. “| wasadave.”



They still waited, silent. Odan’ s hand was steady. Fynn’s breathing was even.

“l was tortured.”

They didn’t move amuscle. Her gaze jumped from atuft of grass at the rim, to the
pebbles by her shoes, to the blackness beyond. She smelled the scent of earth, sharp and
fresh, and a cool breeze brushed her hair.

“1 died there. | did.” The feeling of Glasses' hand on her chest, squeezing past
blackness, pressing on her ribs until they shattered, until her heart stilled. She'd died.
And come back to the pain of him beating on her chest, and laughing when she gasped
through the pain of newly moving blood.

“l can’'t be the woman | was. I’'m not her anymore. | won't be her.” The lash slicing
against her back, again, again, again, again, again ... and she' d babbled prayers,
begged, summoned, dwelled in her faith, until they broke it.

Fynn’s voice came softly from near her ear. “ Then you' re not.”

“1"m Sunny. His Sunshine.” She was clinging with both hands to Odan now. “That’s
what he called me. I’'m his. I’'m not her anymore.”

“Sunny,” Fynn whispered, “You're free.”

She sat there for along time, with a pounding heart, desperately gripping hands,
sawing breaths, and two strong men leading her to a new path.

When her hold finally relaxed on Odan, she could see, even in the moonlight, she'd
left gouges from her ragged nails in his skin. She brushed over them. Drawing herself up
onto her own spine, away from Fynn's heat, she straightened, facing out into the
lightening darkness, clutching the edge of the bench on either side of her thighs.

Fynn stood and asked, “ Sunny, do you want to bond with the hawk Ty tomorrow?”’

She chewed her lip. With al she’d survived, with how completely she changed, with
the threat of the dark power she' d tasted, what was she doing standing here? Breathing,
she closed her eyes. She uttered the bravest and most selfish words she' d ever spoken. “I
do.”

Odan'’ s breath eased from him in a softening.

Fynn waited a moment and then punched the air with hisfist. “Yes!”

“Excuse me?’ She stared at him, shocked.

He looked down at her. His eyes were part of the darkness, but his grin lit up the
night. “Y ou made the decision for yourself. Not for Ty. Not to seek revenge on the
darkmages or in guilt to help the Council. That’s fantastic.”

“Isit?” Shewas alittle dazed.

“Y eah. Come on, we have to get you ready. Only afew hours before dawn now.”

“Fynn, she doesn’t need to primp.”

“Sure she does. Right, Sunny?’

She stood up, determined to get started, to move on.

He grinned at her, turned and jumped down onto the trail. It seemed the most natural
thing in the world to reach for him as she took the small hop down onto the uneven dirt
path. He held out his hand and steadied her, then lowered his arm to drop her grasp. She
stepped up to him and wrapped her arms around his neck. His body was hard, his skin
cool from being out in the night, but his arms came strong around her, closing with no
hesitation.

Fynn gave a great hug. An emotional hush gripped her as she relaxed and accepted
his gentle warmth. He wrapped her close and she felt her breasts press against ribs, but



stayed against him anyway. He smelled of a musk that settled into her like incense. His
cheek pressed against her temple. She breathed, feeling the plane of him against her, and
whispered into histhroat, “Thank you.”

He moved his hand from her shoulder to the back of her head, and her heart swelled.
Stepping away from him, she darted a glance at his face. He wasn’'t smiling. He wasn’'t
leering in ateasing way. He looked every inch awarrior, hisface a mask, eyes glittering.
“1 swear to you, Sunny. Y ou can trust us. We are honorable men, and you are safe here.”

She nodded, and turned to Odan, who had moved onto the trail. She held out her
hand, and he took it, walking her back toward the Fortress where her new life waited.



Chapter Eight

Odan brought her a deep purple dress. It was a heavy fabric that flowed over her
skin. The sandals were red. Freshly bathed and dried, her hair was the color of late
autumn grass. ‘Honey,” Fynn had called it. ‘ Light brown,” she’d returned. Certainly, it
didn’t have the sheen of Ty’s. And when it dried, the fingerlengths left had thickened into
deep waves. Ty’ swas definitely curlier. She primped alittle, trimming her nails smooth
and dathering in lotion.

The men took her with them after she'd had awonderful breakfast of eggs, fruit, and
sweetbread. They took her out into the halls again. Down and down the staircases Odan
had carried her up just afew days ago. No one seemed to look at her with more than a
passing glance. The warriors they passed were big, extremely muscular. Not many wore
the black leather skirts her guards did.

She asked them abouit it. “Y our skirts mean something, don’t they?”

Fynn chuckled. “ They are warskirts, thank you, and they designate us Council
warriors.”

“Does that mean you' re better? A higher rank?’

Fynn just chuckled again.

When she looked over her shoulder at Odan, he' d shrugged. “It’'s complicated.”

She'd frowned at him.

Fynn waved to someone who waved to him down the hall. “We're aphas, Sunny. No
one envies us, but being a Council warrior is something to be proud of.”

She blinked, hard. “Alphas! Y ou are your Clan leaders?’

Fynn burst out laughing. “No. Not at all. We're exiles, merely for the abilitieswe
were born with.”

After another staircase, Sunny asked, “Being an alphais a physical designation?’

Fynn nodded, but he seemed distracted now. His steps lengthened, asif he was
eager. “Yes. But being the Alpha of a Clan is much more. And not for me, at al.”

He led them into a corridor where no one else walked. “What about you, Odan?
Would you answer the Clan’s call?”’

“1 cannot say.”

Fynn stopped in front of a stone door. He threw a curious ook at Odan. “That’s not a
no-way.”

“No, itisn't.” They looked at each other, and Sunny thought Odan had just risen in
Fynn’s esteem.

Fynn leaned into the door, his shoulders jumping with effort, and Sunny got the
feeling this door wasn’t used much. She followed him into aroom that was much dimmer
than the hall. The smell of fragrant, herbal incense assaulted her with memories. A pious
peace, securein her rank and well-being. Stopping, she closed her eyes and swallowed.
That was done. That woman was gone.

Fynn looked around, hands on his hips. “Wow. Someday, I'll bring my own mate
here.”

“May the Six blend and deliver her,” Odan murmured.

“What isthis place? Sunny asked. Then she noticed the hole in the floor, about two



bodylengths across. She walked up to it, looking at the gray and brown pelts below.
“Oh.”

Fynn came up and stood beside her. “It’stime. Ty will soon take you as his mate.”

Sunny had a memory of washing red off Ty’s muscled legs. She' d felt more than she
should when she bathed and fed him, but now those memories were full of even more
emotion. Emotion, and ayearning ache. He was so very beautiful. But she couldn’t
imagine him touching her scarred, skinny, gangly body. She' d filled out a bit even with a
few days of decent food, and her scars were of course healed and smoothed. But she was
no beauty, and never would be.

Fynn shifted, taking a deep breath through his nose. “He'll fuck you here. He'll bein
his battleform. This ritual will bind you to him and to the hawks. It will create alink
between you that will be a source of great strength and peace for both of you.”

“I"'m to take in part of hissoulair...” Sunny shook her head at the audacity. They’'d
never thought of such athing in the City temples. It was astonishing, to blend male and
femaethisway. And worse, even if she did dareto do it, she was tainted. She’ d betrayed
Ty, forcing the darkness on him. And now they wanted her to further infect him.

Odan stood a bit farther off, but he too looked as if fascinated into the pile of furs
lining the knee-deep pit. “When you accept each other in the souldance, you'll enter a
mirror state. You’'ll see inside him, become the truth of him.”

Sunny took a step back before she knew what she did. “What?’” Ty couldn’t possibly
be allowed to glimpse how broken she was. She planned on keeping his glimpse into her
as narrow as possible.

“Thisis something you want, Sunny.” Odan’ s voice was matter-of-fact.

Fynn explained, “You'll belong here. You'll start anew life. And at the same time,
you' I both be confirmed innocent. The Council will gather the details of your capture,
and with as much information as possible, we' |l storm the Fortress and retake it. We have
to free the people there, and stop the beebees at their source.”

He' d gotten more and more excited as he spoke, his voice passionate.

Sunny shook her head. “No.”

Odan turned to face her and folded his arms. “ The report is necessary, Sunny.
Neither of you will avoid it, but through this mating, both of you will support each other
in the effort.”

“But—"

“Sunny,” Fynn’s voice was short with impatience. “Y ou’ re worried about reliving
your ordeal when we need to record the report, and | understand that. But after it’s done,
you can suppress the memories, shadow them and heal. Denying them isno way to live.”

Odan nodded but redirected the conversation. “All of that is part of the future. For
now, Sunny, concentrate on how you'll enter the souldance with Ty. Quor and Delavega
have asked you to do something extraordinary—be your own guide in a matebond. Ty
will help, but he'll be deep in the hawk.”

“What does that mean?’ She couldn’t control the way her tone crept higher and
higher.

“Our beastspirit cannot be denied access to our mate. Thisritual is the offering, the
blending, of our two halves. All of a Trux comes together to greet and claim their mate.”

Their? Was the beastspirit another being? Sunny was rocked by the reality of the pit.
They expected her to let Ty fuck her, in his beak and talon form, and they expected her to



souldance with him while it happened. “I don’t know if | can do this,” she whispered.

Odan’ s steadiness answered. “Y ou will, because you have to.”

She looked at him, his muscled form quiet and strong and unbattered, unraped. This
man fed her, watched over her nightmares, kept his distance while she bathed. He
listened, but when he talked he was complete and thorough. Odan was intelligent and
fascinating. He was trustworthy here, in this society. But he wasn’t Ty. She didn’t know
if he’d have chosen to let himself be tortured for the chance to free more strangers. She
didn’t know if he’d smile at her after anight in chains coated in pieces of his body.
Sunny didn’t love him to the depths of her shattered soul.

She answered her warrior guard. “I will mate with Ty, because | must.”

He understood her subtle shift of meaning, and nodded to her. Fynn, bless his more
action-oriented heart, said, “Don’'t be scared, Sunny. We'll be here.”

She was till watching Odan, so she saw the stripes slice briefly across hisface, a
sign she recognized now as strong emotion. His gray eyes narrowed. “Fynn...” he
growled with irritation at the smaller man.

“1 just mean she won’t be alone. | mean, we stand for her.” Testy, hefished in his
pouch at hiswaist. He drew out afolded paper and handed it to her. “ Thisis from Quor.”

It was a philosophical comparison. The familiar tenets of the temple were listed on
one side, followed by rebuttals on the other.

Thefirst temple belief read Every person is a flawed reflection of Skyfather or
Earthmother. She remembered the agony of her faith, that she'd never know the purity of
Earthmother's being. The thought written next to the familiar teaching was stunningly
simple. Every person is beautiful.

The second Temple belief read Every dance is a chance to improve. It had been so
easy for her to find fault, to offer "corrections’ upon seeing into a person's soul. Every
danceis a chance to see clearly. Had she ever really seen anyone clearly at the Temple?
She'd gone into them proud and secure in her status, knowing it was her duty to point out
flaws.

The last line read The Sacred Couple are our unknowable source. When all was
darkness, the Couple had been absent. The source that had led her to survive had been
inside herself. We are each of the Sx. The Six hadn't been at that Fortress either.

"Geg, thanks,” Sunny said dryly. She handed the list back to him, hiding her unease.
She didn't want to remember her old life's faith, and she didn't want to be confronted with
someone else's.

Fynn unabashedly read it. “It's a message meant to help you adjust your
understanding of a souldance, from the Cities' Sacred Couple to Vladaya's Six
Elements.”

At the temple, al instruction was based on the relationship between the Sacred
Couple. The Skyfather and the Earthmother represented all the masculine and feminine
energy in the world, divided in three elements each. Understanding how the masculine
acted and how the feminine responded, and vice versa, was at the heart of the temple’s
rituals. People came to the temple for help, for cleansing. And al of the help and
cleansing was based on the understanding that everyone needed to improve, to strive for
connection to the divine.

What Quor had distilled her old self’ s faith into was familiar to her. She rejected all
of it. What he listed as his rebuttals chimed through her body like a bell. Like possibilities



she hadn’t considered.

Odan moved up closer to her. “You are what you are. See yourself, today, and see
the Six inyou.”

She looked at him. His calm gray eyes, histhick neck and square jaw, none of it was
exactly handsome, but he was perfect. Something crystallized inside her broken
spiritcraft. She’ d wondered, when trimming her nails, just how by all the pearlsin the sea
she was supposed to summon her spiritmage craft for thisritual. After al, Quor’s
presence had revealed how thin it had become. But what if her craft didn’t come from the
Earthmother? What if, like an alpha s skills, she was born with it? What if everyone was
born beautiful ? Not a struggling, flawed echo of something beyond, but a piece of the
divine themselves?

Her knees gave out, and Fynn caught her, lowering her gently to the floor. “ Sunny?’

“Oh ... my ... stars...” Sunny propped herself up on one hand. “Let me seeit again!”
She demanded the paper back from him.

She stared at Quor’ swords. Her old self would have scoffed at them. She would
have giggled to think of the huge, powerful warrior saying these things. Her superiority
would have been unchallenged by a phrase as weak as “Every person is beautiful.” She'd
seen into some horrible memoriesin her time as a priestess. And of course, now she'd
lived them herself. She knew what it was to pull the clothes from a dead body for her
own use. To do a despicable thing to save herself pain. But maybe, as Delavega had
pointed out, maybe just as she wasn’'t a priestess anymore, she wasn't aslave, either.
What if she hadn’t sought out the worst of people in a souldance, to improve them and
point out how far from the Couple they were, but instead showed them their strengths,
and how to see themselves clearly, so they could choose their own path?

She handed the paper back to Fynn, who sgquatted next to her. “Do you need
something to drink?" he asked.

She shook her head. “Do you pray, Fynn?’

“Not often. | think my time is better spent training instead. But then, I’'m not a
Spiritmage.”

She looked at him sharply. “Only your spiritmages pray?’

“Of course not. But we don’'t gather to worship like you do in the Cities. We don’t
have a political structure around praying, or alocation to physically support. We pray
where we want, when we want, and it’s over in a moment. Connect to the element you
need by meditating, by focusing, and take that power you' re seeking into yourself.”

Sunny shook her head. She understood his words, but it was too much, too new.
“When | lead Ty into a souldance, when | dive into him, he’ s not some supplicant coming
to mefor help.”

Odan, standing nearby, huffed alaugh. “1 think you’ll find you’ re not the one doing
the diving.”

She craned her neck, scowling at him. “He's a bodymage. | will control the
souldance.”

“You're his mate.”

Sunny was shaking her head so much, her brain was going to come loose. She looked
at Fynn, grinding her teeth at the sympathy in hiswarm brown eyes. “I must do this.” She
drew up her knees, wrapping her arms around the soft fabric covering her shins, and
buried her facein it. It smelled of the sun and lavender. She' d forgotten this scent.



Breathing deep, she camed her racing heart.

Fynn crouched near her, contemplating the knee-deep pit lined with furs. Odan
walked the room lighting incense until ahaze hung in the air. Against al sense, it soothed
her. There was nothing she wouldn’t do for Ty, yet in redlity, it was time to admit, there
was nothing she wouldn’t do for the ability to be with Ty. She missed him. After only a
handful of brief conversationsin the most dire of circumstances, he captured her. Today
Ty would walk in here and bond to her. He'd know what she’ d survived, know what
she’d done. They said he wanted her ... she trembled to imagineit. Ty. Wanting to be
with her. Body. And soul.

Odan said, “He's here.”

Fynn rose and faced the door. A stone rumbled a grinding noise, and then again. She
continued to stare into the pit.

Delavega’ s voice came with a nape-prickling wash of power. “Hello, warriors.
Thank you for agreeing. Fynn and Odan, right?’

Her men remained by her side. Fynn said, “ That’ s right, Hawk. It’s an honor.”

And then Ty’ svoice, low but clear. “Hello, Sunshine.”

She froze. His voice was atouch at the base of her spine. It echoed in her belly.
Lifting her head, Sunny breathed in the herbal scent beginning to cloud the air. The room
seemed larger and more shadowed. She let her breath out on asigh. “Ty.”

When she breathed in, she smelled him behind her. Warm man.

“Sunshine, you are well?’

She nodded, her eyes burning and dry. Her throat burning and dry. “And you?’

His voice came lower, closer, his heat searing her left arm, his breath smelling of
honey. Of course, he was more honest than she. "I've struggled.”

She nodded again.

“Sunshine." He paused, her name vibrating with a yearning intensity that softened
her. "Do you choose me as yours?’

Turning quickly, she jerked her head around to see him. He was big. So big. His
shoulders, now that they weren’t drawn up by chains, were broad, surrounding her. Even
though she'd seen him before, it till struck her how clean he was, his hair a soft tumble
of thick, gilded dark curls. One hand hovered near her shoulder, and his fingers trembled.

Shetook his hand in hers. It was so easy to do, his skin fascinating to her fingertips.
He stopped breathing.

She swallowed. “I do. It’s just—*

She didn’t get a chance to voice her self-doubt. He lunged forward, arms around her,
with athrust of hislegs. Airborne, wrapped in his body, she closed her eyes and relaxed
into him. He twisted so she landed sprawled on him. So much body, so hot, nude, and
aroused. She scrambled to the side, dipping on the pile of loose, dick furs. His hands
held her upper arms, firm but far from hard. His skin shivered, and she put one hand on
his chest, feeling his strong heart thud.

Sunny jumped when sharp green light flared out above her. She looked up to see the
men stood around the edge of the pit, their arms outstretched. A clear triangle of power
shone, with adomed cap rising up over them all, creating a miniature room out of the pit.

Delavega announced, “ The triad protects.”

“You can trust me.” Ty gritted out, voice so low she could barely hear him.

She looked down at him, his features clearer now in the magelight the men generated



around them. His cheeks were flushed red, and his golden eyes glittered. Something wild
and raw twisted in her gut but she stomped on it. “Of course.”

“You can.” Hisvoice strained. His forehead glistened with sweat.

Sunny leaned to wipe the dampness away with her thumb. “1 do, Ty.” She licked the
salt from her thumb because she wanted to. The taste burst in her mouth, sizzling. Her
mouth flooded with moisture, and suddenly all she wanted to do was lick him, all over.
He was here, underneath her. Free. And through aweird twist of fate, he wanted her.

Ty’ seyeswere glassy, his gaze fixed on her hair. Hisfingers lightly feathered
through her hair. “ So soft. You're here. In my arms.”

One of his hands drifted down to her wrist, circling it, and she shivered to redlize
how large his hands were. His gaze drifted to her neck. When his blunt fingers touched
her there, she jumped. Energy poured from him, softening her.

“You're healed?

The memory filled her. Of drawing his bravery into herself, of distancing herself
from the Merry Three' s laughing voices, and simply trusting that they’ d survive it
together. “ They’re dead. We're out. For now, that’s as healed as | can get.”

He focused on her, and his eyes flared mage-green for amoment. His gaze wrenched
through the anger that still lived her gut, and plucked at her sleeping magecraft. She held
her breath, pinned by his closeness, wanting to look away.

Hedidn't let her hide. His gaze held hers, digging through her secrets, calling to her.
"I want to belong to you. | have no right, but Sunshine, | need you so much."

Her power unfurled inside her. She exhaled on the smallest cry, her lashes fluttering
with the sensation of her skin stretching, waking. He was summoning her, and didn’t
even seem to know it.

“You did it, Sunshine. Y ou freed me, you rescued them, you got us al out. By
Marrow and Blood, you even collected most of the intel. Y ou’ re the most amazing
woman, and I'm already yours. No matter what happens here, I'll always be yours.”

His eyes released her, traveling to her lips. Heat throbbed through them. They had
healed, the skin smooth and soft again. Now her lips felt tight, aching as she leaned on
one arm over him. His grip on her wrist tightened, and her lips parted. Even her teeth
were sensitive. Her tongue swirled in her mouth, aching to taste him. When she
swallowed, his gaze jumped to her throat.

“Ty..."

Somehow he heard the hesitation in her thoughts. His fingers curled along the edge
of her ear and she gasped, the sensation striking between her lungs, and trickling lower.
His thumb and forefinger captured her earlobe and pressed it, twisting it gently. Her body
jerked.

“You haveto redlize, | loved you before | knew. | loved you when you were my
Sunshine in that place. But somehow, | think their attempt to block the ability to know a
mate failed. | knew. Somehow, under all the pain and anger, | knew you were mine.”

His hand cupped the soft skin below her jaw and directed her face toward him. She
met his eyes, and thistime, the gold glowed. His eyes were like two miniature
magelights, lit with his mesmerizing power. “Don’t doubt this. Don’t doubt that you
belong here, with me. Trust me.”

Heat poured off him, mixing with the energy of him, melding with the energy he'd
triggered in her. She was dizzy to be kneeling here, so closeto him. “Ty...”



“My hawk needsto meet you, Little One. Come on, now, come into me. Don’'t be
afraid of flying. I'll be with you.”

His words exploded in her womb in aburst of cleansing light. His hand curled
around her nape, his thumb brushing her pulse, stopping it. His hand on her wrist pushed,
lifting her hand. She watched his gaze staring at her lips, and let him move her hand
farther out from her body. The hand she braced herself on ached, her elbow trembling.

He set her hand on hisbelly. It was hard, tight, but quivering. She’ d touched it many
times. But not like this. Shifting her palm, one of her fingers brushed his navel. The last
time she'd looked at his navel, the darkmage had scored bloody furrows down to it. They
were gone now. She stroked it with her middle finger, softly, and the velvet of his skin
made her head spin. The corners of his eyes wrinkled as he narrowed his gaze on her
pulse.

“My Alphahas my hawk, Sunshine. He hasiit tight, giving ustime. But it's so hard.
Cometo me, my Lady. | won't do thisfor you. | can’t. Forever between us, it hasto be
you leading.” His hold left her wrist, hisfingers drawing designs on the back of her hand.

She licked her lips, and they throbbed. His mouth was wide, the skin plump and
dark. Moisture gathered between her legs. “| want you...” She pressed her hand firmly to
his belly, but there was no give. Her skin flattened, and they both sighed at the same time.

“l am so amazingly glad to hear that.”

The laughter in his voice made her mouth twitch.

“Sunshine, look at me.”

Her gaze ripped from his mouth, but his eyes weren't waiting for hers. They stared
down his body to where her hand was welded to him.

“Look.” Hisvoice was low and hard.

Sheturned her head. Down his deeply working chest, past his small, tight brown
nipples. There, right there, her hand, dark against his paler skin. She was old gold, he was
new, and her freshly trimmed nails were neat and clean. Not a breath from the edge of her
palm, the fat head of him throbbed. Literally, she could see his cock pulse, lifting with a
strong heartbeat. The skin was stretched tight, the hole open and shining with moisture.

“Oh...” Even his pubic hairs gathering around his base glinted with a golden sheen.
He was rampant, fully hard, lifting at a steep angle from his groin, pointing right at her.

“Please, Sunshine. Breathe. That'sit. Thisisme, Ty. I’m right here, waiting for
you.” His hand continued to pet the back of hers, stirring the small hairs. His other hand
remained on her neck, his thumb sweeping dightly, slowly on her throat.

His voice was calm, and she listened. Breathed. Her fingers twitched, gripping into
the muscles of his lower abdomen. Now that she was aware of how close he was, she
could feel the heat pouring over that small space between the rim of his cockhead and her
hand. His skin was darker there, textured and veined. She' d seen veins like that standing
starkly from his arms, but on his cock, it seemed to fill her with urgency.

“This has to be you, Sunshine. Come to me.” It was something between a prayer and
aplea

She remembered how to answer such acall. Haltingly, her sweaty hand traveled in
small increments lower on his belly, lower, her wrist brushing his softness, and lower, her
pam full of histhick hairs, and lower, until the edge of her hand was nestled in the vee
between his cock and pelvis. He was so warm down here, and the skin above was silky
Ssoft.



His hand eased away from hers, but his touch feathered over the tip of her thumb, the
rasp of hisfingertips against hers tangling with all the other sensations. She looked at her
hand resting beneath his throbbing cock. She watched a bead of liquid seep from histip,
stretch, and fall onto the back of her index finger. Ty was lying beneath her, hard, and he
wanted to fuck her. And looking at her tan hand against his tan hairs, she wanted to claim
him in whatever form necessary.

But that meant a souldance, an opening of herself and a voyage into him that had
always been sacred before. She’ d seen so much darkness since she' d boldly voyaged into
someone else’'s mind, assured of her sanctity and righteousness. Ty’ s body was here
beneath her, and she was so close to becoming his.

“1I"m yours. Reach out and take me. | know you can.” Hiswords, his belief, spoken
so softly. His thumb on her neck shifted and pressed—into her pulse. He pressed against
it, his thumb firm, and she wished he really was the brand he felt like.

She stared at his cock, understood the life and possibility of this moment. It was like
her body had turned to stone, one of the paused statues found in the halls. There were
laws here, and some kindness. To live, with Ty, to stay by hisside, and help himin all
that he worked at, was the only future she could imagine for herself. A future she was
afraid of. Afraid to want, even asit hovered so close.

“Cometo me, Sunshine.” Hisfingers played down the edge of her hand, teased the
fragile skin at the base of her thumb, and poised there. When he lifted his hand, she held
her breath to feel the flow of energy between them stretch. He moved his hand to his
cock, and dragged his fingertips up the length of himself. He paused.

She followed. Her eyes burned but she didn’t blink. She lifted her hand like it
weighed an entire stone and placed her fingertips in the exact spot on the base he'd
touched. The energy snapped back into atight flow between them. She knew that he'd
stopped breathing beneath her.

He was warm. She dragged her fingers over the tight skin of him. Soft, but not
smooth, his cock was covered with rises and tiny hollows. She paused, her heart taking a
hard strike when she saw the scars on the side of his girth, white and dlightly raised. They
looked years old, but she' d seen the woman slash into him just days ago. Her fingers
moved up to touch them, warm, dlick. He trembled, his body rigid.

“Breathe, Ty.”

He breathed with her, and they left the memory. She was sure his gaze followed her
fingers as they moved along his length, passing over his, stopping at the flaring lip that
circled histip. His body froze beneath her, utterly taut. “ Sunshine,” he rumbled.

She picked up her hand, and this time the energy clung to her fingertips. She could
feel his energy refusing to release her, and she moved through the air with the sensation
of honey dripping from her. She covered the back of his hand, picking it up, turning it, so
that their fingers flowed, so naturally, into atightly woven grip. Ty held her hand, lying
beneath her, his cock reaching for an intimacy she' d forgotten. Pleasure. It was so
beautiful. So unexpected. A physical need, a bone-deep yearning, held her for an endless
moment.

Here, now, with the new hope of Ty waiting, she would take him.

Palm to palm, his fingers covering her hand but her grip no less strong, she lifted on
her knees, shifting her balance. One leg eased over his wide torso, her heavy skirt
sweeping across his thighs and ribs. When she settled on his belly, they both gasped, both



shook. She wore no underwear. Her labia were spread wide, and she oozed cream all over
his skin. He felt cool against her for just amoment, but the heat came roaring back.
Sunshine sat on Ty, spread wide, so close to him, her miracle. The sensation of him
beneath her curled her toes. Thiswas new. It was all so new. She’ d never done anything
like this before, not as Sunshine.

His touch at her neck skimmed her shoulder, her arm, trailing down to capture her
other hand from its anchor in the furs. Then only Ty’ s strength pressed back against her
hold, both of her hands tightly bound to his, balancing her. She straddled Ty, his huge,
dark cream body shimmering beneath her against the dark backdrop of the furs. Her
purple skirt covered him, the color vivid after gazing at his skin. Green light from the
triad flickered above with the faint gold of the low magelights. She breathed deep, and
smelled incense, herself, and the spice of Ty’ s skin. Oh, he was watching her. Shifting
her knees, she sealed her open woman'’s core against his stomach, and bent forward to
take what she wanted. He groaned, his arms trembling, and lifted his chin, giving her
access to histhroat.

Sunny opened her mouth wide and set her lips against the cords of muscle. The bent
position drove her clit into his hard muscles, and she rocked, groaning. The pleasure was
like nothing she’ d ever known, ever remembered, ever guessed at. It was deep and sharp
at the same time, and she rocked again, as eager as a child discovering sweets. Then her
tongue came out and finally, she tasted his skin. With a soft cry, she lashed his neck with
her tongue, her teeth scraping, lips working to get closer. She fed on Ty’ s strength, his
kindness, his generosity. He shook beneath her, and she ground her hipsin tighter, her
knees gripping hisribs, his hands pulling hers forward, drawing her into him.

His voice was not quite human when it spilled the garbled words, “Please. To me.”

She bit, tongue flickering against his jumping pulse, and moaned. Then, for the first
timein thislife, she opened her magescape. The mental image was the heart of a person,
aconstruct of their elemental craft, a subconsciously chosen visual of meditation when
they first learned control. Before, when she was the priestess, her magescape had been a
garden. The red roses had thorns, the purple puffs had thistles, the bursting yellow stars
had burrs. Now, she stood in a round stone room with an arched ceiling, adome. Stone,
warm and slick was beneath her feet. And the stone walls beat. They breathed, and
shivered ... keeping pace with Ty’s heart. Her shattered soul had a new magescape, just
like her shattered body had a new pleasure.

Crying out in amazement, in relief that she didn’t have to face the garden, she rolled
her face across Ty’ s throat, nipping and lapping and dragging her lips against him. He
was strength. He surrounded her. He was the very walls that now defined her. But the
bedrock beneath her feet was hers, and it was solid. Her power, her self, thrummed,
sensation spiraling through her body. She cried out, shimmying her hips from sideto
Side, seeking away to get closer to Ty.

He grunted, calling out hoarsely at her attack on his throat. “Cometo me!” It was an
order, angry and desperate.

In her magescape, she whirled in place, her mind trapped between her domed, mental
cage of living stone and the body she physically rode on the furs. “Ty!” she cried out
againgt histhroat, her voice shouting into his pounding blood. “Help me!” She was so
very close, but she didn’'t see away to break out of herself and join him. His energy
drenched her, enfolded her, but somehow, she had to find away into him, or there would



be no souldance, no new future.

His voice was a bass rumbling against her gaping cunt, speaking right to her womb.
“It has to be your choice. Choose me!”

She did. She wanted him, darkness be damned. Suddenly there was a hole in her
magescape floor, perfectly round and smooth, just half a bodylength wide. Wind whistled
up fromit, blowing her hair wildly. In real life, she opened her eyes and lifted her head
from Ty’ sthroat. She stared at Ty’ s contorted face, his head thrown back, his hands
pressed back on the furs, held down by hers. She lifted her hips away from his belly,
feeling the energy pull and stretch between them. She angled her pelvis, shifted minutely,
and captured the tip of him in the soft, soaked opening between her legs. His head
thrashed, and she heard his grinding teeth inside his clenched jaw.

In her inner world, she stepped up to the hole in her bedrock, and jumped down into
it. Shefell, and Ty keened out a harsh shout in real life. His body bucked and she
moaned, feeling him plug her opening, bridge the gap in her flesh. He stretched her,
sealed her, healed her.

Back in her mental magescape, she was falling, falling, and then she saw him. His
wings were wide, the tips sweeping forward. She threw her arms out, and then she wasn’t
falling anymore. He banked into an angle, his feathered body immense, the size of hers.
He was brown and tan and cream against the blue sky. She tipped herself after him, flying
in hiswake, and he tossed up his hook-beaked head and screamed her success.

Gasping, nearly sobbing, she tightened her grip on Ty’ s real hands until it was brutal.
She held on to him with every ounce of her anger-fed strength, and shoved her body
down on his. Her head jerked back, just like the hawk’s, and she keened in triumph. She,
Sunny, took Ty. She pressed down, down, packing him into her cunt, straining with her
legs and shoulders to push him deeper, even though he was so wide, so long. He met the
end of her and her head snapped forward, hanging limp. It had taken everything she had.
Her body wasimpaled on Ty’s. She’d done it herself, because she’ d wanted him. Her
soul flew threw his, spiraling in open space, because he' d asked.

Ty shifted under her and she opened her eyes, blinking to focus, struggling to breathe
beyond the thick heat of him lodged inside her. He lifted his head, his chest flexing as he
drew himself up and softly brushed her cheek with hislips. He breathed into her ear, “I'm
so proud to know you.”

She sobbed, bit into her lip. The feel of him inside ripped her up, undoing her. He
was pleasure and pain, amissing piece she’ d never known.

He swung his body, and his torso brushed across hers, the heavy fabric she still wore
dragging across rock-hard nipples. His lips brushed her other cheek and he whispered,
“I’'m yours. Can | make you mine?’

He eased back, lying beneath her. His eyes were golden orange, his pupils wide. His
lips parted, glistening, and his sharp cheeks matched the angle of histight jaw. It was the
face of the man whose body she' d taken. She wanted his spirit so bad her toes curled,
where they tucked against his powerful thighs. “Yes, Ty. Make me yours.”

He closed his eyes. Aseasily asif she were atoy, he pushed up on her gripping
hands and set them on his chest. The position sat her up on him alittle straighter, driving
her hot clit into his hard groin. She moaned, fingers clutching at his pecs. Ty’ s body
flared with heat, searing her spread thighs and palms. He laid his hands back on the furs,
his arms bent above his head. Then he began sparkle, literally giving off aburst of golden



light. It seemed asif his entire body took a breath, expanding, growing. She cried out at
the beauty of it, and from the pain when he pinched her inside, swelling everywhere.

Then the discomfort was lost in the wonder of the change. Ty wasn’t human. He was
aBeadt, a Trux, and he wastaking her as hiswife, his mate. That meant she had to accept
his hawk. And she did. She rode his shuddering body, feeling his chest muscles thicken
and bulk, feeling her legs stretch painfully wide, her entire body lifting higher as he grew
deeper. His face changed, his jaw and nose disappearing, a massive, razor beak forming,
his neck thickening, his hands atering, growing enormous black talons.

When he opened his eyes, they were the same fiery amber she loved. But wild,
untamable, and fierce. His beak opened on a hiss at her steady gaze, and then his massive
armsrose. His talons closed over her upper arms, the curving bone of them seemingly
made to circle her without puncturing her skin. She watched them come with fascination,
looking at how the needle tips of the talons lay so near her arms, but never touched her.

His body bucked, and she sank her nailsinto his chest, closing her eyes. The
thickness inside her would never havefit if he wasn’t already there. It filled her
completely, and beyond, stretching her. He punched his hips up again, tossing her body
above him, and there was no dlide, no give. They were welded together, despite her
moisture and his, from the sheer size of his girth.

The sensation that her hips were going to be riven apart |eft her on the third thrust,
because the weight of her body pushed his tip completely and utterly against the mouth of
her womb, lighting her body up with heat. His next thrust sent spiraling awareness down
her legs and up through her torso, seizing her lungs. Again, the arch of his pelvis bucked
beneath her, and left no doubt: her body was wrapped in pleasure. Her breath left her as
the landing crushed her clit. Sherolled her hips, struggling to catch that lightning
sensation again. Her clit brushed across hiswiry hairs, pressing tight to his pelvis, and on
the shock of it, he thrust, launching her body.

The pattern continued. Her body was riding awave, tossed on his power, pinned to
his strength, and aching, reaching, striving, clutching at the piece of himself he'd lent to
her. She coiled her inner muscles tighter, and tighter, rocking, grinding, swaying with
him. Her breath whistled in her dry throat, his roars were garbled but no less yearning.
Without any break in the timing, the thrusts came just a heartbeat faster, jabbing her body
up because there was no room to take him inside.

Finally, sweat dripping down the center of her sternum, her nipples chafed from
rubbing against her dress, her ass aching from straining to hold him tighter inside, his
thrusts hit without resting. As soon has his hips touched down against the furs, they
punched up again, thrusting, rocking her up, falling, her hands gouging at his chest,
thrusting, tossing her that much higher, falling, driving her that much tighter.

His thrusts matched the beat of her heart. They matched the beat of hiswings as he
flew hard and furious in their open sky. His pulse beat in the walls of the stone room that
seated her power. The thrum of the beat was all she knew, all she wanted, but she
couldn’t capture it, couldn’t reach it. He thrust, and thrust, and thrust, and then he
wheeled just in front of her, tumbling in the sky to face her. He was a man again, no
feathers, no beak. He hung in the air and held out his hand, his face twisted in asnarl, his
eyes dits. She hung in front of him, arms outstretched, legs bent, weightless. Thrust, fall,
thrust, fall, thrust. She put her hand in his, and fell.

Light shimmered across her body, a scream ripping free, and all her strength



imploded. She collapsed on him, writhing, the pleasure of clamping on the thick heat
inside her taking her breath, picking up the sharp pleasure of her clit, swollen in its hood,
which spiked the pleasure in her cunt again, seizing her body in gasping spasms. Arms
banded across her shoulders, holding her bucking body to his. He breathed deep beneath
her, and then his back arched, the angle changing the pressure in her cunt, and she
shrieked, writhing, but he held her close, bellowing, the sound rumbling through his chest
to hers, striking at her clit. She gasped, choked, curling her legs tight around his to press
herself closer. There was nothing but his body lodged in hers, hot and hard. She
scrambled with her thighs as his body eased back flat beneath her, moaning through the
deep, cramping pleasure. She was shaking now, her fingers curled into helplessly
sgueezing fists, her cunt knotted viciously around his cock.

His body jerked under hers, and she swallowed, cinching her inner core tighter,
desperate for everything he had. He thrust, weakly, barely lifting her, moaning long and
low. Her heart squeezed. Her overworked lungs struggled against his banding strength,
but she didn’t fight. Her body was washed by sensation, heated blood, thick cock wedged
deep, and the booming thrum of his heartbeat under her ear. She strained, squeezed, and
one last soft shimmer of light shone through her blood. His body jerked under hers, but
she knew he hadn't come with her.

On the magescape, one she wasn't even sure belonged to him or her, human Ty drew
her into awarm embrace. She wrapped her legs around his waist and her arms around his
shoulders, burying her face in his neck. His hands settled, one on her ass, one cradling her
head. “Look,” he breathed inside her head. “L ook.”

The pleasure was so complete, all she could do was obey. Sunny looked into Ty's
soul. Then screamed, her head exploding with pain.

Images streamed through her brain, glimpses of happiness from her old life, and
from Ty’s. But it was gone in amoment, the distant past overshadowed by the nearer
trauma. Both of them were atumbling cauldron of shame, guilt, broken pride, and | ethal
rage. Violence asfierce as any she'd witnessed in the Fortress lived in Ty's depths. It
shook her even as she approved of it. Both of them stirred the memories, sharing shards
of bitter survival in the span of a heartbeat. She knew he was seeing her self-loathing, that
she'd failed to see the Monster's true self and gone with him, so blind. She clung to him,
mourning the humiliation that still haunted him at how he hadn't been able to withstand
them. Ty's thoughts were consumed with his helplessness, the pain he'd fed them. But
where she'd gone flat inside, discarding her past, he'd clung to al that he was.

Through it al, his body moved beneath hers, the muscular flesh pressed so tightly
against, along, inside her she thought she’d die of heat. It was Ty, and as deep as he was
in her, as shockingly close to her skin, she was deeper in him. Deep in him, flitting about
his soul with her own demons chasing after her. They’d never taken any of the hawks
over, and Ty’sanger at giving up his pain and fear were mild compared to what she’'d
done to help them. Cooking, cleaning, fetching for them as she stood watching them
torture others. And her gods hadn’t done a thing, as powerless as she in the face of evil.
All her faith wiped away, even as Ty’ s became more resolute, feeding on the need for
vengeance.

She writhed on him, shimmering with sweat, struggling to hold to the pleasure of his
heavy arms tight around her, to ignore the chaos in her head. His hips slammed against
hers and the tide turned. She was no longer drawn in, lost in the pleasure. It was like



she’ d walked into him, and found a room where she already existed. And in that room,
the heart of herself hidden in Ty, he threaded into her mind, her memories, her soul.

Everywhere he went she cringed. She didn’t want him to see. She didn’t want to look
a it hersalf. Crying, fighting, she struggled, working herself harder on the thick cock
binding them together, reaching for the end. But he was ruthless. He went through all of
her, burrowing through her stone mountain asif he was an earthmage. Her weakness, her
horror, her small disobedience not even so much from defiance, but from the desire for
death. He held her tight, in the fur-lined pit, and in their psychic sky, in the recesses of
her mind, and she fought him. If she could just climb to the top of this pleasure, it would
all break.

Until he showed her his memories of her. Her face, pinched and filthy, peering
around the base of adoorway. Her vivid eyes, sad but clear. She calmed her struggles,
astonished at the need pulsing through him whenever he saw her. For seven nights, he'd
been tortured. And each of those days he’ d seen her twice. And she had kept him sane.

His body rolled and thrust beneath her shocked weight. Her insight that he was
dedicated to her, that this formality to tie her to his hawk was pure satisfaction for him,
echoed out into the room on along moan. Oh yes, he saw her darkness, the hate, guilt,
and fury, and yet he fixed on her ... with joy. His sorrow at her pain, his admiration at her
survival, hisworry when she left him, they all helped balance the rage in him at his
capture and treatment. Thinking of her kept him from being eaten alive by his own fear.
She brushed past a memory of his, lightning fast, of his pleasure at seeing her kneeling
before him, bare, marked at his command. It curled in on itself, diving away and she
couldn’t follow it because Ty’ stalons were sinking into her brain. Holding his last thrust
high, he ground her hips down onto his. It was such a strong streak of light, it blinded her.

He pulled, ruthless, despite her awkward flailing, and it was just like before, when
they touched, and the energy pulled and seeped between them. It was like her soul was
thick liquid, and he was pulling a piece away. | want you, Sunshine. You're mine. He
pulled, and she moaned, unableto let him take it, the despair, the shame, the anger. | love
you, beautiful soul. Come to me. She screamed, fighting, and another memory drifted
across her consciousness. Every person is beautiful. And she could not fight the truth of
Ty’smemory, of how he saw her this way, even when she was bruised and harnessed to
darkcraft. Even when he saw her thrill to control the scarred woman’s pain, even when he
took the stone knife that reeked of darkcraft and secretly destroyed it. He saw her clearly,
more clearly than she ever wanted to be seen, and he loved her. Wanted her. Lusted after
her, and gloated in the finding of her.

Sunny stopped fighting Ty’ s tenacious grip on her soul, and instead closed her
metaphysical fist tight around a piece of his. While she couldn’t quite bring herself to gift
him with a piece of herself, she watched, trembling, as he took it for himself, and pulled a
piece of this powerful being into her in return. He stretched her, winding her into him.

Ve

Ty’ scry echoed in her real ears, in her real heart. The feeling of having a piece of
herself stretched faded until it no longer felt about to snap back. She sank into the heart of
aproud, fierce predator, soaring with him over green forests, coasting to a bare tree and
perching there, wings angling through the wind with ease. He sank into the heart of her
secure stone room, and hope exploded through her body, leaving her limp and sated. The
world twisted, and suddenly her thoughts soared in a direction she’ d never imagined.



