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Аннотация
In the latest Novel of the Elder Races, two mates find themselves on different paths, torn between their duty to the Wyr and the passion that binds them...
Before she met Dragos, half-human/half-Wyr Pia Giovanni was alone and on the run. Now she's mated, pregnant and heading south to repair the Wyrs' frayed relationship with the Elves. Being separated from Dragos is painful, but for the good of the Wyr demesne they need to figure out how to be partners � in more places than just the bedroom.
In New York to preside over the Sentinel Games, Dragos is worried about his mate, but knows that finding two replacement sentinels is essential to show the rest of the Elder Races just how strong and brutal the Wyr demesne can be. But as the Games heat up, Pia's negotiations with the Elves take a turn for the dangerous, straining her bond with Dragos and threatening everything they hold dear...


Lord's Fall
(The fifth book in the Elder Races series)
A novel by Thea Harrison


ONE

Even though feeling like a drama queen sucked donkey�s balls, it was still true�leaving Dragos and New York behind was one of the hardest things Pia had ever done.
What sucked worse than that? Leaving was her idea. She had even argued for it, loud, long and vociferously.
And what sucked the absolute worst of all? She couldn�t even pretend she was leaving all her troubles behind, because she wasn�t. All her troubles came along with her in a nicely matched portable set, because of course she had to travel with a bunch of psychos.
She had just gotten used to one set of psychos, the Wyr sentinels. Not all of them liked her, but most of them had, more or less, accepted her. She even fancied that a few of them loved her, and she loved them, even though she thought they were all certifiably crazy, and to be fair, she was pretty sure they thought she was crazy too.
And now here she had to break in a whole new set. This crew was fresh and energetic, while she was just goddamn tired and feeling bitchy enough to start tearing off heads for no reason.
That�d win her some brownie points.
Three of the group traveled with her in one black Cadillac Escalade. Three more traveled in another Escalade behind them, also black. In fact, both SUVs quite illegally had the same license plate numbers and were identical in virtually every way, in case the group had to split up and one SUV had to act as a decoy for the other�which would end up being whichever one Pia was traveling in at the time.
In the Escalade following them were Miguel, Hugh and Andrea. Miguel was nut-brown and dark-haired, with a tight body coiled with lean muscles and dark, sharp eyes that never stopped roaming. Hugh was rawboned and rather plain. He had big hands, a slight Scottish burr, and a sleepy demeanor that Pia didn�t believe for a moment, because if he was really that sleepy and slow moving, he wouldn�t be traveling with her.
Andrea looked just like Pia from a distance, which had been intentional. She had the same leggy five-foot-ten body type and the same thick blonde hair that fell past her shoulders and could be pulled back in a ponytail. Andrea�s hair had been carefully lightened so that it matched Pia�s blonde shades.
They couldn�t pass for each other close up. Andrea looked to be possibly five years older than Pia�s twenty-five, although with Wyr, guessing someone�s age could sometimes be difficult, and Andrea could be as much as thirty years older. Pia�s face was more triangular. Andrea�s eyes were green, not midnight blue. Still, Pia got an eerie feeling whenever she caught sight of Andrea moving around in the distance. It was like looking at a doppelganger of herself.
The three traveling in Pia�s Cadillac were James, Johnny and Eva. James was the tallest of the crew and actually handsome, with dark hair that fell into blue eyes and a strong nose and jaw that looked great in profile. With his fine features and light brown hair, Johnny appeared so boyish that he looked downright innocent�which was another impression that Pia knew had to be false.
Then there was Eva, who was the alpha and captain of this particular pack of lethal whack-jobs. Eva had the whole Venus Williams Amazonian splendor thing nailed, with her honed, six-foot-tall body, rich ebony skin that rippled over strong muscles and a black, bitter gaze that had dissected Pia so thoroughly the first time they met, Pia was not exactly sure she�d found all the pieces and got herself put back together quite right afterward.
Most of her six attendants were canines of some sort, wolves, mongrels or mastiffs, although they had one winged Wyr who would provide aerial support if it ever became needed. Hugh was one of the demesne�s rare, prized gargoyles.
They all came from the Wyr�s version of Special Forces, the unit that was the most gifted and volatile in the army. They were the first into any conflict and acted as advance scouts, the rangers sent in to places too dangerous for the regular troops. They were the ones that patrolled the shadowed corners and slipped past enemy lines to take down their opponents from behind. The only Wyr more dangerous were Dragos�s sentinels and, of course, Dragos himself.
They were not good at conforming. They never wore a uniform, they didn�t salute and they didn�t bother to hide their opinions about things. And it was clear they didn�t think much either of Pia or the babysitting job they had been shackled with, which meant they were all in for a shitty trip if things didn�t change.
Pia slouched in the back behind the driver�s seat, arms crossed as she watched the dirty white, winter scenery scroll past. She could sense Dragos flying overhead, although they didn�t talk telepathically. Everything had already been said, shouted and argued out a while ago. After following the two-car cavalcade for about forty minutes, she could feel him wheeling and beginning the return flight back to the city.
She shifted restlessly in her seat. Her head pounded. On the sound system, 2Pac rapped �Ballad of a Dead Soulja.� Beside her, Johnny slouched in fatigues and a T-shirt, his light brown hair pulled into an untidy ponytail. He was totally absorbed in playing a handheld game.
Eva drove while James rode shotgun, literally, with the butt of a late-model SCAR (which, Pia had been told, stood for Special Operations Forces�SOF�combat assault rifle) resting on the floor between his boots. Eva�s kinky black hair was cropped short, emphasizing the graceful shape of her skull. As Pia looked at the rearview mirror, her gaze collided with the reflection of Eva�s contemptuous glance. Pia�s already strained temper gave up trying to control her behavior. It slunk away and took her better half with it.
She said, �I want to listen to Kenny G now. Or maybe Michael Bolton.�
Johnny�s head came up. James twisted to look at her.
�You�ve got to be fucking kidding me,� Eva said. She turned to James. �Tell me she�s fucking kidding me.�
Pia felt childish, petty and vindictive. The drama queen had turned into a two-year-old, and the toddler was having a tantrum. She said to James, �Change it.�
�Woman wants it changed,� James said, expressionlessly. He punched buttons. Easy listening music filled the Cadillac.
�That�s just fucking great,� Eva muttered. �We�re going to be stuck in a goddamn elevator for the rest of the goddamn day.�
Pia hated elevator music too. She smiled and settled back into her seat. Now everybody else was almost as miserable as she was.
Time dragged along with the miles that scrolled behind them, and the urban scenery remained the same, dull brick factories, black railroad lines ribboning through dirty snow, rows of houses and the occasional shopping center. Nobody spoke, at least not out loud. The two Cadillacs wove smoothly through the sporadic Sunday morning traffic on the interstate, not always staying together to avoid drawing too much attention, but always keeping within sight of each other.
As Pia watched the passing landscape, she couldn�t help but think of the last time she had made this trip, seven months ago. The two trips were almost perfect opposites of each other.
Last May she had been on the run, frightened, exhausted and alone, while everything around her had been bursting into bloom. This time she was mated, pregnant�her hand curled protectively over her stomach�s slight bump�and surrounded by the most effective, if surly, soldiers in the Wyr demesne, and it was flipping cold outside, as winter held New York by the scruff of the neck with sharp, white teeth.
January in Charleston would feel positively balmy in contrast, with daytime highs up to sixty degrees and nighttime lows around thirty-eight to forty degrees. Mostly what Pia was looking forward to, though, was the lack of snow on the South Carolina coast. In late December, New York had been hit with one of the worst blizzards on record, and it would take months for all the mountains of snow to melt.
Ninety minutes into the trip, she stirred. �I have to stop.�
Eva glanced at her again in the mirror. �Does her?� said Eva in a baby-talk kind of voice. �Where would herself like to stop?�
James stirred and said, �Evie.�
�What?� Eva snapped. �We barely got on the road, and princess already wants to take a break. And while I�m on the subject, why are we driving and not flying? We could be there in a couple of hours, instead of the trip taking the whole goddamn day.�
�It�s none of your fucking business why we�re driving instead of flying,� Pia said icily. �And princess here doesn�t give a shit where we stop, just as long as we do in the next ten minutes. Got it?�
�Sure, doll-face,� Eva said. �Any little thing herself wants, herself gets.�
As Eva signaled and cut right from the fast lane to the exit lane, Pia watched the other woman in the mirror and thought, Imma have to kick your ass before the day�s out, aren�t I?
Yeah, it was shaping up to be a great trip so far.
And they were on a mission of diplomacy.
The other Cadillac cut across traffic to join their SUV, and the two vehicles took the next exit ramp. Their choices for stopping included two gas stations, a McDonald�s, a Denny�s and a Quik Mart. Eva pulled into the McDonald�s lot and parked. Pia stepped out and headed for the restaurant. The other six surrounded her so casually it seemed to happen by accident. The psychos had smooth moves, she would give them that much.
Feeling an increasingly urgent need, she found her way to the restroom, accompanied by Eva and Andrea. So far the seven-month pregnancy didn�t show much�a fact that pretty much freaked her out if she thought too much about it�and she could keep it completely hidden if she dressed strategically. But the peanut, bless him, was beginning to exert some influence on her bladder. That was going to get much worse before it got better.
The women�s restroom was more or less clean, and empty. She pushed past the other two women, slammed the stall door shut and enjoyed a few minutes of what was likely to be the only alone time she would get that day.
Resentment and antagonism were two of the troubles that had followed her. Pia hadn�t really gained acceptance from the Wyr over the past seven months.
Oh, she had from some of the sentinels. All the gryphons had embraced her, and Graydon had become one of her best friends. They also knew what kind of Wyr she was, and why she and Dragos kept it secret.
The gryphons were the only ones who knew. Not even the other two sentinels did, although that didn�t seem to cause gargoyle sentinel Grym any problems, but then it was hard to tell what he was thinking since he didn�t talk much. And she had achieved a kind of uneasy truce with the harpy sentinel Aryal�at least enough to spar with the harpy on the training mat several times a week, although they didn�t share confidences or socialize.
As far as all the other Wyr went, in the early days of her mating with Dragos, expectation had turned to puzzlement, and then suspicion as the whispering began.
She didn�t reveal to anyone what kind of Wyr she was because she was stuck-up.
No, she was a fugitive from some other demesne, because Dragos wasn�t the only one she had stolen from.
Or, she didn�t bother to reveal what kind of Wyr she was, because she was one of the antisocial ones, and she didn�t care if she made friends or fit into any of the packs, herds or prides.