For a pure, surreal moment, she lay aching on damp furs. Pleasure trembled
through her bones and the slender heat of her beloved’ s body wrapped around her cock,
weighted her chest. Her Alpha’s power thrummed, ruthlessly chaining hawk’ s fascination
back, deep, safe. Sky, water, and fire were a powerful triad supporting her, and she knew
she was Bonded.

Delavega rasped, “The Alpha sees.”

She opened her eyes. The world righted itself, and she realized she’' d actually been in
Ty’ s perception for the space of a breath. The dark furs stretched away and the stone wall
was within reach. She was draped over Ty, her thighs awash in hot cream, her cunt
stinging from overuse. Ty’ s grip gentled, large human hands sweeping over her back.
Heat filled her, and she knew he was healing her, sending his craft to seek across her
small aches. The green tint to the air faded, and with it, the incense seemed stronger.

There was a scuffle, and she heard Fynn and Odan, distantly. They appeared to be
helping Delavega. She’ d forgotten the men were there from the moment Ty took her into
the pit. Before she had time to do more than realize they were there, Ty rolled, his hips
between her thighs a perfect fit, even though he softly slid from her wet grip. She lay
beneath hisweight, lax, sweaty.

His hand cupped her cheek, fingertips tracing the sweep of one brow. “I’'m yours,
now.” He smiled, his eyes dancing, so happy.

Tears pricked her eyes and she blinked, hugging him hard. He was free, and she was
with him.

He lowered his head, and kissed her. The intimate touch of his mouth sealing to hers
was the perfect finish to their bonding. Hislips covered hers, his tongue soft and hot,
gently exploring her mouth. His tender touch after the rough, tumbling exchange of souls
made her shiver and moan. Tearing his mouth free, he held his face to the side, breathing
hard. Eyes squeezed shut, jaw clenched, he shuddered. Then he rolled again, and folded
his hands behind his head. She clutched at his shoulders, staring down at him.

His grin was so brazen. “Kiss me.”

It was a delicious thought, but she heard voices again. She cast her gaze over one
shoulder to where Odan had one of Delavega' s arms slung over his shoulder. Fynn was
opening the door. “ Shouldn’t you help him?”’

“No, | shouldn’t. Despite al | owe my Alpha, he wouldn’t let me. And | know he's
realy al right.”

Looking into his eyes as the door shut on her guards, she realized she was aone with
Ty. Her mate. The connection to him was a chain made of light. She clung to it.

Hejiggled his shoulders, breaking her searching look. “Kiss me.” He'd just had her,
just waded through her soul, just swapped his soulair with hers, but eagerness for more
drenched his command.

Draped over his chest, she propped herself on her arms. She touched his lips with
one finger, gently. It was hard to imagine. Despite everything they’d done. “I’ve never
felt asouldance like that. | wasn't in control. It was like—"

His tongue flashed out and dampened the end of her finger. The feel of his breath on
that patch of skin made her shiver.

“Flying.”

“What?’

“Our souldance was like flying.”



Her breath caught, and she pressed her finger more firmly into the fleshy softness of
hislower lip. “Yes.”

“Did you like it?’

Lifting her gaze to his, she saw histawny eyes, histoused curls, his chiseled face,
and saw the little piece of her soul he held looking back at her. Her darkness was in there,
her hate, her fear. The wreckage of her faith and confidence.

“Likeit?” The words were too pale. They didn’t make sense with this emotion
expanding through her body.

“Flying. Did you like floating in the sky?’

She hadn’t thought about it. At the time, jumping off into the sky was what she’ d
doneto be with Ty. Falling, following him, it had just been part of the moment, part of
learning him. She remembered the tummy-turning push of wind, the heat of her thumping
heart and the cool stillness of suspension. “I did.”

He grinned, and her breath caught. “ Anytime you want to fly with me, just ask. I'm
lucky to have a spiritmage as a mate. We can experience flight together. For many of my
Clan, their mates never understand the call of the sky.”

Lucky?“But ... to fly together... You're suggesting | initiate another souldance.
While you fly as a hawk over the world.”

He shrugged, the musclesin his arms leaping into stark relief. “It's what you do.”
Lifting one hand from behind his head, he cupped her nape again, in much the same way
he had earlier. “I’m body, you' re soul. Together we are a perfect whole.”

She leaned into his touch. First he thought them lucky, now he thought them perfect.
Her wild, maddening Ty. The thought of flying through Ty's eyes, merged with his soul,
made her thighs clench. He'd just caught a glimpse of her, and was already offering to
blend with her like that again. Insane.

His thumb settled into the hollow of her ear. “Don’'t doubt us, Sunshine. We' re good.
Y ou shone so bright for me, you burned me alive. We're good.”

She huffed, tracing his lips with her fingertips. “Y ou’ re the one who burned.”

He brushed over her pulse, and the catch of hisrougher skin on hers was good. Then
his hands trailed down, and brushed a scar at her collarbone.

“1 wish you really could burn. Just burn those marks away.” Her words were bitter
and angry.

“Do you?’ He was serious, interested.

“Yesss.” She pattered her fingers along his smooth jaw. “1 wish you could burn them
al away. All their marks. It's not shame, but I’ m not that woman anymore.”

“1 can, you know.”

She looked at him with a snap of her neck. His eyes were at half-mast. They till
drilled into her like a spike of power. “I’m abodymage, Sunshine. | can’t erase old scars
that have fully healed, but | can toy with scar tissue, alter it.”

Her head spun. “You ... you could?’

He nodded. “Do you know how spiritmages can take the pain from a person’s soul
and dull it?’

She nodded. Burying traumatic memories hadn’t been her specialty, but she knew it
could be done.

“We're going to do that.” He captured her earlobe again and played with it. Shetilted
her ear, angling into his touch. “ At the end of this, when they don’t need our memories



anymore. | promise. I'll take every scar on your body, and make it mine.”

He wasn't looking at her eyes. He watched his fingers play with the ends of her hair,
which set her scalp to rippling. So he didn’t see the tearsfilling her eyes before she
blinked them away. “Thank you, Ty.”

The words were heavy, thick. They came from a need inside, one that reached
beyond his sensitive offer. He was the man who had helped her rediscover life. His head
darted, his mouth capturing one of her fingers. His lips held the knuckle, while his tongue
brushed across one of her nails. Shuddering, it was al she could do to leaveitin his
mouth when he suckled the tip, his teeth brushing the pad.

“Sunshine, | loveyou.”

With a cry, she buried her face in his neck. She clung to his shoulders, throat thick,
heart thundering. It was surreal lying on him, here in this odd room.

Against the side of her thigh was hard, silky flesh, scalding hot. She breathed in his
scent, spice and salt and clean air. Holding herself motionless, the width of his body lifted
hers where their ribs pressed together. Her flattened breasts ached with a surprisingly
delicious thrum.

“You weren't frightened of me. | could tell. Delavega kept me human until you' d
accepted me, and then | went to battleform, but you still didn’t fear me. He kept my
bloodlust controlled, and | didn’t hurt you, not even in the final blending.” His free hand
rested on her hair, ever so dlightly rustling across her skull, sending goose flesh down her
arms. “Don’'t fear me now, Sunshine. Hawk will not come back to meet you ever again. |
swear, my control is my own again, and you are safe with me.”

Idiot. She knew that. Didn’t mean she wasn'’t shy. She continued to breathe the scent
in the crook of his neck, but she loosened her hands on his shoulders, uncurling her
fingers.

“There, Little One, touch me.”

They’d just come together, but it felt like ages ago. It had been rushed, necessary for
political reasons that had no real bearing on them. And yet, they’ d both needed the ritual
desperately. The entire process had been awhirlwind, carrying afrantic yearning that had
dizzied her. She was quiet now. So very, very here. Her fingers reached, and found the
hollow of his collarbones. Then one went to his neck, mimicking his hold on her before,
and the other traveled up his raised and bent arm, playing with the delicious secret muscle
exposed by his position.

“1 never want to move,” Ty murmured. “ Thisis so sweet.”

The edges of her lipsrose up and she knew it was just a matter of time before Ty
healed her enough to make her smile again. The skin on the back of his arm was so soft,
and the dips in his muscle were fascinating. She turned her face and opened her mouth
against histhroat.

Ty moaned.

She shivered with her whole body to feel his rumble beneath her. Lifting up onto her
knees, she drifted her lips over histhroat, and touched her tongue to his pulse. Her hands
came down, down to the flat sweep of muscle on his chest. They stopped at his nipples,
and brushed the tiny nubs. With every stroke, his breath caught.

Her yearning for this man had carried her out of the dark web of hate she'd existed
in. Her curiosity and admiration, mind-boggling asit was, were returned. To save him
once again, and to save herself, she'd come here today and promised herself to him with



bonds that could never be broken.

It was all so new, so different, so amazingly, thrillingly impossible, her head spun.
Literally. The pit and the rounded dome above them added to the effect, and she felt asif
she were at the bottom of one of the tornadoes her old City had lived in fear of. Her lips
against hisjugular, she sucked at his flesh, drinking his steadiness, his strength. Unlike
her, they hadn't broken him. They hadn't ruined him.

And yet, he wanted her, the broken shadow. He fanned the spark inside her and her
hands dug into the thick muscle of his chest. Her teeth set in his neck. The soft hitchin
his heavy breaths wasn't enough. He had demanded she resurrect the spark of life inside.
She was afragile flame, and he was the tinder she consumed. No, that wasn't right. He
was the bonfire she strove to become.

"Ty..."

"Yes." His response was distant, more areaction than areply.

"I want you. | want to touch you, burn with you." Her voice shook. Thiswas no
required ritual of his people, no ordeal of proof. Thiswas her, Sunny. Alone with Ty, and
free.

"Oh, by the Six, yes." His hand cradling her head moved away, fisting in the furs.
"Yes, Sunny."

On the cusp of igniting, she looked down. "Oh, Ty—your throat!" Her heart stopped.
She'd marked him. The bruised spot was oval, with the indentation of her upper teeth
clear and the skin glistening with moisture that at least wasn't blood.

His breath exploded in his body, his legs shifting restlesdly, his chest working
deeply. "Yes. Again." Hisvoice held ahissto it she was beginning to understand was his
hawk riding close.

Canting her head, she closed her eyes, put her mouth on the other side of his throat,
crawled onto Ty's body. His hips bucked, but his arms remained frozen, one behind his
head, one out flung. Sunny lay over Ty with her whole weight, her body engulfed in heat,
her legs struggling with too much fabric, and her mouth failing to find a good seal against
the strong hollows and sinews.

She struggled to her feet, straddling his hips. The purple hem of her dress danced
along hisribs. He was amazing. His face was flushed and tense, eyes glittering gold. His
muscles were strong and stark and spread before her in utter trust. She tore the dress over
her head, fighting with the short sleeves, the heavy thickness. She threw it to one side.
Instead of cooling her body, the air on her bare skin seared it. Her nipples stabbed out,
aching, and her stomach sucked tight at the shock.

Ty's eyes scorched down her body, hislip lifting from his teeth, the ferocious need
on hisface leaping from her breasts to belly to spread cunt. In her preparation bath, she'd
shaved. Everywhere. Ty's cock jumped against his belly, thick and dark. The reality of
this moment turned her knees to water. Her knees shook, then gave out. Shefell,
straddling him. If her thighs banged his ribs, he gave no reaction. He drove upward, his
body curling in astark painting of muscle as he lunged toward her, but he fell back before
connecting, one bicep jumping in his raised, bent arms.

Swallowing audibly, he murmured, " So beautiful .”

Sunny believed him, and heat rolled through her body, seeping down her channel and
painting her labia. "Ty... | don't know where to start.”

She'd never done this before. Between the vague meaningless lovers she'd had before



and the rapes she'd endured when she'd first been taken, she was utterly overwhelmed at
the aching need, and her uncertainty. And the room was still spinning around them.

He met her eyes, capturing her, grounding her. "Touch me. However you want. It
will follow."

She didn't know what he meant, but holding his gaze, she obeyed his directions. She
reached one shaking hand out and brushed his collarbone. A tingle ran from her fingertips
to her pam, past her elbow to her heart.

"Touch me. Use your hands and your mouth. | want all your strength.”

"l don't want to hurt you." Her eyes went to the bruise on his neck. Was violence all
they’d left her with?

"You can't hurt me. Thereis no pain here." He was very certain. His eyes steady and
merciless. "Teeth, nails, need, tears, it'sal us. It'sjust us."

Her fingers drifted in, to the hollow beneath his voice box, the indentation at the
center of histhroat. As she traced it, his eyes fluttered and closed. Freed, her gaze took in
histight jaw, his soft lips, and the red mark still riding his throat. She touched it again,
heart thundering. She liked it.

"l likeit."

She jumped hearing Ty's words, her eyes darting to his, shocked. But he wasn't
looking at her, he was watching her throat, hungrily. Had he read her mind?

"l liked it when you gave it to me, and | like feeling the sensitivity left behind. It's
nothing like before. Nothing. | want more of it." His eyes settled on her breasts, and again
wet heat escaped her core.

"I'm afraid.”

Now his eyes jumped to hers. Tension thrummed through his frozen body. "Y ou can
trust me."

She shook her head. Blood spun so fast through her body, she grew dizzy. She
steadied herself by putting her hand down on his shoulder. "No. It's not that. | fear the
pleasure. | fear getting lost. | can't explainit.”

His eyes were so serious, intent and urgent. "Sunshine, first, I'm a Trux. Thereisno
getting lost. | will find you. No matter where you go, never doubt | will come for you. Do
you believe me?"

Now it was her turn to swallow. More liquid gathered inside. She could fedl it roll
down her sensitive passage, making her squeeze her inner muscles. How had she ended
up here, belonging above this man? She could only nod, accepting his devotion. Her heart
thumped.

Then Ty grinned, awide saucy look that took her breath. His eyes changed from one
blink to the next: Warrior, then playmate. " Second, I'm a bodymage. Y our spirit willing,
your body's pleasure is my domain."

"Oh. My. Stars." He was a bodymage. She'd heard the stories. No one, simply no one
was a better lover. And besides, he could heal any damage at al, now that they were free.
She put her eyes on the red patch of skin on his neck. Before her eyesit shrank, faded.

Ty crooned, low and soft. "Mark me again, mate. Please.”

Still high on her knees, Sunny shifted back, over his hips, until his massive thighs
forced her legs wide. She knelt back, her bottom cupped in the hard cradle of his furred
legs. His arms jerked out, but he stopped them, clenching the furs. Her attention was not
on his aborted reach, but the magnificent torso spread out before her. She put one hand



carefully on his hip, setting her palm and each finger precisely, feeling the heat and
softness, the bones and sinew of him. His cock jerked.

She leaned over him, and inhaled his scent, his warmth. He smelled so good. She
couldn't resist a second deep inhale. Her hand closed around him, and he jerked, a
strangled sound caught in his throat. The thighs she sat on twitched, shifting her.

He was longer than her hand, his girth seemingly made for the curl of her fingers.
The beauty of his veins and smooth cap stretched before her eyes. Under the lip of his
crown on one side, there was some dried cream from the last time he'd mined her body.
She dusted it away with one finger. It was impossible to resist stroking him, smoothing
him, cleaning away the sticking hairs and the moisture. Pulling his crown tight, twisting
around the width of his base, traveling roughly over the texture and veins of his center
until he was so tight there was no skin to push, she worked her hand up and down. Ty's
legs trembled beneath her, but she continued to stroke her hand around him, her other
hand welded to his hip, her face hovering close over the wonder of him, blowing on him,
breathing him.

His abs rippled beneath her stroking hand, distracting her. Her mouth set to
devouring the muscle of his belly. He was salty, and thick beneath her teeth. Thicker and
less vital than when she'd set her focus on his throat. Tightening her jaw, she sucked,
laving him with her tongue in slow lashes. Swallowing on the mounds of muscle, she
moaned. Her beautiful man merely lay beneath her, his body tightening with every
breath. He was hers.

Her thighs were spread painfully wide by his twitching legs. His cock was well
trapped in the cradle of her own grip, and her mouth drank deep from beside his navel,
pulling at his core. Ty moaned, long and hoarse, and she rolled her mouth against him,
rewarding him with a deeper bite. His hips bucked, making mockery of her hold. She
adjusted her touch, below hisflared crown, and squeezed harder. His hips bucked again,
and thistime his strength was sufficient that her whole torso shifted with him.

Her tongue traced around the inner path of her teeth, knowing she hurt him, knowing
he let her, knowing it was good. The strength of the column in her hand made her clench
her own empty channel. She swallowed against his muscled belly, and her insides rippled
in reaction. He bucked into her hand yet again, and this time the wetness seeping from his
tip coated her hand, stole the strength of her grip. With agasp, her lips released him.
Rising back to sit on his thighs again, she looked down at her man.

His armstwisted in the furs, mounding and diding them as if he wrestled them back.
His cock was immense, and the head a gorgeous dark brown shade above her tan hand.
Low on his belly, a matching deep bruise seared his skin. A soft, satisfied moan drifted
from Sunny, and breath sobbing, she loosened first her hold on his hip, and then her grip
on his cock.

His head tossed back, jaw gritted tight. She crawled up his body. Kneeling on all
fours above him, she pressed a kiss over his heart. The simple press of her lips against
that muscle, and feeling the kick of his heart beneath her, made her eyes drift shut. She
lingered, dragging her lips across to his nipple, which she nibbled. Her tongue traced the
lower edge of his pectoral muscle, and her teeth scored the first rib bared at the edge of
his chest. Her lower folds throbbed.

With a subtle lean of her body, she could reach one bulging bicep. His arm jerked up,
but fell back. She opened her mouth and kissed his skin there deeply, loving over avein



with her tongue. Then it was back to his chest, feeling the dip where his sternum ended,
licking up to his other nipple, which she mouthed with the most gentleness yet. That soft,
dight touch made her lips throb and swell. She swayed above him now, aware of the
faint, steady thrusting of his hipsinto the air.

But she didn't heed his call thistime. His chest was no longer covered in blood, hers
to wash for them to ruin again. His chest would only be covered in her touch, now.
Washed by her, marked by her. What she feared came to pass, and it was beautiful. She
was lost in him. Each drag of her tongue, each inhale of his scent, each kiss and nip, took
her farther from the past, clarified her new self more. She was Sunny, Ty's Sunshine. She
was free, and she knew pleasure in being alive, with him. She kissed him until her lips
puffed. Kissed him until her tongue ran dry and rasped his skin with a harsh touch.

By the time she left his belly button and came back to her mark on his skin, she
couldn't see, could barely breathe. She kissed the bruise she'd made, so gently, so
delicately. Her lips burned. The steady moans Ty gave her changed to a sharp hiss. It was
time. She shifted her stance until her hands were braced above his shoulders, and she let
her knees drift wide. Her hips lowered, seating over Ty's, trapping his cock between
them. His head thrashed beneath her, curls sticking to his ruddy face.

She was soaking wet, and so was he, their bodies weeping for the other. With a curl
of her hips, a clenching of her ass, and a punch of his hips, his cock notched in the
deepest hollow at the center of her sex. She pressed her shaking armsinto supporting her
weight as she lowered herself down, laying her torso over the inferno that was Ty. She let
her arms fold around the top of his head, burying her face in the soft hair near his ear. Her
entire weight draped over his body, his cock just kissing the mouth of her vagina, legs
aching from their spread position, she held the moment. She held the moment like she
covered Ty's shaking body—completely.

She'd discovered her man, gotten lost in him, and found herself again. No darkmage.
No slave. No priestess. A woman. A broken woman learning to be free again.

With aflex of her abdomen and a push of her arms, she drove her body onto Ty's and
took his cock's thick, wide head into the stretched mouth of her channel. He choked, his
head whipping to bury against her throat. The lightning of his breath rode straight
through her body to her cunt. She sighed, and shoved again, pushing his cock's head into
the center of her channel.

Ty was o rigid benesth her it was like lying on awarm sculpture. He held himself
still, offering no resistance to her ownership. She went lax again, but now Ty's trembling
had passed to her, and she didn't feel the weighty peace she'd felt before. The time had
passed from before to now. It wasn't something she could step back from. Her body was
invaded, thistime solely and completely through her choice. Ty's body was inside her,
and this time there was no souldance to hold open, no responsibility. She could feel him
lodged inside her, and she mewed as she lost the fight to hold the moment.

Sunny writhed, dlithering across Ty's body, grinding her breasts into his hard chest,
working his cock into the part of her body that wasn't naturally opened by her position.
Her hands buried in his hair, clenching in it. She rocked her hips, pushing with her knees,
and forced Ty into her body. It pinched. It was so good. He moaned, the rumble of it
fluttering against her nipples. Placing akiss against his throat, she panted into the shell of
Ty'sear. "Ty, | haveto make adecision." The thought of asking him, of being this honest
with him, made liquid gather inside. She felt it pool against thetip of Ty, trapped inside



her body. "1'm going to come. But you’ re very much with me. | can force the mouth of
my cunt to take the thick root of your cock, driving the fat head of you against my womb.
That would end both of ustogether. Or | can play with your length along my clit, making
you wait."

Ty shook, and aline of sweat trickled out of his hair and down his neck. Her tongue
darted out to catch it. She moaned at the burst of his pure taste. On a breath, she said into
his ear, "Do we end this for now, or do | toy with us both?"

He never hesitated. "Toy with me." The words burst from him. "Never end."

Something opened up inside Sunny. It had stirred with the first bruise she'd left on
his neck, and it had grown stronger with his words ceding control to her. A new model of
the confidence she'd worn as a priestess of the Earthmother stretched. She sighed,
pleased. "Call to your craft. Y ou cannot come until | tell you. Hold yourself back."

He nodded once, his neck shifting against her lips. "I'll reach a point where the spirit
will overwhelm the body," he warned.

Sunny clamped hard around his heat inside her. "Y es. That sounds perfect.”

He tilted his head away from her, offering the strips of musclein histhroat to her
mouth. "Do | keep you from coming, too?"

"No. | come. Asmuch as| want." She licked along his throat from collarbone to ear.
Her heart kicked once, then settled into a steady rhythm.

"All right," Ty grated out. "But in return, my craft will make sure you come with me
when | go over, no matter what."

"Oh, yeah. That sounds perfect, too." Who was this woman? There was no fear here.
She rubbed her hipsin atight circle, licking her raw lips while she ground her clit into his
belly.

She panted against his warm, fragrant neck as she toyed with his cock’ stip. She
drew herself off, squeezed him in, backed away, squeezed. It took ages and her skin
shivered and heated with every thrilling length she cleared. Finally, he was caught at her
entrance. She could feel his crown hovering there, and with exquisite control, rocked just
so that he smoothly rounded her entrance, and slid along her folds to flatten her clit.

Gasping, her fistsseized in Ty’ s hair, pinning his head. He moaned.

She shook, holding the perfect pleasure, then her hips quivered and she drove down,
flattening herself on his slippery-soft hardness. She came within moments, rocking hard
on the fat length of him, her clit red hot and imploding with such sharp joy. Her mouth
sealed onto Ty’ s neck. His fingers brushed down her spine from her nape, atender caress,
and then he arched.

Propping herself up on shaking arms, legs spread wide over Ty’s hips, Sunny |ooked
down at the muscular warrior spread below her. Power swelled in her body. This man
was hers. She rode hisform, for no other reason than choice and pleasure. The heat
glittering in his slitted eyes, the need revealed in his grimacing mouth, made her flush
with power even as her thighs shook with weakness. Just looking at him made her crazed.
She needed to wring every bit of sexual freedom she could from this moment. She needed
to use Ty. She needed.

Closing her eyes, she ground herself steadily on his trapped length, long, smooth
glides pulling her clit down, then pushing it up. Working both sides of herself, giving an
extra flourish when she trapped his head in her clitoral hood, she rained all over him until
the air smelled sticky sweet. Every once in awhile, Ty would jerk, or groan, or hiss. But



she was lost to his needs. He' d agreed to subjugate himself to her, and she trusted him to
mean it. She stroked harder, shorter, harder, until she found that one piercing sweet spot
on her clit. Holding the pressure, she arched her back and reared above him, grabbing her
breasts and thumbing her nipples. Balancing upright on that one perfect point was like
flying. No. It was flying. Sunny flew, her head whipping her cry through the air.

Ty shouted, too, his body bucking once beneath her. Sunny slapped her hands down
onto hisribs, framing the bruise she’ d kissed onto him.

“No!” she cried out. “Just me!”

Ty’ s head strained to the side, hisjaw clenched, eyes closed.

Scrambling off him, unable to understand her need to take her own pleasure on his
body, this greed she felt for his skin overwhelmed her. Straddling his thigh, she fisted his
cock, and squeezed him. He was immense, and he was hers. Hers. Nearly sobbing, she
rubbed her open, fiery folds on Ty’ s thigh, the width and hardness of hisleg breathtaking.
Watching her hand shaft up and down, she came again from the friction of the hairs on
her soft, bare skin. Shaking, she squeezed around his head, her thumb digging into the
seeping hole at histip. Ty cried out, both of them breathless.

She scrambled up again, and this time she sat on his abs. They stretched her wide.
Taking his massive arms, she pushed at them until he lifted them above his head. Putting
her hands on his extended triceps, she looked at how small her hands were against his
arms. The position made her lean much farther forward than she had been, due to the lean
length of Ty’s body. She writhed on his stomach until she pushed open her own folds,
pushing her clit into the stone ridges of his belly.

Leaning over Ty, she stared at his straining face. Her cheeks were pulled wide by the
position and as she bounced and rubbed and dripped all over him, his erection jabbed her
in the ass. Each strike wound her tighter, tighter, the hint of his bluntness so near her anus
caught her breath. He was close, but wouldn’t take her there. Because she was in control.
Her fingers bit into his arms when she came. This time the sound that |eft her throat was
guttural, low and hoarse.

Sunny turned, reversing her straddling stance on his belly. Grabbing up his cock
again, she rubbed the head of him over her clit, shaking him, grinding and fluttering him
over her throbbing, swollen button. Spreading her lips wide with her other hand, she
knew only she could see this beautiful picture. The high, thin wail ripped from her throat.
It stretched, the pleasure burning as she set her weight to leaning against histhick pillar.
She watched his ballsroll before her eyes.

Shuffling forward, she stuffed him awkwardly into her vagina. The position pulled
him away from his body and he shouted as she ruthlessly sat on him, forcing him to stand
at asteep angle. Her heart pounding with exertion, running with sweat, akind of glowing
joy spread down her limbs. It was like the peace of the temple ran in her bones, while her
muscles were on fire. Holding onto his calves, she pounded herself down onto his
thickness, until the need to come ate at her gut. Thrusting her fingers onto herself, she
plucked and twisted and gave herself pleasure for the first time. For the first time, as
Sunny, she made herself sing, with Ty’ s help. She folded over, collapsing in the
sheltering vee of Ty’slegs, her hips shivering and spasming in aftershock.

It took some time to turn herself around on his rigid erection. By the time she was
facing him once more, she was nearly without energy, her core burning with sensitivity,
but couldn’t stop working herself on his body. She lifted herself, thighs trembling, and



sent her hands roaming over his skin. She was lost in the swells and rises of historso, her
fingers stroking and prodding at every point. Inside, he was like warm stone, and she
clenched, dragging herself without rhythm.

His nipples were small and sharp, his navel shallow and soft. His ribs were an echo
of hisabs, still wet from her work. His pecs rose sharply above hislower chest, and his
waist had fascinating hollows above his hipbones. Her mark was a bright blotch on his
skin. She touched all of him, holding him captive inside her body, winding herself tighter
as she cinched around him inside. Her clit ached and burned, the heat at her thighs so
high she could combust.

Finally, she gavein and set arhythm. Deep, glide to mid-length. Deep, glide to mid-
length. Her body stretched around the root of him, when their hips met. Thiswas the
depth she'd delayed before, and the tip of his thick crown shoving deep inside her made
her grind her teeth. Gliding and pushing with her wet strength was amazing. When she
pushed her hips forward to force her clit into his hard pelvis, the scratch of his pubic hair
on her raw clit sent her over on her next thrust.

Sunny collapsed on Ty, sprawling, spent. Her body was heat and shuddering blood.
She'd taken all she could. But Ty stretched beneath her, his body going even tighter,
arching, shaking, and then he roared, a deep, agonized, conqueror’s shout. She clung to
him, clasping him inside, tears pricking her eyelashes at the emotion of forcing her man
to orgasm. That she could bring him to this point. Then his power crackled across her
skin, and she swore she saw a glow surround them.

She had time to take a breath, and then his power seized her. Every inch of her body
burst and clamped at the same time. It was like lightning, falling, flying, flaying and she
screamed, fingers scrabbling at his shoulders, thighs clutching his. The pressure of his
expanding cock inside her took her breath, breath she desperately needed. The wetness
exploding inside wasn't her own. Ty coated her womb, and she shook. There was nothing
to describe the sharp pleasure of being forced to come, and knowing he' d been
overwhelmed. It was freedom.



Chapter Nine

When he could think again, he ached. It was like he’ d gone on athree-day run and
been beaten by a pack of sandcats. Satiation held him like chains to the sweaty furs
beneath him. She slept draped over him, and was heavy enough to make breathing a
conscious effort. He didn’t mind. Gently, he stretched his arm forward and hovered his
palm over her tangled cap of old-gold hair. He could feel the heat of her. He laid his hand
back at his side.

He had discussed this with Quor. She' d been raped, and worse, lived as aslave to
pain-addicted madmen. His goal wasto let her control all touch. Sex especially was hers
to initiate, and hersto dictate. The Six give him strength. He' d been prepared to wait for
her for years after the necessary ritual sex to seal their matebond. Her quick and fervent
response to his submissive role in bed was beyond all his expectations. His balls twitched
and immediately he sent acommand to his body to prevent an erection.

She snuffled and shifted, her breath scalding onerib, and was glad of his pre-emptive
command. The smell of them made him horny. Her trusting sleep made him horny. The
cream dripping from her sprawled thighs onto his hip made him horny. He' d thought this
desperate need to touch her was just part of meeting his mate. He' d thought it would fade
after the matebond. It hadn’t. He wanted to roll his face across her body, lick every inch,
massage her until she slept and then fuck her until she fell unconscious. Kind of like what
she'd doneto him.

His brave, ferocious, resourceful Sunshine had defiled herself for him. She'd chosen
to face torture just to stay by his side. When he realized she was really going to agree to
go into the mating pit with him, he’d been atangle of adrenaline. He'd feared the
bonding, feared it even when Quor assured him she was not a darkmage. What if
Delavega had seen the thrill of satisfaction at the darkcraft’ s power he’d seen in her
during their souldance? But he hadn’t. He' d battled his hawk as hard as he ever had, and
his Alpha had helped. The ache of keeping his beak from her flesh was an echo in his
teeth.

Now shewas his. First, he would hold her safe. Next, he would do everything he
could to aid the destruction of those evil fuckers. But first, he would hold her safe. She
sighed, moaned, stretched one leg down along his. He grinned, charmed by every tiny
mannerism of hers. He had much to discover about his mate. How incredible he’ d found
her there. First, he would hold her safe. The trick would be to do so without ever touching
her. Every single motion that brought her in contact with him needed to be her choice, her
initiation. It had been torment to lie there, bound by this decision, knowing it was right
for her, part of healing her, part of loving her, while she resurrected passion in herself
beyond his wildest dreams. Torture. Good thing he had practice in surviving it.

The day was not going to be easy. There was a souldance to wrench the memories of
their captivity from them, which he would delay at every opportunity. There was an
audience with the Council, who wanted to smell her for themselves, and hear her report.
The punishment would come, eventually, for her use of darkcraft, and he would do
everything he could to mitigate it. There were her guards, who the Council had refused to
dismiss. Now they were an honor guard to truly help organize her security, as snippets



from the other prisoners had spread across the Clans and there were whispers that one of
the slaves he' d returned with was a new darkmage. The woman with the scarred face
wanted to talk to Sunny, as did the odd black-eyed Water girl. He didn’t like it, but he'd
let her decide. For now, he'd claimed her as his, bonded their souls, and witnessed atrue
passion that gave him hope.

Shelifted her head and blinked at him. Watching clarity sharpen her green gaze
made his heart kick. The last time he' d seen her eyes blind and distant like that had been
when she came under the force of his command. He' d sent it as his last coherent thought
as the orgasm ripped through his body. He' d never felt anything like it. If torture was
sensation forced on the body against its will, then she had tortured him. With her
demands and her feminine power, she’ d broken his bodycraft’s control. It had been
beautiful, to feel her come with him, as helpless to the pleasure as he.

“Hello, mate.” He smiled at her, so proud to claim her.

Her eyes shuttered, the looseness of sleep fading from her face.

He frowned. “Areyou al right?’

She nodded. Licked her lips. “Yes.” She swallowed. “Are you?’

His heart sighed. She was wonderful. “I’'m very, very al right. I’m content, down to
my soul. Y ou are beautiful in your passion.”

His hands ached to touch her, but he held his arms away.

Her own fingers curled in small, unconscious pets on his chest. “1 was rough.”

“It was stunning.”

“1 won't always be like that.”

“We'll discover passion together, when you' re ready.”

Her brow wrinkled, two little furrows between her brows. “I... Ty...”

“Don’'t ever be embarrassed with me, Sunshine.” The knowledge of her old name
spiked into hismind, arelic of their souldance in the matebond. She wasright. That
wasn't her anymore. He' d never use that name. The ownership of having named this new
woman, the one he was so proud of, purred in his belly.

She plucked at his nipple fretfully. He swore she didn’t know it sent echoing stings
behind hisballs. “I know. | know | can be free with you. | still feel | was somehow...”
She made a frustrated sound. “Not selfish, not mean, but something...”

He shook his head. “No. Y ou were beautiful .”

She blinked at him, obviously displeased. “ We were beautiful.”

His heart sighed again. “Yes.”

“Don’'t think | don’t know what you did.”

He grinned at her chastisement. “Oh?’

Then she sat up, sitting off to the side of him. His grin died as cold stung him from
the shadow of where she'd been.

“You gave me control. Y ou didn’t want to frighten me. Ty, you’re not them.”

He knew intellectually, this was true for her. Sexually, he wanted to give it some
time. He held out his hand, palm up. “Y ou aren’t either, you know. It’s official. You're
not a darkmage.”

“1 performed evil, for selfish purposes. Somehow, it seems wrong that I’m here with
you, like this. Free. Bonded.”

When she put her hand in his, he amost lost control of his cock. It thickened with a
hot pulse, but he quickly drove the blood back. “Y ou want a punishment?’



She looked up from their hands. He wanted his heart to kick like this every time she
met his eyes, for al of hislife. He was so crazy in love with this woman, and so happy in
this affliction.

She whispered, “Yes. | deserveit.”

He tightened historso and sat up. Considered this need of hers. “I’ll ook into the
Council’ s thinking on the darkspell you worked. There likely will be some sort of
penalty, but my people don’t torture.” His heart curdled at the typical punishments of his
people. Restraint. Scarification. Isolation. All of them would be traumatic to Sunshine,
due to her past. He wouldn’t allow any of them, even as he understood her need for
redress. “I’m sorry to say that we don't have the ability to spend the day quietly together.
Are you ready to hear about the waiting obligations lined up, or do you need some time to
clean up and eat?”’

Sighing, she tightened her hold on him, then took her hand back. “Tell me.”

“We have to meet with the Council later today, and with Quor. We have to submit a
detailed report, and al so, the woman you cut to work the spell wantsto talk to you. As
does the Water girl.”

She looked away. Nodded.

“You don’'t have to see her.”

She nodded and said, “I want to. But | have nothing to give her. | can’t even make
reparations.”

“That’s not true. Y ou are a hawk now, Sunshine. Y ou have our entire wealth behind
you, and if necessary, that of all the Clans.”

She shook her head. “That’ s not fair. | wasn't a hawk when | committed this act.”

“We adopted you knowing what you did. What you seem to forget is we also know
why you did it. Let yourself remember why, Sunshine. Y ou got us al out.”

She made a disgusted noise, turning her head away. He wasn’'t going to erase this
shame of hers easily. Various punishments his people used flitted through his mind. None
of them were suited to her. The thought of her wearing scars of shame made his stomach
churn. He' d seen her back when she rode him facing his feet. She had enough scars.
Power pulsed in his bloodstream. He couldn’t wait to burn them away. She'd never feel a
thing, and she'd be covered in his marks.

“Is there anything else on the agenda today?’ she asked.

“My Clan will want to meet you. They’re very excited, of course. | can’t wait to
show you around my clanhome.” He didn’t want to think of how he'd lived the past days
in agony there, worrying about her status, missing her until it was aphysical pain. His
hawk had been ferocious, focused on nothing but acquiring her balls deep. He' d had her
balls deep, and now hawk rested, sleeping silent inside. “My family would like a private
meal with us.” His stomach curdled even more.

“Your father, mother, and brother.”

He looked at her sharply, then remembered as much as he’ d learned about her past,
she’d learned about him. “Y es, and probably my grandparents.”

She nodded. He knew she had grandparents in Seventh City, and a stepfather, but she
wasn't close to any of them.

“Can we delay any of this?” She sounded so forlorn.

“Not the Council, not Quor. Everything else, yes.”

She took a deep breath. “Let’s start with those then, and see how we feel afterwards.



And abath is needed. Food wouldn’t be refused.”

Abruptly, the cramp in his stomach at the thought of his family changed into gouging
hunger pains. His mouth watered. “We have a plan, then.”

“You'll be with me? Face the Council 7’

“Oh, yes. | won't leave your side.”

Her eyes smiled. Soon, he'd see her mouth smile. He knew it was a matter of healing
time.

“1’ve exchanged two guards for one.”

“Actually, you've gained athird.” He stood, stretched, preened at how her rosy, soft
lips parted.

“What do you mean?”’

“It'sjust a precaution. Until all the dust has settled, and all the reports finalized, and
all the Clan Alphas have shared the official news with their Clans, the Council wants the
people we brought through to maintain their guards.”

He held his hand out to her, and she took it. He preened at her lack of hesitation. He
lifted her up, steadying her. His scent rolled from her body. His mouth watered.

“1 thought | was being guarded because | was suspicious.”

He shook his head. “That’s done. Y our guards are for your safety. Y ou need to learn
our laws and ways. We don’t want any of the women wandering around unescorted and
ignorant of the dangers and expectations of the Clans.”

“How long will we have to keep them? And will it still be Fynn and Odan?’

The concern in her voice might have made an unBonded man jealous. But Ty knew
she was simply aways his. He shrugged. “1’m not sure how long, and I’'m sure it will be
them. They’re probably waiting at the door.” He took up her dress and gathered it,
smoothing the cloth back down over her head. It had helped, to claim her with her skin
covered. The person who had dressed her this way instead of in the traditional robe was
smart.

She put her arms in the elbow-length sleeves. “They saw us. Fucking.”

He frowned to hear her. Tried not to take offense. “They were part of our ritual,
Sunshine. They served as our Triad with little preparation. 1’1l send them gifts. You can
help me pick them out.”

“So I'm not supposed to blink when | see them again? Do | mention it? Do | thank
them? Say, ‘ Gee, guys, thanks for watching over me while | boned Ty in half-bird
form?”

Ty folded his arms and studied her, determining whether she was actually trying to
pick afight, or be abitch, or was simply scared. He turned and sat on the edge of the
stone pit. “ That state is called battleform. It was something you will only ever face once.
If | did not have a Triad watching over us, | would have been crazed, and possibly
dangeroudly aggressive. The Triad serves a purpose, and no one who has ever served on
one, nor any of the usual witnesses to the ceremony would ever be so crude as to directly
refer to the sacred sex they saw.”

Shefolded her arms. “You're upset. I'm sorry, it’sjust thisis a new situation for
me.”

“1 am upset. Because you don’t seem to respect the ritual that joined us.”

“1 do!” She unfolded her arms, then folded them again. “I’'m sorry, Ty.”

Her soft voice undid him. He climbed to his feet, standing above her on the stone.



“Don’'t be ashamed of us, Sunshine. Please.” He poured emotion into his plea. He was
asking for her acceptance of more than just the ritual. He needed her to be as proud of
him as he was of her. Her kneeling on a bench, chin lifted. Histoes curled. He had his
own ghosts to face.

She nodded.

He offered his hand to her, and she took it. He helped her out of the pit. “Asfor
etiquette, they may congratulate you. Y ou may accept, and thank them for serving.
Otherwise, it won't be discussed.”

She surprised him when she brought her other hand up to hold his with both of hers.
“1"m scared.”

“Of facing the guards?’

She shrugged. “All of it.” She shuffled closer to him.

He' d promised himself he wouldn't pressure her. How quickly he failed. “ Sunshine,
may | hold you?’ He held his breath.

She flashed shocked green eyes at him. “Yes.”

He stepped into her, bending his hand with both of hers up between them. He gently,
slowly closed his other arm around her, letting his hand rest lightly on her shoulder. He
bent his head down over the crown of her, loving again how she fit so perfectly to his
throat with her slender height. The long, tight line of her poised and straining above him
in a column of golden skin.

She cuddled into him, sighing deeply. He rested his cheek on her hair, feeling hawk’s
wings flared wide, as if he would gather her close also. “Today is going to be hard, and
long. We will have to revisit the Fortress in our minds, but we will know it isonly in our
minds, and we' |l have each other at every step. Tomorrow may be hard as well, asfinal
guestions are answered, and you begin to meet my family and Clan. But always believe,
Sunshine, I’'ll be at your side. Always. | will keep you safe. All my people have pledged
to keep any of our adopted women safe, and you have two of the Council’ s alpha
warriors dedicated to your safety as well.

“We're going to finish this. Then we're going to put it behind us, and create a new
lifetogether. You'll find a duty you love, and I'll return to my bodymage duties, and we
will go forward.”

She squirmed against him, sniffling into the crook of his throat.

“1 love you, Sunshine.”

Her breath caught.

“Ty?

“Yes?

“You don’'t have any clothes.”

He chuckled. They’ d been painful on his skin when he'd tried to dress to come to the
ritual, so he’ d gone without. “All the better to bone you without them.”

She twitched in hisarms. Sighed. “Oh, you.”

“Not that yours prevented a thorough boning.”

“Tyl”

“Sunshine!”

She struggled back against his arm, and he reluctantly let it fall away. “Quit it. I'm
sorry | caled it that.”

“Called what, what?’ He was prodding her. He shouldn’t need to hear the words, but



he did.

“You know.”

“Tell me.” He tapped her on the nose.

She loosened her hands and stepped away. “| shouldn’t have called our sex boning. It
was crude, and I’'m sorry | did it.”

Now it was his turn to step away. He stretched out his arm in a sweeping directive to
guide her toward the door. In this room, his hawk had joined him in claiming a mate, and
their mate had thrillingly claimed his body again. He wouldn’t rush a declaration of love
when she'd just melded her soul to his. He was being weak. “ Apology accepted. | won't
tease you about it anymore.”

She nodded and went to stand by the door.

He cast one last look over the thickly scented pit. Emotion closed histhroat. He was
home, she was his, and they’d heal. By Bones and Sinew, they would both heal.

* % % %

Three hours later, she sat with three silent warriorsin the depths of the earth. Her
gaze couldn’'t stay away from Ty. Tydus. The hawk-man whose thoughts and memories
were tangled with hers. Before, when she was that other woman, the priestess, the secret,
private things she saw were packed away, prayed away, then faded away. With Ty, she
rolled them on her tongue. Her hands were in fists, holding his memories tight. She
swallowed them, and imagined them becoming part of her blood.

Glancing at Odan, she noted he was breathing deeply, seeming to find relief in the
sweltering heat of thisroom. They’ d walked down, and down until they’ d even gone past
the massive plaza and into the earth. Fynn shifted, not impatiently, but the adjustment
was unlike him. Catching her eyes, he smiled at her, his face relaxing. He was ... content.
Both of her guards, her new friends who were at least mostly honorable, had greeted their
exit from the round ritual room with congratul ations.

Her gaze dragged back across the round wooden table in this small meeting room,
and caught Ty’ sflickering golden eyes. He returned her look. Her heart kicked hard. She
was sitting next to Ty, waiting for the spiritmage Quor to attend them. But in her head,
she was cradled in afur-lined pit, consumed body and soul by the man who'd
reawakened her to life beyond pain.

He began to reach for her, a shift of his shoulder, aslight glide of his hand lying on
the table. The motion checked. He looked away, too casually, asif checking the open
doorway. Frowning, Sunny reached out her fisted hand and laid it over his. He instantly
twisted hiswrist and caught her up. She sighed, the touch of him stroking her deeply.

He' d stepped away from her to roll open the doorway, and aside from the hug she'd
sought after they’ d bathed, he hadn’t touched her since.

When she’ d reached for him in the bath, he’ d sidestepped, telling her tersely, “You
never need to wash me again.” A shadow shifted in her mind, tethered in his memories
twining through her. Because she' d felt the ragged rawness of him, she hadn’t argued,
even though both could understand that this would be nothing like then. To him, that
particular service she’' d provided was too shadowed for there to be any pleasureinit. Yet.

Before she could grasp it, the men all sat straighter, heads turning. A few moments
later, she heard Quor’ s steps, too. He filled the doorway, and this time she noticed the
scars on his arms, the shadows under his eyes, and that he was younger than his gray hair



belied. Her fingers uncurled to grip Ty’ s hand. He was huge, and muscled with it. Almost
bigger than the bear, from the Fortress. A man that size could kill her with afew blows.
Maybe even one.

Ty’ s other hand came over hers, petting across her knuckles. Her guards were
looking at her, now. Somehow they all knew she was afraid. Fynn frowned. Odan shook
his head dlightly, but she didn’t understand his cue.

“Congratulations on your Bonding, Tydus, Sunny.” Quor sat in one of the extra
chairs. It held.

“Thank you, Quor. It is through your generosity this plan was accepted by the
Council. | would offer you my debt.” Ty spoke smoothly, polished.

She now knew offering a debt was a deep sign of thanks, to be repaid through
personal actions, not material goods.

Quor opened his mouth, closed it, and considered Ty. He nodded slowly. “1 was
going to say | have no desire to accept it, but perhaps an earth dweller like me might wish
for ahawk’s eyes someday.”

Sunny’s hand jerked in Ty’s. The words Quor spoke rippled across the fine hairs on
her arms, bare in the short-sleeved brown dress she wore. He spoke with the Father’s
breath, a push of magic behind hiswords.

“What’ s wrong, Sunny?’ Odan’ s words were calm.

“He just spoke Truth. In the Cities, only the highest level of priests can see the path
of actions to announce the future as Quor just did. But there is no Skyfather here. How
did you do it?" She directed her curiosity at the larger man.

Quor glanced at her and smiled. “ The Skyfather goes where he is needed. Just
because | do not construct him doesn’t mean | deny him.”

Sunny frowned. Her thumb rubbed against Ty’s again and again. “Word games.”

Quor shook hishead. “The Six are ever amystery. | can very easily appreciate the
Sacred Couple as aface of their power.” He held up a hand to stop her denial. “Asfor the
Truth-seeing you sensed, it is no simple spell to be taught. The choices before us may not
come to pass, but sometimes, through keeping my inner gates open, | can see the outcome
of aparticular seriesthat is building.”

Ty drew her attention by loosening his grip on her hand. He squeezed it and she took
it back as he stood. The smell of him, even the fresh, clean scent that had nothing to do
with the deep joining of their bodies, made her melt. Ty took his nail, just his human nail,
and gouged the soft skin of hiswrist, just below the pink scars from his manacles. Sunny
gritted her teeth to see the blood there.

He caught it up, smearing it on his fingers and just that simple, the tear he’d made
was gone, with afaint blush of blood left behind. He reached out and Quor angled his
chin up. Ty smeared the blood on Quor’sthroat. “I am in your debt, groundbear.”

“We're both in your debt,” Sunny quickly corrected. Ty’ s blood had the power to
bind her word now, too.

“1 accept,” Quor said, and they nodded to each other.

Quor smiled, and the genuine happiness on his face when he looked at Ty made her
blink. “It is so good to see you home, and Bonded. Tydus, we thought you lost, and you
were not.”

Ty grinned back at Quor. “ Thank you, spiritmage.”

They nodded to each other and Ty went behind her to take his seat again. He did not



touch her as he went past, and she shivered at the lack.

“Sunny,” Quor said, “you completed a souldance, observed by a Clan Alpha. No one
can doubt you are no darkmage. Least of all yourself.”

Quor’s eyes were dark blue. They were deep, and seething with the echoes of all the
souls he'd touched in hislife.

“1 understand. But even though bitter darkness hasn’t taken root, there are shadows.”
She admitted, “| fear the shadows could spawn again, in the right circumstances.” Cutting
awoman with a knife was nothing. She’d do it again if she must. To save Ty’slife, she'd
kill. She knew it for afact. “I think it is very important...” She searched for the right
words of warning to use without damning herself. “It’s critical | not be tempted again.
We need to stay safe. | need to stay here, with Ty.”

Shelooked at Ty, couldn’t stop herself from reaching for him. “I am staying here,
now, right?’

His fingertips were rough against the underside of her wrist. His thumb looked large
and pale against the back of her hand, scarred from the time when Glasses stomped on it.
“You are hawk. Y ou belong here, with us.”

She searched his eyes. “And you, Ty? Y ou're not going back.”

Hislids lowered, although his eyes never wavered. “I gave my word | would go
back. There are yet two to save. And five to kill. Certainly | won't go out with the group
leaving today for the first exploration.”

Sunny rocked back from the blow of hiswords. The room tipped. “No.”

Ty’ s grip tightened around her suddenly numb hand. “We'll talk about it.”

She shook her head. “No.” Looking wildly back at Quor, she begged with her eyes.
“No. Thisiswhat | wastrying to say. No.”

Quor set both of his large hands on the table, palm down. The small lineof Ty’s
blood on his neck had dried to earthy-ochre. “Y ou fear you will become a darkmage if Ty
isin danger?’

He understood. Her shoulders sslumped. She nodded, throat tight.

“That’snot fair, Sunny. | know the layout. | know them.”

Very slowly, sheturned her head, chin lowering, until she was looking at her beloved
from beneath lowered brows. “I know the layout better than you. | know them better than
you. And | know, better than you, any of the warriors who go through your stone to land
at the Fortress are going to be dead, dead, dead.”

“Those mages will find the difference—"

She kept talking right over him. “And their corpses will be eaten, just like all the
other hawks and slaves were.”

Ty didn’t back down. “—in Truxet who are not bespelled and crushed by a surprise
Beebee attack—*

“And their death energy will go to make them stronger.”

“—are afar cry from the opponent | was when | landed half-dead.”

“They’ ve sealed the exits with darkcraft. To be free, you have to useit, and you can’t
do that.”

Ty spoke passionately. “We are a might to be reckoned with, even without the Six to
cal on.”

She was furious he wasn't listening to her. Worse, none of them were. “| saw how it
hurt you, what | did, when | forced it into you. But | don’t think you’ re even capable of



calling darkcraft to you. In effect, you' d be entering arealm where it is the only magic
that can be used, and you’ d be trapped.”

“Sunny.” Fynn’svoice was firm and loud. All faces swung to him. “Y ou cannot
expect us to ignore them. Thisfirst time out, a small force has been named. Our goal will
merely be to gather information. But we will go. That we haven’'t gone in these recent
days has been an outrage. We need to go.”

He took a deep breath that swelled his chiseled, bare chest and said, "We've called
this meeting to go over our attack plan, and seeif you have any last minute notes for us.
And to impress upon you how important it is for you and Ty to complete a souldance to
gather your exact memories. Y ou've both proven you can do it in your Bonding. We need
your help."

She looked at his lean face, the short dark hair, the wide mouth. She tried not to care,
knowing that when Fynn was chained to the wall, when the choices were that small, there
was no telling what he' d do to save himself. Ty was the only one she trusted. She'd seen
him laugh in the face of despair, hauling hope' s gutted and dying carcass around like a
fellow soldier he wouldn’t abandon. Fynn had been fair to her, and kept his hands to
himself. So she tried.

Speaking dowly and with weight, she said, “If you go, you will die.” She put every
ounce of her conviction into the words, into her stare as she held his eyes.

He never flinched. “Then | will die, for | must go.”

Sunny’ s head rocked back. “Y ou think thiswill be some thrilling battle. Y ou think
you’ re going to some noble end. Stupid idiot.”

“Sunshine—"

She wrenched her hand from Ty’s, cutting him off. She jabbed at Fynn with an
accusing finger. “ Their spellsimmobilize you. They blind you, they suck the air from
your lungs, and they make you hurt until you are nothing but hurt, incapable of anything
but screaming.”

Fynn nodded. “Y ou told us. I’ ve listened to your reports, to al of the reports. We
haveto try.”

“You did not listen. Or you would know ‘trying’ isjust awaste of life. The second
you land, you will be lost to your Six. You need a darkmage you control, or you need
someone willing to take the shadows | took. Y ou need something utterly different,
because that is their Fortress.”

Ty hissed.

Odan said mildly, “Actually, it’s ours.”

Sheglared at him. “It’ stheirs now.” She pinned Fynn the Idiot with her attention
again. “Your Six don’'t work there, and physical strength is meaningless before their
skills.”

“Tell that to the tall one whose neck | broke.” Ty’ s voice smirked.

She slammed her hands on the table. “By surprise! Through inhuman effort!”

He nodded, unmoved by her growing rage. “ Y es. It’s good to remember that we are
not human.”

“Y ou were human when you were there.” She turned from him, feeling the heat in
her face. She jutted her chin at Fynn. “Y ou need to come up with a different plan, one
where you' |l be sure you have the upper hand.” It was like she was strangling on her
heart. She needed to stop this. “ Please, Fynn. Tell them to wait.”



Ty shuddered, nodded. He looked at Fynn. “ That’s agood idea. | think we should go
in battleform. Maybe even with amarten in beast form. They’ re the hardest to catch, with
the smallest mass outside of a hawk. Their speed could be key.”

Hearing Ty include himself in this madness caused her mind to go blank. Between
one breath and the next, the world disappeared. She had to get to the kitchen. She'd
delayed obeying her slave command too long, and the pain pierced her lungs. Rushing to
get to the room, the stone blurred beneath her cracked leather slippers. Too late. Shefell,
writhing, screaming, the pain twisting her gut. She crawled, desperate to get there before
she vomited blood. Over the sensation of her nailsripping on the cold, dirty floor, a male
voice came, strong and certain. "It's gone, Sunshine. I've got you."

“Bonded, my mate. I’m here. Sunshine, I’ve got you. Y ou're free, you’re out, you're
safe, you're mine...”

The words blended with the high, grating whine of atrapped and tortured creature.
Her. The terrible sound stopped. His words hesitated, then continued.

“Sunshine, you're in River Mountain. Shhhh. Don't cry. | have you. We're safe,
together, dive.”

His arms were around her, smooth and warm. There was no blood to wash, and he
was out of chains. She sat cradled against his front, between his legs, wrapped tight in his
creamy muscles. His chin rested on her shoulder. Surrounded, safe. Time had passed. The
air held the vibrancy of outdoors. He' d taken her from that meeting room, into the wild.

She blinked, and realized the reason she couldn’t see well was because of the light.
The sun was brilliant, bouncing off the water, which chattered and shushed in awide,
gleaming swath. She was outside, in the daytime. Alive, with Ty. Clothed, clean, by a
river.

“Ty.”

He kept rocking her. “I’'m here.”

She closed her eyes, remembering. “ Always be here.”

He rocked her, silent.

“Ty, dways be here.”

“1 cannot promise that, Sunshine. Life is complex. | have no control over death.”

She was shaking, despite the warmth of the sun, of him at her back. “Don’t go back.”

He whispered, and the brush of his breath across her ear made her go till. “I
promised.”

“Y ou made that promise to me. Y ou said you'd return for any we had to leave. But
Ty, they could have come, and didn’t. Y ou took all the ones who wanted to go. We didn’t
have to leave them. They failed to join us.”

Ty made a tutting sound. “ Sunshine, poorly done. They are there, and no matter
what, | will not leave them there.”

His attempt to shame her for trying every argument was lost on her. Once, she had
built alife around assisting others, of sacrificing her wishes to achieve a greater good.
Now, she was a selfish survivor fixated on only one man. She looked at theriver, the
beautiful rushing wide wildness of it. She'd never seen one before. It came from around a
bend on their right, and on their |eft, a wide curve arched away. Theriver had arocky
shoreline on the other side, while they appeared to be sitting on smooth paving stones. A
short walk beyond the river, arocky cliff rose high, high above them. The curve of the
shushing river combined with the facing cliff made her feel protected.



She added more logic. “ They’re probably dead. The slaves. The Monster’ s rage
when he found us gone would need death to soothe it.”

“Perhaps.”

Finally, she said, “I want to have sex in the sunlight.”

“Sunshine on my Sunshine,” Ty chuckled. “I loveit like | love you.”

She looked around. The paved areafilled the inner curve of the river’s crescent,
going very near an earthen bank. The water was a mere bodylength below them. “Here?’

He laughed out loud, a booming burst of pleasure. It rumbled against her back,
tickling memories of what it was to feel that joy. “I will not share your beauty like that.
Thisisthe main River access, off the central plaza. People gave us privacy because of
your distress, but they will soon come out again.”

Rolling his shoulders, he stood, leaving her feeling exposed and cold. When he held
out his hand, she quickly took it. “How longwas|...” What? What had happened? Was it
awaking dream? Had Monster found away to send nightmares to her over the distance?
Ty pulled her to her feet. She ached.

“Quor said it was probably a memory that took you over from the stress of our
conversation. He said it was normal, that it could happen to either one of us. Fynn and
Odan both shared it has happened to you before. You were ... remembering, for about an
hour.”

“So long!”

He stood, holding her hand. His other curled in afist against his thigh. “Not that
long, athough it hurt to hear your fear and pain. I’'m sorry | couldn’t break you fromiit. |
thought the sun might help.”

“1 think it might have.” She turned her face up to it, marveling at something she once
considered a nuisance in her old life. “Why didn’t Quor stop it?’ He could have. She'd
doneit for others, for children caught in a spinning mind, for adultslost in their troubles.
“And why do you keep hesitating when you want to touch me?’

Ty shifted. She noticed people sitting on awide flight of steps leading up to three
huge, open archesin the face of arock wall. A few stood up and walked down to the
river.

“1 didn’t want him to. | know it’swrong not to trust him, an insult to aman who is
one of my people’sleaders. But the thought of him reaching so deeply into you makes
me...”

“Scared?’ Sunny looked at Ty’ s lashes, tipped gold in the sunlight. His eyes |ooked
molten. She hadn’t thought his own inability to connect with a spiritmage would transfer
to letting her connect to one as well. Her heart softened. He had protected her, even from
his own people.

Ty waved to someone. They waved back, looking at her curiously. “Not scared.
Enraged.”

Theword fell hard and vicious from his smiling, relaxed face. She looked at his eyes,
and he looked back. For a moment, common rage mixing in a soup of other unhealthy
emotions swirled between them, recognizing the match in the other.

Fascinated, she watched him blink, and the rage was swallowed. Hers ebbed back
into her spine. “Ty.”

He nodded. “We are together. We are dlive.”

She reached up, and he froze, his breath still. She touched the scar on his cheek, the



bump on the bridge of his nose, the scar at the rise of hislip. Brushed the line of hisjaw
with her thumb. *“Exactly. Exactly. Don’t go, Ty.” The needy, desperate words burst from
her. “1 beg of you. | beg—"

His hand fell away from hers. He stepped back from her touch, his head turning and
eyes closing. “Do not. Sunshine, never. | am no master of yours, no parent or judge.”

“What? Do not beg? Do you think the word, the feeling of prostrating my pride, is
the dlightest difficulty for me?’ She snorted and put her hands on her hips. “I respect you.
| honor you. You are the spirit that dwells within me, and the better part of it besides. |
have no shame in begging before you. It is a pale echo of what | did to survive. And in
this, to stop you from this rash decision of honor, | will beg, and beg, and plead, until you
listen. | cannot watch you go to your death, for it will kill me, too.”

She waited and he breathed deep, once, twice. When he seemed to calm, she
explained clearly what she’d hinted at in the meeting with Quor. “1 fear if you go, the last
decent part of me will die with you, leaving only the shadows. They’ Il grow, and feed on
each other. I’'m not a darkmage now. | have no craving for others’ pain.” She stepped into
him, feeling her words bounce off his stubborn, stiff jaw. “But to lose you, | would
become one. Not only would my rage have no boundaries without you to mark them, but
the disgust and disdain | feel for everyone else,” she nodded to a giggling woman and her
looming man a short ways away, “even them, for not knowing the touch of evil, for not
understanding that they aren’t real, won't ever be real until they’re stripped like we
were... Ohyes, Ty, | fear. | would want them to tasteit. | would want to show them the
truth of it, to make them suffer and see—*

His head turned, gracefully. His lips met the edge of her ear, softly. Hiswordsfell
into her building fury, darkly. “I want to kill them for you.”

She stood with awhisper between her and her man, in the bright sunlight, with the
river behind them, surrounded by a cliff and a mountain and allies. But with his words,
she was alone in the dark. She didn’t misunderstand. He wasn't talking, as she had been,
of the stupidly innocent, untouched society around them. He was talking about Monster,
and his minions,

She whispered back. “1 want to kill them, too.”

“1 need to, Sunshine.” His breath blew in a hot rush against her, sizzling her throat.

“1 ache with it. It' s bitter in my blood.”

Her hand captured the tight blade of his cheek, held it. “We can help. Thereisa
secret to be worked out, of how to reach past their block on the Six. Y ou can aid the fight
against them here, without ever returning.”

“1 want to feel his spinein my beak. | want my fingers wrapped in hisintestines. |
want to rip off his cock and shove it down histhroat.” His chest worked furiously,
brushing against hers, yet he stood like a statue, feet braced.

“1 know.” She pet his cheek, the warm skin of him sizzling her fingertips. “I know,
Ty. But who will hold me when I’'m lost in memory? Who will take down my rage, by
merely meeting it with his own? Who else can | trust enough to love, body and soul ?’

He tipped his head so his lips were against her palm. “Do you love me?’

She lifted her chin, putting her lips on the underside of hisjaw. “I think so. | think
trust and desire blooming where it had died, and the wish to learn to laugh again, might
just be love.”

Nuzzling her hand, his lips drifted a caress away from her fingertips. “ Desire?’



“Stop pulling back from me.” She pressed a kiss to the hollow of histhroat. “1 trust
you. | desire you.” Her hand pushed at the side of hisface, did into his hair and pulled on
the back of his neck.

Following her lead, hislips turned and bowed down to hers.

“Ty, | need you to remind me how to live. Without you, | am dark.” She pressed her
lipsto his, and the bottoms of her feet sizzled. For thefirst time, she realized she’'d lost
her sandals somewhere. The thought came and went, because his lips were soft and
warm.

His breath seared her mouth, and his tongue brushed at her lower lip. Her other hand
was on his hip and she used her grip at nape and hip to pull him close while she stepped
against him. So warm. She pushed her mouth against his. Her heart thundered inside, but
it bounced off the counter-rhythm of his. Dragged her lips across his, igniting them, and
nipped at the soft fleshy pad of him. Her mouth opened, molding to his. He met her,
turning his head so their lips blended, first lined together, then across. The softness of his
kiss, the hard strength of his body, the tight line of his neck, his breath caught in the cave
of her mouth.

He leaned into her, and she curled her arm entirely over his neck, bracing on his
wide, bulky shoulder. Her lower hand dlid to his back, splayed wide in the center. She
crushed her breasts against him, and kissed him, urgently, yet lingering. After anibble on
his lower lip, when her breath had gone from fast to deep, shrieking laughter and the
patter of quick feet brought her back to herself. Against her thighs, she could feel his
hands gripping his legs. She pressed one more kiss to hislips, and pulled her head back.
He followed her and kissed her deeply again, head turned to fit his mouth over hers.

When she softened her grip on him, loosening her arms, he blew out alaugh and
rested his forehead to hers. “Before thisday isout, | want to love you in the sun. But we
cannot. We have duty calling us.”

Duty... Theword was foreign to her. She owed no one anything. Just Ty. There were
no bonds of obligation for her to honor. Just Ty. “I follow where you lead, and gladly. |
help your people, | rip open my memories and yours for them to sift through. But | will
not go back. And I will not let you go back, either. | will fight, Ty.”

He looked at her, and his eyes were the color of an evening sun. Bright and rich
orange, she stubbornly stared at them, refusing to be blinded. He stared back, silent. She
grabbed his head with both her hands and kissed him, and this time, she pushed her
tongue into his mouth, conquered his, first flaying it, then stroking softly. She chased it
and caught it, and sucked it hard, and nipped it. His lips turned hard, and she softened,
lazy with his demand. By the time she could breathe again, his hands were finally
anchored firmly on her hips, hisfingers splayed across the rise of her ass. The fedl of his
claim branded her, sending her mound grinding into him.

With alingering touch, their lips clung, then parted. She couldn’t stop, and kissed
along hisface, burying her nose in his neck. “So good.”

His hands tightened a moment, then he stepped away. “Y ou must be hungry.” His
voice was so low, deeper, hoarse. “I’'m starving. Let’s head to the Eyrie.”

“What'sthat?” She cleared her throat when her own voice rasped worse than his.

“My Clanhome, at the peak of the mountain. Whenever I’ m not assigned a duty, |
live there. It'swhere | wasraised. My parents and brother are there. It'shome.” He took
another step away, his hands falling from her hips.



She captured one, and their fingers laced together, fitting perfectly. “Will your Alpha
be there?’ She had a sense of the maddening man now, through Ty’s eyes. He was vital
in her fight to keep Ty from returning to the darkmage Fortress.

Ty dlid her a suspicious look. “He may be. A lot of meetings have been happening,
as they collect the reports and consider plans.” He led her toward the lovely, slender
arches carved into the natural rock. They’ d been polished, and there were silver glints to
the gray stone.

Sunny’slipslifted ever so dightly at one corner. “What are your parents like?’ If she
could get the hawk on her side, to see that a sortie to the Fortress was a disaster, then
maybe she could stop Ty from his rage-driven quest. And maybe pressure from his
parents, who now knew the worry of losing him once, would also help.

Asthey moved up the wide, shallow steps, a man stepped away from the rock wall to
the far side. Odan, his gray-shot hair bristling, blue eyes bright as the sky. Sunny stopped,
the stone cool against her feet. Odan was still watching over her, even now. She turned
her head, searching, her stomach tight. In a quick sweep, her gaze snapped back to Odan,
standing tall, hands clasped in front of him. “Fynn.” Her lips were thick and hot, puffy
from their kiss. “He’ sgone.” For the first time, she thought crying might not be a waste,
but no tears came. “Oh.” This hurts different than a lashing. How strange.

Odan nodded once. Sunny wanted to slap him across the face. Rake her nails down
his cheek. Hit him in the gut. Knee him in the balls. Spit in his eye. She shook off Ty's
hand and walked up to him. Shivered as she passed out of the sun and into the shadow of
the rock face.

“1 didn’t get to say goodbye.”

“Don’t discount them. They’ve only just |eft.”

A wild hope spiked through her, taking her breath. “They haven’t really gone yet?
He' s il here?” She actually turned her shoulders, poised to run and stop him.

Odan shook his head. “I'm sure they've left by now. The team was chosen this
morning. | was refused.” His voice was even, holding no inflection, a mere comment. She
was |learning to read behind the gloss of him.

“I"'m glad.” She crossed her arms. “1’m glad you weren’t picked.”

He looked up at the sky, and his eyes flashed an even brighter blue. “They would
have gone just a short while ago. They’re due to return, if they can scout unnoticed, at
dawn.”

She shook her head. Then couldn’t stop. Ty was standing at her back, close enough
to feel his heat, but not touching her. She leaned back, knowing he would catch her. His
chest was solid behind her. She just kept shaking her head. “They’ |l be waiting. They
won't even take them for torture. They’ll just kill them.”

“Y ou were sure about that, in your report. But they have only two slaves to guard the
stone, and their pitiful traps can be avoided, possibly even stopped.”

She kept shaking her head. She saw him in her mind’s eye. Fynn's lean body, pacing
with his restless energy when she was awake, then poised and watchful while she fought
seep. Fynn taking her outside in the night, to feel the wind and the wilderness.

Whirling, she threw her arms around Ty’ s neck. “Ty! You're here! Y ou weren’'t
chosen! You didn’t go!”

She pressed into him, torn between horror that she had stood kissing Ty while Fynn
died, and joy that he’ d been kept from the mission. “Ty!” She squeezed him with all her



might. “Ty!”

“Shhhh. I'm here, Sunshine.”

His hand lightly soothed over her hair, ruffling the short softness of it. Again, she felt
like crying, but didn’t. Turning her face, she opened her mouth and sank her teeth, hard,
into the curve of muscle that sloped from his strong neck to his shoulders. It was thick
and she bit harder, worrying it.

His hand stroked her head again. Far from fighting her strange urge, he pressed her
to him, as if to encourage her. His hips swirled against hers for amoment, before he
controlled them. “Let’s hope they succeed in exploring the Fortress. Maybe, they’ Il even
get afew, and bring back their heads.”

Gasping, she lifted her teeth from his shoulder, watched the deep indentations turn
dark red. The rage that Fynn was gone mixed up inside with the knowledge she could
hold Ty, touch him, bite him. She just had to keep him. “Heal this. Now, Ty.”

He did as she ordered. The bite faded before her eyes. She kissed the spot softly. “I
don’t know why | did that.”

Odan moved past them, up into the vast arch of the opening. “Y ou were claiming
him, marking him. Any Trux is proud to wear his woman’ s token.”

Sunny lay her head in the hollow of Ty’s shoulder. His big hand covered her hair,
stroking the finger-length strands again and again.

“I'msoglad, Ty. So glad. And so sad.”

Hesaid, “We'll see”

Squeezing her eyes tight, she refused the hope in his voice. Hope for Fynn. And hope
he’ d be on the next mission.



Chapter Ten

They walked across the massive natural cave paved with flagstones. It was full of
tents and carts acting as taverns and shops. Moving toward the stairs, a black-skinned
man in aleather skirt like Odan’ s intercepted them. Sunny tensed, but when Odan
stepped forward to grip his arm, she relaxed.

“Greetings, groundbear.”

“Greetings, black wolf.”

“Anyi has requested her presence.” The man had nearly the same lean musculature
and size as Fynn. He nodded in her direction.

Odan turned to Sunny. “Anyi would like to see you now. | know Tydus wants to take
you up to the Eyrie, and you'’ ve recently had a difficult time. Do you wish to delay?’

She wanted to say yes. She wanted to pretend she didn’t know who Anyi was. But
she knew, in her heart. And in her gut, she wanted to get this over. Raising her chin, she
said, “I'll see her now.”

She glanced at Ty to see how he took her decision.

He grinned, and the sight of him, the height of him next to her, suddenly made her
bones melt.

“What are you grinning about?’

“Your bravery. You'remy little warrior.”

Odan fell into step next to the other man, and Sunny held out her hand to Ty. He
took it, beaming asif she'd given him an enormous present. She just shook her head at
him.

They were led back to the cells. Hard to believe the last time she' d been here she was
atormented woman refusing to give her old name, refusing to souldance her secretsto a
stranger. She’ d walked out of this aley of rooms with Fynn by her side just that morning,
freshly bathed and Bonded. The black-skinned wolf opened a stone door to reveal another
man, burly, brown-haired. He said, “ She wantsto talk to her alone.”

Sunny looked at Ty. He shrugged, squeezing her hand. Forcefully, she lowered her
shoulders and breathed deep. “All right.”

She stepped in. The men huddled in the hall, and the door was closed, but only
mostly. The sight of the handlength crack eased Sunny’ s spine. The room was just like
hers, only the blanket was black. Finally, she looked at the woman who had been her
fellow slave. She was standing at the side of the bed. Her hair was long, shining, and
brown. The thick silkiness of it surprised her. She'd never seen it like that, of course. Her
face was still scarred, though they did not run so deep or red. Sunny kept her eyes from
straying to the woman’'s arm through force of will.

The woman, Anyi, cleared her throat. When she spoke, her voice was husky. Maybe
from emotion. Maybe it would never heal from the screams they’ d taken from her. “They
say you're not adarkmage.”

Sunny’s pride unfurled. A sharp memory of Ty’s body moving in hers made heat
explode in her belly. It took her breath for amoment. Then it was her turn to clear her
throat. “ That’s what they say.”

The woman looked her up and down. She was older than Sunny by at |east a decade.



“They say you took a Beast to husband.”

“1 did.” Something more than pride lit up her heart and set it thumping. Hearing from
someone else Ty was hers was powerful.

“The one that took us out of there?’

“Yes.” It wasthe best day of her life. Even better than today, when she'd believed
she was free and connected her lifeto Ty’s.

They looked at each other alittle longer. The woman folded her arms. “Y ou’ re not
sorry.”

“No.”

The woman backed up astep. “I can seeit in you. | don’'t know why they can’t. None
of uswho were there are to be trusted. We know honor isaweak thing. You' d do it again
if you needed to, and I’'m frightened of that. Because | don’t know what your definition
of ‘need’ would be.”

Sunny nodded. There was nothing to say. The only proof would be her actions, and
those hadn’t been tested. The Trux felt sharing a souldance with Ty was somehow a
guard against the fact she could become a darkmage at any point, in a situation that called
for it. They’d been fighting darkmages along time. But something told her they’ d never
fought a band the likes of which the Monster had assembled.

Anyi’ swords came out as awhisper. “I just wanted to see you.”

Sunny spread her hands, shrugged. Here she was.

When Anyi looked down and away, Sunny turned to go. She stopped. Turning, she
said, “Did you hear they sent ateam back today?’

Anyi nodded. “They sent six good men and a woman to their deaths.”

“A woman!”

“They had a representative from the Mage High Guild. A powerful firemage, trained
in battle.”

Sunny ground her jaw. Abruptly, exhaustion pulled at her. “That one, they might not
kill. Her, they might keep asadave.”

“1 hope she dies quickly,” Anyi said bitterly.

Sunny nodded. Fynn’s warm brown eyes came to her. She'd just seen him what, an
hour ago? Argued with him. Touched him. “That’ s all we can hope for.”

The rock scraped and both women came to attention. The burly brown man frowned,
including both of them in his scowl. “Y ou can hope they return safely.”

Odan was protesting in the hall, but the man waved him off, irritated. He continued,
“Y ou can hope they succeed in their mission, or exceed it by killing or capturing a
darkmage. There's much you can hope for besides their death.”

Sunny looked at Anyi, who met her eyes. She shared with Anyi’s dark brown gaze
the knowledge her guard had no idea what he was dealing with.

Ty muscled the larger man out of the way, and stood between him and Sunny. “Let’s
get some food into you, mate.” His words were steady, and only the tautness of his neck
revealed his anger at the other man.

Sunny’s mouth abruptly flooded with saliva. She wasn't so used to being free that
food wasn't still exciting to her. “That sounds wonderful.” Without looking back, she left
Anyi behind with her guard’ s foolish hope.

* % *x %



It was all he could do to keep his hands off her. Literally. The urge to touch her, pull
her in tight, and bury hisfacein her hair was an ache. His palms hurt, his fingertips
throbbed, his arms kept twitching. When he’ d held her during her screaming, keening,
groaning flashback, he' d been torn between summoning his Alphafor help and going to
the sifting stone to kill the darkmages himself. But of course, he' d stayed by her side.

At last she’' d woken, and seemed to be her strong self once again. Too strong. Too
much herself. Despite the newness of their mating, she barely looked at him as they
moved through the clanhome, her neck twisting with curiosity. She seemed utterly
comfortable with him, which was amazing given her recent past, yet maddening given
their recent ritual.

He knew of men who didn’t emerge from their new mate’ s body for aweek. His
walked next to him boldly, despite having no initiation to understand his people
whatsoever. Adopted women were usually sequestered and instructed to his people’s
ways. Over the years, the eleven Clans had devel oped the adoption of human women into
an efficient series of courses, carefully tiered for integrating them into the Clans.

By the time he' d taken her, via River Mountain’ sinternal sifting stone network, up
to the Eyrie, she was trembling with fatigue. A morning meeting, a mating, another
meeting, aflashback, and two emotional revelations later, he finally brought his woman
home to care for her.

Sunshine stopped at the entranceway to the Eyrie, her slender, strong fingers dancing
over the spread wings of a hawk carved there. Inside, his hawk echoed the position, proud
and ecstatic she was finally here. She stepped inside.

Alphawas waiting there. He' d bathed recently, his hair dark with moisture, and
slicked back on his head. Aswith her guards, she turned ruddy, her heart thumping hard.

“Alpha.” Overwhelmed at how Delavega had manipulated the situation to clear her,
while settling and mating them, Ty knelt, declaring his allegiance to the man who was
more than aleader to him. He leaned his throat back, but met his Alpha’ s eyes. “Thank
you.”

He knew his Alpha had to have seen it during the ritual. The Alpha was the source of
Ty’ s hawk, and as such, was a shadow in all his hawk felt. In a bonding ceremony, he
would be even more aware than usual. Delavega knew Sunny wasn't frightened of the
darkspell, nor ashamed of it. Oh, no. She was proud. The potential for deeply selfish, evil
actionswas awake in her. Ty didn’t care. So that made him just as bad. Delavega knew it
of both of them, and by vouching for the mating without a Truxet spiritmage presiding,
made it his responsibility.

Delavega brushed hisfingers over Ty’ sjugular. When Sunny moved to kneel next to
Ty, Delavegatook her hand and kept her from finishing the movement. Sherolled her
shoulder, pulling away from his grip with just barely polite haste.

“No, Lady, you need not kneel for me yet. When your training in the ways of our
people isfinished, and your adoption into the hawks is formalized, you will do that
before the Clan. But everyone here,” he nodded to Odan, standing in the shadows at the
entrance, “knows you are bound astightly to Ty asit is possible to be.”

Alphaflicked Ty’s ear, and he rose. His Alpha embraced him, his smaller frame
against Ty acomfort like heat in his bones.

“Welcome home, Ty and Sunny. Congratulations. I’ m so very pleased you found
each other. May you be a peace and strength for each other until the end of your days.”



His Alpha stood before Sunny. Normally, he' d hug the woman, or if she was distant or
timid, at least take her hands. But he held back, and Sunshine just stood. He gave her a
deep, formal bow of respect instead. Charmingly, she copied him. Ty grinned. His
Sunshine was reawakening to manners.

“A dinner iswaiting for you in the small dining room, along with your family.”
Alpha motioned to Odan. “Y ou are dismissed.”

Odan stepped forward. “1 am not, Sir. The Council has not released the guests to
their own paths yet.”

Ty turned to the groundbear. He was getting tired of the damned silent shadow of
him. “My mate is safe within our clanhome. I'll summon you when we leave.” Asif he
couldn’t protect his own mate.

“Hawk, her safety is my command. Be grateful Dom did not reassign ancther to take
Fynn's place, trusting the two of us could work together.”

Ty kept his hissin histhroat. The leader of the Council had no rights over Sunshine
now that she was of the hawks.

“Well enough then. | will take this up with Dom myself.” Hawk’ s quiet voice ended
the discussion. “Ty, Fen is aso in the clanhome tonight. There' s news I’m not to release
to the Clan yet. Before you go to your family, I’d like to meet with you,” his eyes swept
Sunshine and Odan, “all of you, first.”

Alphaturned and Ty gestured for Sunshine to follow him. He aimost moaned as she
brushed past him in the hallway. His hands spasmed to keep from caressing her. It was
hismantra: Only by her will. He would never touch her on his own selfish whims. The
only time he could ever feel her was when she desired it. No matter how rare such an
occasion might be. This was how he would win her trust, and assure her confidence.

Watching her walk down the curving halls before him, he felt aterrible achein his
chest. She was so dlender, like areed. She was awoman meant to dance, a thoughtful
soul meant to explore the inner recesses of people’ s minds. There was a scar on the nape
of her neck, and one peeked out below the arm of her dress. It would be years before she
might feel the desire to touch him casually, to lean on him, to flirt with him. If ever.
They’ d taken that from them. He wanted to rip out their eyes with his beak.

Alphatook them into a small meeting room. Fen stood, raising his brows when Odan
trailed in. He shook hishand, and Ty’s.

“Your hair is getting shaggy, Shield.” Ty twitched a hunk of it. The Shield, or the
Alpha’s second in command, had been one of Ty’sinstructors asachild. Hewasa
second father to him.

“1 overcompensate for my gray by having alot of it.” Fen reached over and yanked a
hank on Ty’ sforehead. “Y ou're oneto talk.”

Fen surprised Ty by taking his hand. “There’ s bad news, Ty. And in the
circumstances, we wanted to tell you.” Fen held out his other hand to Sunshine.

Shejust stared at it. Ty swallowed, willing her to reach for him. She looked at him,
which was a start.

He smiled, keeping hisjoy of her in his eyes, hiding the dread of what he thought
might be coming. “ Sunshine prefers not to touch strangers, Fen.” He would not allow her
to feel pressured.

Fen nodded. “All right.” He squeezed Ty’ s hand and nodded to Odan. “Hello, Odan.
Y ou're Sunny’s Council guard?’



“Yes.

Fen sighed, and looked to Alpha, who simply nodded, grim.

“I"m sorry, Sunny. Y our guard Fynn is dead.”

She looked so slender, so fragile. But her hands curled into tight balls and her
shapely lips flattened into awhite line. “1 know.” Her cold words accused him.

Fen looked askance at the Hawk, but Delavega motioned for him to continue. “ The
woman returned, viaadying owl in her arms. We couldn’t save him. He was dead within
moments. The word is some sort of spell hit them through their feet the moment they
landed and killed them within breaths. It didn’t matter what form they were in: human,
battleform, or beastspirit. The owl managed to take his beastspirit’ s form and trigger the
sifting stone, but he was already caught in the darkspell. The woman wasn't affected by
it. Then there was the beebee they’ ve chained to the doorway. It was aready eating the
falen warriors as the owl pulled her out.”

Fen stopped, jaw clenched, staring at the ground. Ty closed his eyes and
concentrated on not smashing his fist into the stone wall. No one had suffered more from
the darkmages' new pet creatures than his Clan. The beebees needed to be destroyed, to
the very last one. Currently, Ty believed from what he' d overheard that they could not
procreate. The Six help them if they did, for they were powerful creatures indeed.

Ty moved to touch Sunshine, stopping himself just a breath from her hand. He
forced hisarm, tiffly, to return to his side.

She folded her arms and stared at the ground. “Fynn was a cat, right?’

Odan spoke quietly. “He was a mountaincat and a Council firemage.”

She nodded, her head folding down asif her neck lost strength. Ty shuffled closer to
her, his hands fisted.

Fen spoke. “The Council is aready planning another recon. Their goal now isn’'t to
scout the Fortress, but to place it. They're calling for ateam of hawks and owls. We want
them to go in already in beastspirit form, escape the traps and the beebee, and get out of
the Fortress. We want them to return to River Mountain viathe air, giving us a physical
location.”

If they knew where they were, it would all be over. Ty’s mind froze at the perfection
of being able to march on the Fortress. All of the Clans, even the best of the humans,
surrounding it, destroying them.

“But ... if the Fortressis across the sea, or so far over the Eastern Mountains they
can never journey back, we'll never even know if they made it out.” Sunshine’ svoice
was bitter. She turned her head, and those eyes, oh, Tempest, those sharp eyes of hers, cut
right into him. “Ty, don’'t go.”

“1’d have an advantage when it came to speed in navigating the halls, from my
knowledge.”

“That’ s shit. Y ou never saw more than three hallsin the whole place. | knew it al,
better than them, even. I'll give them the map from my memory. I’ll pace it out. We can
build a practice field and reconstruct the paths from the sifting room to the entrance |
know of.” Her arms were tight around her, her shoulders so high they aimost touched her
ears. “You said it was like this place, and the men can plan other exits based on guesses.
Y ou want to go for revenge. Thismission isn’t that. It’s not even to seeif the other two
daves still live.” Her eyes seemed lit with pure magecraft, they burned so green. “Ty ...
stay.” The pleading in her voice, the sharp, sudden stench of her fear, twisted his gut.



Delavega spoke. “ Ty stays.”

Ty whipped his head toward his Alpha, his blood freezing.

Delavegafrowned at him. “We lost you once, and only through this miracle,” he
nodded at Sunshine, “did we get you back. Y ou are yet awarrior who will hold dutiesin
the Clan. But not thisone Ty.”

Sunshine crumpled to the ground, and Odan’ s arms tangled with his when they
caught her. Ty fell to his knees and gathered her in, pulling her from Odan. Damn right
he should step back. Ty spared one glare at the man, then cupped Sunshine’ s face. She
wasn't gone to a flashback. He breathed deep, willing her to look at him. She was
shaking, her eyes on Delavega like he was the humans Skyfather.

Ty looked up at his Alpha. For amoment, he let the man see his disappointment, the
rage that would need to be dealt with at leaving this to others. But then he focused on
who was most important.

Delavega crouched, laying his fingers on her pulse. “Is she all right?’

Sunshine lifted her head away from Delavega’ s touch.

Ty had already sent his craft skimming through her body. The connection to her
made his cock fat, and in this position, it hurt. “ She’ s exhausted. Thiswas just an
adrenaline kick. She'll be fine, especially after getting some food and drink in her.
Malnourishment isn’t something | can heal.”

She turned her head and looked at him. “ She is going to eat, and then deep. Sheis
going to look at what’ s happened today in peace and quiet. She is overwhelmed, but not
deaf.”