She was stuck in a box, her options limited. She couldn�t just pretend she was a horse or a deer and dismiss the subject. Nobody would believe her if she tried, because her scent was too strange.
For the Wyr, it was hard to warm up to someone who kept something so fundamental to their nature hidden from everybody else. Knowing that and understanding the reasons why it was there weren�t much help. The low-level resentment and subtle ostracization still felt sucky.
Over half a year later, Pia still felt like an uneasy guest in what was supposed to be her own home. The only real friends she felt like she had were Graydon, who knew everything; the new Dark Fae Queen, Niniane, with whom she steadily corresponded; and a few people from her old job working as a bartender at Elfie�s.
Quentin, the bar owner, didn�t need to know all of her secrets, and she didn�t need to know all of his. And of course there was Preston, the half-troll barfly, who liked to describe himself as an eight-foot hunka burnin� love, and who really was a sweetie through and through. Preston didn�t care if anyone had any stinking secrets. If you were willing to share a dozen orders of baked potato skins, lathered with cheese, bacon, sour cream and chives, and drink beer while watching the NBA playoffs, you were all right by him.
But Graydon was increasingly busy, and letters from Niniane, while fascinating and wonderful to receive, weren�t enough to satisfy her social needs. Quentin was absent more and more from Elfie�s these days, and anyway Pia couldn�t hide out at the bar twenty-four/seven. She could only visit a couple of times a week.
As far as she was concerned, there were only two things that made living in Cuelebre Tower worth it. One of them was the peanut�and she really had to stop calling him that, because the little fetus was already so smart, she could tell he thought his name actually was Peanut.
The other was Dragos, who was primitive, powerful, domineering, calculating, manipulative, infernally clever and tactless, and who she adored with all of her heart. Dragos, who created as many problems as he solved, and who loved her too, fiercely, so much so he had mated with her. Their lives had become inextricably entwined, and they had to work together for things now.
Which meant they needed to figure out how to be partners in more places than just the bedroom. (Because Pia was pretty damn sure they had nailed that part the first time they had made love.) And which also meant coming to an agreement about what they worked toward, even if reaching that agreement took months and sometimes felt like pulling giant, dragon-sized teeth.
The Wyr demesne and Dragos himself were facing too many challenges at once to deal with any one of them effectively. Dragos had broken several treaties with the Elves in his pursuit of Pia last May, and those treaties had not been repaired. Border strife continued with the Elven demesne, along with an ongoing trade embargo that had put several New York businesses under and was seriously hurting several more. Dragos�s multinational corporation, Cuelebre Enterprises, had bailed out several floundering companies and provided low-interest, long-term business loans to help out others, but they were all stopgap measures that didn�t really resolve the core issue.
In the meantime, Dragos�s corporation, along with the rest of the world, had taken its own hits in an ongoing global recession. Diversification, along with aggressive streamlining and retrenching, had kept the corporation leaner but running strong, but that had taken harder work and more top-heavy manpower at a time when Dragos could ill afford to expend the energy.
Then there was the problem of being critically short staffed. Dragos had lost two of his seven sentinels in quick succession last summer. The first one to go was his warlord sentinel, Tiago Black Eagle, who had mated with the new Dark Fae Queen, Niniane Lorelle. Then Dragos lost his First sentinel, Rune Ainissesthai, who had mated with the Vampyre sorceress Carling Severan. Dragos and Rune had parted badly, and Dragos still refused to talk about it. He had moved two people into sentinel positions as a temporary stopgap, but now he had to go through the process of setting new sentinels into place.
To top it all off, there was the amorphous Freaky Deaky Something that hung on the horizon, the strange voice that Dragos had heard through an impromptu prophesy given by the Oracle of Louisville, Grace Andreas. The Oracle and her family had since relocated to Miami, where Pia and Dragos had traveled to meet with her in a follow-up consultation last autumn. Unfortunately, Grace couldn�t add much to the original vision since, as she said, specific prophecies did not repeat themselves.
Grace did offer them a piece of advice, while they sat at her kitchen table and two young children played outside with, of all things, a very large, indulgent and good-looking Djinn. �The person or Power behind the voice from the vision is either already in your lives, or it will be,� Grace told Pia and Dragos. �Don�t let that knowledge weaken you. There�s no point in trying to avoid it, because the actions you take might actually cause you to come into contact with it sooner than you would otherwise. Act from your strengths, and live your lives in a state of readiness. You were lucky. You were given a warning. Most people don�t get that.�
The memory of that conversation played through Pia�s mind as she exited the bathroom stall and washed her hands. She also thought of all the other issues, along with the added stressor of having just left her mate. Eva�s antagonism shouldn�t even be on the list of challenges she had to face.
The psychos were a well-trained unit. They would have a strongly defined internal order she didn�t yet have a handle on, and that would be reinforced by the five canines� pack instinct. Each one would be highly opinionated and would make up his or her own mind about Pia, but none of them would go against their alpha, and no doubt several of them would take their cue from how Eva and Pia�s relationship developed. Right now Pia was just an annoying, disliked outsider they had to bodyguard. She had to turn that around and establish a different working relationship with them now before Eva�s lack of respect became too entrenched.
The other two women had taken advantage of using the facilities too, first Andrea, then Eva, while one remained on guard at the door.
Pia dried her hands deliberately, then turned. Andrea guarded the door. Pia met the other woman�s gaze. She said, �Get out.�
Andrea�s blonde eyebrows rose. She glanced at the closed bathroom stall, which opened. Eva stalked out, her whole magnificent body flowing like gleaming black oil.
Pia said to Andrea, �Wrong response.�
Eva jerked her chin. �Go on.�
Andrea opened the door and backed out without a word.
Pia went to the door and flipped the lock. The snick sounded over-loud in the silent restroom. It wouldn�t keep anybody out who was determined to get in, of course, but it was a strongly symbolic barrier�and the sound would tell any sharp, listening Wyr ears to stay out of what happened next.
She turned, leaned back against the door and met Eva�s sardonic gaze. Pia said, �I thought briefly about just kicking your ass, but we would have to take that outside and I don�t feel like getting wet and muddy. Besides, you�re not worth it.�
Amusement sliced across Eva�s bold features, and her black eyes sparkled. �You�re sadly deluded if you think you could take me, princess.�
Pia didn�t smile, and her gaze remained level. �I can take the gryphons,� she said. Eva�s face froze. �For the past seven months, I�ve been sparring with Aryal almost daily. With the harpy, it�s more like fifty-fifty, since she doesn�t pull her punches. She doesn�t give a shit if I�m a female and Dragos�s mate. If anything it makes her hit harder, because she doesn�t like me much. So, you tell me, Eva. Can I take you?�
Okay, so some of that was bluffing. The other woman was a trained soldier and versed in battle, combat tactics and weaponry in a way Pia never would be. If they were in the wild and engaged in guerilla warfare, Pia was pretty sure that if she didn�t succeed in running away from a confrontation, Eva could wipe the forest floor with her. But they weren�t in the wild. On a training mat or in a McDonald�s parking lot, Pia didn�t have a doubt she could take the other woman. That was the certainty she let sit in her gaze.
�You have two choices,� Pia said. �You can either change your attitude completely right now, no second chances, or you can give me the car keys and make your own way back to New York, because I�m not going to put up with your shit. It�s pulling my mind off what I need to be thinking about, and not only that, it�s unprofessional�from the both of us. We don�t have to be girlfriends. We don�t have to like each other. Believe me, I�m pretty used to that by now. But if you choose to stay, you�ve got to come to terms with the fact that, for anything that doesn�t involve a combat situation, you�re not the alpha in this group. I am. If we�re ever facing a fight where you�re the clear expert, that�s a different story, but until then, you do as I say.�
She watched as fury and instinct warred in Eva�s face. The other woman was dominant, and she lived a violent life. Her Wyr side would be much closer to the surface than it was for others. It would be difficult to give up her alpha status without a fight, especially to someone who was an herbivore, not pack. If they were both purely animals, Eva would try to hunt Pia down for lunch.
Of course Wyr were much more than just their animal natures, but even still, some things bled through in subtle and not-so-subtle ways. Predator Wyr often had a condescending attitude toward more peaceful herbivores. Usually that dynamic was nothing more than a social irritation, but in this situation, it added more tension.
But she would not want to be in Eva�s shoes if Eva chose to head back to New York. No doubt that was the deciding factor in Eva�s response, along with the fact that the other woman would never abandon her unit. Eva said expressionlessly, �Got it. For this trip, you�re alpha. We done?�
Pia sourly poked at her lower lip as she noted Eva�s specific wording. �No,� she said. �I�m not finished.� She raised her voice slightly for the benefit of whoever was listening on the other side of the door�which by that point, she reckoned, was all the others. �No doubt you all wanted to stay and watch the Games this week, and find out who wins the sentinel positions. And I get that you�re irritated, but you people need to change your attitude about this assignment. I don�t think you realize how important this trip is, or what an honor you�ve been given.�
�We get that you�re special, being Dragos�s mate and all,� Eva said.
�No, knucklehead,� she snapped. She might have to take Eva out into the parking lot and kick her ass after all�whatever the other woman said, Pia wasn�t sure Eva could really give up her alpha status without it, even if Eva honestly tried. �We�re not on some kind of pleasure jaunt or shopping trip, and I�m not just going to have tea and cookies and go shopping with Beluviel. We�re going to try to fix one of the biggest problems the Wyr demesne has right now, repair treaties and better our relationship with the Elven demesne. It�s something Dragos can�t do, since he�s the one who broke the treaties to begin with�the Elves have threatened war if he enters their demesne without permission again, and besides, he has to settle the sentinel issue, which means he has to stay in New York to preside over the Games.�
She could tell when Eva stopped sneering long enough to actually begin to think, and then the shift happened. Suddenly their trip south was no longer an unwelcome babysitting job for an unpopular mate but had become much more.