His heart squeezed, but he kept it from his eyes. Instead, he looked puzzled. Then he
mouthed, “ Are you sure?’ with exaggerated care.

That spark of light lit her eyes, and her mouth kicked up in a definite lop-sided,
almost-smile. His heart squeezed again. Someday, she'd smile, and laugh. Someday,
she’d reach for him, and he would know he could reach for her. Someday, they’d heal. A
woman stroking a dagger-sharp nail across Sunshine's cheek. He smiled at her to cover
the fact he'd almost gagged. She was histo protect. Sunshine must never know how his
initial compliancein her final torture haunted him. Sickened him. Aroused him. His
thumb brushed her taut, scul pted cheekbone once, then he loosened his grip, backing
away so she sat on her own. He didn’t want to crowd her.

“You are so ridiculous.” Her eyes were smiling again, even as her mouth scowled at
him.

“l need you to come eat, then rest. At your body’ s needs, not my orders.” Making his
hands withdraw from her skin was alesson in focus. Hawk screamed inside, the high
pitch echoing in his ears. He tried not to wince.

He stood, hovering and cursing inside. He wanted to pick her up, but knew he
couldn’t. She rose up on her knees, lifted one foot, and braced her hands on her knee. Her
head bowed, and this time he didn’t care about the scars on her nape. Thistime, he
worried about the bone of her spine showing stark through the skin. His woman. The
need to offer her meat immediately made his feet itch.

Then she turned her head up to him, and the request for help was clear in her face.
He held out his hand. She put hersinto it, and he went hard as a spike. His woman.
Lifting her weight easily, he steadied her. She took her hand back, and he stepped
forward before he could stop himself. Instead of protesting, as he feared, she looked at



Odan.

“Before, | would have prayed for Fynn. Not only would that not matter to silent
deities, but Fynn followed a different way. What do your people do for funerals?’

“Every Clan has different rites, but generally they gather and remember him. Then,
at the next Autumnal, we'll hold alarger service where the Six are called to take back his
energy, with any others who have died.”

Sunshine stood tall and straight, her jaw tight, staring at Odan. “I’m a hawk now, can
| add my remembrance to his Clan’s?’

Odan looked at Ty. Ty nodded to the man.

“I’m sure you can, Sunshine.” He looked at Fen. “Can you find out when the
memoria will be?’

Ty had met the man twice. But he’' d always have a piece of Fynn'sfiery heat living
in his matebond with Sunshine. “I’d like to attend as well.”

“Ill let you know soon,” Fen said quietly. He gestured for Ty to lead Sunshine out of
the room.

When Fen had slipped away and Alpha had said goodnight, Ty turned to take
Sunshine to the dining room where his parents waited. His awareness of her just to his
side was like dawn light striking eyes gritty from an al-nighter. It was beautiful, and
painful.

“Ty?

He focused on her, intent. “Y es?’

“1 want to speak with Odan.”

He blinked, nodded.

“Alone.”

He nodded again. “I’'ll wait at the end of the hall.” The Groundbear stayed stock till,
asusual. Hedidn't reveal Ty could easily hear every word from that distance. But Ty
thought surely Sunshine knew this, just as she’ d known he could hear everything she'd
said to Anyi, the woman whose pain had powered the darkspell.

“That will be fine.” She seemed to even breathe easier, her shoulders lowering.
Perhaps his Sunshine just wanted the appearance of privacy.

He disappeared around the curve of the hall, and stopped. The conversation from the
gathering room ahead was enough now that he had to turn back toward her and
concentrate to hear her clearly.

“You will not go, either.” Her voice was very haughty.

“| assume you are speaking of another mission to the Fortress you were held in?’

“Let me be clear, groundbear.”

Ty bit hislip to keep from laughing. She sounded so fierce.

“I'm listening.”

Ty frowned. Odan sounded so intrigued.

“Here, inthis place, | trust you. | won’'t have your body power their evil. | won't risk
you suffering a bad death.”

“l1 am awarrior, Sunny. The admiration | feel for you does not extend to turning
from my duty.”

“1 will give you agood death rather than let your pride help them.”

Ty held his breath, his body tightening to run forward.

“You offer me threat, little one?’



“Listen to me, you striped bastard. When you picked me up, | was forced into a
relationship with you | would have refused at any other moment. But at that second, it
was out of my power. Your Beast |eaders—*

“Truxet, please.”

She ignored Odan’ s instruction and kept right on. “—will keep throwing good people
away, because prideis universal. But you don’t get to die on that altar of manhood. I'm
telling you, nothing the Truxet can do will break their hold on that Fortress.”

Ty could hear her soft pants. He took a step forward, feeling the tug of her panic on
their bond. Was this going to send her into another flashback? She plowed on.

“The thought of you ending in abad death, strengthening them, makes me want to
cry. And | hate crying. Y ou're not going to go. | couldn’'t give Ty a good death, because
it would have killed meto kill him. | couldn’t use this promise on him, and thank every
Element or Spirit that ever moved his Alpha forbade him or it would have broken me.”

Odan soothed her. “Ty has you, Sunny. Warriors with mates would not be sent on
such amission, even though his experience at the Fortress cannot be discounted.”

Ty frowned. His tongue ran over his dull human teeth. He craved the feel of aflesh-
strike against his beak. The need to feast on darkmage bodies made his stomach grumble.

Sunny’ s voice became clearer. She' d turned to face him. “I mean it, Odan. I’ d say
thisto anyone | cared about. I’ d rather see you dead by my own hand, quickly, while
you're free. Fynn stood at my ... connection ... to Ty thismorning. And now he' s gone.
It'sinsane. | told him. And now | hope you'll be more inclined to believe me.”

“Oh, | believe you, Sunny. | hope never to face death at your hands.”

Uh-oh. Ty heard the clear humor in Odan’ voice. He heard Sunny’s harsh inhalation.

“You don't believe me, skymage? Y ou don’t believe—"

“Enough.” Odan’ s voice stopped her, and Ty moved forward another step, despite
the lack of heat to hiswords. “I understand your fear for me, and thank you for it. |
understand we have underestimated them, and every time we fail, they grow more
powerful. But woman, we cannot stop fighting. We cannot. Even in the face of certain
death.”

Sunshine made a sound and Odan hissed at her. Ty would not stay away. He strode
forward while Odan kept speaking.

“We are creatures of hope, and the darknessis our blood enemy. We do not waste
life on pride. That’s not fair of you. If | am called to go, I'll go believing | can change
some small balance of power, achieve some small measure of information. Y ou have no
right to take that from me.”

Ty stopped at Sunshine' s shoulder, his body quivering to keep from pressing against
her. He stared at Odan, but the man merely acknowledged him with a glance and looked
back down at hisrigid mate.

Sunny rocked his world by leaning back against him, trusting him to be there. He
held her through the simplest contact of her shoulder against his chest.

She whispered to Odan, “Well maybe you should sleep alittle bit lighter.”

Ty blinked. Odan blinked.

And then both men threw back their heads and roared with laughter. Ty braced his
arm against the stone walls of his clanhome, and howled until his stomach ached. Odan
scrubbed his hand over hisface, and had a hard time controlling his guffaws. Sunshine
sidled away from them and leaned her back against the opposite wall, glaring at both of



them, arms crossed.

Finally, when Ty had his chuckles down to sporadic bursts, she said crossly, “Can
we eat now?’

He held out his arm, and she stepped forward, chin high. Grinning at Odan, who was
chewing on hislips to stop himself, he followed his mate down the hall.

* % * %

She woke up to the soft glow of a child’s lowest setting on a single magelight. She
lay on afirm, comfortable bed with a soft blanket, slightly fuzzy, tucked around her. She
lifted her head from the pillow and looked quickly around her. The room was a bit bigger
than her cell. It was furnished with atable and chairs, and there were niches full of clutter
all over thewalls.

Propping herself up on her elbows, she saw the same arch-to-floor tapestry flap all
the other rooms had as doors. This one was designed with alarge, splayed, hand. Lying
across the doorway was Ty. He had one blanket folded around him, and his neck arched
to the carpeted floor in a painful-looking angle. His mouth was dlack, and even in the low
light, dark bruises winged under his eyes. One powerful shoulder was bare above the
blanket, and rounded with muscle.

Sunny sat up, crossing her legs tailor-style. Thiswas Ty’ s room. She knew it,
somehow. A scent rose from the blankets, and to her surprise, it relaxed the tension she'd
instantly gained upon waking. Lifting the pillow to her face, she inhaled deeply. Ty. Gold
laughter, resolute honor, and somehow, an innocence that not even nine darkmages could
destroy.

She opened her eyes and stared at the man who was basically her husband. She'd
live here with him, in this small room, helping his people do whatever it was they did
besides uselessly throw themselves at darkmages. He' d been hersto care for, and she
had, much more than she' d wanted to. The repayment wasin her favor many times over.

Over the past few days, she'd painfully recounted most of what happened to her, and
everything she could remember about the darkmages. In return, afriend had gone to
battle, ignoring her information, and died. His body now strengthened a beebee, waiting
for the next batch of stupid Truxet.

But her Ty wouldn’t be one of them. She' d begged, and he hadn’t promised. But her
pleading before his Alpha had won her way. That was something to remember. Ty
wouldn’t bend to her, but he’d bend to his Alpha, who was protective of him. Good.

Sunny stretched, her hands high above her head, hands folding into fists. Relaxing,
sherecalled the foggy details of stuffing her belly and meeting Ty’ s parents,
grandmother, and half-brother. They’ d been cautious. Of him, actually, more than her.
They’ d been quiet and kind, and she remembered little else except he had his mother’s
coloring and his brother Teju was young. Odan had gone before the meal.

Petting her belly, she delighted that she till felt full. A huge yawn stretched her face,
and when she finished, it finally occurred to her Ty wastoo far away. What was he doing
on the floor in his own home? A deep frown settled into her forehead first, before
cascading down to her mouth. She noticed all his hesitations. The way he came near, then
pulled away. He treated her like she'd rave at him. He treated himself like he was
dangerous.

Flipping the cover away, she bumped her way to the edge of the bed, and dlid her



legs into the cool pre-morning air. It had only been afternoon when they’ d eaten, so she’' d
dept along time indeed. She wasn't particularly surprised. It had been a tumultuous day.
The carpets were thick but coarse under her feet. This was the first time she'd awoken not
under the watchful gaze of Fynn and Odan. She'd miss her new friends, for different
reasons, but their absence paled against the fascination of Ty. She paced to him and knelt,
calling up the magelight until she could see him clearly.

Ty was an extremely handsome man. His nose was a bit big, but it complimented his
wide mouth. His sharp cheekbones didn’t quite match his delicate eyelashes. Those
eyelashes swept up, and his sunset-rich gaze locked with hers.

He blinked, and she saw his pupils dilate and retract, focusing on her. He was awake
asinstantly asthat, yet lay there, waiting for her.

Trying to keep her irritation with him from her voice, she whispered, “Am | your
wife?’

“You are my Bonded.”

Hmm. That wasn't the right question. “What will we do, when they’ ve taken all the
reports they can from us, and no longer kill people by sending them to the darkmages?’

Ty sat up. The blanket fell from his bare torso. Fields of warm skin spread before
her, his scent strong and sweet.

Shetried again. “What is our life going to be like?’

“You'll have some training to complete. Everyone here works at something of their
choice. I'll be asked to take on duties, usually healing and studying my craft. The seasons
have arhythm, and every fall is the great Autumnal.”

Sunny shook her head, feeling her hair shimmer on her scalp. He didn’t understand
what she was reaching for. “Y ou really think we can just pretend? Just act like it never
happened?’

Ty shifted one arm forward, then laid it on the blanket, asif that was what he meant
to do. “I think it will get easier with time.”

Sunny put her head in her hand, her elbow resting on her knee. Shoving her hand
through her hair, she pinned him with her stare. “We are scarred. Y ou and me, together.
Look at you, lying on the floor, unable to touch me.”

His head tossed back asif she’d swung at him. Hislips athin line, he spoke in alow
voice. “We'll live, Sunshine. We' re together, and we'll live.”

Her heart stuttered, and heat bloomed. A direct strike to her chest. She rubbed her
breastbone. Peace settled into her. “Yes.” He did understand. “Yes, Ty.”

“What are you trying to say?’

All right, maybe he didn’t understand. “I’m sorry I’m not saying thisright.” She
reached out and put her fingers on the back of his hand. She could feel bone, and hair,
and warmth. For so long, his hands had been out of her reach.

“We're different now. We're new.” They’d ruined her, but hadn’t had a chance to
destroy him. She’d gotten him out. No, they’ d gotten out together. “1 will have the
shadow of that darkspell in me all my life. And while | faced them all over alonger
period of time, nothing happened to me that was as bad as their attempts to break you.
They never focused their full power on me, hour after day.” She closed her eyes and
scrubbed at them with her fingers. “1 never want to see chains again.”

His hand turned under her light touch, his fingers brushing her palm. She opened her
eyes and wished she could smile at him, as he did. He was like some beacon defying the



night.

“Don’'t forget. Chains didn’t hold me.” His eyes actually twinkled, moving from
sparks of orange to amber and back again.

Shetook his hand in atight grip, and dug into her knee with her other hand. “ Ty, |
would walk through blood and fire to be by your side. I'll live this life, with these people
and their silly rules and their silly need for the myth of justice. I'll live it with you, for
you, but | don’t think I’m ever going to be a part of it. I'm aive. I’'m with you. Neither of
usarein chans. That'swhat's essential. That's what’s real to me. Do you understand?
You are al that mattersto me. I'm yours.” She looked at him intently, searching to seeif
she’ d managed to connect.

His thumb swept along the outside of her hand. The hairs on her arm lifted. He spoke
with emotion vibrating his quiet words. “ Despite all you' d been through, you dared to
reach out to me. No one else will understand my nightmares. And | understand yours.
They didn’t have to break my hawk. They infected me with hate, and a rage that will
never die. It'slike a shadow eating at my heart, every moment. But then there’ s you,
sewing up my scars, every moment.”

Her hand eased the grip on her knee. Breath sighing from her, she returned his caress
with her own thumb. “Yes. So, Ty ... what the fuck are you doing on the floor?’

Ty went still. When he failed to breathe, she shook his hand alittle. “Y ou think
you' re protecting me? But you' re the only person | trust. | will never fear you.”

And then her craft, the part of her that was dormant, scarred, and buried, bloomed in
between her shoulder blades. It was like wings unfurling across her shoulders, cascading
down the back of her ribs. A spiritmage’s connection to someone they’ ve walked in never
fades. Her souldance with Ty was stronger than any other she’ d experienced, and fresh
between them. It wasn’'t the same as reading someone’ s mind, which she could only do if
she was in a souldance with them. But it was very close, because she could sift through
her knowledge of him and pull up his memories if she actively tried.

The amazing thing about this moment was that she wasn't trying. It was like her
desire to reach past the gulf he kept between them had become its own spell, and the
knowledge was there. “ The Merry Three. Y ou're—" She couldn’t single out one word for
what seethed inside him regarding that final act they’ d stumbled through together.

Hetried to pull his hand away, but she held on.

“Yes, you' ve found the nightmare that haunts me most. Leave it be. I'm amess,
Sunshine. | won't discuss thiswith you. Time will help.”

Sunny reached out her free hand and touched Ty in the middle of hisforehead. He
turned from her, pulling hisface away. It hurt, physically, to see him try to hide from her.
It felt like her ribs were too small for her lungs.

“1"m being respectful of the fact you still have healing to do, and that we' d spoken
once in a sane setting before you joined your life to mine. | don’t ever want you to feel
obligated or pressured by mein any way.”

“Oh, Ty.” He was so mixed up.

“You've saved me over and over. Let’swait. Y ou have much to discover Sunny,
about my people and yourself. There’ s no rush.”

And abruptly she knew that there was. Her craft tingled across her back. There was a
window of time here, and it was closing. If she didn’t settle Ty’ s nightmares soon, they
would be locked into a careful, respectful, distant relationship where she was a victim and



he was her protector. If she didn’t knock down this barrier he'd put up, she’d never be a
woman who stood equally with her husband. Her mate, or whatever he was. She needed
to create anew view of herself for him. Preferably now.

The problem was Sunny had never seduced aman in her life. She' d befriended them
and then become alover, or she'd been seduced herself. Don't think of the Monster.
She'd had sex afew times with men who' d asked, but nothing where she’d had to lure. It
had been so easy to disappear into Ty’ s body after their ceremony. Freeing and powerful.

There, that was the way to do it. She wanted it. Make it about her, and he' d agree,
because then his nobility would give an excuse to his own desire. Like before when he'd
stretched beneath her and let her use him while she reawakened to pleasure. But thistime
she had to make sure she was engaging him. She had to be his partner. She wished she
could smile, tease him into this. But with her, there was only weight.

“I"'m lonely, Ty. | don't want ahealer. | want my man to stand by my side, or against
my back, or to face me completely.”

He looked away from their clasped hands. The warmth of his eyes flashing in the
low light kicked the excitement in her chest down to her guit.

“1 finally have someone | trust enough to touch. And | care for you enough that |
want to touch you.” She held her free hand out to him, palm up, fingers splayed. “I can
put my hands on you. My choice. For pleasure. Knowing you want my touch, too.”

One set of hands gripped tightly, but her other hung between them, a request she
wanted him to answer. She rolled her eyes up at him, looking at him from under her
lashes. Licked her lips, because they suddenly prickled. His eyes followed her tongue like
it was ajuicy meal. The thought made the corner of her lips rise. The amusement he was
teaching her was so close. It wasrising in tiny doses, as only he could make her feel. His
eyes jumped to the pre-smile. His body leaned toward her.

“1 want to touch you, Ty. And please hear me clearly when | say | want your touch,
too.”

"Touching you is al that makes sense sometimes,” he whispered. His eyes on her
mouth brought her tongue to peek through. She licked the swelling, soft skin, and
tightened her grip on his large hand.

Her eyesleft hisface and traveled lower across the swells of him, investigating the
ridge of his collarbone, the pricks of his nipples. Hot, smooth skin. His scent, the quiet
moment full of promise. He was there before her, his breath falling warm against her
upturned palm. Her hand was shaking, her shoulder tight from holding her hand up to
him. "Y ou're so perfect.”

"I'm yours, Sunshine. Dark warrior, so brave. I'll be whatever you need.”

Her hand was on his chest. The muscle was firm, and her fingertips flexed his skin
just barely where she curled her fingertips. His heat throbbed against her palm after the
cool air, and sizzled up her arm, through her shoulder to her tightening throat. Oh, no.
She'd wanted him to take hold of her, but as usual, she was weaker.

She raised up on her knees, bracing herself on his chest. The heel of her palm tested
his density, her nailstested his pores. Her hand was dark against him, her skin severa
tones more golden. Her knuckles found the softest hollows, and her thumb rubbed
sinuous patterns behind her sweeping hand.

His breath eased from him, and his lids lowered. " So good." His thumb rubbed the
outside of her hand again, where their fists seemed to have melted into a single unit. She



no longer had any idea how to separate their two hands. It merely felt natural for the
sensation of her fingers to be surrounded by him.

He sat tailor-style before her, hislower half hidden by alight woven blanket. "1 will
never take thisfor granted. That you touch me in pleasure humbles me."

Again, her spiritcraft struck her, tightening a band around her forehead. The Merry
Three's sickening laughter echoed once before their evil memory was lost under the hard
beat of his heart under her fingertips. He might tell himself he was holding back to
respect the violence done to her, but it was more than that. He was afraid of himself.

Her throat burned, and her breasts ached with the weight of her tight, throbbing
nipples. His scent grew stronger with the heat building between them, and she couldn't
keep her fingers till as they roamed his torso. She had to make this about him learning to
reach for her. She had to slow down, had to lure him in.

Ty took a deep breath that spread his chest beneath her touch. He arched his back,
his shoulders rolling to press himself toward her. “Please. Whatever you need.”

She stopped breathing for one moment, then told herself that even though it was a
baby step, it was him coming to her. Need prickled every iota of skin, and her thighs
melted with urgency.

Tearing her hand from his, Sunny scrambled to her feet, pulling her dress free, and
taking off her underclothes. She gestured to Ty, who sat frozen in his blanket. “Get up.”
Impatience boiled through her. She wanted more. Now. She could lure him out just as
well when they were together.

Ty rose, a slow cascade of blanket revealing him. He was erect, his cock thick and
straight. She wanted to kneel before him and explore it, but checked that thought. It
would trigger memories of her washing him, for both of them. She looked around the
room, desperate for an ideato get her face near his groin.

“Will you sit on the table?’

He moved past her, and she watched his butt flex and hollow with his easy steps.
One scoot, and he was on the table, his legs a vee framing his flaring cock. She spared a
glance for his powerful legs, his large feet, and then pulled a chair up between hislegs.
The scent of him hit her hard. Unlike his pillow, the only thing it made her think of was
sweaty furs, and sharp, tight pleasure.

Her breath was coming in hard, small pants. The smooth wood of the chair was cool
under her ass. She was so excited by the amazing reality of Ty seated nude before her, all
hers to touch and enjoy, she had to close her eyes for amoment. The scent of him hit
even harder, aburst of rich man making her thighs clench.

Sow down. Thisisn't really, entirely about you. Draw him out, show him | want a
partner, not a toy. "Give me your hands." She stroked down his forearms, so tense they
were roped with veins, and lifted his hands. The skin was thick, calloused and warm. She
was losing the moment, losing her ability to think. Every sensation, the intensity of him,
was drowning her. His erection bobbed, and her mouth burst with so much saliva she had
to swallow.

Glancing up at him, she saw he was staring at her chest. "Listen to me. | want your
touch. Do you hear me?" She gripped his hands with all her strength, doing her best to
crush the truth of her desire into his bones. She shook her arms against the laxness of his,
raging at how he still waited for her to take charge. "Touch me."

"Show me," he grated, his voice low.



That wasn't right. Those weren't the words she wanted to hear, but her tongue needed
his skin. Something was essentially off...

"Whatever you need, Sunshine. Show me." His order was clipped, tight, and his hips
lifted toward her face, the thigh muscles jumping, his abs a stark pattern.

She squirmed on the chair, moisture leaking between her thighs and cheeks. She
rotated her hips, rubbing her inner lips together, and moaning at the tightness wrapping
around her hips. Lifting her hands, she put his on her head, then pressed them to her
scalp. Her whole body shook with excitement. His cock was right there, a part of him she
had no fear of.

She put her hands on the strips of bulging muscle in his thighs, and leaned in to wrap
her lips around the tip of him. He was thick and hot in her mouth. She wanted badly to
bite down on him. Her tongue explored the ridge and hollows of him. She had to swallow
against the saliva leaping to her mouth, and moaned at the salty taste of him.

Ty moaned as well, and that really did it for her. She swirled her hips against the flat,
unsatisfying chair. Sliding her hands firmly up to his hips, she gripped him tight. His
hands wrapped almost entirely around her skull, his fingers toying with the damp hollow
at the top of her spine. He didn't press on her, but the extra weight of his touch made it
easy to sink lower onto the rigid column nudging against her teeth. The table was rough
against her breasts as she slid her mouth deeper onto his gorgeous cock. When she’ d
packed her throat, she laved him with her tongue. Drawing off of him to gather her
breath, she admired the shine she'd left on his length.

There were scars dashing across one side of him. The skin of histip was as dark as
she was, and his hair around the base of him was darker as well, a soft brown. Sunny put
the wide tip of him to her lips and pushed her mouth down around him, rolling her lips
over her teeth. She could feel every dip and rise of him as she drove her mouth down,
down, stretching her jaw wide. She drew back off of him with strong suction, and he
choked. The sound of his need, and the thickness of his private flesh in her mouth, made
her belly tug, tighten, need.

Shelaid her head on histhigh, the hairs coarse against her cheek. “Ty?" She wanted
to come, she wanted to toy with him, but before she lost al control, she knew she had to
find away to make him participate more. His cock lunged under the soft push of her
breath, and she sensed his chest working deeply above her.

“1 heard something, about having a bodymage as alover.” She shifted in her chair,
aching, trembling.

“Yeah.”

She licked her lips, rubbing her tense thighs restlessly. “ Can you make me come? |
want it now, knowing you did it, that you made me.”

One breast pressed against hisleg and she rubbed her tip against him. It made her
belly clench. She used to beirritated by her chest. Now, her body was simply what it was.
She looked down at herself, seeing the slight mounds and the tiny, dark nipples that were
barely bigger than his. The skin of the nipple was very dark, almost a cocoa brown, but
the very tip lightened, the skin there thicker, forming alittle ball.

Ty’ s huge hand came into her view, and she froze, heart thudding furiously behind
her ribs. There was nothing for him to truly cup, but his hand curved under the swell of
her, and his thumb circled her tip once before settling over the top of it with a heavy
warmth. With one hand on the crown of her head, and the other cupping her small breast,



his craft sparked, racing through her blood, igniting her bones. The force of him rolling
through her body surprised her. She hadn’t thought she’ d actually feel his craft, the push
of him, as he tightened the hest.

And then he was at the point of her, the center of her body, the very tip of her clit,
where the pleasure was so shocking, so bright. She stared at his big thumb resting on her
nipple, and felt him seize her body, holding her immobile. Her body was frozen, bones
locked in place, muscles unresponding. But inside, her body was alive with movement,
and she was suddenly aware of all of it. Blood rushing, heart squeezing, lungs stretching,
and inner folds swelling, dicking.

Hisfingers stroked around her, brushed her tip, and thrummed it. She could only
watch the small movements, frozen, slack in the embrace of hislegs, the taste of him
thick in her mouth. Then his fingers leisurely came together, and clamped around the
bead of her. The sight echoed perfectly the harsh press of pleasure between her legs.
Rigid, shaking, silent, the orgasm wiped out everything, expanding the moment.

“Ty!” Her voice was high and thin.

With a shove, her shoulders met the cold rungs of the chair back. Movement flashed
at the edge of her knowledge, and then he was kneeling between her legs, shoving them
open, holding her nipplein hisfirm grip. Gasping, she tried to pick up her head, but the
pleasure wouldn't let her go. The endless breath of her orgasm came and went, but the
pleasure didn’t stop. She shook, her whole body convulsing, muscles overwhelmed.

His hand shoved between her legs, and two fingers pushed into her heat. “ Sunshine.”

The press of him opening her body, delving into soft tissue, made the orgasm twist
her spine. He was inside her bones, inside her lungs, inside her. The sensation in her clit
turned to pain, and a shriek ripped from her before he froze her throat. She was nothing
but pleasure, light, heat, imploding in an exquisite agony. She was dying, and she wanted
it.

Then his hands were gone, and she slumped in her chair. Her body was coated in
sweat, and tremors shook her repeatedly. Finally, she picked her head up enough to focus
on him kneeling stiffly between her legs. His face was harsh, his eyes narrowed while his
lips parted to accommodate his panting breath.

Her spiritmage connection with him snapped into place. He was afraid of what he'd
doneto her. It had confirmed something, and he felt sick. It took her three tries before she
could lift her hand up to hisface. Reluctantly, he raised his up to support her, kissing her
inner wrist softly.

“Ty...”

He closed his eyes.

“Thank you. That was exactly what | wanted. Y ou are amazing. We'll do that again
sometime.”

His head jerked, atiny, short movement. His eyes opened in a blaze of orange flame.
She read sdlf-loathing in them. “Will you get on the bed with me?’ she asked.

In two heartbeats, she was scooped into his arms, gasping at the ease with which he
whirled her, laying her out on the bed. Then he stood at the side, hovering. She scooted
over, and he lay down next to her. Her body was melted, struggling in the aftermath of
the cataclysmic orgasm.

It was all she could do to roll onto her side, worming her way up to him until her
head was perfectly cupped by his shoulder, his arm curving behind her. She tossed one



leg over the hugerise of his, and her free arm explored him again. Just like before, she
was soon lost in the fascination of him, the sensation of muscle and life.

A long while later, when her fingers had explored every bit of him she could reach,
shefinally danced her throbbing fingertips into the crinkly hairs at the base of his tall
erection. He still wasn't touching her. He hadn't taken satisfaction in fulfilling her desire.
She was drowning in skin, hisand hers. All she could focus on was how close he was.
Ty. Here, lying next to her. Right here. Hers. But now she knew she'd failed. She'd gotten
lost in the beauty of him, and somehow, the connection she'd sought had slipped through
her fingers.

When she closed her hand around his base, she turned her head, and sent her lips
exploring in the path her hands had taken. The urgency of her passion before had faded.
Now, the need was different. Something she' d never felt before. Something so beautiful ,
so fragile.

Her palm throbbed as she shifted her grip on him. His hips punched once, pulling on
her hand, before falling back, rigid. She propped herself on her elbow. “Don’t stop
yourself, Ty. Touch me. Move with me. I'm yours.”

It was still several moments before the arm cradling her moved, coming tighter and
harder around her, his hand spread wide across one breast. She’ d moved lower by then,
her lips toying with the edges of hisribs, while her fingers had made it up to the peach-
soft skin of his head.

His other hand rose from his far side to settle lightly on her hair, sifting through the
strands. It made her shiver, his nails stirring her scalp. She laved the upper set of muscles
mounding in his abdomen. He sent his fingers down around her ear. His hand on her
breast pressed tighter.

Happiness unlike anything she'd ever known unfolded in her chest. They were
together. She hadn't quite convinced him she wanted all of his desire, to touch her as
freely as she knew he let her touch him. But they'd made small progress, she was sure of
it. And on top of that essential growth was the fact he felt so shockingly good. Touching
him was beautiful.

Her hand drifted down his cock and kept going, feathering over his balls. His hips
stabbed up, so she did it again. His hand left her breast with a swipe of histhumb over
her nipple, and settled hard over her belly. She closed her hand around his balls while she
closed her lips over his nipple. He pressed her stomach, and moisture rolled out of her in
athick wash, trickling onto his thigh. She kissed his nipple harder, grinding her hips
against him, rolling his damp, soft balls until she could feel their hard centers.

"I want you inside me," she panted.

His hands moved to grip her ribs, and then she was up and on him, draped over his
heat. His cock prodded her cunt, and she shuddered. Burying her face in his neck, she
licked up the muscle there, sucking at the place that beat with his blood. His hands
coasted down to her ass, palming each cheek. He pressed her down, nudging her against
his cock. The skin there was so sensitive from her orgasm, she jerked, shivering. His
hands went to her thighs, pulling them wider. His commanding touch made her close her
eyes. She bit lightly at his throat, her hands kneading his shoulders. His fingers slid back
up over her assto her waist. His grip settled in there, and she moaned at the feeling of
how big and strong he was beneath her, holding her. He tucked his hips and his cock head
kissed the gaping mouth of her.



“Ty, yesss...” She whispered between kisses.

With aflex of the chest she lay on, he dragged her body six inches down his,
sheathing himself in her cunt. The feeling of him settling his length deep made her sigh.
Shetook him easily. He felt cool for a moment, and then she squeezed herself tight
around him. Her mouth was now directly over his nipple, and she took full advantage.

After she’ d thoroughly eaten both nipples, she licked up his breastbone and lifted her
head. Her hips would bear the imprint of his fingers gripping her forever. She squirmed a
bit, and looked up at him. His head was thrown back, the long lines of his throat
beautiful. Oh, how she wanted. So she took the moment and used it like he wanted her to.
“Ty, | don’'t have the strength, from before. Roll us. Take me.”

There was no pause between her sentence and his reaction. He rolled, burying his
facein her throat, and his body dlid steadily in hers. Braced on his forearms, his chest
pressed against hers without crushing her. His hands burrowed under her shoulders, and
his thighs spread hers wide. Trapped between him and the bed, with his strength surging
over her, shelifted into him. He went deeper, and the long dlide of him seating hard in
her body sent her breath bursting with every stroke.

The rhythm went on, stretching, steady. Too steady. Her hands swept his back, from
neck to ass. Her legs struggled around his. Finally, she ordered. “Ty! Take me!”

He stopped. Her body heaved under him, aching at the delay.

He whispered, “1 love you, Sunshine.” He kissed her, opening her lips and drinking
her breath. Somehow, he cocked his pelvis and pressed against her clit.

She came. A long groan ripped from her throat as her body went rigid. The pleasure
was as soft as histongue pressing into hers. Her nails bit into his spine, but he kissed her
until she slackened beneath him. He pressed tiny closed mouth kisses to her jaw, her
cheek, the corner of her eye. “ Thank you.”

Her hands stroked over the indentations from her nails. “Y eah, right. You're
welcome.” Her voice was low and throaty.

He drew one of his hands up from underneath her to cup her face, his thumb gripping
her chin, insisting on her focus. “I feared we' d never be able to truly make love. But
despite everything, your history, what | did before, the newness, we did.”

When her hands delved into his hair, it was thick and sweaty. She combed through
the curls, remembering how good it had felt when he' d touched herslike this. “Ty, man
of mine, your hard cock isinside me. Quit worrying, and finish.”

“Do you want to watch?’

She met his eyes, surprised to see they were aimost bright yellow with the shining
gold of them. Pressing aquick kissto his chin, she said, “Yes.”

He adjusted her under him, his thighs shifting against the stretched cradle of hers. He
pumped himself in afew leisurely, shriekingly sweet thrusts, and then ground his hipsin
harder against hers, shoving histip tight to something inside her body that pushed back.
Holding her breath at the intimate sensation, she watched green magecraft swirl across
his gaze before being swallowed in his dilating pupils. His eyes widened, shimmered
gold to orange, and his cheekbones went stark. Then hislidsfell, his gaze losing focus,
and hislips parted, lifting and revealing teeth gritted tight.

It was so sexy she came again, squeezing hard, scraping thetip of her clit against his
hips, the heat and ease of it bubbling through her blood. She lost sight of him when it
rolled up her spine, making her eyesroll back in her head.



He settled onto her, his body relaxing with a final shudder. The weight made her
purr, even if the sweat between them was uncomfortable. Snuggling her face against his,
she draped her arms over his back and closed her eyes. His breathing steadied, settled,
and rocked her back to sleep.



Chapter Eleven

When he woke up, he was still in her body. He'd moved to the side of her in the
night, but their hips remained sealed. So easy, he could harden and gently fuck her awake
between kisses. He squeezed his eyes tight, wishing he could trust himself to keep it that
way. Hawk flapped and fluffed inside him. With sorrow, he drew himself from the clasp
of her wet heat.

He' d aimost killed her lagt night. He' d used his craft to trigger alover’s orgasm
before, but never controlled it like that. Easing fully off her, he couldn’t keep from
leaving his hand spread on her concave belly, tight with muscle. She had offered him
passion, and he' d taken her trust and gorged on it. Never in his life had he taken such
control over someone’' s body. At the end, he' d breathed for her, felt her heartbeat settle
into him, as he'd forced her body to accept pleasure beyond the natural burst of
endorphins. It had been a high unlike anything he’ d known, to control Sunshine’'s body.
He' d come. Repeatedly. In the time he extended her orgasm, he’ d given up three of his
own. Renewing a boner was easy for abodymage. If it had been sweet pain for him, what
kind of torture had it been for her?

What had he done? There was no way he could sink into the dominant sex he'd
enjoyed before. Especially not with Sunshine, who'd suffered slavery. He knew about the
shadow that bitch had left in him, and yet when Sunshine asked, he'd jumped into the
chance to control her pleasure, instead of denying her, distracting her with something
else. He was weak. He was dangerous. So was she. With two strokes of her mouth on his
cock, he would have done anything she asked, regardless of the wisdom. Fire and Water,
she’ d had him with nothing more than atouch, let alone her intimate kiss.

Y et she hadn’t fought him about what he’d done to her. Hadn't cried. Didn’t even
seem to realize what a pervert he was. She' d taken the lead while he was reeling, and
he’ d managed to participate in anormal, gentle lovemaking. He' d done it. Without any
rough kink, without any domination from either of them, they’ d exchanged pleas and
passion and shared a beautiful moment.

It amost killed him. He could do it again, wanted to do it right now, but the fight to
stay in the moment, to control the gentleness of his hands, make sure she was leading the
cusp of the action, keeping it al to her pace, was exhausting. When she'd come again
with him at the end, he’'d ailmost cried.

Now their mingled scent marked his bedding anew. No more painful nights, holding
himself from going to her. He drifted his fingers over one stark hipbone. He' d make sure
she tried some of the sandcat’s spicy stew today. And share some of the richer sweets of
the Clans, too. He really loved the thin sticky candy of his Clan, but the bears had the
edge on the chocolate dishes women seemed to love. When she’ d fallen asleep at dinner
last night, she’d only had a small portion. Eggs with cheese this morning, definitely.

Hisfingers drifted idly from scar to scar. Looking up her torso at her breasts—now
there was a dessert for you—something eased in him when he saw the cut above her
nipple hadn’t left a scar. More probably, whoever had served as her bodymage when
they’d first landed at River Mountain had healed the wound. Disgust twisted in him. He
hadn’t even been able to stay with his Bonded, watch over her, heal her. He' d landed, his



mind aching from the darkspell and the wrenching pain of sifting so many people, and
then his hawk had erupted, its only thought to hide their guilt and fly. He' d left her alone,
scared and hurt, while his beastspirit soared and hid.

He was an asshole. Days later, his Alpha had organized the matebond, and he' d
selfishly, eagerly agreed. Like she could have said no, under suspicion and being told he
needed her. Ty trailed his fingers down her arm, a gentle, soothing touch. She'd been
amazing in the matebond. Confused and in pain, they’ d found each other through the
tatters of her craft. Something was going on with that connection, last night. She’ d poked
at his shame, and before he could follow it through, his cock had been buried in her
mouth. He shivered. Watching her reach for him, hearing her tell him what she wanted,
knowing she trusted him beyond all others, taking her pleasure boldly ... his cock almost
got hard from remembering her before he wrestled control and sucked the blood back,
painfully wilting it.

It was much easier to watch her glow above him, to follow her, than to try to strike a
balance. He' d stick to giving her control if he could. It was safest, and fucking exciting.
To know she'd been aslave, and yet with him she rose to master, it brought alump to his
throat. He could give her that, so easily, with such joy.

“Mmpf.”

He paused his stroke on her arm, settling his hand around hers. She squeezed his grip
back. Something eased in his chest, and his hawk hunkered down.

“Y our thinking woke me up.” Her voice was thick and adorable from sleep.

“1I"m such a clumsy clod.”

She stretched, and he had to control his cock again. When she burrowed into his side,
he eased his arm around her and thanked the Six. “Good morning, Sunshine.” His old
words felt natural.

She sighed, yawned, and stretched again, along, warm line against him. “Yeah.” She
squirmed until her head tipped back and the green of her eyes jumped at him. “We're
amazing together, Ty.”

He smiled, and tried to mean it. Briskly rubbing her upper arm, taking advantage of
the last touch he could glean in the aftermath of their loving, he turned up the magelights
to adaytime setting. “Hungry? | want to feed you.”

She yawned again, and even her bad breath was cute. He sent a pulse into her,
erasing it, and any he might have as well.

“Definitely. I'm starving.”

He sat up and eased off the bed. “How does cheesy eggs sound?’

“Perfect.”

He opened his trunk and shuffled through it. Found arobe and gave it to her. “Bath,
then breakfast.”

She sat up and frowned at the robe. “What then?’

He pulled a pair of shorts on for the walk to the baths. “1’m sure they’ll have areport
request waiting for us. When you fell asleep after supper, | refused to wake you up for the
full recollection the Council iswaiting for.” They usually had lists of questions, to which
too many of his answerswere ‘unknown.” “The Council will want to meet with us today.
And the Water girl iswaiting.”

“That all sounds really awful. Come back to bed, and let’ s repeat how the morning
went.”



He looked at her sharply, the teasing surprising him, thrilling him. But she wasn’t
teasing. She was serious. Sitting with her shining hair mussed, bare-chested and
comfortablein his bed, he took a step toward her before he remembered himself. “Bath.
Food. We have obligations, Sunshine. | promise we'll do something fun today.”

She sighed and climbed from the bed. Her ass was tight, and her long legs smooth.
He smelled himself mixed with her private cream, and inhaled deeply. Hawk flapped
inside, proud. She pulled the dark green robe around her. Frowned again at it.

“Y ou can pick out your own robe if you don’t care for that one.”

She looked at him, and her lips still looked plump and red. “ Thisis awoman’s robe.
Why did you have awoman’s robe in your trunk?’

He grinned, happy with her suspicion. “For awoman.”

“Any woman.” She crossed her arms.

“Any woman who might need it.”

She took a deceptively lazy path around the table he was now much more fond of.
“Any woman who might find herself in your room needing arobe.” She stopped in front
of him, and leaned against his chest.

He took the lapels gently in hisfists and drew her close, lowering his head. He
hovered over her lips, denying himself. “Y ou are the only woman who will ever need a
robe in this room again.”

She looked up at him, and that small smile curled one side of her mouth. She kissed
him, quick and hard. “Good. I'm sticky, and | stink. Wash, then food.”

In the baths, several deep plunge pools with stairs for little ones were already
occupied.

“Morning, Tydus!” Several people caled out to him, looking curiously at Sunshine.
“Congratulations!”

“Many thanks,” he answered, returning people’ s greetings. He saw Sunshine's
assessing gaze, and wondered if she wouldn't prefer the private bath back at the holding
cells. He hadn’t warned her of how a Clan’s life tangled together. But after a moment of
cataloging the warriors and their families, she hung her robe on the side and moved into
one of the baths that was empty.

She gave him awry look. “Gee, stairs. There’ s a handy technique.”

Ty grinned. “It just gives me an excuse to watch your beautiful behind walk out of
the water.” He jumped in, dunked his hair, and passed her the soap.

She shook her head. “Where did Odan go?’

She was soaping herself, and it was all he could do to stay an armlength from her.
“Don’'t you remember? Fen came into dinner with a Council order to desist his guard
when you are here in the Eyrie with me.”

“Odan left during dinner? | only vaguely remember that.”

“Y ou were exhausted. Y ou slept hours last night.”

“Yes.” The thoughtful tone to her voice made him ook more closely. She paused,
staring blindly into the water, lost in thought.

“What isit?’

She looked up at him, and her eyes glowed. “1 slept last night. And | didn’t dream.”

“That’ s good, huh?’

She threw herself forward with arush of water, flinging her arms around his neck.

“Y ou take my nightmares away. Y ou make me new.” Her words were so quiet, barely



mouthed against his chest. He gathered her close, folding down around her. Her slick
body against his was torture and peace. When would this pounding desire for his mate
fade to the comfortable acceptance he saw in other pairs?

Then he realized he, too, had had no nightmares last night. “We' re good together.”
He spoke quietly into her ear, and watched gooseflesh erupt over her shoulder.

She pressed in tighter to him. “We're together. And you' re not going back.”

He wrapped her tight, squeezing her thin frame, returning her strength. He didn’t
respond, because he wouldn’t promise that. He wasn't going back soon, but if there came
atime when they attacked in earnest, he needed to be there.

She pulled back, taking his face firmly between her hands. She studied him intently,
wiping atrail of water from his cheek. “Now al | haveto do is get you out of that room.”

Ice dlid down his spine, and it was al he could do not to jump away from her. Her
words didn’t make any clear sense. He would pretend to be confused, thinking she meant
his room they’ d dept in. But he knew she was talking about the Fortress. Taking about
his nightmare. He took her wrists and lowered her hands from him. Kissing the fingers of
one hand, he playfully waggled his eyebrows. “Oh, I'll get out of that room all right. |
think there was a certain request for a certain Sunshine to be in sunshine.”

She grabbed his hand and drew it up to her mouth. His heart seized when her mouth
opened and her little white teeth grazed the tough calluses on his middle finger. She
closed her lips around the tip of him and sucked. Her flicking tongue may as well have
been a knife puncturing his lungs. He stared, frozen and mesmerized, as she took one
fingertip and made it the most erogenous place on his body. Her long, delicate fingers
held him firmly while she breathed over it, then mouthed him gently with her soft lips.

A throat cleared softly nearby.

By Ash, sometimes having alittle brother was such apain. “Go away, Tgu.” She
held the suction on his finger while she drew him out of her mouth, and he felt it down to
histoes.

“l need to talk to you, Ty.”

Sunshinerolled her eyes. A smile wasimpossible to stop.

“Good morning, Teju.” She turned to his brother, lowering herself into the gently
churning warm water so her breasts were covered.

“Good morning, Sunny.” His brother aways got awkward around women.

Ty sighed. “What isit?’

Teju shook his head. “Not here.” By the way he kept his gaze pinned on Ty, Ty
guessed he didn’t want Sunny to hear whatever it was.

“Give me aminute. I'll come to your room.”

His brother nodded and left with mumble at Sunshine.

Sunny didn’t pick at it, and they washed in an easy silence. Back at hisroom, he
dressed quickly and watched Sunshine do her hair by combing her fingers through it.
“Will you let metalk to him, Sunshine?’

She glared at him. “Let you?’

Hetried again. “Will you wait here for me?’

“Yes.” She kept theirritated stare so he merely gave her a brief bow, when he
wanted to grab her up and devour her mouth, and ducked out.

His brother’ s room was only a few doors down. The flap was up, inviting visitors,
and he ducked under, dropping the heavy leather down flat behind him. “What isit, Te?’



“Hawk has announced the next exploratory team. He refused me. | want you to go to
him and speak for me. | think Mother has gotten to him.”

Ty stared at hislittle brother. Four years separated them, and Ty considered Teju’s
mother his own, since his had given him to his father and left to return to the City when
he was six. She'd come as a paid woman, and gotten pregnant. She’ d done her duty by
him, tending him until he was six, and he'd never seen her since. Gretty was the only
mother he remembered, and the only one that mattered, although he had no unhappy
memories of hisreal mother.

“1 stood chained to awall for aweek thanking the Six it was me that was taken, and
not you.”

Teju plopped into achair. “1f you' d stayed with me instead of proving how much
faster you are, maybe you would never have been chained at all.”

Ty nodded, but shrugged. “And then I’ d never have found Sunshine.”

“1 want to go, Ty. | want to be part of this.”

Ty moved forward, keeping his sigh inside, and sat across from Teju. “Y ou don’t
have to avenge me, Te.”

“Oh, yeah? Look mein the eyes and tell me you don’t want to go, too, to kill all of
them.”

Ty leaned forward. “I’ ve been forbidden by Hawk.”

“Y ou’ re mated now. Of course you can’t go.”

Ty rubbed his neck.

“But you still want to. Let me go.”

“It'snot my decision, Teju.” Thank the Six. Mother would kill him.

Teju erupted out of his chair and roamed the room. He was going through a black
phase, Ty saw. His brother rearranged his room constantly.

“Hawk held racesfor al single, childless volunteers. | never stood achance. I'm a
good fighter! Just because I’ m not as flight-fast as others doesn’t mean I’m not tough.”

Ty appreciated the irony of hearing his twenty-two year old brother whine about
losing, and feeling pleased. “Thismission calls for speed. It isafair test. When did this
happen?’

“Dawn.”

Ah. About the time he was making love to his mate. “Who was chosen?’

“Will, Klendoz, Sheffy, and Anto.” Te smacked at a set of jesses hanging from a
niche. “Of course, Anto! He'swon every race ever since he was ten!”

Tewasn't exaggerating. “Te, speed might save their lives. Might. Likely, thisisa
death-duty.”

Tewhirled and stared at him, aghast. “We're stronger than the darkmages!”

Ty stood up, and felt again the ache in hislimbs he' d lived with at the Fortress. “No.
We're not.” He went up to his brother. Putting his hand on his shoulder, he looked him
straight in those rich brown eyes. “And | won't ask Hawk to place you on ateam. Maybe
you'll earn your way there. Maybe so many will die you’'ll get your chance. But | don’t
want the ones | love anywhere near them.” With sudden clarity, Ty knew he'd never go
back to the Fortress. He wouldn’'t hurt Sunshine that way. If he had the opportunity to
hunt them in the Cities or the wilderness, he would. But he knew from this moment, the
Fortress was a specter he' d have to live with. He' d never face it again, even though that
meant breaking his oath to try to free the last of the slaves.



Teju stepped away, irritated. “ At thisrate, they’ll liveto aripe old age and diein
their sleep.”

Ty burst out laughing, a deep guffaw at the thought of pretty-boy Thad old and
feeble, storming around having afit. “We may not be stronger than them in that Fortress,
but we'll find away to stop them somehow.” He sighed, worried for his friend Will. He
refused to be like Sunshine and wish a quick death for him. Instead, he prayed for the
Breeze to aid hisfriend. “We'll lose good warriors doing it, but we'll beat them.”

He thought of the woman returned by the dying owl. “What of the woman the Mage
Guild sent with the last group?’

Te sat at the table again, drumming hisfingers. “ Shelives.” Telooked up at Ty,
arrested. “Maybe the secret lies in teaming with women. Y ou and Sunny got out. And this
woman escaped with an owl.”

Ty shuddered, revulsion rolling through his gut at the thought of sending a woman
into the Fortress. When the Cities sent awoman as their representative, it must have
killed Dom to hold to his promise. It was not in a Trux’s nature to endanger women. “The
humans, for all the susceptibility to darkcraft, can be powerful allies. | think you’ ve hit on
agood idea. We' ve maintained a good relationship with the Royals for years. Maybeit's
time they stepped up in the fight. We thought we had the darkness cowed, but they’ve
merely been hiding better than we ever dreamed.” His fists curled tightly. He stretched
his neck, clenching his hands until his knuckles popped.

“I'm sorry, Ty.” Teju’slow voice pulled Ty back to the table. “I’m so sorry. If I'd
been closer—”

Ty held up ahand. He' d been avoiding his family, not wanting to deal with this. “Let
me be clear. It wasn’t fun. But | got out, with amate, no less. The Six are aligning in our
favor. Their end is coming. | played a part in that, and I’'m proud.” He pictured again that
mousy little round rat Russ, with his glasses. Remembered how the man had ripped off
Ty’ sfingernails one by one, then grew them back, gloating all the while, only to do it
over again until Ty screamed his voice away. Then he' d started on histoes. “ Thiswasn't
your fault. And it’s done. If | need your help someday, I’'ll come to you. But thereis no
debt, here.”

His brother met his eyes, afine warrior, a strong man. Seeing his brother whole and
unaware of what pain could do to aman made Ty relax. Te nodded, and the tension
between them disappeared. He' d face his father more clearly, hiding less of the shame
haunting him. But not today. Hopefully not any time soon.

He shook his brother’ s arm, hugged him, and went back to his mate, knowing he
could fly faster than Will.



Chapter Twelve

By the time they’d finished their morning report, talking the points over with Odan
scribing, she sensed his rage was at a breaking point. He' d been distant when he came
back from ten minutes with Teju. He told her a new team of hawks was chosen to try to
explore the Fortress, and one of them was a friend. But that wasn’t the whole story of
why he was so angry.

Spending breakfast being quiet with his parents and politely waving off well-wishers
in his Clan’ s gathering room, then meeting up with Odan and reliving small details of the
Fortress hadn't helped. They were in aroom with walls of books, and it was very
distracting to her. It kept making her remember her old self, in the Temple. Ty picked up
on her agitation, yet didn’t ask her about it. Of course. Elements forbid he actually reach
out to her in any way. His anger triggered hers, and the impotence she felt at being
trapped in this room, answering questions she' d already answered, ignited.

That’s when aman in a black leather skirt walked in. His skirt was pleated, and
longer than others. His black eyes and hair made it seem like a fashion statement, but she
recognized that the different style probably had meaning when both men rose to their feet
abruptly.

Sunny got to her feet much slower.

“Dom, welcome.” Odan gave alittle head bow.

Ty did aswell. “Hello, Sir. I'm Tydus of the hawk. Thisis my Bonded, Sunshine.”

Thetall, broad man nodded to Odan and shook forearms with Ty. He looked at her
and said, “Hello, Lady Sunshine.”

Shefolded her arms. “Y ou can call me Sunny.” Sunshine had become her private
name with Ty. She didn’t want him saying it.

“Please, be seated.” The man gestured and they all sat back at the heavy table. “I’'m
Dom, Sunny. The head of the Council who advises the Clans. | wanted to meet you.”

WEell, here she was. She wanted Ty to reach for her, but he wouldn’t, so she reached
for him. His hand engulfed hers, and she squeezed it.

“Congratulations on your recent Bonding.” He nodded to Ty, who nodded back.
“I’ve read all your reports with interest.” He studied her. “It is an extraordinary story. |
am impressed by you, and thank you for your help.”

Anger was her friend. She'd used it to spit at scarier men than he. She pulled it to her
and spoke coldly. “Help? Y ou mean, the information you ignored, sending good people
to their deaths?’

Ty coughed.

Dom waved his hand, asif Ty had apologized. “The first skirmish, their creation and
use of the beebees, goes to them. The second, the escape of a captured hawk and
numerous slaves, goesto us, in large part due to you. The third battle, our test of their
defenses, goes to them. | am sorry one of the guards who befriended you was lost. Do not
think we do not value his effort, or shrug aside our pain at hisloss.”

He folded his hands on the table. “However, the Truxet will not hesitate in this war.
We'll carefully explore and assess, but we're not going to ignore this darkmage Fortress.
Unfortunately, there is much we still need to know. They currently have the upper hand,



but their time for working freely in the dark is over.”

“Fynnisdead.” Sheleaned in, vibrating with rage. “If you' d listened to me, this
second attempt, with hawks who are going to fly through, would have been better. I’ve
offered to brief them, practice and give detailed explanations to them. Y et no one has
cometo me. For al | know, they’ ve already left, in their hurry to rush in unprepared.”

“Your map of the Fortressis aready very detailed. I’'m sure they’ ve consulted it.”

“1 could put that map in their heads, as| have lived it. Yet | spend my time,” she
shoved disdainfully at the Council papers near Odan, “talking about eye color and hand
size”

All three men focused in on her. Dom asked quietly, “ That iswhat I’ ve come to
speak to you about. Are you ready to souldance? Y ou are now willing to share your
memories?’

“1 don’'t see why we need to go that deep. | can transfer my memories. It should be
enough.” She sat back, crossing her arms. “1’m sure my report was clear that | was a
priestess.”

“Sunny, you refused all requests to share your memories.” Odan spoke precisely.
“Fynn was quite thorough in his arguments.”

“1 did not. | refused a souldance. A transfer of insight is an entirely different thing.”

Dom looked at Odan briefly. “Get Quor.” The order was brusque, and Odan didn’t
respond beyond leaving in ablur of skin that made Sunny jump. She stared at the empty
door across the large room. She' d never seen a person move so fast.

“Why did you not offer this ability before?’

“I"'m only slowly reawakening my craft, and it’s definitely damaged. But you never
asked mewhat | could do. Y ou required a souldance and | will never expose myself like
that to anyone again.” She glanced at Ty, whose orange eyes smoldered. For him, she'd
doneit. She’'d survived, and wasn't sorry.

"S0 you're saying you have the ability to put your memories directly into another?”

"Not entirely. | can share images, pieces, like someone whisking pictures before your
face."

Dom laid his hand in the middle of the table. “Can you give me their faces? Here and
now?’

Sunny’s breakfast heaved in her stomach at the thought of using her craft. Looking at
Ty, she took warmth from his eyes. It was time to repay the Beasts for giving her a new
life. “I can.”

She laid her hand over his. The skill cameto her after just a moment's concentration.
Pressure, containment. She took her touch away. “Y ou’ ve boxed yourself up. | won't
fight my way through. Y ou haveto find away to let mein.”

Ty leaned in. “Sunny, thisis huge. If you can pass their faces in a clearer way than
the pictures we' ve been trying to construct by our descriptions, we'll have a much better
chance at finding them when they go to the Cities.”

“Tat—Sverre doesn’t leave the Fortress, to my knowledge. If he does, he's not gone
long. Thad, Russ, and Pretar all left for varying amounts of time, but they probably
wouldn’t use those names.”

Dom shook his head. “We' ve already canvassed the powerful personalities for those
names. They’re not there.” Herolled his head once on his neck. “Let’stry again. Ty,
please go to your mate, ground her.”



Ty stood, but hesitated. “ She could pass the faces to someone else.”

Dom stared at Ty, his dark eyes hard. 1 want their faces. Through my role, | can
share themwidely.” He gently grasped her outlying hand in his. His skin was hard, that
of an active warrior.

Ty nodded, and Sunny’ s Ssmmering anger went incandescent at his submission to
this man. Her Ty had spat, literally, in the faces of the most terrifying darkmages, while
he wasin their mercy. He didn’t need to be ordered like a child by some politician, even
if he did have calloused hands.

“You know what?’ She opened her mouth to continue her scathing retort, but just
then Dom opened whatever box he'd jammed himself into, and stole her breath. She
slammed back in her chair so hard it teetered on its back legs. Ty caught her and set her
back down. His hands on her shoulders let her breathe. Dom'’ s grip on her hand stretched
her arm.

“What the fuck—" she gasped out a breath “ —are you?’

The man in front of her looked human. But he wasn't. Nor was he Trux. He was
mage, and many beasts, and churning power thick enough to make her numb. Her
reaction to Thad had been attraction. Her reaction to Delavega had been caution. Her
reaction to this man was terror. She trembled, and Ty’ s hands rubbed at her shoulders
through her dress. Her free hand flashed up to grab one of his, desperate to connect.

“I"'m the Dom.” His eyes were merciless. They were predator, and they were hungry.

She swallowed with difficulty, feeling her fingers scrabble at Ty’s. He bent down to
her. “Heis an honorable leader, the best of us. Please, Sunshine. Give him their faces,
and he will set in motion a manhunt the likes of which they cannot escape from.”

She shook her head, furious that he wasn’t more afraid with her. Didn’'t he see
beneath the man’ s polite, safe mask? She was furious at her fear, furious at the surprise
she'd felt. She should have been more ready. She knew everyone was akiller at the core.
She'd learned that.

Ty stroked her hand against his face. “Focus, Sunshine. Do this for the hunt, and be
done.”

“Don't let go.” She didn’t know where the childish plea came from, but he didn’t
laugh.

“Never.”

She reached out with her power to the pulsing tangle of spiritsthat was Dom. Ty
gripped her other hand tightly on her shoulder, his free hand on her nape, warm and
steady. Dom'’ s power crawled and snapped at her skin.

“1 will not harm you. | am in control. Try to give detailsto me. Their height, their
weight, their smell. Think of them asif they stood in the room.”

“1’ve done this before,” she snapped. “I think | know it better than you.” Oh, she did
not want to remember them. She'd had one night free of their horror, in Ty’sroom last
night.

Ty whispered, and his voice grated low and hoarse. “| want them dead, Sunshine. |
want them ripped to pieces, their blood burned before it can ever become part of Earth or
Air. | want them to scream.”

The dark hate in his voice broke her heart. She knew it well, but didn’t want that for
Ty. Not her Ty.

When she'd fallen, literally, into the souldance with Ty, she'd had no control, and no



finesse. Now, she closed her eyes, and focused on her pounding heart. Dom'’ s fingers
Sizzled against hers, his energy barely restrained, asif it would rip the information it
wanted from her regardless of the tiny fact her mind was her own.

She breathed, ignored the spreading numbness in her torso, and breathed again. He
held himself apart, so she understood that even though she was against a massive well of
power, she had room. A tiny bit of room. She breathed.

First, she brought up Tattoo. Ripping him from his context in her memories, she
placed him on a blank flagstone floor similar to the main plaza of River Mountain. Then
she poked into the swirling mass of power that was the Dom, and found he had pulled a
path of calm open for her, athin path of safety. She stepped into his spirit and handed
him the recreated package of memories that was Sverre, the oldest darkmage. Then she
hurriedly backed out.

A low growl rumbled through the room. Dom’ s fingers against hers twitched.

Ty’ s hand moved from her nape to her eyes, covering her face. “Don’t look at him,
Sunshine. I'm here. I’'m watching over you. He has the memory. Do it again.”

She hesitated, but quite frankly was relieved not to have to face what she’' d glimpsed
in the smallest brush with Dom’s mind. She called up Russ next. It sickened her, to erase
the knowledge of what it felt like to be under him, to know the force of his blows. But
she didn’t want Dom to know those bits. So she built him, gathering the information that
would make him the most compl ete, coherent memory she could, even though she had to
stare into the shadows. Then she wiggled her fingersin Dom'’s.

It was eager thistime, the beasts falling back at once, already expecting she’ d throw
them the juicy mental carcass that was a darkmage. Glasses' image passed to Dom, and
this time, she caught the triumph, the eagerness of the hunt. And then she stilled, aware of
the trap that had closed around her. Shetried to step back into her own mental construct,
but found the way blocked by awash of fur. Coarse, shaggy, silky, it was ever-changing.

Just as panic threatened to swamp her, feathers brushed her face, and Ty’ s scent
carried strongly to her. She breathed. His voice came from far away. “You're safe. I'm
right here. Again, Sunshine. Pleasg, try.”

But it took longer thistime to build the personathat was red-headed Pretar. Every
time she added some detail to her composite, she was distracted from her effort to strip
off her personal memories by movement around her in the mental plane. She was
surrounded. But then she'd feel Ty’s hawk, and calm, and continue. When she finally was
ready to give the total memory to Dom, the crack she opened in her protective cloak
fractured from the force outside.

In a spiritmage’ s construct, she had walked from her mind to Dom’s. And now
Dom’s mind had her cornered, and his soul was much, much stronger than hers. She was
drowning in otherness. But then the fur pulled back, giving her breathing room. She
turned, and her mind froze as she realized she had no idea where she wasin Dom’s mind.
She should have been at the very edge, barely tasting his personality.

“Ty!” She called out, and warmth came to her.

“One more, Sunshine.”

Did she hear that with her inner ear or her outer one? She couldn’t tell. She was
shaking, and exhausted. For Ty, she’ d remember. Reluctantly, she opened up her first
memory of the Monster, his handsome, polished face smiling up at her while she looked
down at him from the Temple steps. It was the last coherent thought she had.



The memories of Thad rolled before her, unstoppable, cascading. She screamed,
trying to blank her mind, to stop the ondaught. Growling filled her ear, low and vicious,
then the pure strike of a hawk’s high cry froze her struggles. All that she'd ever seen, felt,
tasted, smelled and heard of the Monster was ripped from her, assessed, and stolen. A
stiff wing brushed her arm, and she stood frozen, so filled with hate, trapped until her
memories ran out. The black silence holding her dissolved, and she was once again on the
edges of Dom’ s consciousness. She could sense the border of him, an armlength away.

She didn’t step out. She looked into the swarming compilation of souls and hissed,
“How dare you?’

A black wolf trotted toward her, coalescing from the black mist. Its face elongated
into a snout she didn’t recognize, and its legs morphed into a cat’s, although they were
massive. Within another step, it had grown a spiny ridge and athicker, longer tail, then it
was fluffier, and shorter. She closed her eyes, shook her head. When she opened them
again, aman stood before her. He was nude, and his face was a constantly melting
amalgamation of features. At one point, she swore she saw Delavega s delicate jaw and
strong nose, but then it was gone.

Even while he flowed from one man to the next, Dom spoke out of an ever changing
throat. “1 did not mean to do that. | was too eager. | apologize.”

She could so easily flee now, but instead she spat at him. “Y ou can’t undo the
knowledge you took. Don’'t worry, you now know how familiar I am with coping with
rape.”

A growl flashed from him, ending in ayowl. The two sounds were never meant to
come from the same throat. “Bitch. Don’t name me rapist. But | admit the loss of control.
| place usin your debt.”

“1 don’t want your apology.”

“You don't get achoice.” He lunged. She screamed, twisting away, but a massive
bear paw swiped at her throat, claws brushing across her skin.

She clasped a hand to her throat, but realized she was unharmed. Her skin tingled
from contact, but the mental blood she touched was not hers. “What is this crap about
debt?’ She muttered, disgusted despite the fact that spirit-blood was not redl.

“We wronged you. And unlike the Monster who thrived on your anger and pain, it
shames us. The debt is a blood obligation. No matter the wrong it would do to us, if you
need me, we are yours to command.”

He kept referring to himself in the plural, and now animal features were showing up
in his dizzying face. Sunny shook her head, turning and stumbling to get away.

“Sunny.” Her name was a growl and she looked over her shoulder. His figure was
nothing but a black shadow about to be swallowed in a sea of writhing fur.

“Know that heisthe walking dead.”

She stepped out of Dom’s mind, snatching her hand from his. Burying her face in her
arms, she lay her head down, hiding her face against the table. Her breath camein
shuddering gasps.

Ty crouched next to her, his hand sweeping down her spine. “Sunshine?’ He spoke
to Dom. “Did you get them?’

“Yes.

Sunny slammed her hands into the table. She stood sharply, glaring at the man that
once again appeared a mere human. But it was alie. Like everyone, he wore a polite



mask. She' d seen his heart, and he was a killer who would only use the rules when they
favored his people. “Get out.” Her voice shook but she didn’t care.

Quor and Odan stood a short ways from the table.

“Shit,” Odan said softly.

Quor looked quickly to Dom. “What happened?’

“Yes, why don't you tell them what happened?’ She hissed.

Dom'’ s black eyebrows shimmered to brown. His | eft eye flared garnet and his right
went vivid blue. She blinked, and he was again a strong faced, dark-eyed man. She
stepped back, fighting with the chair.

“Look at your memories instead of hiding from them, Sunny. Then you tell me what
happened here.”

She slammed her hands into the table again and screamed at him. “ Get out!”

Ty pushed her back from the table, moving in front of her. She wasn't sureif it was
to protect her from Dom’ s reaction to her defiance, or to protect his Dom. “Maybe that’s
best, Sir.”

Dom nodded to Ty, his face closed and blank. He turned and left. Quor turned asiif
to follow, then pivoted to face her and Ty. “Did you just complete a souldance with the
Dom?’

She couldn’t answer. Her stomach was the size and density of anut. Her heart was a
drum filling her chest. She dropped her forehead onto Ty’ s strong, wide back. Ty had
said he was with her. But she' d gone into a magescape, and she should have known he
couldn’t follow her there. It wasn't his fault.

Ty spoke, confused. “ She said she could transfer her memoriesto him. It was
working fine until the last one.”

Quor’ s deep voice was also confused. “I thought she didn’t want to souldance? And
then she just agrees to share with our Dom? And you let her? There should have been
safeguards put in place.”

“Shedidn’'t consider this a souldance.” Ty spun, wrapping her up tight. “ Sunshine?
Something went wrong.” His voice was thick, shaky. But then it settled, deepening,
hardening. “ Tell me. Did he hurt you?’

“1 want to go outside. Take me back to the river. Someplace private. Someplace
bright.”

Ty rocked her, and she was able to breathe through her fury.

“All right. | know just the place.” He held her afew more moments, then stepped
away.

She kept her armstight around herself, till feeling battered. Ty led the way and
Odan fell in behind her. Ty gestured sharply with his hand. “No, Groundbear. | think
we' ve had all we can stomach of the Council’s presence today.”

Sunny shot him a glance. Odan ssimply watched them leave, standing motionless, his
blue eyes bright in his controlled, rough face. His brow lifted once, and he nodded at her.
She looked down, and hurried out.

Half an hour later, after scurrying through the mountain tunnels for a blanket and a
water skin, Ty sifted her via a stone to somewhere outside. She stood clingingto Ty’s
hand in asilent forest. Sunny had never been in aforest, as humans were exclusively
creatures of City Walls. And nothing but grassland had surrounded her City, when she’'d
had arare glimpse over the Walls.



“Oh, Ty! That smell!”

He nodded, and led her down afaint path. The ground was spongy under her feet,
padded with long, dry needles. She breathed deep, again and again. It reminded her
suddenly of Fynn. He'd smelled like thiswild, clean freshness when she'd first met him.

Y esterday she' d argued with him. Now he was gone. And as abrupt as his death was, she
had no problem believing it. She was used to such loss.

Ty walked through the woods, and as she followed him, she noticed his stride
shortened, gentled, along with his shoulders. By the time she saw an opening ahead of
them, glowing with light, she was walking easier as well. There was a gap in the woods
and they walked through.

Stopping, she stood next to Ty and watched him close his eyes, roll his head on his
neck. They were at the edge of a meadow full of tall, soft green grasses, bright purple
flowers sprinkled through them like jewels. Beyond the meadow, a vast view opened up,
of craggy mountains with sheer, sharp cliffs. With the pines surrounding the lush, open
space on three sides, and the open vistarolling away beyond, it was an idyllic spot for a
high summer tryst.

Ty pointed to one. “Do you see the sharpest point, about three ranges back?’

“The peak behind the rounder, lower one?’

“Yes. That's River Mountain.” Ty’s hair glowed bright gold in the sunlight. His
voice dripped with pride when he spoke, staring at the mountain.

She' d known, intellectually, that the Truxet sifting stones moved people through
space with a push of magecraft. But seeing she was aweek’ s travel from the place she'd
just been was incredible. “What is the farthest distance you can travel between stones?’

“Asfar as| know, there’s no limit. If you know of a stone, you can get there. I’ ve
never gone from the northern most clanhome, the Snowcats' White Mountain, to the most
southern, the Lizeed’ s Sandhome, but I’m sure it’s possible. The stones were put in place
in our ancient history, and we no longer have the skill to make new ones. Just recently we
found one, hidden by darkcraft. And of course, the new Fortress as well. Who knows how
far away that is? The sea bounds the lands to the West of the Seven Cities, and we' ve
explored far to the north, east, and south.”

She looked across the vista. The wilderness was vast indeed. “So ... how did the
others use the stone at the Fortress, if they’ d never been, and you hadn’t shared your
memories?’

“They knew of it through me. That was enough. They imagined the place, and it took
them. Imagine if all our warriors had to first physically go somewhere before they could
work the stones. That would be a huge limitation.” He took the bag from his shoulder,
and opened it.

“Ty, if your people have explored so thoroughly, then how are the darkmages
moving between the Cities and the Fortress? They must be able to use the stones to sift as
well.”

Ty pivoted, his hand gripping hers painfully tight. “No more talk of them. They’re
walking dead, no more than foul rodents in the shadows. Tell me what happened with
Dom.”

Standing the sunlight, looking at Ty’ s vibrant orange eyes, Sunny was no longer
sure. “When | built the last image of the Monster, Dom was there, in my head.” Her heart
started thumping, and she tried to twist her hand free. Some insect buzzed in the grass



nearby. “I should have been able to build it, strip my memories away, and give him the
image aone, but instead, it was like he commanded the memories from me. It was a bit
like he was the spiritmage in control of my souldance. He saw—-*

Ty stood before her, watching her pant.

“Let mego!”

He did, immediately, and she stumbled out into the meadow. The grass came up to
her waist. It was scratchier than it looked, and the smell was nothing she’ d known. Earth,
and sharp life.

“You'reworried about what Dom saw? Y ou think he'll judge you?’ Ty stayed at the
edge of the forest, the large trees like awall of shadow at his back. “Can | tell you why |
wasn’t able to souldance with any of the spiritmages they sent mein those first days
out?’

She knew her shoulders were hunched defensively but couldn’t relax. She brushed
the purple flower. It pricked her finger and she drew her hand back quickly.

He spoke. “I was locked in shame. As much as | wanted to share the information
with my people, to aid the downfall of the darkmages, | literally couldn’t et someone
into my mind. They’d see what I’ d done, how I’d aided my own capture, how I’d given in
to the pain.”

Ty’ srasping voice held so much loathing, as they stood there in the ush, warm
meadow, Sunny couldn’t stop herself from turning to him.

He continued. “But most of all, they’d see what I’ d done to you, in the last hour we
were there. How they trapped me, and how | broke, joining them, to my eternal horror.”

“Ty, no. | don’t blame you for any of that. They would have blinded me. And in the
end, you defied them to save me, when you were bound and vulnerable. Y ou are—*

“Don’'t.” He stepped toward her in the meadow, the grass hissing against his leather
pants. “ Stop hiding from it, because it’s drowning me. Y ou saw me at my worst, and you
still came to that ritual and Bonded yourself to me. Y ou saw the truth in the souldance, |
know you did. You saw that | liked your pain. Y et last night you made love to me.” His
voice had lowered to arumble. “ Sunshine, you know why | won't touch you. Tell me.”

She snorted. “ Y ou're trying to protect me. Y ou shower me in honor, worried about
the rapes. I’'ll have a problem being touched by others for the rest of my life, Ty. The
rapes were just part of the violence. | won't really trust anyone but you again.”

“That’ s not why, and you know it. Look at me.”

She was so surprised by his denial she blinked. In the time it took to focus, he
blurred across the grass to stand a breath from her. Squinting in the sun, he searched her
eyes, hiswhole face tight with emotion.

His voice was softer than the slight breeze that stirred up over the cliff. “You can
stop pretending I'm a hero. Say it.”

She looked right in his eyes and poured her faith into him. The faith he’ d forged out
of the broken shards she had left. “I’ [l never believe you' re anything but ahero, Ty. But
if you're talking about the shadows that haunt you from when those three bitches played
with us, then yes, | know they made you likeit. And | know it fascinates you as much as
it sickensyou.”

He lifted his chin, hislips thinning back from his gritted teeth. “Y esssss.” He lifted
his hand up and hovered his touch above her cheek. Without touching her, he drifted his
fingers along her jaw, then clenched hisfist and took his hand away. “1 have to make sure



every touch we share is your choice, because | won't ever have you powerless again. And
part of that is because I’m so fucking scared you'd do it for me.”

“Do what, Ty?’

“You know.”

“Tell me.” Her voice coaxed.

He held her with his eyes, and she watched them bleed mage-green and back to
hawk-orange. “Let me hurt you. Let melikeit.”

Sunny looked up into the tormented face of a man who had killed for her, bled for
her, walked in darkness with her. “Of course | would. But you're denying I'd like it, too.”

Ty froze. “Would you? | think you could, but first I'd have to break through your
fear, and | don’t want anything broken in you.”

He was so close, so beautiful in the high sunlight. It was easy to let his words go. No
more arguing. The sky was a great blue bowl with puffy white clouds scattered acrossit.
Crazy to her, to think the world could be this beautiful, when every single personin it
was so deadly. She noticed how well the blue complimented his light tan, and his
streaked, light brown hair. Lying her hand on his chest, she looked up into his too-serious
face, and smiled.

The pull of her tightening lips felt odd. As odd as the peace radiating from her very
bones. Her craft snapped open, and the swirling, heaving emotion in him burst through
their souldance connection. The outward draw in her plumped cheeks rearranged her
face, and shimmering happiness followed the physical manifestation of the smile.

“Sunshine...” Ty breathed, staring at her smile.

“They made you feel that pleasure, Ty. Your despair and anger at feeling it was just
part of their torture. Am | disappointed in you that their spell worked? Of course not.”
She couldn’t stop the smile. It was etched on her face. It was easy to glide her hand
across the strength of him, enjoying his hardness under the weave of his shirt, arich roan
color today. “You realy feel like you’re close to hurting me, al the time? So much that
you can'’t even share a casua touch?’

He closed his eyes, turned his head. He breathed, and opened his eyesto stare at the
view before them. “I don’t know. | want you. | want you so much, | ache. My cock is
constantly in the grip of bodycraft, or I’d be wild for you, always.”

Sunny glanced down hisflat belly to the dight bulge in his pants. “Realy?’ The
intrigue in her voice was clear.

He choked on agroan. “Y ou obviously don’t want me in the same way. I’ m insane
for you.” Looking back at her, his smile dowly answered hers. “You ... are gorgeous.”

She bit her lip, feeling alaugh hovering just under the surface of her jaw. “Gorgeous
enough to make love to? Out here, in the light? With you touching me, and mejust lying
here, trusting you?’ Lifting her hand, she drew her nail along the soft swell of hislower
lip. “Ty, I may not think about sex all the time, but never doubt | want you, too. Y ou just
have to remind me of that now and again.”

Cupping his jaw, she looked up at him, her smile continuing to stretch her face. His
had faded, and he still made no move to touch her. This was going to be the day she put
him in control. “Kissme, Ty.”

Ty moved back one step, and her hand fell from him. The pack he’' d brought fell
with athump. His shirt came off over his head, and he undid the lacing at hiswaist.
Bending, he unbuttoned his boots, and toed them off, then pulled them free and tossed



them aside. He opened the pack, and took out the thick, brown blanket, snapping it wide.
Tramping over it, he flattened the grass, so the surrounding stalks formed allittle room for
them. Standing in the middle, he peeled off his pants, his cock hard and thick, standing
tall.

He took her hand and pulled her forward, ridding her of her dress and underwear,
removing her leather shoes last, kneeling below her. But after that flurry of activity, he
just sat there, head bowed, chest working, staring at her toes.

She stared down at histhick, glossy curls. “Ty?’

There was along moment, and then he gritted out. “1’m so scared, Sunshine. What |
want, and what you went through...”

“Ty, we'll find away together. I’m never going to be adlave again. With you, I'll
never have to fear your lack of respect. | trust you. Tell me what you want, and I'll do it.
Not out of fear, but of desire. Hold me tightly, kiss me hard, fuck me deep, and I'll enjoy
it. Your touch, Ty. However you want it. Because it will always be you.”

He shuddered, shaking his head hard. “No. Not however | want it. | have to know
you can stop me. | haveto.” Walking on his knees over to the pack again, he drew out the
water skin. “Thisistoo new. We're too fresh. | won't take you into the fear.” The stopper
in the mouth had atoggle clasp, a sharp spear of bone, polished smooth and tapered to a
point on one end. He dlid it from its hole, and ripped it from its tether. He turned, face
harsh and fierce. Holding it up to her, he demanded, “ Take it.”

Shetook it. The length of her finger, it was cool and creamy. That it would stop
someone like Ty was ajoke, but apparently he wanted to arm her. Turning it in her hands,
she reconsidered. It was sharper than the stone knife she'd tried to make to end Erich’s
life. If she had to, she could kill with this. Something eased into place inside her, and
clicked, solid.

Ty met her gaze when she looked up, fist closing around the tool. Holding her gaze,
he reached out a shaking hand and put it on her hip. Breath burst from him when he
touched her, and his hands closed hard, fingers biting into her leanness spasmodically.

“You'll tell meto stop, if | frighten you.”

She nodded. “All right.”

“You'll hurt meif you have to, to stop meif I’m not in control.”

She nodded again. “No one will ever hurt me against my will again.”

He jerked on her hip, bringing her a step closer. The grass crackled under her feet,
under the blanket. She’ d never stood nude in the sunlight before, and the sun was
amazing on her breasts and ass.

“If you don’t stop me, if | go too far, it will kill something in me. Sunshine, we're
riding an edge right here. | won't be able to deal with it if | take you, and you don’t find
pleasureinit.”

She bent down over him, her nipples throbbing. “I love you.” She put her fist on his
shoulder, and let the point of the tool jutting from her clasped fingers dig into the mound
of muscle that joined his neck. “1 don’t fear you. And | won't.”

He shuddered again, hisjaw clenched tight, neck straining. For a moment she
thought he pressed into her bone dagger, and then he knelt back. “I’ [l touch you the way |
want. Rough. Like you're mine. Like you’' ve always been mine. | won’t ask.”

She stood straight again, feeling heat glow in her belly. Her throat wastight. She
could feel sweat gather at her nape. “Ty, you are so fucking sexy. Touch me before |



come just standing here thinking about you.”

In one breath, his hand reached up and slid between her thighs. One finger shoved
deep into her moist clasp, and she gasped, arching up onto her toes at the shock of him.

“Thank you, Sunshine. By the Six, thank you.” His hand pushed harder against her,
hisfinger curling and straining inside her body. “Y ou’ re the most beautiful, bravest,
generous woman I’ ve known. | don’'t know how long it will take usto heal, but we'll get
there. Thisisn’t going to be like them.”

She shivered from the throb in his words, clutched her muscles around his finger.
“Don’t talk about them ever again when you' re touching me like this. Ever.”

“No. Never again.” His other hand slid down to curl around the back of one knee.

Her leg bounced, shivering in reaction from his warm touch on the sensitive skin.

“Your breasts will get bigger as| feed you. Y our ribswon't be so stark.” He swirled
his finger inside her, pushing on soft tissue, stirring her breath with the small movement.
“Your nipples are going to be a problem. I’m going to bite them, because they’ re too
delicious. I’'m probably going to bite hard enough to scar you at some point, and heal it
that way. | need to make sure my mark is the newest one on your body, the final mark.”

His hand coasted up the back of her thigh, massaging her. She braced her knee,
watching his shoulders flex.

“You know the other side of having a bodymage as amate?’ His hand was on her ass
now, kneading the muscle there with atight grip, making her gasp. He stopped, curling
his nails across her skin roughly. She focused on him.

“Answer me.”

“Uhhh... Other side? What' s that?’ She recalled the orgasm he’ d torn from her
frozen body and moisture cascaded over hisfinger inside her, loosening her channel.

“l can come as much as | want. | don’t have to wait for my cock. | can force it to get
hard instantly.” He looked up from staring at where his hand lay buried between her
thighs. His orange eyes shocked against the background of the brown blanket and the
green grass. “And | want, Sunshine. | want alot.”

Finally. She absolutely thrilled to the look of the hunter in his eyes. She loved her
gentle, respectful friend, loved his protectiveness and understanding. But she wanted
them both to be free. She wanted all Ty had to give as alover, no matter what kind of
lover he' d become. If she' d become a seductress, he’ d become something new, too.

In answer to hislow warning, she opened her legs, spreading her stance. With a drag
and atwist, he withdrew his finger only to shove his folded hand up into her, awedge
wrenching her open. She groaned. The push of his hand shoving into her, widening her
vagina, surprised her. It stung. It ached. It sent afresh roll of cream from her, and
trembled in her thighs. He rammed his hand up into her, practically lifting her up onto her
toes.

“So good, Ty.”

“Yes.” He'd been staring again, at his hand working her core. But now he looked up
at her, and his smile blinded her. His teeth were white in the sun, his hair tumbled across
his brow, and his eyes laughed up at her, sharing the amazing reality of them, here, now.
His chest flexed as he did it again, moving his fingers as deep as he could reach.

“Uh!” The feeling was so intense.

His smile stretched, becoming more of arogue's grin. His sopping hand left her
channel and grabbed onto her clit. The firm touch ripped a cry from her, and then he was



massaging it, pulling and twisting and rolling it in his fingers. Her legs shook and she
reached to brace her arm on his shoulder, but he angled it away. The unsteady sensation
somehow made her focus on his touch all the more. He held the grin, his eyes glinting
even more dangerous, as he roughly forced pleasure to spike, again and again. He
dragged her to this point so fast it took her breath. Her heart pumped wildly.

“Ty!” Her hands were against her belly, trying to contain the shocking pleasure he' d
pulled her into so quickly. “I want to come!”

He stopped. She moaned, her clit throbbing, wanting.

“1 know, Lady. But you're not ready.” He took his hand out of her folds and knocked
hers away. He laid it, fingers spread, on her belly.

There was something there, some throb of resignation in his words, but the sticky
cream covering his hand was fragrant. She liked the scent.

“l am! | am ready! | want you so badly.” The throaty pout in her voice didn’t move
him.

“Y ou’re not close enough to come, but that wasn’t what | was talking about. You're
not really ready for me, but | won’t be able to stop.”

She looked at his huge hand spread across her stomach, the line of muscle a column
down the middle, her hipbones a bit too stark. He closed his eyes, and she saw after a
minute his frantically heaving chest steadied. His thrusting, hard cock, however, stayed
thick. Shelicked her lips. Nothing he said made sense. She burned for him, beyond ready
for his powerful penetration.

When he opened his eyes, he took his hand away, and lay back on the large blanket.
Lacing his hands across his stark abs, he said, “Come. Kneel over me.”

Uncertain, Sunny knelt at his side, her body awkward as she unlocked her aching
thighs. His cock was huge, standing nearly straight up, making straddling him at his
narrowest point problematic. She reached out and touched the head of him, rubbing her
fingers across the clear moisture. He hissed, and his cock flexed.

“Put your leg over my hips and put me inside you.”

Hiswords alone tightened her cunt. Remembering the pleasure she' d had from their
joining in the past, she licked her lips. The sun on her skin was just part of the heat
churning inside her. She maneuvered herself over histhick chest, straddling his waist,
then backed down on his cock. Catching it in her hand, she squeezed him as she set his
tip to her entrance. Rocking back, the stretched, wet mouth of her capped him gently.

“Not like that.” His hands grabbed her hips. Tightening his grip, his whole torso
came alive with muscle as he folded himself up while at the same time shoving her down.
“Likethis.” He seated her on his cock, and she collapsed against his chest, shuddering.
He wrapped his arms around her, and she' d never felt so safe.

“So good...” shewhispered, grabbing at him inside.

His hands tightened and he lifted her off his erection. Her breath catching at the
sensation of him dragging himself out, she flailed as he picked her up. She accidentally
kicked him in the shoulder as he turned her so she straddled hisribs, facing his feet. He
chuckled, lying back. She braced her hands on his thighs, one till in afist, clutching the
bone dagger.

“Suck my cock, Sunshine. | know that I’'m coated in your own cream, and it’s going
to make me go really fast, quick and sharp.”

She stared down at his glistening flesh, and he jerked on her hips, threading his arms



beneath her thighs.

“Oh, yes.” She couldn’t even think when he forced her thighs wide and drew her
down onto his face. His mouth opened, lips capping her folds, and his tongue ripped
down the center of her. “Ah!”

He groaned, and the rumble of him, the air of his breath, made her writhe.

“Suck me.” He ordered, his hands covering the back of her hips, sealing her to him.