She continued, more quietly, �The outcome of our trip matters to a lot of people, Eva. I�m not going to risk failure because you and your idiots don�t know how to rein in your snark, or take orders from someone who is not pack and is nonmilitary. I get that your more usual assignment involves solving problems that are more the point-and-shoot kind. If you can�t handle this, say so. We�ll turn around right now and go home, and I�ll start over with another crew that can.�
�Okay,� Eva said after a moment, relaxing from her rigid stance. �I was told you were meeting with Beluviel and possibly the High Lord, but I wasn�t given details beyond our mission objective�to travel with you and keep you safe.�
�Well, I am special and all, being Dragos�s mate,� Pia said dryly. Eva snorted, a near-silent exhalation that sounded almost amused. �And by the way, we�re not taking a flight because Dragos thought we would have more survival capability on the ground. Incidences involving planes tend to have high fatality rates.� Plus only one in their group had a Wyr form with wings, which seemed to bother Dragos quite a bit. He couldn�t imagine flying high in the sky without having the capability to jump out of a plane and take flight if he had to. �Not,� she added, �that I plan on explaining every little decision to you in the future.�
�Fine,� Eva said with a scowl, evidently not liking the sound of that. Then her expression changed. �I would like to ask you just one thing, though.�
Pia studied the other woman. She would make more of an ally with Eva through cooperation than not. Maybe this could be a bloodless coup after all. They might never grow to like each other, but achieving a partnership before they reached South Carolina would be good enough for her. So she said, �Shoot.�
Eva ran her black gaze down Pia�s body as she sucked a tooth. Finally she looked up and met Pia�s stare. �You even pregnant?�
Pia�s eyebrows rose. She hadn�t realized people were beginning to gossip about that as well. �You can�t tell from my scent?�
�You have a strange scent,� Eva said. �None of us have smelled anything like you before, and we don�t know what to make of it.�
Her face twisted into a wry grimace. Fair enough. She beckoned with her fingers and said, �Come here.�
Eyes sparkling with curiosity, Eva stepped forward. Pia reached for her hand, and Eva allowed her to take it. Pia settled Eva�s flattened palm over the small bump of her stomach and waited. She watched Eva�s face transform into wonder.
The dampening spell that Pia used to camouflage the natural luminescence of her skin also seemed to mask the peanut�s presence from others, at least from a distance. The pregnancy didn�t remain hidden when someone actually came in contact with Pia�s body. Even though the peanut was still very small for twenty-eight weeks, the muted roar of Power at her midsection was unmistakable even for someone who was not medical personnel.
Wonder rounded Eva�s eyes. �Holy shit,� she whispered.
Pia rubbed her eyes with thumb and forefinger. Yeah. Holy, as it were, shit.
�I�m confused,� Eva said, frowning. �It doesn�t seem very big but it�s carrying a helluva wallop.�
�I�m about twenty-eight weeks along,� Pia told her. She could see Eva doing the math.
Eva�s frown deepened. �Shouldn�t it be bigger?�
�Nobody knows,� Pia said with a tired sigh. �The doctor says he�s quite healthy, and that�s all that matters. Based on his current development, she�s estimating a gestation period between seven hundred thirty and seven hundred fifty days.� She watched the other woman do the math again.
Eva blanched. �You�re going to be pregnant for two years.�
�Seems likely,� Pia said between her teeth. �Did you know elephants have a gestation period of twenty-two months? Apparently dragon babies might be more complicated. And before you think to ask, no, I�m not laying an egg so he can gestate the rest of the way outside my body. No, no such luck. This baby�s going to be a live birth.�
Somehow.
Eva looked at her in poorly concealed horror. �Won�t he have�.�.�. claws? And not cute tiny, puppy ones?�
�We�re a little concerned about that,� Pia said grimly. �And he hasn�t yet shown any sign of his human form.� Some Wyr babies were born in their animal form, and others were born in human form. Still others, if they were not already in the same form as their mother, shapeshifted while in utero, although that was more rare. �The doctor wants to plan a C-section.�
�I see.� Eva pulled her hand away and stepped back.
They had roused the baby. Pia felt an invisible presence settle around her neck and shoulders, a bright, fierce loving innocence. It was a waking version of what she dreamed so often these days, the peanut draping his graceful, delicate white body around her, his long, transparent wings tucked close to his body. Nobody else but her could sense when he did that, not even Dragos. She put a hand to the base of her neck with a small, private smile.
�Guess we better get you to Charleston,� Eva said. �You got a job to do.�
�I guess we�d better,� said Pia.
�I just want to know one more thing,� said Eva.
Pia turned to unlock the restroom door. �What�s that?�
Eva put her hand on the door and held it shut while she met Pia�s gaze pointedly. �Tell me we can change radio stations now.�
Pia bit back a chuckle. �Yes, please. Let�s get off the elevator.�
Eva took hold of the handle and pulled the door open. The other five in their group were hanging in the hallway, looking thoughtful, their arms piled high with food bags and drink carriers. Johnny was already eating a sandwich.
Reaching a d�tente with Eva was one hurdle down. Now all Pia wanted to do was reach their rented estate and settle in for the evening. She wouldn�t be meeting with any Elves until the next day.
She couldn�t wait for nightfall. She only hoped she wasn�t so excited that she couldn�t fall asleep, because that would seriously screw up everything.

TWO

After seeing off Pia�s mini-cavalcade, Dragos flew back to the city.
He missed her ferociously already, the ache so bad it hurt his chest. Each wing stroke that took him further away from her felt wrong as hell. They had not separated since they had come together and mated last May.
Wyr could survive separations from their mates, sometimes for years if necessary, but it always felt like privation. He almost called her back to him a half-dozen times. Only the thought of their shared mission kept him silent, although his massive jaws ached from how hard he clenched them.
When he reached Manhattan, he spiraled down through the frigid air to land in a large, cordoned-off area in a parking lot by Four Pennsylvania Plaza. After he shimmered into a shapeshift, he let go of the cloaking spell and strode toward the main entrance of the massive, round Madison Square Garden building.
He glanced up as he approached. The banner had gone up weeks before. It was several stories tall and very simple. It read SENTINEL GAMES, with the dates for this week down below, along with the simple graphic of a gigantic, crimson dragon rampant.
That�d do.
The twenty-thousand by ten-thousand-foot arena seated 19,500 and it had all the latest multimedia technology, with giant television screens to show spectators in close-up the details of what occurred down below. The arena had undergone extensive renovations over the last several months, heavily subsidized by Cuelebre Enterprises, down to and including the Cuelebre Enterprises Executive Suite, which perched above the rest of the arena like an aerie.
All the tickets for the week of the Games were long gone. The tickets were for four-hour slots and had been free on a first-come/first-serve basis to any Wyr or resident of New York State who applied. The first ones to go were on the last day, when the final round of contests would take place and he would name his next seven sentinels. A limited amount of seating and suites had also been made available, for an exorbitant price, to any of the other races who were willing to pay.
And they were all willing to pay. Dignitaries from all the other Elder Races, along with many human nationalities, would be attending.
People would watch the Games for a variety of reasons. Some would be evaluating the strength of the Wyr demesne and making notes of the personalities involved. The week would showcase a lot of talent, so no doubt some, including Cuelebre Enterprises, would be headhunting for a selection of opportunities that lay outside the sentinel positions.
Also, many Wyr would gain a sense of security from knowing their demesne remained strong and capable of handling any threat. Still others would watch for the blood sport, which was barbaric, of course, but Dragos had never made any bones about the fact that the Games themselves were barbaric. They were supposed to be. PETA members were completely outraged and utterly confused.
The weeklong event would also be televised on pay-per-view cable worldwide, which would help to defray some of the massive cost, but the bottom line was the Games still remained the single most expensive project he had personally sponsored in generations.
In this case, profit was not the point. This was governance, a calculated, lavish display of wealth and an exercise of raw, brutal strength.
Just as humans had many different countries splattered across the globe, all the other Elder Races had different demesnes�in the continental United States, in Europe, Asia, Africa and other places.
All except for the Wyr. The Wyr had different communities, such as the gargoyles in northern Scotland, the wolves of the Great Steppe in southwestern Russia, the gazelles of the African plains and the mysterious, ancient kraken of the North Atlantic who rarely interacted with others or came to land.
But there was only one Wyr demesne, one Wyr ruler.
Cuelebre, the Great Beast.
And there had been only one event like this in the last thousand years. That had been the first Sentinel Games, when his original seven had fought their way to their current positions. Then, he had recruited the most Powerful of the Wyr throughout the world. They had come together to establish who was the strongest amongst them, and they had fought for the chance to rule by his side.
He had been working toward this point since Tiago and Rune had left their positions last summer. This time the worldwide recruiting and screening effort had been conducted electronically. Notices had gone out, job application forms had been posted, and an entire team of recruiters and HR personnel had spent the last several months screening and checking references for all the applicants.
They had arrived at a short list of 448 contestants, and most of those were predator Wyr. There were any number of lions, of course, and several gargoyles. Dragos liked the gargoyles. They were community minded, and when they changed into their Wyr form, their stone-like surface was almost impossible to penetrate in hand-to-hand combat.
There was one of the two other known thunderbirds in existence aside from Tiago, a clash of harpies, and a very interesting, rare individual who was mixed race but whose Wyr side was strong enough that he could shapeshift. Most interesting of all to Dragos, there was a rare pegasus. While Powerful immortals, as herbivores pegasi were peaceful creatures, and it was unusual for one to seek out such a public, potentially violent position.
All-predator sentinels made for a hawkish group, a fact that was brought home to him when Pia, with her more peaceful outlook, began to sit in on conferences and voice her opinions. It might not be a bad thing to have a pegasus as a sentinel�as long as he could establish his prowess in physical combat. If he couldn�t fight worth shit, there was no point. The pegasus could go push some pencils in a bureaucratic position somewhere. Right here? It was call of the wild, baby.
The shortlist of contestants also included all five of his current sentinels, who had to participate in the Games to prove they were still the strongest and the best, because while the Wyr demesne adopted modern technology, legal concepts and principles, at its heart it was still a feudal system. It had to be; his sentinels needed to be the strongest and most capable of taking down any other Wyr who might go rogue, and they also had to be capable of leading a world-class defense against any potential attackers.
Might did not always equate with right, but it did provide damn strong security in an uncertain, often brutal world.
Still, the participation of the five sentinels was probably just a formality. Probably. The only stipulation Dragos had made was that they fight other contestants, because the point of their inclusion wasn�t to find out which of them was the strongest against each other. The real question was, were they stronger than anybody else?
Everyone was on edge, and more tempers than just his had flared frequently over the last few weeks. Crews had been laboring overnight to put the last touches on the combat arena. It was a simple area, a huge cordoned-off space with a sand-covered floor. The sand could be raked in between bouts to get rid of the blood.
Because there would be blood.
With all the paperwork and formalities out of the way, the Sentinel Games had just one objective: beat your opponent by any means possible. One fight, Wyr to Wyr. No weapons, no second chances, no holds barred.