Her belly pressed to his chest, her breasts flattened to his stomach, and her thighs
sprawled awkward above his shoulders. It all faded through her as he sucked on her clit.
She buried her face in his groin, the hairs crisp against her nose.

Pushing her away from him, he snapped, “ Suck me!”

Her mouth scrabbled up the column of him, nibbling and kissing, and then she
caught him in her mouth, and drew him inside. He shoved her back down over hisface,
and now his tongue rimmed her opening, the achingly sensitive flesh causing her to
stiffen. She rimmed the head of him, mimicking him amost without thought, caught in
his motions.

He stabbed hard and quick into her vagina, and she clamped her lips around his
width in shock.

“Suck!” he spoke into her body, and she heard him.

She sucked, desperate at the pleasure he laced her with. His hips punched against her
face, surprising her, and histip dlid into her throat. She drew back sharply, and then he
did it again, lifting into the grip of her lips. The fegling of his hard muscle diding into her
mouth, the taste of herself, her precarious perch on his body, his mouth rolling in her soft
folds, sucking and licking at her... She thrust her head forward until her nose buried in
his balls and his cock wasin her throat. And thistime, she swallowed.

His body arched under her, and he shuddered. The salty taste of him exploded in her
mouth. She had to draw back to swallow, and still the thick musk of him filled her. She
swallowed the smooth cream of him, grinding her hips down on hisface. His hands held
her lower spine desperately, his tongue lashing her clit. The sensationsin her mouth
warred with those in her cunt, and she sobbed, lapping the last of the cream from his
shaft.

“Fuck, yes!” He pushed her away, and she keened, agonized that he stopped.
Somehow, she was propped on her hands and knees, her head hanging limp, and he was
behind her, kneeling between her legs.

“You drank me down. So pretty, Sunshine.” His words mattered less when the length
of him pushed into her. He swung his hips, rocked back, and then drove in again. She'd
never had him so deep. Her ass was crushed into his hips so tight, she could feel his hairs
against her bottom. He thrust, a quick flurry of deep jabs, and her arms collapsed, her
head resting between her forearms on the blanket.

Ty was inside her, directing the sex, and it was so good, so amazingly, never-in-her-
life good.

He drew back and shoved her shoulders down even farther, canting her hips high.
Grabbing her ass, he pushed her knees wider with his thighs, and thrust in deep, long
lunges. After the first wave of amazing pleasure, she could think enough to grab himin
return, and soon she was so sensitive she could feel his head shuttling back and forth,
evading her clutching hold.

“Mine! Only mine!” Ty’swords roared above her as he buried himself deep.



Frustration and fury swam through her as the tightening, seeking ache in her was
denied. She shoved her hand down under her body, reaching for her clit between her bare
folds.

Ty was rigid behind her, his hips pushing hard against her, his body trembling. He
was coming, again, and she hadn’t.

“Ty!” she called to him, demanding.

He folded over her back, sweaty and hot, with a groan. She grabbed her clit and
pulled on it, pressed it with her fingers, but it wastoo late, the moment had gone. He was
so heavy, holding her so completely to the blanket, her knees aching from their weight.
She couldn’t even wiggle under hislax body. Her neck hurt. She reached farther back
from her clit and managed to brush his balls, hanging soft and loose. When he finally
sighed, and lifted himself away, she was glad to take a breath.

He moved off her and sat back on his knees. “ Stay there.”

She was folded over on her splayed, bent thighs, her ass spread wide, her one hand
still lying under her hips. “Ty!”

He sighed, and again, unease dlid through her at the suggestion of disappointment.
“You'vegot to trust me.”

His words were philosophical when she ached for flesh to fill her, for histouch to
send her, for pressure. She shook her ass demandingly, feeling the warm sun on her
crack.

“Touch yourself.”

He sounded subdued. His voice sounded different, calmer, looser. Relieved, she
lifted her hand and toyed with her clit, circled it, then stroked her inner folds, circling her
opening like he had. She was so sensitive now her folds felt huge, the pleasure curling her
toes.

“Put your finger in your cunt.”

Hearing his command excited her. Her eyes squeezed shut, she eased her finger into
the wet softness of her vagina.

His hand closed around her wrist gently. Then his other hand joined hers and his
finger pushed into her alongside hers. His could reach deeper, and she arched her back,
trying to lure him even farther. He took it away, and she’ d no sooner sighed at hisloss,
than he shoved the damp length into her ass. Her eyes burst open, staring at the nearby
stalks of grassin shock. It felt so good. His other hand held her hand in place, keeping
her finger buried in herself. She squeezed, inside, and he rubbed her finger with his,
curling along the thin skin separating their touch. She cried out, shocked with the
stabbing pleasure.

Controlling her hand with his grip on her wrist, he made her stroke herself. Then he
stroked her ass. Alternating her hand, then his, he built the rhythm until her heartbeat was
part of it. Cunt. Ass. Cunt. Ass.

Finally, he pulled her finger free, and he bent down behind her. Then hislips sucked
her wet digit into his mouth. His mouth was much like her cunt, soft and wet and warm,
only it sucked, sending a streak of excitement up her arm and down to her clit.

He shoved his thighs between hers, draping her limp legs over him. He knelt and
arranged her so she straddled him, oozing off hislap like she was melted. His finger till
stroked her ass.

“Just what we both want, Sunshine.” He shoved his cock into her soaking, tight



vagina, and in her folded over position, he had to work at it. Short one hand, he couldn’t
maneuver her aswell. She got her arms in front of her and helped, pushing back on him
until they managed to get most of him inside her. No sooner had she moaned at the
delicious pressure of him against her belly, than he backed away, and his finger left her
ass.

He held her hips, and shifted. His dick pressed to her exposed anus, spread by her
position. He put one hand on her tailbone, and histip to her tiny hole. She was shaking,
scared of this, but wanting it because he did. Because he' d already made everything else
S0 good.

He made this good too. He let his weight force her assto givein, and her hole
bloomed around his thick cock. A streak of biting sharp pain zipped up her spine, but his
hand pressing her down onto her knees denied her escape. And then the pleasure hit. It
ran through her hips, sizzled her thighs, brought her cunt clamping desperately on its
emptiness. She moaned, long and harsh, the guttural animal-sound bringing a matching
hiss from him.

And then he stroked, and it burned. He stroked again and it sang, sizzled, and
flamed. She cried out, shoving back to get more of it, and he laid himself over her back,
enfolding her, capturing her. “Y ou’re my woman.” He growled into her ear. “ Someday,
you will trust me.” And then he jerked, his body heaving, pleasure sounds ripping from
his throat.

Furious, she struggled under him, disbelieving she still hadn’t come. And that he
continued to natter on about trust when he was deep in her ass and she hadn’t made a
peep. But he was massive, and she was well trapped. Subsiding, panting, sweet tugs
stretched her ass while he finished thrusting.

Her whole body was tight, about to split with frustration. He left her and she rolled
onto her side, watching as he went to the sack and got the water bottle, washing his half-
erect cock with sand and soap and a small cloth. He washed his hands, and then took the
cloth over to her, draping her thighs wide as he pet a cool corner of it across her ass and
thighs.

“Tell meyou're not done.” She grumped at him.

He tossed the cloth away. Stared at his cock. It rose, thickening, stretching, lifting.
He met her disgruntled gaze and smiled. “I’m not done.”

“Hmmpf.”

“Does golden Sunshine want to come?’

She looked away, unwilling to be teased from her frustration.

He took up the water bottle and took a deep drink, then offered it to her. She drank as
well, the water refreshing. He capped the bottle minus the bone latch and set it aside, then
took his cock in his hand and stroked himself.

“Mmmmmm.” His eyes closed dreamily.

She was outraged. “What are you doing?’

“Enjoying the moment.” He opened his eyes and pinned her with his flaming gaze.
He lowered his head and ordered, “Lie back. Spread your legs. Put your arms over your
head.”

Slowly, Sunny arranged herself to his pleasure. She did it because she was desperate,
aching and tight inside, to find an end at his touch. As soon as she' d relaxed, she felt the
sun beating down on her spread core. Heat flared across her tingling breasts, and softened



her belly. She moved her hipsrestlesdly. “Ty...” She suddenly knew she didn’t have to
be submissive. He was trying to be all masterful, but she was powerful, like a beacon
drawing him in, even in her sprawl.

“What are your shadows, Sunny? Why were you so upset when Dom got a glimpse
of them? 1 can sense them in you, but | don’t have a spiritmage’ s skill at sifting through a
souldance. | told you mine. Will you share yours?’

Brows snapping together in disbelief, she gaped at him. “Now?’ She closed her
thighs, drawing her knees together.

“Open your legslike told you to.” He pumped hisfist harder down the length of his
cock.

Chest working hard, she slowly opened her thighs, the knees lifted to spread her lips
wide.

“1 know what this means, you know.” He gestured at her with ajerk of his chin.
“Opening yourself like thisto me, it’s a gift. Other women might do it with a sexual
thrill, but for you, it's more. We're building trust in baby steps, and part of that isyou
sharing your nightmares. Y ou know all of mine, Sunshine. Y ou're healing them right
here. Tell me.”

Shelicked her lips. Even that simple touch caused a cascade of sensation down her
chest. “I...”

She wanted to tell him. She wanted it out. But it was so hard.

Hisfist closed around histip, and he rotated his palm over the head. “I’m listening.”

“I...” Shefelt the bone dagger in her sweaty grip. Sherolled it through her fingers,
and closed them tight around it again. It steadied her. “I’m afraid of people now.”

Ty watched her, his gaze flicking from her cunt to her breasts to her face. His hand
dlid down his cock. He cupped his balls, and waited.

“I'm afraid of everyone. Every single person. They’'re all breakable. When it comes
down to the final pain, the worst evil pressing on their spirit, they’ Il give in. Everyone
will. | saw it again and again.”

He wrapped his hand around his base, and squeezed hard enough his knuckles turned
white. The head of him flushed dark.

“I...” She was panting now, so exposed, body and spirit. “I broke. When they hurt
me enough, I'd do whatever they wanted. To avoid their pain, to stay away from them, |
manipulated others, hurt them. None of the people who move through River Mountain
know how weak they are. They’ re so determined to bring them down, the darkmages. But
we're dl darkmages. We just haven’t been brought to that point.”

She watched him stroke himself, sometimes a few fast, rough pumps, sometimes
lazy, gentle drags.

“Thisis the nightmare haunting you? That you won't ever feel secure among people
again? Can't trust them?’

She nodded. “I reached out to help your people, to give them the darkmages' faces
like they wanted. Dom says he lost control. He says he owes me a debt, that it was a
mistake. But nothing will take away the fact he forced his way into my mind. When he
wanted it badly enough, he didn’t act with honor. He took it, not trusting me to give it to
him. Y ou say the Truxet can’t work darkcraft. That you' re untouchable by it. But you're
not any more pure than us. Dom was just one more example. | don't feel the need to be
punished anymore. Not by him. None of these people are better than me. | have no



recompense to make for saving you, beyond controlling my choices so the stain won't
grow.”

Tipping his head back, Ty inhaled a huge breath. He lay his hands on histhighs,
crossed tailor style. He stared up into the clouds, breathing. “ So. | asked you for an
extraordinary favor, and the Dom betrayed us.” His voice was cold, dangerously empty.
“No, we're not perfect. We have warriors who fail their duty. We have men who commit
crimes. Because we resist darkspells, and our magecraft reaches deeper into the elements
than most humans, we think we're better.” Hiswords fell faster, hotter, the familiar fury
bubbling close. “We close out the human men when we desperately seek the women. |
asked you to trust my people, to open yourself to them, and you did, and we failed you. |
will never ask you to do that again.”

“Ty—

He brushed his hand at her, stopping her words. Dropping his head forward again, he
trailed his gaze over her body. Her belly tightened to see the desirein it. Despite all the
times he'd just had her, he still hungered. “Most of the time, people want to livein
harmony. They want to be safe, so they work to keep the whole safe. But 1’1l never tell
you to be lessvigilant. I’'ll never tell you you' re completely safe from their failures. We'll
just have to find away to watch each other’s backs, to be able to function with some sort
of light trust. Can you do that with me, Sunshine?’

She arched her back into his hot stare, rubbing her ass on the coarse blanket. “Yes,
Ty. Aslong as | have you. Aslong asyou don’t tell me I’m wrong to fear them. I'm
broken inside. When it comesto trust, there’s just you.”

He shook his head. “Y ou’ re almost ready to trust me, Sunshine. That's my point
from before. You're afraid of everyone, and you’ ve accepted you' re breakable yourself. |
think my nightmare is just another face of the same fear. Mine came out as a fear of
myself. | know exactly what | could do to you, simply because | want it.” Swallowing, he
closed his eyes for amoment. His hands fisted on his thighs. “1 could hurt you. And |
would likeit. | broke, too, in the end. It wasn't the spell, Sunshine. It was me. Knowing
that | don’'t have the honor | thought | did is...”

He looked at her, and Sunshine felt such a connection between them, a throbbing that
went from her heart to her clit to his spirit.

“1 liked what | did to you today. Controlling you, taking you. But | think the thing
keeping me sane was knowing you liked it, too. | took you the way | wanted to, | was
selfish. It was beautiful. But you were with me, participating at every step.”

“I"'m not afraid of you, Ty. Everyone else, even me, but not you.”

He looked at her, and something darkened his eyes that caught her breath.

“You are afraid of me, and you should be. We're still forging trust.”

She struggled to breathe. Her heart skipped and thudded. “No.” She shook her head
hard from side to side, denying hiswords. “Y ou won't ever be able to betray me, because
| love you that much.”

He stared at her, and awarm summer breeze swept over her bared body. A cleansing
breeze that swept her spirit, too. Ty rose up on his knees, and his body was so strong, so
perfect, scars and all. He moved to her side, and his cock stood out from his body. He
stared down at her.

“1 don’t know what kind of bravery you draw from, to love me, when you know I’'m
drawn to your pain.”



“It doesn’'t matter if it doesn’t make sense.”

“You smiled for me.” His eyes were rich with fire, warmth matching her aching clit.

It was so easy, now, even if it still felt strange. She smiled up at him, his hair
glowing in the sun.

“Oh, fuck! Sunshine!” Ty’s hips arched out, and his cock jerked. A thick stream of
cream jetted from histip. “Hunh!” He folded over, his hand grabbing his cock, his other
landing on her thigh, biting in deep.

Surprised at the scalding strip of liquid landing across her ribs, Sunshine laughed. It
was a new sound she'd never heard. Throaty and soft, two beats of breath.

“Ah!” Ty's hipsjerked again, and another white line lashed her body. Sunshine put
her hand on his hip, and marveled at his beautiful cock, stark with veins, thick and tight.
Another stream fountained from him, this one landing on her belly. She laughed again,
more of an odd chuckle. The sight of him coming made her own hips lift, aching. The last
pulse dribbled from him, coating the length of him. He moaned.

She touched the come lying on her skin. Rubbed it between her fingers. It was silky.
She lifted it up to her mouth and lapped at it.

“Fuck, yes.” Ty had hiswarrior face on again, and it was so sexy it made her nipples
ache. His eyes dlitted, hisnose in asnarl, hisjaw tight, he swept his hand through the
wetness on her stomach and pushed his finger into her mouth.

She sucked, swirling her tongue around him, loving the dry, musky taste. When he
pulled his finger against her suction, she closed her teeth around him, scoring the length
of him. He hissed at her, his other hand also smearing the cream across her body.

She smiled at him. “I like it when you say that.”

His wet hands settled over her breasts, his palms pressing into her. “Say what?” he
asked, staring raptly at the wet handprints he left on her chest. The moisture made her
skin amazingly sensitive in the bright sunlight.

She lowered her voice to imitate his. “Fuck, yessss.” Then she laughed. Because she
could.

His face swooped down and his mouth was on her nipple. His lips were rough and he
sucked hard, and the thought of him sucking his own come off her made her cry out. His
teeth bit into her nipple, then clamped around the tiny nub, so his tongue could lash the
tip. His hand closed on her other nipple, the fingers working her in a hard massage,
pulling at her breast, squeezing it.

She moaned, arching, and her hand clutched his head closer. His hair in her grip was
anew texturein abody already frenzied in sensation. He was soft, and hot. She clutched
at hishair, fisting it, pushing his head harder against her. His mouth opened wide over the
whole swell of her breast and his teeth sank deep, worrying the skin, stinging the muscle
beneath. And then he swung her so she was stretched out in the middle of the blanket,
and he plunged between her thighs. His cock stabbed her hard, pulling at the skin of her
opening with the force of histhrust.

“Fuck! Yes!” He screamed, and his body lunged, one hand still anchored on her
breast, the other braced by her arm. He was so much bigger than her. His hips hammered
into her with slapping force, shoving her body up, only to be stopped by his pinning hand
on her chest.

She moaned, widening her thighs until they burned, tipping her hips up to meet the
angle of his strikes. Maybe it was just from the accumulated use he’ d forced upon her



body, but he seemed wider, thicker, longer. He crushed himself against her, his tightening
grip sending an ache deep into her breast. Fast and steady, he slammed against her body,
lost in need. Between one strike of his pelvis and the next, her clit spilled pleasure
through her body.

Breath lost, she strained, grabbing at his arm, arching. He didn’t hold the moment to
let her savor it, withdrawing and shoving in again. When his weight crushed her already
orgasming clit, she shrieked, arching. He stroked in again, and this time when his hips
met hers, the world went black. Rapture sang in her blood. It was like the orgasm he'd
forced on her before, but thistime, it was just her body, not his craft. He plunged in, his
head buried deep in her belly, and the pleasure reached a plateau. She floated, sobbing,
and felt him come. The heat and moisture rolling from his tip was there to greet his next
thrust, smoothing his path into her channel.

She sighed, her body spasming, but he didn’t soften, didn’t slow. If anything, Ty’s
hips moved faster, harder, bruising her. His hand |eft her breast and then his mouth was
there, histeeth surrounding the base of her nipple. He bit, and she gasped at the pain of it,
but his hips thrust again, and her clit sang.

The light came out of the darkness, burning white. She screamed and screamed,
clutching him closer. Her heels sank in the earth, her fist throbbed around the bone
dagger. The blanket was scratchy against her back, and his ches dlid in the slick, fragrant
sweat between their bodies. His mouth left her and she met his eyes, so fiery, with a bit of
blood on his lower lip.

She saw his orgasm flare across hisface. Again. And it held her in that breathless
falling moment even longer. Again. Watched him lick his lips as he shook, cock pulsing
in her hold. And still he didn’t soften or stop stroking. Her nipple throbbed, her thighs
trembled. He braced his hands on either side of her body, and moved, jerking hard against
her. The flow of his hips poured over her, slap-dap-dap-slap, echoed by the deeper touch
of his cock inside her, throb-throb-throb. She choked on the pleasure shaking her body,
literaly. She twisted and flailed beneath him, unable to understand it, but he didn’t let her
escape.

Time stopped. Her heartbeat was painful, and her lungs burned. Her cunt felt
enormous, and then he came again. Falling on her, his weight kept her from breathing,
but she pulled him in tighter.

When he managed to lift his shaking, heaving chest above her, she wiped the sweat
from the side of hisface. There were no words. She had an inhuman lover, a beast of a
man, a bodymage who had already healed the bruises and bite on her chest. Their
lovemaking had been brutal. She was the luckiest person in the world.

Turning his head, he pressed akissto her wrist. His hips rocked lightly against hers.
He opened dazed eyes, a swirl of yellow through the orange. “ Sunshine...” hisvoice was

hoarse, quiet.
“I"'m here.”
Helicked hislips. “Agan?’
She nodded. “Yes.”

His cock hardened inside her, and he moaned, a distinctly pained sound. Then his
lips feathered over hers. He kissed her, lying motionless and long and deep in her body.
He kissed her with soft lips, strong tongue. His mouth moved across hers, telling her of
love and peace and a yearning that would never be satisfied.



When the sweat on his shoulders had dried beneath her sweeping hand and closed
fist, he kissed her deeply, teeth burning across her lower lip. He slowly, slowly drew his
length from her, all the way down so histip rested at her opening. He kissed her, angling
his mouth to seal to hers, tongue licking across hers. He pushed into her in one steady
glide, and when his hips met hers, she wrapped her legs around his hips and locked her
feet on hisass. He ground against her clit, and she mewed into his mouth, sucking hard
on histongue as the orgasm hurt, straining her abs. He sighed in return, lapping lightly at
her lips, his flanks trembling with one last orgasm. Her legs fell to the side. There was no
strength left in her.

Herolled them, so that she draped across him. She sighed, utterly lax. And slept,
without nightmares.



Chapter Thirteen

When he woke up, he sent a prayer to Blood and Bone, Heart and Muscle. He was
itchy with sweat and come, and she was hot. He sent his craft into her body and healed
her strained muscles, soothed the dlight sunburn she had on her delicious round ass.
Rolling her gently into the shade of the tall grass, he stood and stretched.

He' d never taken alover so roughly. Never used his full strength in such a deep fuck
like that. He'd come again and again at first, and delighted in knowing she hadn’t. Instead
of being ashamed of himself, instead of loathing and trembling in disgust, he smiled. He
looked down at her, her short hair spiked in a delightful fluff around her deeply golden
face. They were going to heal each other someday. They’d passed the turn.

Looking at her carefully, he determined she was deeply asleep. He looked out at the
vista. Running full out, he stretched hislegsin a push of strength and launched himself
off the cliff. Hanging in the air for a breathless moment, he laughed, and fell. He called
hawk to him and their wings snapped wide. Sharp and graceful, one moment they were
falling, the next they soared.

Hawk screamed their pride to the world. In the far distance, another hawk answered.
Wings stretched to elegant points, he spiraled over their mate, knowing the land she slept
in was regularly patrolled and the more nasty of the wild creatures had been swept from
the area. A thought passed through him, that he’ d have to check on her self-defense skills,
both physical and craft, but he felt too good, too free, too sated to worry. His mate was
here, and she was Bonded. He coasted in the swells of rising hot air along the cliff,
watching over her.

A few hourslater, when the grass shadows had lengthened across the blanket, he saw
her rouse, stretching in along, lean arc of taut flesh. Arrowing down, he narrowed his
eyes on adead branch and landed with afanning of histail and wings. He cocked his
head, and decided she was indeed waking. Her eyes opened, deeper green than the grass
around her, asvivid as jewels. She sat up and looked around. He called to her softly. Her
gaze found him. The serious furrow on her brow smoothed. The corner of her lip cocked.
It reminded him of how the entire lovemaking session had started. Sunshine had smiled
for him. He thrust off the branch and floated to her, angling himself back and changing to
land in human form on the blanket. He knelt, grinning at her appreciative gasp of delight.

“You are magnificent,” she breathed, staring at him with huge eyes.

He wanted to touch her so badly. To reach out and cup her breast, to gather her hand
in his and lace their fingers. But she’ d fallen back on her elbows, and was studying his
chest.

“Now that | think about it... You' d never seen my hawk before?’

Sitting, she ran a hand through her hair. The crown of her head glinted gold in the
lowering sun. She yawned, her throat arching in away that made his teeth ache. “I never
have. Does it hurt you to switch?’

“Not at all.” Pain exploding through his arms, his body straining to shift, fighting to
free the heart of him. “ Although switching too often can drain awarrior, just like sifting
too often.” Hands touching him, grabbing and gouging and clawing at him, while he
strained to find the moment and move them all to freedom.



“1 want to see you again.” She reached for him, and he caught her hand, the knot in
his chest easing.

“I’ll get you a gauntlet. We'll go out together, and 1’1l fly for you.”

“Like aglove? You mean, | can hold you?’ Her eyes gleamed.

He snorted. “ Y ou don’t hold birds. We don't like it. But we'll sit on you. There'sa
knack to easing our landing, away to scoop under us.”

“Can | pet you?”

Hawk shivered inside him. “Y es, Sunshine.” His voice was husky. He cleared his
throat. “I’ [l show you the best places to scratch.”

Her hand twisted in his, pulling free. She knelt to face him, the delicate points of her
breasts brown and hard. There was a faint fading mark on the slope of one. His dick
heated, but he clamped down on it.

“You'readl right?” He had to ask.

Shetilted her head to glare at him, a bird-like movement that made him smile.

“1 need to ask, Sunshine. | need to.”

Sghing, she nodded. “I fed ... like abeautiful woman.” Her fingers came up and
brushed her throat, trailed between her breasts, splayed across her belly. She frowned,
looking down at her hand. He saw them then, the scars marring the velvet of her skin.
Gouges, lash marks, knife cuts, burns. He carried them, too.

“Ty..."

“I don’t care.” Hisvoice vibrated with hisanger. “Y ou survived. We killed who we
could, and the rest will die. Don't ever let those make you feel less. Y ou are beautiful,
mate. Y ou are my gorgeous green-eyed blonde—"

“Ty?

She looked at him so quizzically, he stopped. Apparently she hadn’t been thinking
about her scars. He cleared histhroat again. “Y eah?’

“1 wasn't thinking about them. | was thinking about the future, actually.” Her eyes
trailed down over him, and his skin shivered at the admiration in them. Leaning forward,
her fingerstrailed over his soft dick nestled in the folds of his thighs. It wasimpossible to
keep himself from getting hard with her direct touch.

“It'strue, isn't it, that there are no Truxet women?”’

“None. We only bear sons.”

She nodded. “We ve made love three times now.”

Humor eased through him. They’ d made love considerably more than that,
technically. He noted she called it making love. Her fingers danced over his now achingly
hard cock. They brushed the scars on the side of him, delved into the hairs at his base.

“Ty... | don’t want children now. | never even thought of it before. It was just about
us, about discovering us.” She scraped her nails up to the lip of his cockhead.

His shoulders tightened, straining back as he fought not to shove his hipsinto her
hand, demanding more. He couldn’t use her like that every time. He' d been rough, and it
was so beautiful that he hadn’t triggered her fear. “Y ou’re not pregnant. | promise, you
will not be until you wishit.”

Ty remembered many nights he' d leave a paid woman’s bed, hoping against the odds
that their casual union would bring him a son. He' d wanted children, so badly. Wanted a
little life to hold and nurture, to play and laugh with, to teach and marvel at in discovery.
He wasn’t ready for that little life anymore. He needed to see the darkmages dead first.



He needed to see his mate healed. And possibly himself as well.

“You can do that? With your bodycraft?’

“1’ve been trained, actually, by a human woman, a snowcat. She’s done much for our
people, to help us with children.”

Her breath eased from her. Her hand closed around him, fingerslong and slim and
strong. Then it was his breath easing out. They inhaled together as she dragged her hand
up and fisted his crown.

“Why aren’t you touching me back?’ She squeezed him.

He hissed, staring at his cock in her hand. 1t was so beautiful. Twice now he'd gotten
ataste of how brutal he could be, at her urging. Her nap wasn’t enough distance. He
needed to stop, or he'd throw her body down and glut himself in her warmth. “It’ s time
we headed back.” She'd only taken the edge off him. His hunger for her was bottomless.

“Who says?’ She stroked him again.

The grip of her hand squeezing his shaft hurt. His balls tightened, pleasure aching in
the soles of hisfeet. He was sorry to stop her, but knew it was wise. “What do you want
me to do to Dom?’ Disappointment in his leader made him sigh.

She took her hand back between one heartbeat and the next. His cock flexed, waving,
seeking. She shook her head.

“I’m not going to just let thisgo.” He frowned at her.

“1 stood up for myself.”

Defensiveness and the need to protect her howled up inside Ty. “He asked for help,
and then took advantage of you.”

“He... took?" Sunshine’'s green eyes looked off into the grass, her gaze gone
unseeing.

“You say he' s given you his debt in honor, which is no small thing. But it would do
you well to have him confront his lack of control openly, to admit it before the Council.
Just because he is—*

“What did he say?’ Her voice was distant, distracted.

Ty finished yanking the blood out of his cock. It twitched on his nest of hair. He
reached to her, hovering his hand over her knee. “What isit, Sunshine?’

Shetilted her face in hisdirection, but her eyes still looked inward. “He said
something to me, before | yelled at him. It simportant.”

Ty searched his memory of the tense, confusing scene. “He said, “L ook at your
memories instead of hiding from them, Sunny.””

“Yes!” Sunny leaped to her feet, so he did, too.

She turned and stared in the direction of River Mountain.

“Ask me about him, Ty!”

“Dom?’ She'd barely met him. He didn’t understand where her thoughts had
traveled.

She spun again to face him. “No! Thad!”

Ty hissed. “Ask you about—*

“Yes!”

He took a breath and closed his anger into hisfists. He didn’t want to know details,
so he chose an innocuous question. “Is he taller than me?”’

She shook her head, irritated. “No.”

He realized her response wasn't in answer. She didn't like his question. “Tell me



what’ s going on.”

She stepped up to him and grabbed his shoulders, looking up into his face with
shining eyes. “1 can’'t remember! Just bits, but it seems so long ago.”

Keeping panic from his voice, he stated firmly, “ Sunshine, please explain with whole
thoughts what you are thinking.”

“Dom! He took the Monster from me. At the Temple, they called it giving grace.
He' s shadowed the memories, dimmed them.”

Her little, thin face burrowed into his neck. He closed his arms carefully around her,
relief weakening histhighs. “ One of the reasons people seek a souldance isto heal from
terrible memories.”

Her breath was hot against his throat. “1 know, Ty. Fynn tried that argument on me.
But | wouldn’t consider it, because to bury them was to first reveal them.” She shoved
tighter against him, her breasts rubbing hisribs.

He wrapped her tightly, cradling her head. “Y ou still didn’t wish for this.”

She pulled back and looked at him with clear eyes. “No. | didn’t and | don’t want to
bury the rest of the memories.” She laid her hand against his face, and her thumb tracing
the line of his cheek calmed him, let him take a deeper breath. “But I’m not mad
anymore. Well, not furious. More confused and irked. Oh, Ty, | know Dom rode my
memories without permission, but the Monster isnot ... not right there.”

He rested his head in her grip, glad that some good had come out of Dom’ sfailure.
“So, shall | bring this before the Hawk, to lay before the Council ?’

She shook her head. “He owes us afavor. He did me awrong, but also gavein
return.” Her head nestled beneath his chin.

Just standing with her pressed against the line of hisbody stirred the musclesin his
shoulders, asif he could fly in thisform. “1 would challenge Dom eye to eye for you.
There' s no reason his shame should be a secret.”

“We're going to let thisgo, Ty. He' s not what you think heis, and it’ strue his goals
match ours. | do believe he'll see the darkmages dead. Let it go.” Her armstightened
around hiswaist. “Agreed?’

His hawk shifted and bobbed, agitated. “I’ll try.” The man who should have had the
most honor of all was one of the first to prove her distrust accurate. He gathered her,
utterly relieved she hadn’t pushed him into confronting her lack of trust in him. She still
didn’t understand what it would take for him to break her fear, and he promised himself
that despite the achein his soul at this taste of her, he would give her time.

They stood there until he noticed the angle of the sun. They’ d been out here for
hours. “I need to feed you.”

She nodded. “ Y ou do. And | need to help the hawks who are going to fly to the
Fortress.”

Ty bent to gather the blanket, and noticed the small bone wedge lying on it. She must
have dropped it in her eep. She hadn’t used it. In al he’'d demanded, she’ d not only
allowed him his behavior, but found pleasure there. Despite everything. She was as
perfect as the Six. He offered Sunshine the water skin, and after she'd drunk her fill, he
finished it. They dressed, and he put the bone in his waistband. It would be his promise to
her, that she' d always be able to protect herself and control him in the end.

He led her out of the meadow and through the pine forest, and when they landed at
River Mountain, the guard was different. He nodded to the man, smiling with satisfaction



when the watercoaster’s eyes averted at the way they both reeked of sex. He took his
mate to the Eyrie, where Odan was waiting, leaning against the outer wall next to the
door. No warrior would enter another Clan’s clanhome without escort.

The groundbear’ s stripes streaked his face with awarrior’ s mask, his gray-blue eyes
sweeping Sunshine’s rumpled dress. Ty kept his hiss to himself. The man had taken good
care of Sunshine when he' d been useless. His momentary flash of emotion didn’t mean
anything now that Sunshine was Bonded to him.

“Hello, Odan!” She called to the powerful man.

“Hello, Sunny. You are well?’

“1 am very well! We're going to eat.”

“Any news?’ Ty asked, wondering why he was here.

Odan kept his gaze on Sunny. “Fynn’s ceremony is tonight, in the Mountaincat
Lair.”

Ty clenched hisfist. Sunshine didn’t need the added stress of a new friend being
taken from her so quickly. He looked at her, seeing the set of her jaw. “Isit after dinner?’

“Yes.

She stood <o still, staring at Odan.

Ty asked, “Do you still want to go, Sunshine?’

She reached for him for the first time since they landed in the Mountain, and he
breathed in thankfulness, beating back his cock. “Yes.”

He folded his hand around hers, nodded to the Groundbear. He took a step toward
the entrance, but the man spoke again.

“Most of the humans you brought from the Fortress with you were sent back to the
Citiestoday.”

Sunshine gripped his hand hard. “The Water girl?’

Odan nodded. “ She remains, as she still cannot souldance.”

“1 never got to speak to her.” Shelooked up at Ty. “She helped us, in away.”

Ty nodded. “ She did. We'll remember that.”

Between them they shared the memory of a bloodied, bruised, collared girl staring
down araging darkmage, standing unafraid in the face of afearful blast, and somehow
returning it. Sunshine looked away at Odan.

“1 need to talk to you.”

He just looked at her.

“Alone.”

Hawk muttered inside Ty.

She looked up at Ty, swinging his hand amost playfully. Her eyes softened,
reassuring. “Really alone, Ty.”

He frowned. Touching her beseeching face, he nodded. “Bath. Then | wish to take
you to the dining tents.” He glanced at the quiet man. “I was thinking the lizeed tent
would be interesting food for her. After dinner, you can talk.”

Odan nodded to him. “I can escort her to the Lair for the gathering in honor of
Fynn.”

“I’ll wait at the entrance.”

“1’m not a package.” Sunshine's grumpy ire made him smile.

He tapped her golden nose. “Whereisthe Lair?’

Sherolled her eyes. “Fine.” She tugged him forward toward the Eyrie. “I’m starving,



let’s go. And while Odan and | are talking after dinner, you could go visit the Water girl,
to thank her.”

“1 could?’ Ty asked.

Sunshine hunched her shoulders. “I know | should, but Truth-tellers are ... creepy.”

“Then that’swhat | will do.” It occurred to him she didn’t entirely trust him not to
spy on her conversation. And maybe she was right to suspect him. “We struggled to find
our way to asouldance. If I can help her in any way, | will.”

Sunshine looked at him. Her mouth softened, and her eyes glowed.

He shifted, swallowing on the urge to crush her to him.

She looked over her shoulder at the Groundbear. “ See you later, Odan.”

“Good evening, Sunny. Ty.” The man nodded to him as Ty went past.

Ty only had eyes for the quickly pattering feet of his mate.

* % * %

When she recognized Odan’ s bushy dome among the dozens of othersin the loud
tent, Sunny breathed a sigh of relief. She knew Ty had taken her here partly because of
the delicious food, which she enjoyed. The clay-baked meat and long grains were
flavored in ways she’ d never tasted before.

However, the other reason she suspected they were here and not in the more cozy
rooms of the Eyrie was that he was avoiding his family. She'd seen the way he walked
quieter past their rooms, and how his guarded gaze swept the bathing chamber, his
shoulders easing when his family wasn't present.

The tent was very large, and the tables close. There was music and it stirred her,
reminding her of the best nights at the Temple. It was beautiful and haunting, with a
stringed instrument that seemed to wind through her belly and drums that echoed in her
feet. The people around her, however, kept her tense. She and Ty had both reached for
the chair closest to the wall of the tent, and they’ d settled for sitting side by side. But
there was till one table behind them, and she was not the only one who continually
looked over her shoulder.

When she tapped Ty’ s arm, easier than shouting over the din of voices, music, and
laughter, and nodded toward Odan, who was bent over another table and talking to afew
men, he seemed to sigh in relief.

He leaned into her space, hislips brushing her ear, “I’m sorry. We'll give this some
more time before we try the tents of the other Clans.” His voice rumbled down her spine
and she shivered.

She pushed his hair back so her lips, feeling tingly and sensitive from the spices,
could reach his ear in return. “Maybe we could just try them at a quieter time.”

He smiled at her, awide, easy grin that lit up her heart. “We could try that.”

Compromise leading to something resembling anormal life pleased her.

Then Odan was there, the low magelights in the tent making his eyes ook silver.

“How was your meal?’ he asked, hisvoicerising to carry the arm’ s length across the
table.

She just nodded, her lungs suddenly feeling fluttery at her plan. Ty went before her,
winding through the tables. He spoke to someone by the door, and although no coin
changed hands, she got the feeling that this was not a free activity. Then they were in the
alley made by the row of vividly decorated tents, the sounds of gathering people and



scents of food thick in the air. Odan led them farther into the darkness, toward the black
gaping arches that made up the door to the river. When they’ d put enough distance across
the flagstone floor that they could hear each other easily, he stopped.

She turned to Ty, suddenly unsure. She trusted Odan not to hurt her, to even attempt
to protect her, but leaving Ty felt wrong. Ty stepped closer to her, his clean curls glinting
in the faint starlight from the gaping hole high in the cave’s celling. He lifted acircle up
to her face and she held still in surprise as he draped along cord around her neck.

Hiding the decoration that hung from it in hisfist, he tapped her chin up so that she
met hisgaze. “I'll feel it if you need me. See you soon.”

He hesitated, and she waited, heart frozen, but he didn’t kiss her like he wanted to.
His knuckles brushed her sternum gently as he set the necklace down and strode quickly
away.

When he' d disappeared up a set of stone steps leading away from the vast cave's
courtyard, she looked down. Watching him leave had brought alump to her throat, but
what she saw now swelled her throat closed. The small bone dagger gleamed in the dark.
She cupped it and brought it closer. He'd hung it on adelicately braided loop, the cord
made up of many knots. And the bone had been sharpened, not in adeadly point, but one
much sharper than before. She closed her fist around it. Fresh crushed grass seared her
nose and sunlight was heavy on her bare shoulders.

“What did you wish to speak of, Sunny?’

She looked over at Odan, standing motionless a short distance away. They stood in
the shadows, the lit tents a good distance away. “1’ m trusting you to keep me safe. To be
decent.”

He just looked at her. She almost smiled. After just afew days, she knew he
disregarded anything he considered insulting or rude. His silence spoke loud.

L etting the pendant rest against her dress, she stepped closer to him. Her heart,
frozen before, now thundered. She stepped closer again, so that she could smell the dry
musk that was Odan. She remembered the clean scent of him when he'd carried her.

“1 need your help.”

“Then you shall haveit.”

She raised her brows. “ So easy?’

“Through whatever difficulty.”

She lowered her brows. “Why?’

“1 likeyou.” Odan smiled at her. “Y ou are brave, and bold, and even though you are
wounded, you are more open than you think.” Lines swept his face, the black streaksin
the shadows causing his face to fade. His eyes took on the eerie sensation of floating,
unattached, before the stripes faded, and his tanned face emerged as a shape. He
considered her. “Like the way you accept.”

“Like what?’

“Like the fact that you never feared the Groundbear. Y ou feared the man, but not the
beastspirit. That is very rare, agift | honor, Sunny.”

“Hunh.” She took a deep breath. “I don’t fear you as a man anymore.”

“Not as much,” he countered.

She ignored his qualification, because she didn’t know Odan’s heart. Glancing
around, she didn’t see anyone walking nearby. “Do Truxet play sexua games?’

“Excuse me?’



She heard the humor in his voice with relief. Hisimmediate reaction meant she’' d
avoided the reaction she'd feared, insult. “Y ou heard me.”

“Of course we do. We are very sexual people.”

She was silent, studying his blank face, considering her idea one final time.

“Did Ty ask you to do something that makes you uncomfortable?’

Snorting, she shook her head. “No.”

Her wry tone made him guess doubly wrong. “Are you afraid to request a sexual
favor of Ty?’

She snorted again, still shaking her head.

“1 can assure you, he will refuse nothing you ask for.”

Redllllllly. How interesting. “That’s what I’ m counting on.” She looked at the man,
waiting. His face was solid, his shoulders and torso more square than Ty's wedge-shape,
with athick neck. He was steady, good in away that wouldn't easily be shifted with
some dangerous sex. She stepped even closer to him. “1 want you to have sex with us.”

Odan stepped back. “Oh?’ He seemed calm, but her eyes had adjusted to the star
light, and she saw the pulse jump in histhroat. “Have you talked to Ty about this?’

She sighed. “No. Of course not. The ideaisto surprise him.”

Odan reached up one hand and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “ Sharing awoman is a
rare practice among most Truxet. It is especialy rare among most Bonded. Almost
unheard of...”

She pounced on the way his voice trailed off. “ Almost?’

His arms crossed over his chest. It was a defensive posture, or adefiant one. “Yes.
Sharing you is not something that your hawk would likely find pleasing.”

“So you aren’t particularly opposed to the idea.”

“Y ou are another man’s Bonded, Sunny. Why are you asking about having mejoin
you? | know you do not desire me that way. | would smell it if you did.”

She pursed her lips, wondering if the insult of him assuming, with his colossal ego,
that she was inviting him to bed because she was horny for him, was enough of an
irritation to just forget the whole thing and walk away.

Then she remembered Ty’ swarrior face, stark and intent. Remembered the way he
stared down at her, the way he’ d pinned her, bit her, fucked her for hours, and then
healed her. And still wouldn't reach for her as they walked side by side.

“I'mlosing Ty.”

Odan’s folded arms fell away. His bare chest rippled. “Y ou cannot be, Sunny. Heis
your—*

“Yes, yes,” she snapped. “1 know he’s my Bonded. But I'm losing the fight against
the memories. What they did to us.” She gestured into the air. “Back there, at the
Fortress.”

Odan’ s hand went back to caressing hisjaw again. “Let’s find somewhere to sit.” He
held hisarm out in agesture to direct her and they walked to the edge of the vast, paved
cave. There were rough cut rock seats in the edge of the wall, and some old stumps as
well. Odan sat. “I’ ve dways known you’ ve | eft things out of your reports. In particular,
the details of the last morning. The description of the deaths of the three darkmages was a
bit off.”

The stump wobbled under her and she toyed with balancing on it, tipping it on edge.
“Ty was chained, with one tormenting him, as | said. | was captive by another, in the



center of the floor. Another stood to the side. But what | left out—" she glared at him,
“What will stay left out of the official reports, isthat they put a darkspell on him, and
gave him an ultimatum.”

Odan stayed calm and quiet, but despite the shadows, it was so hard to talk about.
Shedidn’t fedl like she was betraying Ty, knowing he' d already told most of hisguiltin
his own report. Surely Odan had even read that one.

“They told him to direct my torture, or they’ d hurt me worse. And the spell on him
made him like it. Made him like seeing othersin pain so much that he actually came at
one point, when | stabbed the darkmage near me.”