There was just one rule: don�t kill anybody.
At least not on purpose.
* * *
Nobody wanted to talk to Dragos these days. No doubt it had something to do with him being so snarly. He was liable to bite off somebody�s head if they so much as looked at him funny. That wasn�t winning him any friends.
Which was all right with Dragos. He didn�t need friends, and he didn�t want to talk to anybody else, anyway. He could probably stand to not talk to anybody for the entire length of Pia�s trip away.
Yeah, that could potentially save lives and maintain inter-demesne alliances. Unfortunately, that strategy wasn�t on his agenda for the foreseeable future.
Approximately twenty thousand spectators were on site, along with countless staff and security, a team of medical personnel on standby for the week, the four hundred and forty-eight contestants, a gaggle of assorted dignitaries, some protest groups and a shitload of press.
Whenever his five current sentinels were not competing, they would be working with Wyr divisions in NYPD to maintain an extra-sharp vigilance throughout the city. This week would be particularly challenging for them, for they would have virtually no downtime between rounds in the arena, other than what they might need to physically heal from any injuries. They were all taking the rigors of the week as their own personal challenge to excel.
Lines went down the street. It was taking a while to usher in all of the people. While Dragos liked putting on a show, he really hated crowds, even when he was the one who instigated the gathering. He clenched his fists and kept a stern hold on his temper, turning his face away when someone pointed a camera at him.
Cuelebre Enterprises� new head of PR, Talia Aguilar, was already on site and talking with several camera crews in the main lobby area. Talia was a selkie, a seal Wyr, with a sinuous rounded body, golden skin, brown hair and large, soulful eyes that the camera loved. She had been part of Tricks�s staff when Tricks had been Head of PR.
Last summer Pia herself had recommended Talia for the position, after she had briefly considered whether or not she wanted or even could do the job.
�Why her?� Dragos had asked.
�Because not only is Talia qualified, she�s freaking adorable,� Pia told him. �Have you noticed her? People fall over themselves to do things for her. They open doors for her and shit�and she never says shit. And Dragos, as much as I love you I have to say, you need someone who is really adorable in that position.�
�You�re adorable,� he said.
�Really? Aw.� Pleasure sleeked her down. She gave him a creamy smile. �I�m not, you know. But, aw.�
�Why shouldn�t you take the position?� he asked, curious as to her reasoning.
�For one thing, I�m not qualified,� she said.
�So?� He didn�t care if Pia wasn�t qualified. In this instance, he was fully prepared to act in unabashed nepotism. She would learn the job in time if she wanted it, and in the meantime she wouldn�t screw up too badly.
Pia sprawled across his body, her head on his chest. She liked to draw light circles around his nipples with her soft, gentle fingers while they talked. It drove him absolutely crazy. Plus they had just finished making love. At that point he was inclined to give her anything she wanted. He was most amused to note she didn�t seem to be aware of that fact.
�For another thing, you�ve got people on staff who actually are qualified and deserve the promotion, like Talia,� she told him.
He kissed her forehead, almost closing his eyes as he inhaled her beautiful scent. When they were intimate, he always insisted she take off the cloaking spell that hid her full nature from anyone else. Her pearly luminescence filtered through his dark lashes and lit all the dark corners inside of him.
He said, �I�m still at the �so?� part of this conversation.�
She yawned and told him, �Third, I believe it�s a big mistake to take any position that would make me your employee. You�ll just think it gives you that much more right to run roughshod over me.�
He whispered huskily, �Is that what I do when I�m over you?�
Her throaty chuckle was barely audible. It brought to the forefront of his mind fevered images of what they had just done together. What he had done to her. What he would do to her, with her, again soon. �Seriously,� she said. �I may be your lover and your mate�.�.�.�
�That�s not all you are.� He gathered up her left hand and kissed her fingers where the diamond in the ring he had given her gathered all the light in the room and threw it out in a spray of rainbow sparkles. �You�re going to be my wife too, as soon as we have time to do it right.�
She paused, then said, �Okay, I�m a little intimidated by what you mean when you say �do it right,� and I�ll be your wife at some point, but the real point I�m trying to make is that I have no idea how to be your partner. I think that job is the wrong way for us to go.�
�Fair enough,� he said. And that had been that.
Now he strode through the crowded space of the arena, and Talia registered his presence with a quick, smiling glance, but she never stopped speaking to the reporters in front of her, and he maintained his distance. The selkie was all right, he supposed, as he maneuvered through the crowd to the elevators. There was just one big problem with her: she was scared to death of him.
While that might be a reasonable reaction to him, her fear saturated her scent whenever they were within proximity of each other. He didn�t know a single Wyr who would believe anything she had to say when she was in that state, so at the moment they were limited to televised appearances together�and Dragos almost never did televised appearances.
Plus there was another unfortunate consequence. Her fear drove him crazy. Not a tolerant male at the best of times, he felt the urge to smack her upside the head whenever they got in the same room. It made for a poor working dynamic.
When he reached the Cuelebre Enterprises Executive Suite, he surveyed it with satisfaction. It had been customized perfectly to his specific requirements.
The interior would have surprised anybody outside his inner circle. Most suites at the arena were designed for high-end entertaining, either personally or for business clients. Cuelebre Enterprises had taken over the arena�s new �supersuite� that had the capability of entertaining up to three hundred people, with comfortable lounge-style furniture, stylish decor, kitchens, full bars and fireplaces.
For the duration of Dragos�s use, however, the supersuite was currently furnished as a mobile working office, with secure laptop systems that had been personally couriered over by his assistants, office desks and chairs and a lounge area by the windows. It was fully plugged in, with high-speed internet, phones, and fax, print and scan capability. After several months of hard work and negotiations, they were finally at the end stages of some critical business deals. The office would allow Dragos to maintain a presence at the Games without losing a full week of work he could ill afford to lose.
One of his assistants, Kristoff, was already present and hard at work, talking on his phone while he typed on his keyboard. No matter how well dressed Kristoff was, he always appeared to be slightly shaggy and shambling. Kristoff was an ursine Wyr whose untidy, self-effacing demeanor disguised a sharp, quick wit and the kind of sturdy disposition needed to work around Dragos on a daily basis. Not only that, Kris was a Harvard-educated MBA who thrived on aggressive corporate maneuvering. Dragos paid him well for those traits.
Nodding to Kris as he strode in, he went immediately to the window look out over the arena. The sand on the combat floor was pristine, all footsteps raked smooth.
The door slammed open. Dragos looked over his shoulder, one eyebrow raised. One of his sentinels exploded into the suite. The harpy Aryal�s furious gray gaze fixed on him and she stormed toward him. In her human form, she was a six-foot-tall, powerfully built woman with dark hair that was tangled more often than not, and she had a strange, gaunt beauty that had nothing to do with dieting. In the harpy�s Wyr form, both strangeness and beauty were accentuated.
Naturally it would be Aryal who dared to storm and seethe around him that day. Chick was crazy, but no doubt that was axiomatic. All harpies were.
Dragos turned back to the arena, which was mostly full and still filling. Fifteen minutes to showtime. He said, �What is it?�
�I just saw the final list, and I cannot fucking believe my eyes.� Aryal stopped at his side and glared at him. �Quentin Caeravorn is PART WYR?�
�Yes.�
�How can he be Wyr without any of us knowing it?�
�His dampening spell was just that good, Aryal. And recruiters saw him change. If his Wyr side is strong enough for him to change, he�s eligible to enter the Games.�
�He�s a goddamn criminal!� she snapped. �You know he is!�
�I gave you six months to close down an investigation on him,� Dragos said, �and you�ve not been able to pin anything on him. His qualifications and references are impeccable. The law says he can compete.� Besides, he was extremely interested in what Caeravorn�s possible motives could be for competing. Those motives would surface eventually, if Caeravorn was given enough time. And rope.
�Screw the law!� she shouted. �You�re the law. You can disqualify him, for crying out loud�or won�t you do that because he�s Pia�s former boss and special friend?�
He pivoted to stare at her with a molten gaze and cold face. He growled, �I created that law, and I will abide by it. So will every other Wyr in my demesne. And so will you, or I will take you down myself right now, so hard you will need much more than a week to heal.�
They stared at each other. Aryal�s fists were clenched, the muscles in her jaw leaping with furious tension. If Dragos put her out of commission, she wouldn�t be able to fight, which would disqualify her from the Games�and that meant she would not be considered as one of the final seven.
Dragos waited a pulse beat. He said softly, �Now if you�re quite done, get the fuck out of my face.�
Aryal hovered on the edge a moment longer than any other living creature would have dared to. Her particular brand of insanity included an insane kind of courage, he would give her that.
Dragos tilted his head. He flexed a hand.
Her gaze dropped. She looked like she was about to explode, but she held her silence as she whirled and stormed out of the suite.
It wasn�t a bad thing to force her to confront her own reckless temper without Grym around to pull her back from the brink. The two sentinels had developed an odd kind of relationship, a nonsexual friendship where Grym took it upon himself to haul Aryal back from whatever trouble her tempestuous nature got her into. But Grym wouldn�t be there for her in the Games.
In the end, the arena was like facing the dragon�it was every one for herself.
�Sir, it�s time,� Kristoff said quietly from behind him.
He stirred. �Tell them I�m on my way.�
He went down the elevator and through security, to the tunnel entrance onto the main floor of the arena. The Games manager was a Wyr gray wolf named Sebastian Ortiz, army retired. Like most gray wolves, Ortiz�s hair had turned salt and pepper as he had aged. He had a lined face, sharp yellow eyes, and a lean, tough body that said the old wolf could still be dangerous. Ortiz and Talia were waiting for him just inside the tunnel entrance, along with a few security Wyr.
All of the contestants were already lined up along the arena floor. Talia handed Dragos a field microphone. He nodded to her, gestured to Ortiz and strode into the arena while the Games manager followed.
As he cut across the floor, making the first tracks in the pristine raked sand, the crowd shouted. The sound grew until it rang in his ears. Somewhere a rhythm began. It swept through the arena, turning into a chant: �Dragos�Dragos�Dragos.� And: �Wyr�Wyr�Wyr.�
Then Dragos caught a whiff of a long-familiar scent, one single thread of identity in a m�lange of over twenty thousand other scents, and it was so unexpected, his stride hitched. Almost immediately he controlled himself to move forward until he stood in the center of the arena. He pivoted, inhaling deeply as he looked over at the crowd. The hot, white blaze of lights was no deterrent for his sharp, raptor�s gaze that could detect small prey from over two miles away.
He took his time as he searched. The thunderous roar of the crowd continued for several minutes then began to die away. A heavy anticipation pressed against his senses.
There.
His vision narrowed. He clenched his jaw to bite back a snarl.
High in the stands, his former First sentinel Rune sat quietly with his mate. Rune leaned forward, elbows braced on his knees and chin resting on his laced hands, his expression quiet and serious. His mate Carling sat back in her seat, also watching with a serious expression, one hand resting on Rune�s back.
Rune and Dragos had not talked privately since an ill-fated cell phone conversation six months ago when they had parted badly. They had not seen each other since an early morning confrontation in a meadow soon after.
Dragos heard updates, of course. He knew that Carling�s quarantine had ended successfully, and that Rune and Carling had settled in Miami. He also knew that a trickle of bright minds and talents had begun to gather in Florida�the Oracle who had once lived in Louisville, a brilliant medusa who was a medical researcher, a sharp legal mind from one of the premier law firms in San Francisco, along with others�enough talent so that disconcertment was beginning to ripple through the seven demesnes. Dragos also knew that the other sentinels kept in touch with Rune, and he did not forbid it.
He had not forbidden Rune or Carling from entering the Wyr demesne either, so he should not have been surprised that they would attend the Sentinel Games.
A strange, tangled knot of emotion gripped him. He felt the urge to shapeshift and attack, along with something heavier, something like sadness or regret.
Or maybe it was the weight of all the years they had worked together in partnership, years that had flown by to become centuries. They had accomplished so much together. For a very long time their different natures and talents had showcased each other�s so well that Dragos had once told Rune he was his best friend.
Or perhaps it was the burden of words they had left unsaid. Words like �I�m sorry,� and �how are you.� And, �you should have fucking said something sooner.�
And especially, �you left the demesne�OUR WORK�for a woman.�
And not just any woman. The former Queen of the Nightkind, one-time Elder tribunal Councillor, fellow Machiavellian thinker and occasional ally. The one woman in the entire world Dragos would not completely trust as mate to his First.
Which meant that even if Rune wanted to, Dragos would never let him work as one of his sentinels again.
All of those words and more strangled unsaid in his tightened throat, because if it had been him and Pia, he would have done the same thing. Unquestionably. He would have left anyone and anything for her, and he still might over the long unknown years of their future. For Pia he would walk away from what had turned out to be his life�s work, the Wyr demesne, if he ever had to, and he would do it without a second�s hesitation or a second look back.
Gods damn it.
Rune was looking back at him, lion�s eyes steady.
He realized he had crushed the field microphone as he clenched his hands into fists, and twenty thousand people had fallen into silence.
He gave his former First a curt, slight nod, and despite the distance, he knew that Rune�s own sharp gaze would have caught it. Rune returned the nod.
Then the Lord of the Wyr turned his attention to his waiting people.
He projected his voice so that it filled the arena.
No speechwriter had written what he said. It was unpolished, blunt, straight to the point and televised.
�A long time ago, I made you a promise. I said there would be law in this demesne, and I said it would be a fair one. I told you there would be protection for those of you who could not protect yourselves. As a result, the Wyr demesne remains one of the strongest Elder Races demesnes in the world, and the sentinels are a key part of that promise.
�Six months ago I put out the call, and Wyr from all over the world answered. Every candidate who will fight in this arena has chosen to be here, including each of my current five sentinels who have already served both you and me for a very long time. They could have taken the opportunity these Games presented to retire with honor. None of them chose to do that.
�Of the others, we have screened each applicant carefully until only the most qualified Wyr will enter this arena. They�re smart, experienced and capable, and I would be proud to have any of them stand at my side. But not all of them will. The only thing we have left to discover is which of these contestants are the seven strongest. Those will be the Wyr who stand by my side on Friday. They will keep the peace, uphold the law, protect our borders and both they and I will hunt down anyone foolish enough to try to harm the Wyr in any way.
�That continues to be my promise to you and to the rest of the world. Today we start with four hundred and forty-eight contestants�the best and the brightest of the Wyr. Each will fight, and if they lose, they�re out, including my current five. Tomorrow we start with two hundred and twenty-four. Friday morning, there will be fourteen left. By Friday evening, the Wyr demesne will have its seven. That way everyone will know beyond a shadow of a doubt that the strongest and the best Wyr hold this demesne safe.�
Then he took a deep breath, filling his lungs. He brought his Wyr form close to the surface and let it glow like lava in his eyes.
With enough Power to shake the entire building, the dragon let out a deep roar.
�LET THE GAMES BEGIN!�
Both the crowd and the contestants surged to their feet and roared with him. He walked off the floor while the Games manager took over. It was a strong beginning to the week, a show of Wyr solidarity to the watching world and no doubt it made damn fine TV.
And, bloody hell, he was glad it was over.
Because he couldn�t wait for nightfall.
Pia had better be able to get to sleep. If she couldn�t, their plans were fucked.

THREE

The rest of the road trip down to Charleston held more challenges for Pia, after she and the others piled back into the SUVs. Despite the antinausea charm she wore almost constantly, the concentrated smell of so much greasy meat from the many breakfast sandwiches the others had ordered from McDonald�s, combined with traveling in the passenger seat, caused her a miserable spell of nausea.
She never actually vomited, but they had to roll down the windows and let frigid air blow through the vehicle until the others had consumed their food. Then they had to stop again to throw away the bags so the smell would really dissipate from the SUV. She couldn�t even stand to keep the hash browns they had bought for her. McDonald�s used �natural beef flavor� in their hash browns, and she couldn�t tolerate how they smelled.
Eventually the group could roll up the windows again. In sharp contrast to the barbed tension and outright antagonism from earlier, the others were really very good about it all�patient and concerned, and without a hint of irritation.
So at least she had made some progress.
The temperature warmed as they traveled south, but the day never brightened. They drove into a steady drizzle, again in almost perfect contrast to her previous trip. This time too there was no need to stop at a superstore for supplies�a pair of mated Wyr had traveled down a couple of days earlier to prepare the estate Dragos had rented. The couple would keep house and provide any cooking that the group would need, which included high-end catering for any guests Pia might invite. They were especially versed in vegan cuisine and coached to provide meals for Pia that were high in protein.
Charleston was a gray smear of rain-dulled cobblestone streets, the windows of gracious homes shining with warm, golden light.
The estate had a large historic home that was beautifully built and attractively positioned on an acre of land, and surrounded by a decorative black wrought-iron fence. She knew the details, at least on paper, and she had seen several digital photos. There were six bedrooms, four full baths, a large dine-in kitchen, a full formal dining room, a formal living room/parlor, a family room with a fireplace, a back terrace and an �in-law� apartment over a detached garage where their housekeeping Wyr would stay.
As the group pulled up the driveway, Johnny pointed out that the house was also positioned well for defense, with a minimum of landscaped foliage around the bottom of the building. She pretended to listen, but mostly she was busy soaking in the sight of their own golden lights shining in welcome in the windows.
Miguel, Hugh and Andrea went into the house first while the rest of them waited, their SUV idling halfway down the drive in case they needed to pull out quickly. As soon as Miguel appeared again in the front doorway and waved an all clear, they headed in.
The interior was a blur, and so were the two Wyr who waited with expectant smiles to greet her. She was sure the whole place was perfectly, outrageously splendid, because gods forbid that the Lord of the Wyr�s mate stay anywhere else. Dragos had probably bought an entire house full of linens, housewares, antiques and crazily expensive artwork just for the duration of her stay. In fact she would bet money on it. He wouldn�t allow any Elven guests�or potential spies�to witness anything differently.
At the moment she didn�t care, and she didn�t want to know. She could scent a whole array of cooked food, including meat, which smelled good while at the same time it made her nauseated all over again.
�I appreciate everything you�ve done to get ready for our arrival,� she told the man and woman. She would ask one of the others for their names again later. �And I would enjoy a tour some other time. Right now I need to go to my room. Would you please bring a supper tray up for me?�
�Of course!� said the woman. �Please come with me.�
Pia followed her up the stairs along with Eva, while the others brought in their luggage. As soon as the woman had shown her the way, she left with a smile and the promise to return in a few minutes.
Naturally Pia had been given the master suite, and it was�as she�d known it would be�perfectly splendid, decorated with an array of her favorite colors, a large four-poster bed, two beautifully preserved antique wardrobes, a cozy sitting area around a fireplace with a hearth inlaid with hand-painted tiles and a luxuriously appointed bathroom.
Pia walked to the bathroom doorway and contemplated the toilet. Eva took one thoughtful look at her then went around the suite opening windows.
�Thanks,� she said without looking around.
�It always this bad?� The other woman sounded leery.
�No.� She stirred, inhaling the cold waft of air deeply. �Usually it�s nowhere near this bad. The trigger was smelling the meat again on an empty stomach, on top of traveling in the car all day. Now that we�re not traveling anymore, it�ll probably go away if I can manage to eat something.�
Hugh sidled into the room with her luggage and set the two suitcases in front of one of the wardrobes. She thanked both him and Eva, sent them off to their own suppers, and relished the privacy as they closed the door behind them. As soon as they were gone, she pulled out her iPhone and typed out a text.
We�re here.
Within moments, her iPhone pinged with a reply.
How are you doing?
She smiled to herself. Dragos never used abbreviated words in his texts.
Fine. Tired. That�s GOOD.
She had a brief impulse but backed away from it. He also wasn�t somebody you LOL�d at.
I�m going to eat, clean up and go to bed. You?
The same. See you soon.
All she had to do was text with him and read those simple words, and her stupid pulse started racing. Stop. Stop. Adrenaline would wake her up.
A knock sounded at the door. She said, �Yes?�
�I have your supper,� said the woman whose name she had forgotten. �Would you like me to leave it here in the hall?�
�No, that�s all right.� She walked to the door to open it. �I appreciate you bringing it up. Thank you.�
�You�re welcome.� The woman carried the tray in and set it on the small table by one of the two armchairs in front of the fireplace. �Did you find the TV?�
�No,� Pia said. The smells emanating from the covered dishes on the tray were good in all the right ways, and her stomach rumbled as she sniffed appreciatively. She confessed, �I�m so tired I forgot your name.�
The woman smiled at her. �It�s Fran. Shall I help you unpack, or would you rather wait until tomorrow morning?�
�Tomorrow would be great, thanks.�
Fran showed Pia the cleverly designed panel over the fireplace that hid a flat screen in a recessed area. �If you would like to set your tray outside your door when you�re through, I can pick it up later without disturbing you again.�
�Perfect.�
She waited until the other woman had closed the door, then she uncovered the dishes. Supper was a southern-style red beans and rice dish, with slices of spicy tofu sausage, a spinach and tangerine salad and a peach cobbler. Pia�s nausea vaporized. She fell on the feast and didn�t stop until it was all gone.