The hate, the instant need to protect Ty. The pressure of the blow, the way the handle
of the mop stick slid in her hands before she set her shoulders, the give asit shoved
through the woman'’s gut. And then the pain, the blinding, bone-grinding pain of daring
to harm one of them while under the slave spell.

“Those fucking pustules. I’'m so glad they’re dead.” Odan’ s voice rumbled in alow
base through her ribs. “1 can see why Ty is haunted. To be forced to hurt awoman, and
be forced to feel that as pleasurable, and then to find out later sheisyour mate. | would
go insane.”

She nodded. “I need your promise, as awarrior and a friend, that you will not talk
about this or the sex games, if you agree, to anyone.”

“Sunny...”

She waited.

“1 will not. I will hold this secret. But | haven’t agreed to join you. These memories
that you say are pulling Ty from you, they come from atime he was powerless. Springing
me as asurprise isn’t—"

“That’s not it, Odan.” She interrupted him. “It’s not his lack of power. It's his
enjoyment.”

Odan stared at her, unblinking, his eyes seeming to catch al the starlight. “1t was a
darkspell. Surely he will be able to forgive himself someday.”

Sunny took a deep breath, and chose to take the final step in trusting Odan. She'd
closed her eyes and slept under this man’s gaze. That had been harder than this. She liked
him, too. “Ty likes rough sex.”

Odan remained quiet, breathing deeply for many moments. “He likes to hurt you?’
he asked hesitantly.

“When things get really hot, yes. But mostly, he’s just dominant. Forceful.”

“Well, the latter is very common among all the Clans. But the former ... Sunny, it is
very rare. Truxet hold women as precious. When we' re instructed in sex, and when we
first try it, we're held to very high standards of control, knowing that our beastspirits
require a greater burden of responsibility.”

She shrugged. “1 don’t care how kinky Ty is. | don't careif it’s the Fortress that
made him thisway. | love him. But he's so scared of himself. I’ ve tried twice now to get
him to set himself free with me. He' s taken small steps toward that, but wasn’t truly
honest. He didn’'t really let himself go. | regret the control his Alphahad of him during
the bonding ceremony. That would have been perfect. He could have lost control, and
seen that | accept it. We can’t reproduce that.” She shivered, remembering looking at
Ty’ s battleform below her. “ Although maybe | wasn't quite ready. But | am now. He
needs to be goaded into losing his inhibitions. And then he'll seethat | can takeit, and



enjoy it.”

“Would you? Enjoy dominant, rough sex? With your recent history?’

“I'sTy. | tried to say that it was sex at first, but it's never been. It'slove. I've
enjoyed every moment with him, sweet and harsh.”

Odan’ s voice was soft, husky. “ Jealousy won't work, Sunny. As your Bonded, he
knows you're hison alevel so deep ... literally, you bound your souls together.”

“1’m not trying to make him jealous!” Her voice got alittle high. She set her stump
down flush with the ground and leaned toward him. “I want you to be his safeguard.” She
brushed her necklace. “A better one than this. He needs to know that if he loses control, it
will still be al right. Only then will he trust himself with me. If he believes| have a
protector, he'll be able to be as dominant and wild as he needs to be. Then later, | can
point out how you never stepped in. Otherwise, I’ m going to be some worshipped,
carefully tended mate, not one that’s ever known the truth of her husband’ s desire. | can
meet his needs, | know it.”

She stood up, stalking among the stumps. “He knows it, too, he's just afraid, and
guilty. But | think if you're there, if you're both goad and brake, he’ll be ableto doit.”
She paused, staring out over the plaza, hearing the distant laughter and music. “It’s now
or never. | can fed it. Help me, Odan. He's confirming to himself that he has the control
to be my lover, but | don’t want his control. | want all of him.”

Odan rose, too. “I’ve never hurt awoman in my life, not even in bed. | might not be
the right choice for this. The thought of seeing a bruise on you for Ty’ s pleasure makes
me sick. Y ou want me to just stand by, then, and |et anything happen.”

Sighing for her friend, she walked up to him, looking up into hisface. “It isn’t like
that. He doesn’t beat me.” Her hips burned with the remembered feel of histight grip
today. When his control finally slipped, would Ty hit her? She' d heard of lovers spanking
each other and had truly never desired such athing. Was there darknessin him, likein
her, after all? He thought there was. But she didn’'t believe it. He didn’t want to hurt her.
He wanted to control her. He didn’t want her as a slave to his pleasure. He wanted them
both to be lost in it. “Besides, Odan, who else would | ask?’

“Ty has abrother.”

“No.” She shivered thinking about the brooding boy. “Please. I’ll make sureit’s
good for you.”

Odan shook his head, chuckling his low, pleasing laugh. “Right.”

“What?’

“1I"'m still waking up with a boner, dreaming of your Bonding. I’ ve fucked three paid
women, and it’s barely been two days since. Don’t worry that | won't find watching you
and Ty pleasing. Enough tiptoeing. What is it that you want me to do, exactly?’

Sunny licked her lips. Heat burned in her cheeks and down her throat, and she was
glad of the darkness. She stood her ground, but couldn’t keep her voice from lowering to
awhisper. “I want you to tell Ty you're there as my guard, that you won’t let him go too
far. | want to stir him up, dragging out memories of when those bitches ordered him, so |
can erase them. And then | want you to leave.”

“Leave.” Odan’s voice was that empty flat she’'d come to know, so controlled that no
inflection of emotion came through. “ After you goad him into losing control.”

“Leave.”

“And thisis supposed to be good for me sexually?’



“Ty’sabodymage.”

“Yes?

“You'll get the best orgasm of your life.” She wrapped her arms around her waist.
“Trust me. With just atouch.” So maybe she was leaving out small details like how the
orgasm might stop your heart, but still, she thought it might be a good lure.

“And when shall | receive this best orgasm?’ Odan’ s voice was full of doubt.

Oops. Shit. She hadn’t thought this through. “Ummm. | don’t know.” And suddenly
she saw herself, plotting sexual gamesin the dark with a man not her mate. She grinned,
feeling the wide, surprising pull of it asit changed her face, then changed her emotions.

Odan sucked in a hard breath. His hand came up and touched her cheek. She felt no
reflex to pull from him. Hislight touch fell away. “Y our smile makes you look different.
Beautiful.”

“Gee, thanks,” she said wryly, playfully crossing her armsin mock pique.

Odan shook his head. “ Ty did that for you. Barely two days as his mate, and you are
ableto smile”

Sunny nodded. “Help us, Odan. I'll bein your debt.”

His touch on her arm was there and gone in the darkness. “No. Friends don’t owe
debts. I'll try to help you. | can’'t promiseit will be like you imagine, and | won't
continue if Ty absolutely balks. We tell him from the start what and why we're doing
this, and see what he says. If he wants to be free of his demons the same way you do,
he'll reach for something that will help him heal. But if he's not ready to face this, |
won’'t make him.”

It was enough. Sunny stepped toward the light, as Odan directed her. Her smile still
pulled at her cheeks as they walked back toward the people. Tonight, Ty was finally
going to be hers.

* % * %

Devron’ s voice pushed into the comfortable dark. “Rowan, you have a visitor who
wants to meet with you.”

Rowan woke up and cautiously moved her shoulders. After one week, there was only
alittle pain. Mostly her wounds were very stiff and achy. Soon the stitches would come
out. “Who?" she asked her wolf friend and current jailer, groggily.

“Tydus the hawk.”

“Who isthat?’

“The hawk that sifted you here, the captive who escaped with you.”

“Oh. Him.”

During this evening’ s nap, it had been Laing who joined her in bed. She’d found on
her second day that she liked to lie with one of the men. They were honorable, so she
wasn't worried ajot. They were a'so warm and comforting in away she'd only
experienced once in the City. A warrior’s strong presence beside her kept the nightmares
away.

When she’ d asked if one of them could lie with her, it had been a whim, something
that just popped into her brain, like avision, but more of awant. To her surprise, they'd
agreed. Laing had deferred to Devron. She'd offered to share the bed with both of them,
but they insisted one stay on guard. So she dept at Devron’ s side that first time, and slept
well. Despite the depression haunting her through her pain-filled days, they’ d continued



to share her bed whenever she requested it, cuddling or supporting her.

On this evening, Laing hummed upon waking, hisleg slung over hers, one hand
wrapped in a hunk of her hair. Neither man had ever jostled her wounds.

“Hey,” she said to him, throat husky.

His body rippled, stretching, clad only in his leather skirt as usual. She’ d discovered
that unfortunately, there were shorts built in below it. He opened hislight brown eyes, his
shaggy blond hair mussed. He frowned. “Y ou’ re on your back.”

Rowan assessed. Y es, she'd turned onto her back for the first time, and it was
wonderful to change positions. There was only mild discomfort. “I’m much better.
Maybe the stitches will come out tomorrow.”

Laing grunted. “Don’t rush your body. Give it time.”

Devron stood by the door. “ The hawk Tydus wants to meet with you, Rowan. What
shdl | tell him?”’

Laing sat up, the cascading furs shedding heat. “What does he want?’

“Hedidn’'t say. He' swaiting.”

“Yes. I'd like to see him.” Rowan grumped at Laing. “Come back. It's cold.”

Devron dlipped out the door, closing it behind him.

Laing grinned at her. “It is not, lazybones. I’ ve never met such a sleeper.”

“Kissme.”

Both of them froze. He looked down at her, confused. “Where did that come from?’

“1 don’t know.” Shelicked her lips. “I don’'t care. Kissme.”

He shook his head. “I think not.”

“Why?’

“Because you don’t want me. You're just bored. And you’ re awounded guest, not a
paid woman.”

“So give me money, and kiss me.”

He chuckled, which made her gut boil, and rolled out of bed, already being on the
outside. “Rowan, you are the most plain-spoken woman I’ ve ever met. Y ou never parse
your words, just blurting whatever thought you have.”

“S0? That' s unattractive?’

He stretched al the way up onto histoes, arms straining for the ceiling. Saliva
exploded into her mouth. She wanted to touch and be touched. She wanted heat, and
mindless escape. She wanted to celebrate finding men who didn’t want to control her.
WEell, they did, but mostly to protect her.

He just shook his head, pouring tea from the pitcher into two cups. Sitting up caused
her only atwinge, and she sat with her legs hanging over the edge of the bed. Her thin red
dress was bunched high on her thighs. The door opened, and in walked the hawk. A pang
pinched her chest to see him free and whole.

“You're doing well, hawk.” She sat before him, and tipped her chin up. That she’'d
survive, she never really doubted. Her vision of afuture confrontation had buoyed her,
made her brave. But this man had not only managed to escape, he' d taken her with him
when he hadn’t needed to. When in fact, she would have seemed a handicap. “ There are
few soulsthat radiate like yours.”

Holding up her hands, she framed him, marveling at the glow she saw. Devron was
at the door, and Laing was hovering on her side of the table, not entirely in front of her,
but between the hawk and her.



He didn’t seem to mind her focused study, standing at ease. “| understand you're
doing well, also. I'm sorry to hear your healing has been going so slowly. | am a
bodymage, and please know | am always at your service. I’ ve come to offer my debt to
you.”

“Debt?’ She swung her feet in the air, rocking them with opposing momentum.

He hesitated so long she had time to peruse his muscled form. “For what you did,
with the last darkmage.”

“1 didn’t do anything.” Her voice held all the scorn she felt for her situation. “I never
do. | can't.”

The hawk shook his head. “Y ou could have run. Y ou came to help us, and stood
strong.”

“1 came to accept your offer of escape,” Rowan said wryly. “I heard you’ ve bonded
to the tall woman. Congratulations.” 1t was so romantic that they’ d found each other.

“Y ou deserve to have my debt—*

“No. No debts.” She stopped her kicking feet. The band of pressure that came with
one of her spells struck hard and tight. The compulsion rose, and she said, “Y ou’ re wrong
about her.”

They both blinked at each other. Asfar as her messages went, that one was
downright coherent. But then another urge rose up, and she looked at Laing.

“1"'m feeling much better. In aday or two, | bet I' [l even be able to fuck.”

Laing had been facing the hawk, Ty. He turned his head and pinned her with his
whiskey eyes. He looked at her, his face closed, eyes slitted with anger. “Indeed.”

He turned his face back to the other man.

“Why did that make you angry?’ She was curious, and still aware that this
conversation was part of the compulsion. She' d never been driven to just have one of her
always-honest conversations before.

Laing didn’t answer.

Rowan had the market cornered on passive-aggression. The silent technique didn’t
bother her in the least. She' d once gone seven months giving the Guild the silent
treatment, until she’d won her way. She spoke to his back. “I’d like to fuck you. Or
Devron, of course. Preferably both. | think it would help me alot, so you'd be doing a
poor, mistreated woman afavor.”

Laing shot her a disbelieving look. “Can we have this conversation later?’

“No.” Shesaid it smply, without heat. Because it was true. She needed to have it
now.

“What do you mean ‘ preferably both’?” Devron asked.

“I mean I’d like to fuck you both.” She lifted her toes and began to swing her feet
again.

“Most Truxet don’'t share.” Devron, at |east, sounded amused.

“Hmmm. | hadn’t thought of having you at the same time. I’ ve never done that
before. Do you think Laing would do it?’

“Rowan.” Laing spoke through gritted teeth.

“What?’

“Stopit.”

“Why? Neither of you are mated.” She was honestly curious, and surprisingly hurt he
resisted her so strongly.



“1 already told you, you're just bored. Besides, you have only been free of
darkmages aweek. Y ou endured horrible torture at their hands, including rape. You are
fragile. Give yourself time.”

“l said | wanted to fuck, not be raped.”

“Rowan!” Heturned toward her, glaring at her.

She laughed at him. *Y ou have bed creases on your tummy.”

He growled, and Devron said, “ Stand down, Laing. It’sjust talk.”

She raised one brow, holding Laing’ sirritated stare. “L et me ask you something.
When | said that | wanted to be held at night, and share the comfort of your presence
when | lept, did you say, “Y ou endured horrible torture just aday ago. Give yourself
time?’ No, you did not. Just because I’ d been beaten in the face eleven times afew days
before didn’t mean you couldn’t give me the comfort of shared sleep. And just because |
was raped weeks ago doesn’t mean you can’'t give me the comfort of shared pleasure.”

He glowered at her. “ Sex is more intimate than a simple touch. It will play with your
emotions, stir up raw memories, and change how you interact with me.”

Rowan mentally rolled her eyes. “So?’

He stalked to her. She held her breath, suddenly absolutely certain she wanted his
heat on her body, to feel his skin moving smoothly in hers. Her breasts ached, swollen
and hard.

Laing crouched before her, his body fragrant with man-scent. “Rowan, we are on
duty with you. | know you are smart enough to understand why Devron and | never eat,
dleep, or train at the same time. Until they find away to assess you without a souldance,
since your craft prevents you from taking that ritual and it is the only way to absolutely
confirm your intentions and memories, | am guarding you. Friendship is fine for my duty,
but sex with you is not.”

Her ribs clenched tight. They didn’t trust her. Because she couldn’t be spiritually
peeled open and laid bare, they were so suspicious.

Laing continued. “ So first and foremost, right there, you’ re off limitsto me.
Secondly, | enjoy your company, appreciate your beauty, and admire your life story. But
| don’t want to take you for a casual fuck. I’'m not looking for that. | don’'t believe it
would help you, and | don’t believe in sex between friends. Absolutely any man would
do for you right now. | don’t want to scratch your itch and then have to watch you
incorporate our experience into your recent trauma. That’s not something I’ m trained to
deal with.”

He reached out and tapped her on the nose. She wrinkled it at him. Damned
earthmages. They were so calm and patient. “Maybe you should masturbate in the baths
today. Give yourself abreak.” He winked at her.

Then he stood and returned to facing the hawk. She sat and considered his words.
Did shereally just want any man? Aside from the bodymages, her guards were the only
people she' d seen, locked up here in this room, the bathing room her only variation.

She glanced at the hawk. His gaze was cast down, his shoulders rigid. “Hawk, heed
my words. Pleasure taken now need have no connection with the past.” The compulsion
faded from her throat.

He raised his head slowly, and his eyes were such an eerie, burning amber. Raptor
eyes. “| came here to offer you the thanks of my mate and myself. | hear you are wanted
by the Mage Guild, and | hear they were also the ones to have that collar put on you.”



She stood, and her dress dlithered to her knees. “But luckily | can’t souldance, so it
seems that the third group of people I’ ve met has continued the tradition of caging me.
I’m not sure what I’d even do with freedom at this point.”

She smiled at the hurting man. “Maybe I’ d become Bonded and fuck my mate
senseless. Until then, I'll have to find some other man to seduce.”

Hisjaw jumped. “You ... truly want that?’

She walked forward and picked up a wooden cup of tea. “Yes.” She took adrink.
“Say hello to your woman for me.”

He nodded. “Her nameis Sunshine now. I'll tell her.”



Chapter Fourteen

Thad watched the lizard-bird with satisfaction, soaking up all itslovely fury and
pain. Chained in the hall before the sifting room door, it was cramped and furious at
being enclosed. Itslong brown tail thrashed, and its |eathery wings bled from beating
them against the stone walls. It was hungry, despite its recent gorging on the trespassers
but he had no doubt it would soon eat again. The arrogant beasts wouldn't be able to help
themselves.

Tapping his new sword idly against the stone floor, Thad smiled. He' d made sure the
Fortress' impenetrable ancient defense was triggered, using their last slave to power the
spell. It was done, the final protection, and there would be no stopping him now. The
beasts would throw themselves away on their one point of contact, and he'd just sit back
and gloat. Instant win. The only regret was they’ d never know it was their own damn
spell protecting him, killing them.

That little toad Russ was eagerly strolling Third City now, on the hunt for fresh
daves. Fresh bodies. He licked hislips. Fresh souls. It was only fun to rape the fresh
ones. After the first few times, the fear just wasn't the same. Leaning against the wall, he
jerked on the front of his black velvet jerkin, embroidered with red gems. Soon, he' d
emerge in Fourth City as a Jewel Guild merchant. He' d already picked out a name. He
grinned happily. Erich. Yes, alovely name, full of fond memories, even if his pet bear
had gotten oddly inflamed and stolen both the kill and the heart. He' d been punished, so
Thad trusted it wouldn’t happen again.

He inhaled one last time, drinking in the creature’ s rage and pain. So sweet. Tossing
the sword left behind by one of the dead, stupid, braggart beasts, he flipped it, catching its
excellent weighted hilt. Grinning, he darted close, and jabbed the lizard-bird’ s tail,
drinking one more wave of power from the thing. The metal chains scraped asit strained
and hissed. Thad turned away, expertly flicking the blood from the blade. It had thick,
sturdy lines. He was sure a craftsman of Second City had made it. No beast paws could
make such a shining, subtle curve. The beasts had told his mother she couldn’t have the
wolf-man of her dreams because of the taint of Thad'sinferiority. The fact that he existed
was a blight that barred her from their precious wild Clans. Torn between her lost future
and a son she now saw as disgraceful, she’d committed suicide. They’d discarded her
delicate beauty because they’ d judged him weaker, unworthy. Oh, yes, they would pay,
and bow, and mourn. Thad nodded happily, secure not only in his new weapon, but with
the entire scenario.

The others were uneasy, but after hisinitial disappointment, he’' d made his peace that
the next chapter had opened. The plan was unaffected, the Fortress even more secure with
this new and final spell than before. Under attacks inspired by the beasts' presence, the
Citieswould reject their prior “guards,” and chaos would reign. He, with his excellent
sword won from a failed attempt on his secret Fortress, would step in.

* % * %

Ty was on edge from the constant interruptions. Fynn’s memoria had been fucking



depressing. He' d barely known the man. Y et the Cat's energy was woven into his
matebond, and thinking that the man who’ d been part of tending Sunshine just days ago
was now dead and in the belly of arancid beebee made his blood beat fast. The memorial
had been stirring and long, and now the hour was late. Not that he felt like sleep with his
emotions in a churning mess.

The Groundbear had brought her up to the Mountaincat’s Lair shortly after he'd
arrived from the disconcerting Water girl, Rowan. Sunshine was right. She was creepy.
However, he' d seen the bounce in his Sunshine' s step and distrusted it. Just what she was
planning with the Groundbear had him puzzled.

Quor had found them in the crowd, and tried to talk to Sunshine about what had
happened with Dom. She’ d waved him away, saying that was settled, much to Quor’s
amazement. Quor had set an appointment for the next morning, for her to work with him
on how she’'d doneit. Apparently, there were still tricks the leader of the Council’s
spiritmages could learn. He wanted to be able to watch her when she helped the hawks
who would leave tomorrow afternoon. She was planning on giving them the layout of the
Fortress the same way she'd given it to Dom. Ty was unsure of the wisdom of such a
plan, but Quor seemed to believe Dom was more likely to ‘dip’ than anyone else. Y et
another reference to the power and unique spirit of Dom that Ty did not understand. He
was very interested in perhaps bartering silence on Dom's “dlip” into an adjustment on a
potential punishment for Sunshine’s darkspell. And of course, tomorrow’ s project would
delay alittle bit longer the need for Quor to make them sink into a souldance and pour
out their memories for arecord.

Then they’d stood in the crowd of the Mountaincat’ s largest room, and listened to
Fynn’s mother and father cry through their memories of him. Fynn's friends and fellow
firemages had all spoken of him, funny and touching and sweet stories of aman who'd
only been afew years older than Ty. The Mountaincat had spoken, of course, his anger
visibly seething, even with the Clan Domina, the Alpha s mate, at his side. She was atiny
woman with odd coloring. She had the same green eyes as his Sunshine, although her
skin was as black as awolf’s, and her hair as orange as his own eyes. But for all her size
and unique shading, she was obviously aforce to be reckoned with as she pulled the
leader’ s rage down again and again.

Listening to the memorials sent afamiliar churning in his gut. Soon, with the
information Ty had brought, Delavega would have to do the same thing, fourteen times.
It would be the Eyrie's main room hosting memorial services and pouring out bittersweet
memories of friends. Until now, the Clan had held out hope the men were dlive. Ty
wanted to tip his head back and scream, but it wouldn't sate the pain. And then there
were the hawks who would soon fly out on their reconnai ssance mission. How many
memorials would they hold for that team?

When Sunshine tugged on his arm, he’ d guided her into the line of people waiting to
step up onto the woven grass stage platform to speak about Fynn. Others had offered
prayers and well-wishes to Fynn's parents or Clan, but she just stepped up onto the stage,
and stared blindly out at the sea of faces. He thought for a moment her mind had gone
blank, but then she sucked in a harsh breath and spoke in a clear ato.

“Fynn showed me my first dawn after my escape. He was there at my Bonding, and
hisfire will always be with us. But I’m struggling to learn how to trust again, and his
death has taken a piece of that back again.” She touched the center of her chest. “It



hurts.”

It was asif her words summoned Fynn's fire into being. His heart strained and his
muscles clenched. That they’ d taken this good man from her. That they were still out
there. She stepped down, and as with all the speakers, the crowd gave applause. But this
time, the applause wasn't the brave, false patter of hearty denial. It was fainter, and more
scattered, as murmurs swept the crowd regarding her honesty. Ty’ s heart was still in his
throat from her perfect words. His priestess awoke in small starts. He curled her into his
arm when she reached for him, pain stark in her eyes.

They’ d stayed for the hours of speakers, and left when the Mountaincat led a Clan
song. To his surprise, when he made to say goodbye to Odan, who' d also spoken of Fynn,
Sunshine interrupted him, saying, “He's coming with us.”

The man avoided his gaze.

“Heis?It’slate, and you've had a very long day.”

She avoided his gaze, aswell. “Heis. Please.”

Back at the Eyrie, she' d asked to seek out the Hawk, but he was out, flying with
those who were chosen to sift to the Fortress tomorrow. So she'd met with Fen, instead.
She'd asked for aroom where she could have real privacy, where no one walking past in
the hall could hear them. Irritated she hadn’t just asked him, asif he wouldn’t have told
her the Clan had stone-hinged doors for privacy, she’ d thanked the Shield and stressed
again how she didn’t want to be disturbed. He' d promised the room would be marked
with asign of use, and privacy.

Then Ty had followed her request to gather blankets and food and drink. He'd come
back to the private room, only to be greeted by Odan, waiting in the hall outside the
closed door.

Sighing, he hissed at the man, as quietly as he could, “What’s going on?’

Odan nodded. “We need to talk.”

“Where' s Sunshine?” The bowl full of biscuits and cheese bit into hisfingers at his
tightening grip.

“Your mate isfine, inside. She knows I’'m talking to you because | told her |
wouldn’t do this without your agreement.”

“What. Exactly. Isthis?’ Ty’s anger was boiling up, tangled with the night’s fury at
Fynn’s death and the continuing freedom of the darkmages.

“Easy. Keep your control.”

Ty gritted his teeth at the reprimand, as if he were a youngling. Council-trained
beyond the standard Clan warrior training, this man’s alpha abilities supposedly gave him
an edge on Ty. Ty suddenly wanted to test that, but aggression was strictly forbidden off
the training mats. He put his collection down by the door to Sunshine, wanting his hands
free. He stalked forward in the hall, to stand close before the other man. He didn't care at
all if he was the Clan's Sky Champion.

“What is she planning?’ Ty kept himself balanced on the balls of hisfeet, knees
bent, arms loose, ready.

“To seduce you.” Odan spoke in a hush that wouldn’t carry.

Ty blinked, startled into settling onto his heels. “She’s already proven adept at that.
What are you here for?’

The warrior ruffled his hair. “To help.”

Ty crossed his arms. “Keep going.”



“She told me about your last morning in the Fortress. About the darkspell, and how
you liked it.”

Only through hiswill did Ty remain in place. He was rocked by the pain in his chest.
Thiswas what betrayal felt like. Like being stabbed.

“She’s concerned you don't trust yourself to share true passion, that you believe
you've lost the right to be yourself, and put too much weight on her history.”

Ty kept histeeth together. He couldn’t believe she' d gone to another man with this
kind of intimate knowledge. “We got past that today in the meadow. Thanks for your
concern, but you can go.”

“Of courseyou realize I’'m here at her request. She doesn’t think you got past it. She
wants my help.” The man was unflappable, his metallic gaze steady. It made Ty fedl even
more out of control.

It was several quick, hard breaths before Ty could speak. “ And how exactly does she
imagine you will help?’

The groundbear finally lowered that direct stare and studied his short, even nalils.

“ She wants me to be her guard.”

“Her guard.”

“Yes.

Ty lowered his crossed arms and stepped toward the man. “Against me.” It didn’t
come out as disbelieving. It came out with despair. Because he could well believeit.
After all, he’d armed her himself against just such a possibility. He knew the groundbear
would hear hiswildly flapping heart, but couldn’t stop it. If he stopped, it would shatter.
Sunshine wanted protection against him? Y et wanted to push him even farther into his
vicious desires?

Odan looked up a Ty. “I will protect her from you in your passion. So you can ‘let
go’ ishow she kept saying it. Something about freeing your control and discovering each
other.”

Ty spun and began to pace. “I don’t believe this. Today ... it was beautiful. It was
wild, and | know she was pleased.”

“1 don’t think thisis about her pleasure.”

Ty paced to the wall and pivoted. “I won't do this. | can’t. I’ll hurt her. Scar her. |
warned her.”

“And apparently you didn’t deliver, much to her disappointment.”

Ty threw the man’ s words back at him. “Thisisn’t about her pleasure.” He paced to
the far wall. “Thisis about my sanity.” Facing the stone, it was easier to admit to aman
who already knew of his shame. “She's been through enough power play shit. She
doesn’t need it from me.”

“Y ou want to dominate her. That’s not unusual at al. But how rough do your
fantasies get?’

Ty threw his head back, eyes burning into the rock ceiling. “I want to ... you can’'t
imagineit. | heard thiskind of terrible, consuming obsession was common when you first
found a mate, but that it faded after you were Bonded. This ... isn’t normal. Every
moment I’'m with her, | want to fling her over my shoulder and take her away.” He
snorted, shook his head. “No. | want to put her on her knees and fuck her there.
Immediately. In front of every male that looks at her.”

Ty turned again so he could see the warrior’ s reaction to this charming revelation. “I



would be hard for her every minute of every day if | didn’t force myself back. She wants
to strip me of my control? | think not.”

The man rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Why do you say it’s not normal ?’

“Because | should respect my mate more than that!” Ty waved his arm around,
disturbed by Odan’slack of disturbance.

“1 have seen you are incredibly respectful toward her. That’s what she wants to
challenge. She wants more passion. If you both want more passion, then why are you
fighting this? Nothing in your heart’ s desire should cause you to doubt her reaction to
you. Y ou are mates.”

“1 don’t turn off my own head just because of my “heart’s desire”. She’'s been
traumatized. | don’t want to ever imitate her memories. Including some very nasty
memories of me.”

“Hmmm. That’s what she said was the problem. Y our memories of being nasty to
her. So she wants to re-enact them. Replace them.”

Ty grabbed onto his hair with both hands, pulling it straight out above his ears.
“What! Replace!”

Odan grinned at him and he wanted to slap the amusement off hisface. “I’ ve heard
many times that mates are both peace and bane.”

“With you!” Ty was still stuck on the re-enactment.

Odan’s head inclined sedately. “With me.”

Ty stormed forward, intent on getting to Sunshine. Odan stepped in front of the seam
to open the door. “If you go in that room, you are in her scenario. If you want to stop this,
then you are closing the door on this offering. I'll be gonein a breath.”

Ty stood an armlength away, finding it hard to breath and impossible to think. He
closed his eyes again. Reaching down the new, glowing bond to his mate, he tried to find
her. She waslike a counter beat, and all he found was an erection. If you go in that room,
you arein her scenario. What scenario was that? The one where she wanted him to forget
her past and treat her like an object? The one where he forced himself on her, knowing he
was the only one to ever do it again? The one where he vomited tomorrow morning after
seeing scars he inflicted on her body, making him no better than their captors? And what
would she do when truly forced to admit how scared she was of him?

Ty shook his head. The stone grated as the man slowly pressed his shouldersto it.
Odan was pressing him for a decision, no doubt because Sunshine was waiting. Ty shook
his head, feeling sweat run down his spine. “No,” he said. He wouldn’t risk his mate like
that.

“Yes, Ty.” Her voice made his eyes burst open.

She stood just in front of him. Odan closed the door again.

“Sunshine.” His voice sounded as desperate as he felt. For fuck’s sake, they were
standing in the hall.

She searched his gaze, looking worried.

“Today in the meadow, it was good. It was enough, Sunshine.” His voice was hoarse,
the same gravelly rumble it had sunk to after hours of torture.

“It wasn’t enough, Ty, because you still don't reach for me. It wasn't enough. We
haven’t become what we could be, together.”

He snapped at her. “1 was extremely satisfied. Never imply that our love has been
anything less than a stunning gift.” He stared at her, not knowing how he was going to



deny her with this erection pulsing like a second brain. “I will never be like them.”

“Oh, my Ty. | am your woman. In every way.” She glided forward, wearing a black
robe he' d never seen before that made her hair seem even more fair and her skin like
hammered gold. “We're perfect for each other. Matched by destiny and experience. Y ou
are nothing like them. Thiswill be a cleansing, and you can see that.” She knelt at his
feet, and his heart rocketed into his throat. Shadowed memories swirled with sharp,
sudden lust.

No. “Get up, Sunshine. Y ou never kneel before me again.” He bent, getting under her
armpit, ready to haul her up when she made no move to do so.

“But Ty, | love being before you. | love trusting you, relaxing here, because I' m safe
with you.” She reached for the waistband of his leathers.

He grabbed her wrist roughly. When she met his gaze, his breath caught. Her eyes
were blind with desire, dazed. Her lashes swept down, and she licked her lips. “Let me be
safe. Let me rework the memories you hold so closely, so guiltily. Y ou have already et
me do the wanting. Now | want to be wanted.”

Shaking, he crouched before her, his crotch screaming in agony from the pressure.
Heignored it. “Y ou cannot doubt | want you. Always. Every moment, | ache for your
skin.”

“You can’'t even touch me.” Her soft voice paused, picked up speed. “Y ou think this
afternoon was so successful? You still don’t reach for me, like you think you' re tainted.”
The bitterness in her voice surprised him. “Y ou say you don’t trust yourself. But I’ ve told
you time and again | trust you. The truth isyou don't trust me to know my own mind. If
you trusted me, you' d believe me.”

“1"m the one who knows my own mind. There's reason to be afraid, and you know
it.”

Her hand flew up and latched around the back of his neck. She jerked him forward,
and leaned her face in. Baring her teeth at him, she growled. “You' redoing it again! I'm
telling you, nothing you do to me will frighten me. | want. All. Of. You.”

She lunged forward and kissed him, akiss of fury and passion. He responded,
cradling her face in his hands. His tongue battled her teeth and won the entrance of her
mouth. He angled his face, kissing her harder, deeper. The taste of her waslike firein his
blood.

She ripped her mouth from his. “This ends tonight. Tonight, you learn to trust me
likel trust you.” She blinked those light lashes over her survivor’s eyes. His lips sizzled
to kiss her again. Bone, steady him. He was so close to giving in to her. So closeto
accepting her invitation to become a new monster for her collection.

He swallowed and admitted the most vile shadow he still owned, hoping to clarify
the kind of darkness he carried. “ Sunshine, | came when Dionne killed Karu. Wasiit the
spell? Or wasiit the fact | truly got off on that bitch’s death?’

She shook her head. “That doesn’t matter. Ty. They don't matter. That day in the
Fortress doesn’t matter, none of it. It was torture we got through together. What mattersis
that you' ve made love to me three times, but you’ ve never shown me your true self. I'm
not going to spend my life letting the past keep you chained. Y ou don’t trust yourself, and
so you don't trust me. They’retied. Each to the other. If you' d trust me, you' |l see you
can trust yourself.”

Out of the air, he flashed back on the words of Rowan, the Water girl he'd visited



earlier in afutile attempt to thank her. | said | wanted to fuck, not be raped. “I don’t
understand why you want me to be like them. | could hurt you, and like it.”

“1 want you to be yourself, Ty!”

Her exasperation stabbed at him. He was fighting for his very soul. He doubted very
much she understood the kind of force she was fighting to release. She sat back on her
heels, and even that small amount of distance she put between them was painful to him.
Stirred dominant urgesin him.

“Do you blame me for surviving?’

“Sunshine!”

“You know what I’ ve done. Are you disgusted by the rapes?’

“Of course not. Stop this.”

“Then quit blaming yourself for surviving. Ty, | became them to get away from
them. And I’'ll have that inside the rest of my life. They did their work well and I’ll never
be easy with people again.”

“I"m proud | survived. | don’t know what you're getting at.” His hands fisted to keep
from reaching for her.

“Whatever man you became to survive, | love. So what if they've twisted your
sexuality. Made you afraid of it. Braided it into fear and doubt and reality. That was
them, Ty. Them.” Shelaid her hand on hisarm. “Y ou saw my trust then, anong those
three evil women, and you rejected it. You didn’t believe | could do it. I'd have done
absolutely anything, and because | was with you, it wouldn’t have been them. They
couldn’t touch us. | knelt on that bench, and they were nothing but ghosts working the
touch of you for me.

“But you let them into the moment. Y ou let them touch you, and twist that moment
of sharing. Y ou have to forgive yourself. Y ou have to trust me when | say absolutely
nothing you do to me will disgust me, hurt me, or break me. Part of being sunshineis
casting shadows.”

He looked at her, startled by the scolding echo in her wise words. “My priestess.”

Sheinclined her head. “I love you, Ty. | love your spirit, and | love your desire.
They’re not here. It sjust us. And either you believe me as of tonight, or we'll haveto
limp through this for years, sharing only some careful portion of ourselves, because
you're afraid that I'm afraid.” She stroked his arm softly, and it didn’t soothe. It fired.

“I"'m terrified. | would die to hurt you for pain’s sake, with the anger of ownership |
can feel inside.”

Her hand moved to his cheek. “ Because you don'’t trust me.”

“Of course | do. You' re my mate.” He couldn’t bear her touch, yet he couldn’t bring
himself to ever deny it. He was pinned by the feel of her delicate fingers.

“My hawk, | trust you. And for you to say you don’t trust yourself is to throw that
back in my face. Thisisthe death of your anger at surviving. Thisisthe truth of your
passion for me. Y ou want to control me, you want to use force on me. And it’ s beautiful,
Ty. It'strust. It's all tangled up together.”

Her words were making him crazy. They were making too much sense. They were
too close to his nightmares, to his brightest fantasies. “If | let go—*

Her fingers landed on hislips, warm and firm, silencing him. “You’ll see our love.
You'll see my trust, and you' | see you can trust yourself.” She leaned forward, bracing
herself on her knees to breathe into his ear. “And you'll give us more pleasure than we've



ever known.”

He shivered under the press of power shimmering with her warm breath across his
neck. Tilting his head, he breathed into her ear in return. One breath, and he struggled to
say the words. Another breath, and she remained poised, a bridge of flesh between him
and his dreams. A third, and then he put his lips to her ear and whispered, “1 will follow
you.”

Her body jerked on a caught breath, and then her forehead fell to his shoulder, her
body trembling. “Thank you. Thank you. Please, Ty. Trust me.”

He kissed her exposed nape, loving the little spike of glittering hair trailing onto her
spine. His lips softly skittered over her scarsthere. “1 will.” The Sx help them all.

When she lifted her face before his, he was so close to her he could see her pores. In
his eyes, she glowed with life, with an unbreakable spirit he ached to witness. “Mate.”

She nodded, and scrambled to her feet. He rocked his body and stood with a push of
his thighs. Watching him, she licked her lips, and his erection, never diminished despite
the agonizing conversation, pinched. She threw a glance at Odan, and Ty’ s gut clenched.
He hadn’t forgotten the man was there, but he still didn’t like it.

“So areyou in?” She demanded haughtily.

“Do | need to be?’ He camly returned.

Shelooked at Ty, her gaze skimming his clenched fists, tight jaw, stiff shoulders.
“Ty? | want to crush the old memories. Tonight we remake them.” Again, it waslessa
request than a demand.

He gave her a polite bow with his head and shoulders. His hands were like ice, while
his blood blazed. “1 will follow my Lady.”

Her chin kicked up, her eyes flashing. That small almost-smile curled one corner of
her wide mouth and she nodded to him once, every inch a priestess. Turning, she
gathered his supplies of blankets, afur, nourishment. Ty stepped forward to help, but she
turned her shoulders. “No, | just need a moment.”

Odan pressed the door open and she dlipped in. He closed it. Without Sunshine as his
beacon, Ty’s palms suddenly slicked, and his heartbeat drummed in his ears. Odan held
out hishand, and Ty gripped his forearm in atight grip, something easing inside him
when the warrior returned the clasp.

“l served at your Bonding. Thisis merely play between mates. Healing play. Sheis
yours. Hold to that.”

“Holding to such athought is not just acomfort. It isaresponsibility.” Ty refuted the
man’s platitudes. “1f | become ugly, stop me.” He held the man’s eyes, letting him see his
determination. "But you must understand that she will fear me before this reaches the
healing peak."

Odan inclined his head. “Understood.” He squeezed Ty’ s arm harder, and they let go.

Ty’ s heart still thundered in his head, but now, glancing at the closed rock door, it
was with anticipation. He didn’t know how he'd transition, from the control he'd bound
himself in, to the free reign of desire she demanded. Didn’t know if he truly could do it.
Didn’'t know if he'd break his promise to her, and just ride the edge, like this afternoon in
the meadow. He didn’t know if he'd be sick, from wanting her on her knees again.

Then he felt her call. A touch on his spine, apull, aslow heating in hisbelly. “She's
ready.”

He pushed the stone open and stepped into the round, domed cave. What he saw



made him dizzy. “No.”

He only distantly heard the door close behind him, sensed Odan move farther along
the wall away to hisright. “Fuck. No, Sunshine.”

She knelt on alow bench. Padded, the wooden legs were carved with feathers. She
was nude, and her hands were behind her back. Her head was bowed, yet her shoulders
were back, and her nipples were dark and hard, clearly visible in the room'’s bright light.

Her head dowly lifted, and she lightly answered, “ The correct term I’ m looking for
is‘Fuck, yes.”” Shejerked her head toward a chair opposite her, against the wall on his
left. “That’s your seat. Takeit.”

“Don’t do this Sunshine.” When she’ d said she wanted to erase the old memory, he’'d
thought she was speaking metaphorically.

“Y ou agreed to follow. | know | told you | wanted you to take control, but | think |
need to be the leader just to warm you up.”

Hetook a step forward, hisfingers itching to choke her. “Don’t toy with me.”

She chuckled, arusty, low dry sound that abraded his nerves like sandpaper.
Beautiful, erotic sandpaper. His whole body stiffened.

“Toys. Games. Play. Yes, Ty. Yesto all those things. And truth. Trust. Love.
They’re going to be part of every bite, every pinch.” Shelicked her lips. “ Sit down before
you fall down, hawk.”

The tremors shaking his body threatened to buckle his knees. Turning hishead in a
quick sweep, he assessed the rest of the room. There was anest of blankets on the floor
along the far wall opposite him. A table, where Odan stood with his back to them,
undressing. The bench, and the chair, a simple straight back chair. The only chair.

Ty looked at her, her eyes glittering, ruthless, and excited. His toes curled. He could
be out the door in two steps. But no. He' d either destroy them both tonight, or learn she
could both fear and trust him.

The moment turned, and he committed to staying. His heart skipped, adjusted, and
slowed, settling into the controlled beat of battle. Odan turned from the table. He had
black leather gloves on his hands, and nothing else. In one hand he held along cylinder.
Thistime Ty wasn’t naive enough to mistake it for awand. A white dildo. It looked small
in the man’s large hands, but Ty judged it to be afair girth. The man moved up to stand
just behind and to the right of Sunshine.

Moving with steady, slow steps, Ty turned and went to his chair. He heard the long
breath of relief ease from Sunshine. When he finally finished pushing his stiff body to the
chair, he sat, spreading his legs, and immediately opened his pants to adjust his aching
cock. He gripped himself, squeezing brutally and feeling the heat streak down his legs.

“1 have obeyed my Lady. I’m ready to follow you.” He knew she heard the threat in
his words, the warning, when he heard her heartbeat kick faster. Even faster than when
she'd seen him pull out his cock.

Chewing on her lower lip, she considered his words. From the amount of time she
took, he understood she had heard his message. Perhaps she initially imagined this game
was another of his gifts. But in this, the tables would turn. In her boldness, she'd dared
him to reach for so much more than he' d ever thought she' d be able to give so soon. His
words were subservient, but in her scenario, he would be anything but.

He freed her of his own opinion by lowering his gaze to his hand where he tightened
and released around the base of himself. Half of him wanted her to run out of the room.



Half of him ached for her to come to him, to ask for gentle kisses. Half of him wanted her
to taunt him, challenge him to finish what she’ d goaded him into.