A full stomach and a hot shower later, she opened up one of her suitcases. She had stolen one of Dragos�s T-shirts out of the hamper and wrapped it in a plastic bag. Shaking out the voluminous black material, she slipped it on. It gapped at the neck and fell nearly to her knees, but she didn�t care what she looked like. The T-shirt carried his masculine scent, and almost immediately after she put it on, the knot of anxious tension eased at the base of her skull.
It would be all right. He had promised.
She closed most of the windows but left one cracked open, slid in between clean sheets and�.�.�.
She lay there in the strange bed, listening to the quiet, distant sounds of strange people moving about in the strange house. A crazed, frustrated despair lurked around the edges of her mind, looking for an opening to sink its hooks into her and really wake her up.
That was the absolute worst thing, when she needed to go to sleep, she really needed it so badly that it interfered with her actually going to sleep. Then thoughts rabbited around in her mind like rabid bunnies on crack, and oh my gods, this trip was going to be one long-drawn-out hell if she didn�t sleep, except she had to sleep some time, didn�t she?
Even if it took days.�.�.�.
A warm breeze caressed her skin as she relaxed on her lounge chair on the terrace. She wore one of Dragos�s T-shirts and was wrapped in her favorite silk throw as she looked out at the magnificent spray of lights that was the New York City skyline at night. The French doors to their room were propped open and gauze curtains rippled. Despite all the issues and her continued discomfort at living in Cuelebre Tower, the good things were crazy, out-of-this-world fantastic.
Wait, was she supposed to be in New York? She strained to remember the last events of her day. Man, it had been a long one. A car ride.
�You�re thinking too hard,� Dragos said from within their room.
It never changed and never lessened, that fierce leap of joy she felt whenever she heard his voice in greeting or whenever she saw him again. She sprang to her feet and ran into their room.
Their bedside lamps were turned on low, and a fire had been lit in the freestanding fireplace, making soft light and shadows dance along the walls. Pia had made a few changes to warm up the austere room. The white carpet was gone, replaced with honey-colored oak floors and woven rugs, and she had added deep gold and jewel-toned pillows to their bed and to the couches. She could tell whenever Dragos�s gaze lingered on the rich textiles that he enjoyed the changes.
Magic and Power filled the room, rich like champagne and so imbued with his presence she basked in the feeling.
Dragos stretched out on the top of their bed, hands laced behind his head. He was dressed in one of his casual outfits, simple jeans, boots and a T-shirt. One long leg draped over the side of the bed, his foot planted on the floor as if he had just lain down. His bronze skin looked dark against the white bedspread, and his gold eyes glowed, brilliant and witchy.
She smiled at him, and he smiled back, his hard-edged face softening. He said, �It took you long enough.�
�I�m in Charleston,� she said. �I couldn�t get to sleep.�
�You managed it in the end.� He held a massive, long-fingered hand out to her.
She went to the bed, and he pulled her down to him. As he wrapped his arms around her, she settled into place. Her body knew him so intimately. It recognized the longer, much stronger shape of his body, every muscle and bone, bulge and hollow. Her cheek knew to rest just there, in the dip on his shoulder, and her arm understood the most comfortable way to lie crooked across his wide chest. She nestled the curve of her pelvis against the jut of his hip with his heavy, muscled thigh slightly between her legs, and they both sighed and relaxed.
It was one of her best-loved places, a necessary place, like when she curled on her side and he spooned her from behind, wrapping her tightly in his arms. He kissed her forehead, and she was home.
�I missed you,� she said.
He whispered against her forehead, �I missed you.�
Unlike the beguilement he had sent after her when she had run from him last May, this was a simple dream sending. Then, he had set a trap for a thief only to trap himself as well, and the desire they had discovered together had ratcheted into a desperately miserable fever pitch. This time the magic was gentler, as Dragos had explained it would be, and their dream would be whatever they chose to make of it.
�What I want to know,� Pia said, �is why you didn�t put us in some silk-draped tent in a desert, so we could act out a sheikh fantasy.�
His wide chest moved in a low chuckle. He told her, �I�ll keep that under advisement. You maintained control of your dampening spell this time.�
She stirred, murmuring, �I�ll take��
He clenched her tight and said sharply, �No, don�t!�
She froze, looking at him with eyebrows raised.
�Two reasons,� he said to her unspoken question. �The shift of your magic might break the dream. And even if it didn�t, if you take the dampening spell off here, you might actually remove it from your physical body too. You never know if one of the guards might have to wake you up for any reason. Remember�you told me when you woke up in the motel room the first time, the spell had slipped and you had to recast it.�
She scowled, intensely disliking the idea of anyone walking into her bedroom when she was asleep, or possibly breaking the dream without warning. �Okay. Makes sense.�
Now that he mentioned it, the whole thing did feel a little dreamy. His arms were around her, and yes, they felt strong and sure, but somehow they did not seem quite as solid as they should. Deep down her bones knew the difference because she had experienced the real thing. She buried her face in him and held on tightly.
He tapped her forehead with a finger. �You�re thinking too hard again.�
�What, are you afraid I might wake myself up?� she said, muffled against his T-shirt.
�You might. Mostly I don�t want you to get so tangled up in details that you mull and stew the night away. The time we have is limited. We need to make the most of it.�
�Whose genius idea was this again?� Her mutter was truculent. �Oh yeah, it was mine.�
He laughed quietly, took hold of her hand and played with her fingers. �Tell me, how was your day?�
Freaking miserable. �We drove a lot. Then we got here.�
She debated whether she would tell him about her sort-of confrontation with Eva then decided against it for now. She had no idea if he would be calmly pragmatic, or if he would go all evil alpha and threaten to ruin Eva�s army career, or something else equally over the top and disastrous.
And there would be no point to any of that, especially when she suspected the issue had been resolved enough as it was. Eva was no Aryal�thank God. Pia and Aryal might have reached a balance so that they could spar together, but Pia knew Aryal had never forgiven her for the mistakes she had made last spring, and it was likely Aryal never would.
Argh, harpies. Look them up under the definition of trouble.
She glanced at Dragos. He had tilted his head and was watching her closely. �What are you glossing over?�
She sighed. �Anything else I might have to say would be a complaint.�
�Tell me,� he said.
She could tell by his expression that he meant it. �I got carsick and couldn�t eat all day. It was awful. The house is magnificent, but you�re not here. That�s awful too. I�m trying to spare you a long, boring litany of whine.�
He frowned. �Were you able to eat supper?�
�Yes, I stuffed myself.� She paused. �Actually there�s nothing to whine about that supper. It was just damn good.� She peeked at him. �Except you weren�t here to eat with me.�
�And there it is,� he said. �I knew you could get there if you really wanted to.�
She pulled her hand from his and touched his lips. He had such a severe mouth. Like the rest of his hard, rough-edged features, it was stamped with temper and the force of his personality.
Only she knew how tender and gentle that hard-looking mouth could be. It wasn�t fair, to love someone this much and to have it returned in such a fierce, undying tidal wave of passion and devotion. It was completely unfair, that fortune should lavish upon her such an extravagant, rare gift.
�How was your day?� she whispered.
�It went as expected,� he said. �Mostly. No one died. All of the sentinels went through to the next round, but then nobody believed anything different would occur. Graydon�� His gold eyes danced suddenly. �You know what a big motherfucker Graydon is. He turned into a gryphon, and then he just sat down and looked at his opponent, who forfeited. It was the fastest bout of the day.�
She giggled. Mostly she was relieved to be away from the Games, and they had deliberately arranged for her trip to occur on the same week. She knew it would tie her into wretched knots to watch people she cared about going through the bouts of combat, even though they chose to go through it, and the fighting was in a good cause.
But she didn�t think she could resist watching and fretting if she was in town. At least this way she occupied herself with something that really mattered, and Dragos would stay busy while she was gone.
She said, �I would have liked to have seen that.�
�I�m sure many, many people in the Tower are DVRing the Games. I�ll get somebody to edit that segment out for you.�
�Thank you.� She tilted her head. �And how did Quentin do?�
Dragos said simply, �He�s an elegant fighter. He put his opponent down quickly, and neither one got hurt. But it may not always go so neatly for him. The bouts will get messier and harder as the week progresses.�
She asked, �Was that the unexpected bit of the day?�
The laughter in his eyes died, and his face grew edged and dangerous. For a moment he looked like what he was, a natural-born killer, and she could see the dragon moving at the back of his gaze. Before she could say something the dragon eased back, and then there were other things in his expression, a frown of pain or regret, his mouth tightening in frustration or anger.
He said, �Rune and Carling were in the stands.�
She had wondered how Rune would feel about the week, and if he would watch the Games. She had never really bonded with Rune, other than to reach a place where they exchanged friendly banter and agreeable pleasantries. There hadn�t been time before he and Aryal left for Chicago to help investigate the assassination attempts against Niniane. Then they had traveled to Adriyel to witness Niniane�s coronation. After returning and only spending a week at home, Rune had left again to pay his debt to the Vampyre sorceress.
He had never come back to New York until now.
She asked gently, �Did you talk with him?�
Dragos shook his head, his face hard.
Such a stubborn, proud male. She stroked his inky, silken hair, the short strands flowing through her fingers like water. Even more gently, she asked, �Did you want to?�
His jaw set. �No.�
That was too complex an answer to be either a truth or a lie. It felt like neither, and both. She didn�t know how to help Dragos with this, other than to listen. She was just glad they were finally talking about it, at least a little. She had tried to broach the subject before a couple of times, only to run into a rare stone wall. �Were you angry when you saw them?�
His eyes flashed again. �Yes.�
She rubbed his chest soothingly. �Maybe somewhat hurt too, or regretful?�
�Those are useless emotions,� he growled between his teeth.
She nodded. Definitely hurt and regretful. �And I�m guessing jealous too.� She met those angry, dangerous gold eyes. �Carling took something of yours that you valued highly, and you�re never going to get it back, at least not in the same way.�
His expression went blank. For a long moment she waited as he stared into space, and she did not know where he went in the complex, serpentine pathways in his head. Then his gaze snapped to hers, and he was back with her again. He lifted a shoulder. �And I also understand,� he said, his voice deepening. �Because if I had to, I would leave everything for you too.�
They looked into each other�s eyes. Then they moved at the same time to hug each other tightly.
Dragos rolled her across him gently so that she lay on her back. He spread his hand over the slight rounded swell of her stomach, brought his head down and kissed her. She murmured, fingering his hair as a heavy, languid pleasure drenched her body.
Their mating frenzy had eased after a month or so, which had almost been a relief. The frenzy was still there if they reached for it, but now desire had grown deeper, richer. Dragos slid his hand under the hem of the bulky T-shirt, and she lifted her torso so that he could pull the shirt over her head.
He palmed her breast and kissed her again, his hand and mouth gentle, lingering. Without clothing the changes from her pregnancy were visible. Her abdomen swelled where before it had been flat, and her breasts were growing fuller, the full pink, jutting nipples more sensitive.
�I love watching your body change,� he murmured as he kissed down her throat.
�What, you didn�t like how I looked before?� she said.
His head reared back. He glared at her in sharp incredulity.
She lowered one eyelid in a slow wink at him.
Laughter creased his features. She smiled as she stroked his face, glad she could lighten his mood for a little while. He was such a hard male, and sometimes that hardness bruised others, but sometimes it bruised him most of all.
He cupped her breast and took her nipple in his mouth, running his tongue around the soft, swollen peak and then flicking it with the tip of his tongue, so gentle and sensuous she melted for him, molding her body to his and crooking one leg to rub along the side of his with her naked thigh.
He knew how much she loved it when one of them was nude but the other remained fully clothed.
Once he caught her by surprise. He had dressed for a business function in a black suit that had been hand stitched by some foreign designer. She had chosen to have a lazy day and spent the afternoon reading, stretched out on one of the couches in the penthouse�s great room.
When he returned to the Tower, he was still wearing his sunglasses. The dark lens turned his brutal face into that of an impenetrable stranger�s. She smiled at him as he strode out of the elevator, her heart kicking at the sheer fluidity of power in his massive body as he moved across the floor.
As he neared she lifted her face, expecting him to kiss her before he went to their bedroom to change.
Instead he knelt on one knee, put his hand over her mouth and pushed her down on the pillows.
She froze and stared at him, her heart rate jettisoning into the stratosphere. Her book fell from nerveless fingers. The thud as it landed on the floor sounded a sharp report in the silent penthouse. He took his time looking at her sprawled body, her crumpled T-shirt and cotton shorts, and the light summer blanket tangled around her slender legs. He yanked the blanket off of her.
An insane arousal stabbed her. She fisted one hand in the lapel of his suit and grabbed hold of his thick wrist with the other. The tiniest of veins at his temple beat a hectic tempo, and oh my God, she had to be one twisted pervert, because when he took hold of her T-shirt by the neck and ripped it down the front, she groaned against his palm and almost came.
He tore her shorts away too with an almost leisurely ease, while his half-hidden expression grew darkly flushed with sexual intent. She lay sprawled on the couch, naked except for the simple white wisp of panties. His head turned. She knew he was looking down the length of her. He hooked his fingers into her panties.
Maybe he meant to slow down and tease her. But she let go of his lapel and gripped his penis as it strained against the expensive trousers. Then the muscles in his arm flexed, and her panties were nothing more than ruined shreds of silk.
He yanked open his trousers as she scooted around to face him, and he gripped her by the hips to lift her up to him. It arched her spine, a strange position, so that her shoulder blades pressed against the back of the couch. She hooked her heels on the edge of the cushions, but she was completely off balance, half suspended in air as he held her entire body weight in his grip. With an exhalation that was more like a whimper, she guided the thick head of his cock into place. She was so wet, so wet.
He thrust in and in, an immense, slick invasion that didn�t stop until he was buried all the way inside. His shoulders were bowed, his white teeth clenched. His breathing sounded like bellows. He looked entirely urban and utterly barbaric at once.
Then he fucked her. Hard, slow, rhythmically, steady as a piston. No foreplay, no kissing. She watched his dangerous, half-hidden face, moving her hips to match his rhythm until she sobbed and climaxed, and then he fucked her some more, until he bowed over her and shook all over with his own spurting release. He never once said a word to her.
And she loved all of it.
It was good to love and trust someone so much you could just have sex sometimes, just mate for the sheer rutting pleasure of your bodies moving together in primitive sync.
Now in the dream, she thought back to that earlier time with a small, bittersweet smile. Now wasn�t one of those times.
She knew he was right there with her. They could talk on the phone afterward and both would remember the same things�how he suckled at her so gently, how she wound her arms around his neck and cradled his head�but there was still that dreamy, unreal edge to their lovemaking. It made her even hungrier for him in a way that had nothing to do with enchantments or beguilement, and it also made her a little sad.
She tugged at his shirt, and he obeyed her unspoken request, lifting away from her breast so that he could shrug out of it. She ran her hands over his wide, heavily muscled bronze chest as he unfastened his jeans. He rolled to his back to kick off his boots, then he shoved off the jeans, and my gods, there was so damn much of him, and he was all nude, all hers.
As he turned back to her, she put her arms around his neck to hug him tightly. She whispered, �If we climax, will it wake us up?�
�I don�t know,� he said. He flattened his big hands on her back and pressed her to him. �It could. Do you want to try?�
She twitched a shoulder. �We might as well find out. Otherwise we�ll just wonder until we try it.�
She felt him exhale in a silent laugh. �There�s a rousing endorsement for making love, if ever I heard one.�
She tapped her fingers against his bicep, the merest, gentle hint of one of her smacks. �You know what I meant,� she muttered.
�I know what you meant.�
He eased her onto her back again and came over her. The laughter died, and his expression turned serious. She parted her legs and guided his cock as he kissed her, and there was another one of her very best-loved places, as he covered and penetrated her while she raised her legs and cradled him. Their bodies were perfectly aligned in a way that said this was home.
She adored it, adored him. He leaned his weight on elbows planted on either side of her head, and he lowered his head until they were nose to nose, staring deeply into each other�s eyes as their bodies flexed together gently.
But it was all just a little too dreamy.
Her eyes filled. She said, �I still miss you.�
He stroked her temple with the back of his fingers as he kissed her. His gold gaze filled with quiet pain. �I still miss you too,� he said.

FOUR

Rain pattered outside and left silver streaks against windowpanes when Pia woke early the next morning. She lay twisted in her bedsheets, staring around her lovely bedroom. She remembered the play of his long, clever fingers down the most sensitive places on her body and the sound of his hitched breathing as she tasted his skin, and her overheated body thrummed with frustration.
While the dream with Dragos had been wonderful for comfort�s sake, neither one of them had been able to climax as they made love. Not only had the dream experience felt too unreal, but she, for one, had not been able to relax enough while knowing that anyone could walk into her bedroom and wake her at any time. Whatever the reason, meeting in dreams might not be quite the solution they had hoped for.
After another quick shower, she dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt. Her iPhone buzzed. She snatched it off the bedside table and checked the screen. It was another text message from Dragos.
One week.
He had been confident he could create a dream spell for them to meet in, but they had agreed she would shorten her stay in Charleston if they ran into any issues. They might have managed to make a connection, but hell.
She rubbed the back of her neck, blew out a breath and texted back.
Yes.
Now it was time to see what they could accomplish in seven days. She could repair all the broken treaties while Dragos fixed the internal problems in his demesne. Then they could get back together before the Freaky Deaky came along to screw with them.
But no pressure, right?
Her muscles tightened with nerves. As Dragos�s mate, she had traveled with him and attended various functions, such as the world-famous winter solstice Masque at Cuelebre Tower, but this trip to South Carolina was her first time actually flying solo. She had worked hard and learned a lot over the last several months, but she still felt woefully inadequate for the task she had set herself.
Hell, she was woefully inadequate. There wasn�t a single thing that qualified her to act as the Lord of the Wyr�s mate, except that she was actually his mate.
When she confessed how nervous she was about the trip, Dragos hadn�t exactly been unsympathetic. But he had certainly been less than helpful. Once he finally conceded to her arguments and she accepted the Elves� invitation to visit, the whole subject occupied the area of settled in his mind.
�You�re going to be great,� he said. �Don�t sweat it. Just be yourself.�
�You�re no help at all,� she mumbled into her pillow.
She sounded drugged. She felt drugged. She was lying on her stomach on the bed while he massaged her neck and shoulders, his powerful hands digging into her muscles with slow, sensuous care. Whenever he touched her, he moved his hands as if he savored every sensation, every curve and hollow of her body, and that was possibly even more intoxicating than the actual massage itself.
�Of course I�m not any help,� Dragos said. �I don�t actually want you to go.� He paused, then scratched the edge of his fingernails lightly along the bare skin of her back as he asked slyly, �So does that mean you�re going to cancel the trip?�
She shivered all over and sighed. �No.�
�Then shut up and go,� he told her. His gentle tone was in direct contrast with the brusque words.
She lifted her head and stuck out her tongue at him. It was a stupid, childish thing to do, especially when she had been enjoying that back rub so very much.
He retaliated by rolling her onto her back, taking hold of her jaw gently and leaning over her with a machete smile. Just before he brought his mouth down to hers, he muttered, �I�ve got better uses for that, you know.�
Boy howdy, did he have better uses for that.
* * *
While the Offices of the Elven High Lord, Calondir, were located in downtown Charleston, his consort Beluviel had invited Pia to Lirithriel House at three o�clock for tea. The house, along with its famous gardens, was the public face of the Elves. It was located an easy half an hour�s commute from Charleston and it bordered the actual heart of the Elven demesne, Lirithriel Wood.
The rain had stopped late in the morning. They traveled through a green countryside that sparkled in the pale yellow light of a winter afternoon sun. As they drove north, the sense of land magic grew more powerful. They passed through a small town with several shops and restaurants along the stretch of road that approached Lirithriel House. Pedestrians packed the quaint, Colonial-style cobblestone side streets. The Elven-run businesses enjoyed a robust tourist trade, no matter what the season.
Eva drove Pia�s SUV again. Everyone maintained the same positions they had traveled in the day before. All the psychos wore black. Pia couldn�t decide if that actually dressed them up or made them look like drug dealers. Maybe both. It did make them look scarier, at least as far as she was concerned.