In the end she swallowed, and whispered, “I want to fly with you. Free.”

So it begins. He raised his head, and stared at the charming tableau she’d set up. The
powerful man waiting, motionless, just behind and to the side of her. Her false
submission, kneeling, hands behind her. “Issue your last decree, my priestess, before |
step into my role here.”

Her breath caught, and her lips parted. He saw the way her face melted with desire.
Adrenaline lit through his body, erasing his last thought of stopping this.

“1’ve been very mean, treating you like a puppet. Vain, thinking I know you better
than you know yourself. Cruel, sharing our darkest pain with another man, and inviting
him into our light. | deserve to be punished.”

He blinked at her. If he hadn’'t been squeezing his cock, it would have shrunk to the
size of apea. He stood in arush and strode with Truxet speed to stand before her. Fury
ripped through him, complete and violent. Tipping his head back, he roared his agony to
the room. The sound rumbled in hisribs as his lungs stretched to voice it. She trembled
before him.

He leaned into her face and growled, “Y ou disgrace me for thinking | would ever
want your punishment.”

He grabbed her hair and tilted her head back. How had she read him so wrong? It
was another betrayal in his heart, on top of her invitation to Odan. “1 want your body. |
want your spirit and your blood and your pleasure and your breath. Yes, fuck, yes, | get
off on the power you give me. The power no one else ever had, that you want me to
take.”

Her breath was coming in small pants, her eyes wide and surprised at his clipped
words. “If anyone dared to punish you, I’d rip his head off. Don’t think I’m done with
Dom, for what he did to you. I’m going to control you here, now, but it’s not from anger
at your actions. It'sfrom pleasure.” His other hand came up, his thumb sweeping along
her soft lower lip. “Don’'t you understand?’ he pleaded. “1 adore you.”

Pulling against his hold on her hair, she dipped her head and took his thumb into her
mouth. His eyes almost rolled back into his brain. So warm, wet, mobile and firm.
Drawing off of him, she whispered, “I’m sorry. No punishment, Ty. Just us.”

He leaned down and gently touched his lips to the corner of hers, the corner that had
led the way to afull smile. He held his lips there, breathing her scent, feeling the fragile
moment shift when he suddenly and completely trusted himself. It was akin to the
moment he'd landed in River Mountain, and his battleform had exploded, shedding
previously unbreakable manacles like paper. His brain clicked, and he knew, deeply, that
he could control his Sunshine’s pleasure, steer the edge of pain, ride her into darkness,
and not break.

Hetightened his grip in her hair, pulling her again to the up-tipped position he
wanted. Opening his lips wide, he hovered over her mouth, and exhaled into her, asif he
could find hisway inside her delicious, vicious, iron-strong being with just a push of
power. She stilled, frozen beneath him, and abruptly the sting of fear rode the air.

Ty was not particularly shocked. After all, this was why he’ d resisted so hard. But it
saddened him. He opened his eyes and stared into the stunned, horrified green of hers.
Oh, she was surprised by her fear. His sadness clenched for amoment in his gut. A third



betrayal. She’ d honestly thought she trusted him. She’ d denied her damage that deeply to
herself. She’ d thought unlocking this piece of herself, and building this bridge with him,
would be easy, nearly automatic.

“You told me your fear didn’t exist. And by the end of thisnight, it won’t. But it's
not going to be as easy as kneeling on a bench.”

She swallowed with some difficulty, her head angled steeply back. “Ty, | do trust
you. I’'m not afraid!”

“Shhh.” He caressed the delicate underside of her jaw. So soft, unscarred. “You'rein
my hands now. Just be. Witness. Manage each moment, and you'll survive.”

With apush of his craft, he immobilized her. His fingertips drifted from her chin.

Her fear scent kicked up to bitter levels and Odan stirred for the first time. Ty stood
before his mate, and felt the rightness, the calm stillness. He met the other man’s silver-
blue eyes, and held them. Odan was a good warrior, honorable and controlled. Ty would
use him if he stayed, as afriend, as atool. Odan searched Ty’ s gaze, and even though his
shoulders ratcheted up with tension, he nodded.

But Ty had faced betraya too many times tonight not to spell things out. "There' s no
stopping me. If you stay, she’ll think you're here for her, and I’ ll take that from her, as
well.”

“So why would | stay?” Odan questioned mildly. “If I'm not being her friend?’

“Asmine.”

Odan tipped his head. His tongue swept hislower lip. Apparently, he sensed the truth
of Ty, because he nodded. “I’m honored.”

Ty looked down at Sunshine, his slave, his priestess, his mate. “Y ou are so beautiful.
If | break tonight, it’s going to be from the pleasure | take from you, not the past’s
shadows.”

Her eyes, shimmering at the border of panic, pleaded with him to release her.

“lsn’'t she beautiful, Odan?’ He asked, riffling his fingers through her silky,
dampening hair. He toyed with the strands, pushing them to one side, then the other, then
spiking them, then dlicking them.

“Sheisextraordinary.” Odan moved up to Ty’ s side and faced her.

“What do you admire most about her body?’

He was quiet amoment. “Her belly, | think. It's so tightly muscled, so lean. Sculpted
like afemale warrior’s. She'sfilled in over the days she' s been in my care.”

Ty turned his head and bared his teeth at the man. “Don’t push me.”

Odan smiled blandly. “Understood.”

Drifting his fingers along the curl of her ear, he put two fingers against her frantic
pulse. "Even when | have your trust, | hope some small part of you will see me asthis
unpredictable. | like your fear in bed. It makes me feel creative. It makes me fedl alive."

His finger edged under the cord of the necklace he'd given her. He drew it up until he
closed hisfist over the sharpened bone, a symbol he'd given her to dull her fear and free
her passion in the meadow. It had worked. Too well. It had led her down a deluded path,
until she'd convinced them both to this point.

"Y ou don't get any protection tonight." He drew it up over her head gently, and her
lashes fluttered.

Ty turned and strode back to his chair, sprawling hislegs wide, slouching in it, one
arm slung over one corner. The necklace dangled from hisfingers, and her chest looked



utterly bare without it. “So here | am, Sunshine. In the throne of control you wanted me
to take. And there’ s your tool before you, the one you thought to incite me with. Let's
begin.”

He felt awild tug on their bond’ s path, an emotional upswell of need and fear.

“Shhhh. I’'m right here. Nothing will happen that isn’t what | desire. And that is what
you sought, isn’t it?” Hislingering ache at her betrayal and doubt made him poke at her.
“For me to want you. For me to act on passion’s most honest desire.”

He brooded at Odan’ s bare ass, at her tight nipples, and heaving chest. The long line
of her throat and the exposed angle of her jaw made his mouth water. “Take the white
cock you have, Odan, and hold it to her lips.”

Odan moved only hisarm, and set the rounded tip against her panting mouth.

“Y ou have a choice, mate. Y ou can do as| command, or you can ask me to make
you do it. You'reterrified of giving up control, but it is the ultimate trust, and the
ultimate freedom. Y ou’re going to loveit. I’ ve already seen the start of it. | fought
making us go here, but you insisted. And you wereright. It's glorious.” He inhaled and
for the first time, captured the tang of her arousal under her still rancid fear.

“So do you lick that cock, or do | make you do it?’

Shedidn’t give herself over to him so easily of course. Quickly, her tongue darted
out and lapped, flickering over the tip. From this angle, he could only get a glimpse of
movement.

Then Odan said, “ That’s so pretty.”

Ty understood the man’s message. Something eased in him, knowing the warrior
was going to help push her, until her fear broke, and she gave herself over to Ty’ stotal
control. Yes, they’d work well together. “Keep licking your lips, Sunshine. Odan, use the
wet tip to touch her throat, gently. Stroke her with it. Asit dries, go to her lips for fresh
moisture.”

Staying in the chair, and letting Odan be the first at her body, was his concession to
her fear. But he made sure he remained part of her mind. He made sure his comments fell
steadily. “Push the tip into her mouth... Roll it in place at that hollow... Press harder
under her ear.”

His cock leaped against his belly with every command, watching Odan turn her
throat into a glistening column. Finally, he spoke a new, quiet demand. “ Suck it,
Sunshine.”

He thought she'd balk aready, but she had more fight in her. She opened her jaw and
Odan let the tip drift into her mouth. Her throat worked to swallow and suck at the cock.

"Gorgeous."

She sucked harder. He smiled. She was learning. It wasn’t about his control or her
acceptance. If she could just let go of her own fear and be, the shadows of the past could
never have power over her again.

“Now her breasts.” He said to Odan.

There was an audible slurp as he took it from Sunshine’ s mouth. Odan began by
drawing acircle around each breast. Then he lifted the tip up to her lapping tongue, and
drew another, dlightly smaller circle inside the one he'd just marked.

“That’s so good, Odan,” Ty praised.

By the time the man painted her aureoles, Ty had had to take his cock in hand again.
“Now suck it again, Sunshine. Suck it deeper.”



He watched how her shining breasts heaved as she sucked at the cock. “Are you hard
yet, Odan?’

“Six help me, yes.”

“Do you want to fuck her?’

Odan'’ s head turned abruptly, asif he'd face Ty, but paused in profile. “No.” He
spoke curtly. “She' syours.”

“Sheis. She’s mine body and soul, freely given. Free for meto give.”

He felt aflash of rage then, for the first time. The burning anger singed him along his
mental path to his bonded. He rubbed his breastbone. “ At least tonight, at the whim of my
true pleasure, sheis,” he qualified.

Confusion, and then the sense of connection with her faded.

“She' s stunning, and she’s compelling. I’ m very attracted to her tonight.” Odan
looked down at Sunshine sucking on the cock.

“Then get up next to her, turn her head to face you, and put your cock in her mouth.”
Her fear stank up the room. “ She loves sucking cock. She knows the power of it, the
control over the man. It’s a beautiful moment, when the woman who appearsto be
serving the manisin reality completely controlling him.”

Odan stepped up next to the bench, then turned so he was perpendicular to Ty. He
gently drew the dildo from her mouth. His hands on each side of her face, he turned her,
angled hislong, hard cock down to her lips. In this new view, Ty saw her profile. Her
wide eyes, her swelling lips, Odan’s long, hard erection gently bumping her lips.

“Do you want my help, Sunshine?’ Ty asked, his heart pounding, aching for her to
give over to him, to give him everything. She surprised him by opening her lips and
lapping across the tight, fat head of the other man’s cock. He was momentarily
disappointed, and then swallowed his chuckle of pride back. Damn, his woman was
strong.

“Take him, Sunshine.” He left it open to her, relaxing his hold on her neck. With her
hands behind her, she was still mostly in his control from the shoulders down, but now
her head and throat had the freedom to work Odan.

“By Cloud and Mist, Sunny. | never imagined your mouth on me likethis. | never
wanted it before, but now it’ s the hottest thing I’ ve ever known.”

Sunshine’s eyes practically spit green fire at Odan, the man she' d asked here for her
supposed protection. He fed another inch of his cock into her mouth, and her jaw
stretched. By the Six, the way her cheeks hollowed was so lovely.

Odan hunched his shoulders, one hand on his cock’ s base so as not to hurt her with
his length, the other still gentle on the far side of her face.

Ty growled. “Get your hand off of her. Let her do it.”

Odan took his hand away and cupped his balls. He was still holding the white dildo,
and it bumped the underside of her jaw. His black gloved hands on his pale golden flesh
made a striking picture, Sunshine’ s red lips bobbing down to meet his covered fingersin
a steady motion. Ty watched, feeling his stomach ache with the need to push his own
cock down her throat.

“Do | comein her mouth, Ty?’

“That’s up to Sunshine.”

Odan'’ s head rocked back, histeeth audibly grinding. “Ohhh, sweet Rain.” He
panted, “ Sunny!” His arms leaped with muscle as his body went rigid. Sunny ripped her



mouth away, turning her head and facing Ty while Odan’s cock jerked long, creamy
strandsinto the air. They fell behind her, spattering on the smooth stone floor.

She glared at him, gaze defiant. “ Only you.”

He smiled, and strolled up to her. Swinging her necklace from one hand, he worked
his cock hard with his other. She narrowed her eyes. He angled his cock down and let his
come boil up, searing his cock, searing the soles of hisfeet. The come spattered onto the
ground in front of her. Her mouth sagged as she watched the cream pour from him onto
the stone floor.

“This afternoon, | marked you with my come, rubbing it into your skin. Tonight, you
haven't earned it.”

Her stricken gaze met his, and his heart pinched.

“1"ve done everything you asked.”

“But you haven't given me athing.”

Her brows drew together. She didn’t understand yet. She was still playing at
submission, still in control. She had yet to give herself completely over to the pleasure.

Odan stepped to stand beside him. “ She sucked me like she actually wanted to. That
should count for something.”

Ty considered her daring. “Yes, it does. As does the scent of her sex in theair.” He
took the dildo from Odan.

Her eyes widened, and she licked her lips.

“1’m going to make you come. Do you want this inside you when you do? It will be
sharper without it.”

Her eyes jumped to his, dazed. He touched the tip to her mouth, and she eagerly
lapped at it. Her eyes closed in delight when he shoved it into her mouth. He worked it,
thrusting against her suction, nudging her throat. When her lashes lifted, he saw the call
in her eyes. She wanted it to be him in her mouth.

He wrenched it away, and she moaned. The sound went right to hisballs. “Y ou’re so
amazingly gorgeous like this. Sensual, ready. Do you want me to put thisinside you,
Sunshine?’

“Yes!” She gpat theword at him. Asif she were giving in. When she wasin reality
defying him.

Disappointed, eager, he drew her up onto her knees, instead of sitting back on her
heels as she had been. He rocked her body as he moved one leg farther out. He crouched,
hissing at the pain in his groin. Without ceremony, he dlid the dildo between her woman’s
lips, notched the tip in her hole, and drove it up into her, following the line of her vagina
back toward her ass. She screamed, and he abruptly took control of her throat, silencing
her. He rotated the dildo, shoving it deeper, and her body seized. Holding it in place, he
forced her legs tightly together, knees side by side, and then sat her back on her heels. He
pulled his hand from between her thighs, leaving the dildo lodged deep.

He turned and strolled back to his chair, but couldn’t feign nonchalance. He ripped
his brown shirt off and threw it to the side, feeling the heat pour from his shoulders.

“Stand behind her, Odan.” Ty ordered, throwing himself down in his chair again. He
hung the necklace around his own throat.

Odan did, straddling her legs. Her eyes were enormous, startled, overwhelmed.

“Take her hands, and put them on her breasts.”

Odan bent and gently rearranged her.



Ty ignited the need in her, his power wrapping around her with a sudden wrenching
control. She gasped, her hands spasming hard. Her eyesrolled down at finding her hands
free, but nothing else. The only part of herself she could touch was her breasts. Her hands
curled in, then her fingers swept back and forth across her nipples. He wound her tighter,
holding the musclesin her core tense. Her gaze glazed, her fingers fighting for agrip on
her nipples. He made her muscles reach for the pleasure, but he understood that part of it
was knowing he controlled her. He held the burning need inside her, her vagina clutching
hard on the stone column.

Her mouth tightened, but couldn’t open, couldn’t cry out as she wanted. Her fingers
worked fager, but the tight pleasure on her breasts wasn’t enough when he held her lower
muscles so rigid. The minutes spun out, and he watched her, aching, refusing to take his
pleasure when she was demanding hers. She shook with the muscle tremors of a body
pushed beyond its limits, but till her fingers dug and kneaded and clawed fruitlesdly,
trying to drive herself to orgasm. Even at this pinnacle, she fought giving herself fully to
him, struggled to participate in the moment, instead of surrendering.

Her eyes closed, and he smelled the fear. Hislegsfolded in, feet on the floor, all his
willpower needed to stay in his chair and not go to her, fall to his knees and beg her to
trust him. The minutes spun, and spun, until his panting, rasping breaths overrode hers.

When he saw she wouldn’t break, wouldn't turn to him, he crushed hisfists so
tightly his nails cut at his palms. He relaxed his bodycraft’ s control, lessened the grip of
her cunt around the dildo, loosening the need. Enough. He wouldn't do this. Wouldn't
punish her for her lack of trust when it wasn't her fault they'd broken that part of her.

Her eyes flashed open, a brilliant splash of color in the barren stone room. At first he
thought her eyes were blank, but then he saw emotions were just spinning through her so
fast he couldn’t follow them. She focused on him. He loosened her vaginal muscles even
more, releasing her from the need he'd forced. The dildo shifted inside her, trying to ease
out. Her gaze sharpened, then softened. She took her hands from her puffy nipples and
laid them on her thighs. His heart burst in his chest. Finally. When he' d feared he had
lost, she reached out to him. She gave him everything with her eyes, submitting. Trusting.

Triumph roared through his blood. He loosened her throat, and she took in aragged
gasp. “I’'myours, Ty. Make me, please.”

Disappointment and hope flooded him. She was so close, but her words revealed she
still grasped at control. Even as she offered herself to him, she asked. He seized her,
tightened her, and poured blood into her nipples, then her clit. Motionless, her eyes
locked with his, she gave him the orgasm, hiding nothing. His jaw ached, and his eyes
flooded with quick, stinging tears. He didn’t have the patience for what he’ d envisioned
before. He ached. He needed. She was so close to giving herself completely to the
moment, to the pleasure. He would break her now.

When her gaze returned and her shoulders softened, he spoke, his voice gone harsh
and low. “Again. I’'m going to make you come again." Because he wanted to. He held out
the test, his heart thundering. "Do you want the dildo this time?’

She stared at him, and he saw her processing. Saw her understand that she wasn't
supposed to want it, but she couldn’t quite help herself from holding on.

“1’ve already taken your power without anything to hold, even without any foreplay.
Remember when you took my breath away in your room? | can take that pleasure, Ty.”

“Do you want the dildo?’ He gritted out. The reminder of the way he’' d overwhelmed



her made him shiver.

“No.” And then she smiled at him, atrembling, blinding, wide smile. “It was so
good, Ty. | was stupid. I’'m not afraid of you.” Her hands softly drifted over her thighs.

His throat tightened at regret with the way she yet deluded herself, but thiswas going
to happen. “Odan, get that cock out of her.”

The other man was so big, he could reach down around her, leaning over her. His
fingers trailed up and down the seam of her thighs, and Ty sent his power to move her
legs further apart. Odan’ s hand dlipped between her legs, and Slowly, slowly, slowly
eased the dildo from her body. Sunshine cried out, her eyes closing, lashes fluttering. It
was then he locked her hands to her thighs. Her breasts were swollen to the size of small
apples, high and hard.

When Odan straightened, Ty said, “Put it in her ass.”

Sunshine let out a soft cry.

Odan growled, low and soft. “1 want to taste it first.”

Ty nodded. He watched, brooding, cock aching, as the man licked it with relish. A
shudder passed over him. “ So sweet, Sunny.”

She moaned. “Ty, please.”

“Please, what?’ he asked. Inside, he held back his sigh of disappointment. She was
still fighting him, her spirit so defiant. By the Sx, trust me, Sunshine. Give yourself over,
and you won't have to beg. Just be. If she'd quit asking, quit anticipating, quit reaching,
he'd know her trust was real. His breath whistled over his parched lips. This next stage
was going to beit, simply because he’ d have a heart attack if this continued much longer.
Either she’d resist, and he’ d wait for years, or she'd break, and truly be his, free of them.

“1 don’t know. Please. | need...”

Odan sguatted down behind her. She was so slender, he could easily see the man’s
shoulders shift. Her gasp when he must have touched her cheeks made Ty’ s thighs jump.
Her moan when he must have fingered her made his heart skip. Her low growl when he
must have separated her cheeks and set the dildo to her small rosebud made his lip curl.

Ty spoke, forcing the moment to be his, and not Odan's. “This afternoon, | watched
your ass open around my cock. It spread, tight, and gripped me so hard, so hot. Thrusting
into your body was something that made my hawk scream. And even though it’s Odan
who'’ s feeding that stone into you now, hawk’s till crying out inside me, just
remembering how swest it was, to take you.”

She moaned again, her voice breaking once, before continuing.

Odan murmured, “Shall | stroke her?” Hiswords were low, almost slurred, and Ty
knew the warrior was al so riding the edge.

“No. Seat it deep and leave it.”

“Ty... Please.” She begged him, sweat shimmering on her throat.

Hetipped his head. “Y ou're still trying to take control, Sunshine. Y ou say you' re not
afraid, but you don’t trust me.”

Her tongue lashed her lips, plumped from the usage he’' d given them. “ Ty, damn
you. | need...”

“That’ s beside the point. Do you think | don’t?’

She blinked at him, struggling. She wanted to understand him now, was closer to
following him where he needed to go.

“Odan, stand up.”



The man rose.

“Take off your gloves.”

He did so with an eagerness that made hawk fluff, irritated.

“Take hold of her nipples. Pinch them, twist them.”

Odan reached both arms over her shoulders, and his fingers settled over the small,
already abused nubs. Ty watched his Sunshine, stared at her as she stared blindly back at
him, taking in how another man pleased her.

“Tighter. Roll them.” He spoke calmly, his fingers twitching where they lay on his
thighs.

The pleasure bled across her face, tightening her cheek bones, flaring her nostrils.
She met his gaze, and showed him her pleasure, and he got an inkling of how even back
at the Fortress, if he' d been able to achieve this state there, it really would have been just
the two of them. Untouchable. But he hadn’t. He hadn’t understood who she was to him,
hadn’t bonded with her spirit, hadn’t trusted himself as the final option from her careful
unraveling of him.

“Pull them. Milk them.”

He was aware that her ass was burning, stretched taut, and achingly full. She
moaned, louder, harsher. His breathing kicked up.

“Fuck, Ty. I’'m going to come just from listening to her,” Odan growled.

Ty surged out of the chair and stalked around them, coming up behind Odan. The
man's cock was nestled against her spine, the tip toying with the base of her hair. Ty had
no connection of the spirit with the man, so he needed one of the flesh, and it would drain
him to afar greater degree. He laid his fingertips between the man’s shoulder blades, and
pulled the building pressure of his orgasm back.

Odan groaned. “ Shit.”

“I"ll makeit uptoyou,” Ty said wryly.

He strolled around to stand in front of Sunshine, revealing none of the pressure that
this desperate moment held for him. Her lips hung slack, and her eyes were glossy, only
moss green in her daze. Looking at her lovely, enthralled face, another warrior might be
of the mind that she’ d made it, that she was riding the moment. But Ty’ s bodycraft told
him her inner muscles clenched in arhythm, seeking release. Still fucking seeking
control.

He looked at Odan, who was watching his hands master Sunshine’s nipples. “Odan.”

When the bright blue met his gaze, Ty said, “1 want you to call a claw. Cut her above
each nipple. Small straight cuts.” He reached out and gestured, his fingers close enough
to feel the heat of her, but not brushing her skin. If he touched her, it would be over.
“Here and here.”

“You're serious.” The man disapproved.

“l1 am.”

Sunshine moaned, her chest heaving up and down.

“You do it,” Odan snapped, “if you want it.”

“No. You'll doit. Quick and hard, the feeling on her raw breasts exquisitely sharp.
Then you'll wrap both hands around her throat, and tighten your grip.”

Odan had taken his fingers from her breasts, obviously repulsed by Ty’ s last
command. His hands hovered in the air. “No.”

Ty looked at him. “Yes.”



“Sunny?’ Odan asked. “Do you want this?’

Ty looked into her eyes. She was shocked, uncertain, but fear was faint in the air.

“Answer him,” Ty prodded gently.

“|—" She blinked. Panted. “1—"

He was suddenly angry. Angry that Odan asked her a question, drawing her spirit to
the fore, and angry that in the end, she still fought with all her strength against trusting
him. “But thisis what you wanted. What you wanted me to step into the instant | came
through that door, isit not? Both of you? To relive the nightmare. To make it mine.”

“|—" She swallowed. Licked her lips.

Ty looked at Odan. His voice a snarl of furious command, he ordered, “Do it.”

Odan snarled back, but his alpha’ s ability to transform just in part blurred his hands.
Two long, triangular black claws slashed down, and Sunshine cried out, loud and low. In
ablink the claws were gone, and his large hands settled gently around her throat.
Groundbear’ s black mask-stripes rippled into being on his face, making him look
primitive and wild. Even though Ty could tell his hands merely rested there, not gripping
her tightly at all, she cried out again, higher, and Ty smelled arush of cream from her
legs. Thankfully, the cream overrode the last hint of fear that had sprung up at his
command for Odan to hold her throat.

Ty looked at Sunshine’s breasts, topped by two angled, short slashes. They were
merely deep scratches, but blood trickled down the outside of her breasts, disappeared
under the swell of her, and seeped over her ribs. He licked hislips, thirsty for the sacred
taste of her. She moaned.

“Tighten your hands.” He hardly recognized the gravel of hiswrecked, tortured
voice.

“No.” Odan’s large fingers caressed the hollows of Sunshine's fragile neck.

Ty took control of her body, tightening her throat, narrowing her breathing passage,
asif pressure really was exerted by the circumferencing hands. He held it for one second.
Two. She could still breathe, it wasn’t painful, but it wasn’'t anything she could control.
On the cusp of the third second, finally, her belly relaxed. She gave up trying to clench
herself to orgasm, and simply rode the moment.

Hope burned in his spike hard cock, so fragile. “Tell me, Sunshine,” he whispered,
just an armlength away.

Her eyes were unfocused, but sought his direction blindly. “He could kill me with a
breath, but he's afriend, following your desire. My throat isfragilein hisgrip, and | can
feel the blood rush through me.”

Her words kicked him, so soft, so clear. But it was the peace in them that dropped
him to his knees before her.

“It'slike light, like I’'m glowing. The heat of my aching breasts, the sting, the hot roll
of my blood. Y ou wanted it. So | do, too. I'm empty. | ache. | wait for you.”

Her words brought his tears back up, tears because it had happened. She'd been
right. It was all tangled up together. His belief in himself, her desire, her trust, his control.

“My ass burns, so stretched | can’t squeeze on the white cock, and the pleasureis a
constant blaze. One touch and I’ ll burn down. But I’m not in ahurry. I’'m yours.”

His hands were shaking when he reached out and laid one fingertip on each of the
cuts Odan had made. He seared them, burning her, scarring her, branding her into his
soul. She came, breath stopping, mouth twisted, eyesrolling up as her lashes swept down.



Odan growled, and Ty summoned the breath to say, “ Come here, look.” The man
deserved to witness this perfect moment of utter trust, given by awoman who'd had it
stolen it from her, but had the strength to offer it again.

Odan was around and standing at Ty’ s shoulder in a heartbeat. They stared at
Sunshine’ s kneeling form, hands on thighs, back straight, shoulders squared, face slack.
Tremors raced over her skin, and the trails of blood framed her belly. Her eyes danced
behind closed lids. She was perfection. Ty hadn’t started her orgasm, but he held it,
maintained it, fired it in wave after wave with his light touch on the two small, new scars
by her nipples. Ruthlessly, he held her body past al sanity, drawing her pleasure out
while forcing his own cometo hold. She didn’t fight it, riding it with grace.

He was aware he was snarling, giving out ripping, vicious hissing growls. Odan’s
hand landed on his shoulder, and the shudders threatening to shake him apart stilled. Ty
grabbed the man’s wrist with one hand, grateful for hisrestraint, but unwilling to let the
pure moment end. He splayed his other over the middle of Sunshine’s chest. He could
span her from nipple to nipple. Her heart kicked, dancing under his grip. She was his, and
joy surged through him, so humbling.

Hetook his hand away, his control away, and she fell forward, limp. Both his hands
flashed forward to catch her, and she moaned, body writhing. The sinuous twisting of her
nude, warm body in his arms almost brought his orgasm free, but he wrenched it back.
She'd kicked up into orgasm again just from being so sensitive, without any push from
him. Arching, one leg till trailing over the bench, her eyes snapped open as she wrapped
her hands around his shoulders and wailed. His chest was suddenly alive with her heat.
Drenched in the scent of her sex, she was like holding the sun.

He curled down over her and pressed his lips to her temple, holding her until the
tremors faded into twitches. “ Sunshine,” he sighed, his lips sizzling, his hands aching
with the shock of holding her.

“Ass.” She whispered.

He grimaced. “1 know, my Lady. | needed your trust. And you gave it to me, findly,
but you' re avery stubborn woman.”

“No. My ass.” She whispered.

Ah. The dildo. He sent one hand around her hip to brush the curve of her muscled
rump. He found the knob that was all that remained of the long dildo. Twisting it, he
withdrew it in aslow glide. When the flared head of it caught on her tight ring of muscle,
he paused. She panted, moaned.

“Sunshine.” She looked at him, and he took her mouth. Met her lips and crushed
them, stormed her mouth with the force of his teeth, abraded her tongue with his. He
licked and sucked and kissed her, breathed with her, nipped and chased her. Beneath the
storm of hiskiss, beneath his need, she lay limp, her hands clutching at him, hips twisting
on the point of pleasure-pain her body rode.

“Ty! Ty!” She cried into his mouth, and her lips met his, her tongue dancing and
soothing just as desperately. She wasn't afraid of him. She wasn't passive beneath him,
crushed and timid. Sunshine wasn't broken by his needs. She was ablaze with trust.

Tightening his grip, he sank the cock back into her with aquick drive. Her nails bit at
him. He grabbed her tongue and pulled it into him. Suckled her when he wrenched the
toy free. She jerked in his arms, holding his head tightly. He gently laved her tongue, and
shetwined it around his with a small mew. He threw the dildo across the room.



“Ty...” she sighed dreamily.

“Odan,” he gritted out, “take her.”

He waited until the man knelt next to Ty, and passed Sunshine to him. He gathered
up her long limbs and cradled her much more expertly than Ty had. Ty sat on the bench,
working at his boots. Damn laces went all the way up. He ripped them open in afury,
tore the leather from his feet. His pants were off him just as quickly, and he stepped away
from the bench.

“Lay her down on her stomach.”

He reached for her shoulders, and both men maneuvered her dead weight easily, but
carefully. When she was on her stomach, her head resting to the side facing him, legs and
arms splayed onto the floor in relaxation, he sighed. He stroked the line of her cheek,
feeling his heart melt. “1 love you.”

“1 know,” she murmured happily.

Moving Sunshin€e’ s body to hiswill, holding her immobile, and suppressing Odan’s
release had drained Ty enormously, but achieving the submission of his abused mate, her
joyous and trusting submission, something he’ d feared and resisted, had equally
energized him. “I’'m going to claim your body now,” hetold her. “Every inch.”

Her lips curled in her almost-smile, her lashes sweeping heavy and dow. “Sounds
good,” she purred.

“Just amoment,” he promised, tucking her drying hair behind her shell-like, perfect
ear.

He rocked to his feet, and offered Odan a hand.

The man’s head hung down, his chest working deeply. He shook his head. “Can’t.”

Ty swallowed, thankful he was a Trux to enjoy such brotherhood. The man had
given every bit of histremendous energy to helping Ty and Sunshine overcome their
scars. Ty brushed the man’s shoulder, firing his heart with energy. Odan's head snapped
up, eyes narrowed to suspicious dlits.

Ty grinned. “Just alittle focus. Time to go, my friend.”

Odan’s eyes went flat, blank. Ty’ s gut tightened, irked that the man would think he
was throwing him out unsatisfied, after all he’d done for him. Odan rose on his own,
ignoring Ty’ s hand. He went to the table and gathered his black Council leathers and
boots. He reeked of Sunshine and sex, and Ty felt nothing but gratitude.

When Odan turned to stalk toward the door, Ty moved to intercept. “A moment,
Odan. If you would just take a seat.” Ty gestured to the chair he'd suffered in earlier.

Odan drew himself up, rigid. Ty dropped his eyes, and with his hands, spoke with
their warrior's silent gestures. Listen. St. Good. Odan sniffed, irritated, and Ty was
ultimately surprised when he actually went to the chair.

“Put your things down,” Ty said softly.

Odan looked at him suspiciously, but did so. He sat, back braced, hands on his
thighs, his erection hard and stiff and straight.

Ty reached out and clasped Odan’ s shoulder. It was a simple touch, hearty and
masculine and asexual. Odan stared at him, tired and distracted and, Ty suspected, alittle
hurt. “Do you want pleasure, now as well as later? Or just later?’

Odan stilled, tipped his head, and let his gray gaze drift down Ty’sarm to look at
Ty’sgrip. Hislips lifted to show gritted teeth, and his view shifted so he stared at
Sunshine’ s body sprawled over the length of the bench. His eyesflickered from Ty and



back to her again, the long line of her spine, the rise of her ass. Angry, his gaze dared Ty
to give him pleasure while he ogled Ty’ s mate. “Now.”

Ty merely nodded. And let the twist of urging flow. It required concentration, to find
the muscles, to push the heart, to swell the blood, and then the semen. Ty built the
orgasm he' d trapped before, and let his hand fall away at the last heartbeat. Sunny opened
her eyes, and focused on Odan.

“She’ sgorgeous,” Ty concurred. “ And she’s mine.”

Odan came, growling, hissing, arching, hands scrabbling to grab the seat and remain
upright. His hips jerked, and his legs hopped, muscles bunching and straining. His come
leaped inthe air, falling in graceful arcs.

Sunny licked her lips, and Odan shouted, folding forward, body shuddering. He
groaned, long and low. When he' d taken a dozen hard, fast breaths, he pushed his body
up by straightening his arms, and stared at hisrigid erection. “What. The fuck. Did you
do to me?’

“Good isn't it? Good like a bitch. For tonight, I’ ve given you a cockstand that won't
quit for hours. No matter what. Find a paid woman. Have fun. Don’t dream of us.”

Odan turned his head and glared at Ty.

Ty’ slaughing smile died. “Or | can just make it disappear.” He reached out to touch
Odan again, and the man jerked his shoulder out of reach.

“Areyou kidding? I’'m not giving up a bodymage boner! I’m just pissed you didn’'t
warn me, or I’d have had reservations and a woman waiting for me.”

Ty shrugged. “ The entire night has been kind of improvised.”

Odan nodded, bent and gathered his things. “ Good night, Sunny. Y ou're in good
hands.”

“G’night, Odan,” she murmured.

Odan paused at the door, met Ty’ s eyes. Aching need laid bare in the man’s eyes. He
wanted a mate. He wanted what Ty had. Loneliness and sorrow were part of his every
moment. Ty gave him aformal bow, tucking his chin low, curling his shoulders down.
When he looked up again, Odan was closing the door.

Relieved, satisfied, Ty turned toward his woman.

“These floors are getting a little messy,” she commented in a slurred voice.

“Arethey?’ he asked, amused. “No more mopping up my messes for you. I'll take
careof it.”

“Y eah. Embarrassing messy.”

Chuckling, he knelt in such away asto avoid the come he' d left on the floor earlier
that night. “Not embarrassing. Satisfying.” He laid one hand over the crown of her head,
and blocked her pain receptors, soothing any lingering aches emerging now that her last
orgasm's memory was fading.

“Mmmmmmm,” she sighed.

Reaching out one hand, he started at her nape. He melted the thin, raised white line,
spreading the scar, pulling what pores he could into being, and smoothing the rest. She
shivered, goosebumps rising. He lifted his hand and set it on the next scar, along, puffy,
winding trail across both shoulder blades, pink despite bodymage healing. He melted it,
stroking his finger slowly along the path. He' d never experienced such joy and intimacy
sending his craft into someone else’ s body. Just knowing part of him was altering her
thrilled him, calmed him, made him proud.



Shesighed. “Yes, Ty. Take them all. Make me be yours.”

Make me. The words of trust, so easily mistaken as defiance. Defiance was woven
into her soul, beaten into her nature. But with him, she softened, drifted, enjoyed. It took
hours, but he covered every inch of her, eventually turning her to her back, moving from
the bottoms of her feet, to her fingertips. Her body was certainly still a map of patterns,
but they were smoother, lighter, and most now had more sensation.

He stood, trembling, exhausted. Straddling the one end of the bench, he considered
her spread body, hands above her head, legs wide, breasts tight and high. She’d drowsed
through most of it, but had stirred toward the end, and boldly ate him with her eyes.

“Are you waiting for me, Sunshine?’ His voice was a mere croak, asif al her scars
had settled in his throat. And they had. Every act of violence and hate that had put them
there, he’' d stroked away with love and acceptance. She would always be marked as a
survivor, and he would always be proud to have reshaped her skin into marks of love.

“1 managed to survive the wait,” she winked. “Barely.”

The teasing was such a shock from her. Such a gift.

“Where did you get this bench?’ he asked.

“It wasin asmaller room. | just took it, because it seemed perfect.” She stretched her
arms, arching her back. “Why? Is it some special bench?’

“Yes. It'sasex aid.”

She blinked. “Really?’

“Yeah. Didn’t you notice how stable it was, and how perfect the padding? It’ s the
exact width of your hips, and the exact height for a person to straddle, although it forces
him to spread wide.”

“Him?" Sheraised one brow, and suddenly her flushed face, swollen lips, and sultry
eyes made his spine ache.

“Or atall her.” He knelt. Or rather, let his knees buckle. The stone was hard, jarring.
But it didn’t matter. Only her body did, cleansed of their marks, remade, and open before
him. “But in this case, me.”

With the bench pressing into hisinner thighs, his balls brushed the cool tapestry. He
wrapped his hand around his cock, and forced it down until it fit to her dark, wet hole,
gaping wide from her stretched legs. She cried out as he shoved the head in, and so did
he. The sound ricocheted around the room, the two tones blending into an echo.

He let himself rest on the bench, hisass clenched. “I ... can’t...”

“Yes, Ty.”

He arched, his hands convulsing on her thighs, his body shaking apart aslight tore at
hisjoints, radiated through his blood. He shouted, long and wild. And when he panted
through the shuddering eddies of her burning rays, she slowly drew herself up, propping
herself on her hands behind her. She tucked her hips and wriggled in his grasp.
Loosening his grip, he let her take another inch of him.

“So hot, Sunshine.”

“Yes.” She stared down at his cock, at the inches revealed between them. “Y ou know
I’m yours, Ty. Can | want yet? Can 1?7’

He wrapped one hand around the back of her nape. Swallowed. “ Anything you
desire. I'll follow.”

She lifted her eyes up to his. Touched her tongue to her upper lip. “Fuck me, Ty.
Fuck me hard, and wild. I’'m angry at the way | acted earlier, at how | knew better, but



still feared you. | want to be angry. | want to be taken, and to take you in return.”

He grunted, and knew he was only moments from losing control again. With a surge,
he lifted her over histhighs, shifting his ass so he wouldn’t crush his balls. Astride the
bench, he couldn’t balance as easily. He lifted her again so that she was upright against
his chest, poised above him, and said, “ Take.”

He regretted the way his arms shook from holding her weight, but he was at the end
of hisendurance. His breath rasped harshly and wasn’'t aided when her long, surprisingly
cool fingers wrapped around him, directed him. The tight kiss pushing against histip
made him break out in a sweat. She squirmed in his grip and he lowered her.

She writhed, crying out. “ Stay out of my body with your craft. | want to doit!”

“I"'m not. | won't.”

“Let me go!”

“Fuck, yes.” He dropped her, and the force of her hot cunt engulfing him lashed his
spine. She wailed. He thrust up into her, surrounded by tight heat, and she cried out
again. Amazingly, she growled, and then her teeth scored across his chest, and it was his
turn to shout.

Sunshine went wild in his arms. Throwing herself backward to drive him deep inside
her, she writhed and twisted. He held awild spirit, and he marveled even as he fought to
shove himself deeper, against the clutching strength of her body. She hissed and bucked
and clamped so hard around him he thought he’ d strangle. Her legs wrapped around his
waist, her ankles cinching, heels grinding his ass as she pulled him tight. He lifted her a
few inches and jerked her down roughly, jabbing into her, grinding into her folds. She
shouted in triumph, jerking hard, and then she threw her arms out, trusting that his hands
wrapped around her ribs would hold her. He did, with difficulty, as she swayed and
lurched.

With fascination, as her head tipped back, he saw the line of her throat, that he'd
watched from afar earlier. Her arms were outspread, the muscles stark, and when she
moaned, arching away from him, hands curling into fists, he lost himself and took her. He
slammed into her again and again, roaring, gasping, seeking her darkness, her peace, her
light. He worked his cock into her tightening folds, fighting with her wrenching torso as
she hung from hisarms, all her weight slack and balanced on the point where he
penetrated her. He thrust, and she growled. He thrust, and she wailed. He thrust, and she
choked. Never once did she try to take control, ask to come, or smell of fear.

Thistime it wasn't an enemy's game, his bodycraft, or afriend's roleplay taking her
breath. It was her, giving herself utterly over to pleasure in his arms, not taking from
above, but lost in a perfect moment of trust. Then Ty came in hard, burning spasms. She
had enough moisture to spare, dripping down over him, coating him in her pleasure, her
channel fluttering around his flayed cock. He tossed her so he could wrap his armstightly
around her body, pulling her in close. He jerked against her hips, the pleasure of finally
fucking her without fear or doubt overwhelming him. His hawk gave a soft chirrup of
reassurance.

She went limp, and he gathered her in, draping her across his front. It took him three
tries to stand, and he staggered, but managed to remain upright. Her legs dlid from his
hips and dangled along his. He lunged toward the bed she’ d made of blankets, and
grimaced when he stepped in sticky wetness. At least it was his, he thought in passing.
Then he was falling, bruising his knees for the third time that night, and laying her down



as gently as afeather. His arms were visibly shaking, and his vision was spotty. He
brushed the only two distinct scars on her body with his thumb. The only two he'd left
intact, the short straight lines angled to each side of her nipples.

He made sure her muscles were soothed with the last pulse of energy he could
muster. Collapsing beside her, he curled around her on his side, arms curving gently to
enfold her. When she opened her eyes, their gazes connected, and she smiled. Wide and
free, that smile would always take his breath.

Sleepily, she murmured, “Y ou trust me to take all of you now. You trust yourself.”

“1 do.” Gently, he fingered one still-tight nipple.

“It’snot going to be like that every time, right?’

He pretended mock horror. “It’s not?’

She shoved at him, her rough, almost-chuckle impossibly stirring his groin.

“1 doubt he'll join us again, but | wouldn’t discount my need to control you, or your
ability to let me.”

Then she saw the scars he’' d added to her breasts. “Oh, Ty.”

“1 wanted these marks on you,” He tapped her chin. “Thank you.”

She swallowed, and when she looked up, he saw it wasn’t with regret, but with
desire. “It' s sexy.”

“Others wouldn't think so. I'll have to make sure Odan understands.”

Shelicked her lips. “We'll never be others. Not even when the darkmages are al
dead.”

He snuggled her head against his throat, and gently trailed his fingers over her
beaded breast. “ Probably not. But we survived.”

“l loveyou, Ty.” Her voice was thick, her breath hot against him.

He kissed the top of her head, and relaxed into perfect, unshadowed sl eep.

TheEnd
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