She tugged at the edge of her lavender Dior wool Grisaille Bar jacket and checked her patent leather, peep-toed pumps for scuff marks. Beluviel was famous for her beauty and style, and Pia had looked hard for the right kind of outfit to wear for their first meeting. With the help of Stanford, the personal shopper Dragos had retained for her, she had settled on a suit that conveyed a sense of Jackie Kennedy�s suits�or at least she hoped it did. The jacket, matching dress and shoes cost as much as a quality used car.
Just months ago she would have been really happy to own that car. She and her mother had lived frugally throughout her childhood, while her mother had put their diminishing resources into hiding escape packs with cash and new identities in various places throughout New York.
Her mother�s version of setting aside nest eggs for a rainy day had been more like preparing for immediate evacuation in case of catastrophe. After her mother�s death, Pia had honored those choices by leaving the escape packs untouched while she had lived on the modest income she made tending bar.
She thought it might boost her self-confidence if she wore something high-end and classic when she met Beluviel, but instead that morning the expensive suit just added to her nervousness. She was going to spill something down the front of that gorgeous wool suit or break a heel, she just knew it.
You can take a girl out of a Target store, she thought, but you can�t take the Target store out of the girl.
�Stop fussing,� Johnny muttered under his breath. �You look fine.�
Pia took a deep breath and looked sideways. Johnny had his nose buried in his video game again. Compared to the others, his narrow bone structure was almost delicate. �How can you tell? I don�t think you�ve looked up once since you turned that thing on.�
An angelic-looking smile touched his lips, an expression that was there and gone again so fast, she would have missed it if she hadn�t been watching him. �Scoped you out when you came down the stairs earlier. I�d commit murder to borrow that suit. Those shoes would be too small for me though.�
She turned to look at him again. In the front seat both Eva and James had gone still and watchful, and while she applauded their protective instincts, it wasn�t necessary.
She said, �Are you any good with makeup?�
Johnny�s gaze lit up, and he looked from his game.
Eva snorted. �He�s better than anyone I know.�
�Wish somebody had told me that sooner,� Pia grumbled. �I could have used some help when I got ready earlier. I had to redo my eyes three times before I got them right.�
Eva and James relaxed. Johnny�s grin returned, wider this time. �Next time give me a holler. I�ll see what I can do.�
The two SUVs made the correct turn and traveled at a sedate pace up an immaculate avenue lined with massive old-growth southern live oaks. The iconic trees towered around fifty feet tall, their gigantic thick limbs rippling outward in twisted sprays.
A three-story mansion sprawled at the end of the avenue. Lirithriel House was a perfect example of Greek Revival architecture. The building was balanced and spare with a front gable design, Ionic grand columns, tall elegant windows and a spacious front portico. Built with a light yellow sandstone facade, the house was famed for its golden glow in the early morning hours.
Behind the house lay extensive flower and herb gardens, complete with a labyrinth maze. Beyond that towered Lirithriel Wood, a dark massive presence that was so intense everyone in the car drew a collective breath. Land magic saturated the air, witchy and intoxicating. The lure of the Wood was so strong Pia could hardly look away. The wild creature that lived inside of her yearned to plunge into the tangled green mystery.
The size of Lirithriel Wood was estimated at around eighty square miles, including a secluded stretch of beach between the barrier islands that dotted the coastline.
The Wood was roughly a fifth of the size of its neighbor, the Francis Marion National Forest. In 1989 Hurricane Hugo had devastated the national forest until virtually none of its old growth survived, but Lirithriel Wood had somehow remained unscathed, dense and wild with ancient trees and a profuse tangle of undergrowth.
Aerial photographs invariably showed an impenetrable canopy of green, the Wood so dense that little of the underlying landscape was visible. A river meandered to a coastal outlet, but it never seemed to run the same path from one photograph to the next.
A river didn�t just change its course arbitrarily. Since the Wood contained the crossover passageway to the Elven Other land, speculation had it that the magic of the passageway warped both digital and chemical photos alike.
Pia met Eva�s wide gaze in the rearview mirror. She was vaguely surprised that she managed to think of something coherent to say, as she asked, �Have you ever been here before?�
The captain shook her head. �Never sensed anything like that in my life. Can see why people think the Wood is an actual entity.�
James stirred in the front passenger seat. �I�ve heard it called the Bermuda Triangle of South Carolina. A company of Union soldiers disappeared around this area and they were never found again. That�s almost a hundred people who vanished into thin air.�
�Didn�t the Elves adopt a laissez-faire attitude during the Civil War like all the other Elder Races?� asked Johnny. �I thought they claimed that the war was a purely human conflict.�
James said, �I don�t think official politics would have had anything to do with those soldiers getting lost in that Wood, and if the Elves knew anything about what happened, they never said.�
�Weird,� said Johnny. He turned off his video game and tucked it into a pack between his feet.
Pia had also heard more modern stories of hikers who had gone missing in the Wood, to emerge confused and disoriented days later. Legend had it the Wood itself did not like uninvited guests.
She glanced one more time at the avenue of enormous oaks. They weren�t quite the size of Angel Oak, which was located a short distance southwest from Charleston. Angel Oak was reputed to be the oldest living oak in America, perhaps the world. But these oaks had to be at least several hundred years old.
Was it just her imagination, or did their branches stretch more toward the Wood than anything else? What would it be like for them to live so close to the Wood and yet unable to become a part of it? Or maybe they were close enough that they were a part of the Wood. Maybe they passed ancient secrets through the air with the rustling of their leaves, and she just didn�t have the ability to sense it.
As the SUVs pulled around the wide circle in front of the mansion, the double doors opened. A tall, slim Elven woman dressed in a raw silk pantsuit stepped out of the house. Pia recognized her from countless magazine articles and TV news segments, and from the teleconference last summer. She was Beluviel, consort to the High Lord.
Other people exited the house, all Elves, but Pia�s attention remained fixed on Beluviel, who was breathtaking. Dark, sleek, shining hair fell down to her long, slim waist, and her face was beautiful, with high cheekbones and wide, gracious dark eyes. Her hair was tucked behind the tip of one long, elegantly pointed ear.
But Beluviel�s physical beauty wasn�t what made her so striking. America�s media was saturated with the physically beautiful to the point of boredom. What made Beluviel unique was her rich, full radiance of presence.
All the immortal Wyr had a certain forcefulness in their aura, especially those who had been born at the beginning of the world for they carried a spark of creation�s first fire. Energy and Power radiated from Dragos. It seethed in the air around him. Pia�s own Power lent a natural pearl luminescence to her skin that was unique to her Wyr form.
What Beluviel carried was entirely different, the sunlit green of an eternal springtime. All Elves carried something of that brightness along with the sense that they walked lightly on the earth, but, Pia realized, it was stronger in Beluviel because the Elven woman was older than any other Elf she had met before. Instead of age weighing more heavily on her, it seemed to have the opposite effect. The High Lord Calondir was also one of the ancient Elves. He would carry that same shining, ageless light, tempered with a stern, elegant Power.
The other Elves had stopped just outside the house. Beluviel walked forward alone, her step as light and eager as a girl�s, a smile of joy on her bright face.
Suddenly it didn�t matter what Pia wore, or the nature of her troubles and insecurities. The political tensions that had brought her to South Carolina, along with the two SUVs filled with bodyguards, all seemed somehow inconsequential.
Stay back, she said telepathically to Eva as she climbed out of the car.
Oh fuck, said Eva with disgust. You gonna kill me, princess.
Just do it. As Pia walked toward Beluviel, she saw the Elven woman�s eyes fill with tears.
Beluviel said, �I see your mother in you even more strongly in person.�
The love and sadness in Beluviel�s voice were unmistakable. Everything blurred as Pia�s eyes flooded with moisture too. She put out her hands blindly. They were taken in a slender, strong, infinitely gentle grasp.
�I met your mother a very long time ago,� Beluviel said. �So long ago, it was a different age entirely, and humans had not yet begun to walk the Earth. She was always wary but predators had not yet forced her into reclusiveness.� A smile of reminiscence softened her lovely features. �The world was once a much larger place.�
�I never knew,� Pia said.
They sat outside at a wrought-iron table on a flagstone terrace overlooking the extensive gardens that held heirloom azaleas and camellias, gardenias, lilies and roses of all kinds. The gardens were dotted with magnolia and crepe myrtle trees, and the entire garden was profusely, brilliantly in bloom. Even though Pia had been raised a city girl and had never tended anything other than potted plants, she was fairly certain that the other gardens in the area would not be quite so colorful in January.
The day had warmed and the sunlight had grown more intense, or at least it was where they sat. The sun burned away the morning�s rain, and the evaporating moisture shrouded the nearby Wood in a ghostly, shining mist.
She told the consort, �My mom rarely talked of anything that was not in the present. I loved it when she did, but I think remembering made things harder for her. Also she didn�t want to emphasize how different we were from each other. I only just came into my full Wyr form last year, and she had died several years earlier, so she never knew.�
�I know she adopted a variety of different names throughout the years, but to us she embodied something sacred, and we called her Silme.� Beluviel pronounced the name seel-may, and her musical voice made it beautiful. �It means moonlight.�
�I didn�t know that,� Pia whispered. It hurt to think there was so much about her mother that she didn�t know, but that was an old ache that was so familiar it was almost comforting. She sipped her tea. The clear golden liquid was a strange, complex floral brew, and the taste and fragrance filled her with a sense of wellbeing and refreshment. �This tea is wonderful.�
�It is a flowering herb from our Other land,� Beluviel said. �Among its many restorative properties, the tea is quite effective for bouts of nausea. It would be my pleasure to give you some when you leave.�
She looked up quickly. Beluviel�s gaze had dropped to Pia�s waist, and a wistful shadow darkened her brightness for the merest moment. While children were rare for all the Elder Races, they were rarest of all for the Elves. She wondered if Beluviel had borne any children. Of course it wasn�t the kind of thing one asked.
Instead, she said, �That�s very kind of you. Thank you.�
�Your father must have been a special man,� Beluviel said.
�I think he was, although I never knew him,� she said. �He died when I was little.� She smiled at the other woman�s quick, questioning look. When Wyr mated they did so for life, and when mated Wyr lost their mates they invariably died. �My mother lived long enough to see me grown.�
Sadness passed over Beluviel�s face. �She was very strong.�
�I think so.�
�Did you grow up in New York?�
She nodded, and time winged away as Beluviel asked her questions about her childhood and they reminisced about her mother. �I was very drawn to her,� Beluviel said. �I adored her wildness. We are so often drawn to that in the Wyr.�
Insight and opportunity dangled in front of Pia. She tried to decide how to take advantage of it without seeming to push too far, too fast. She liked Beluviel so much, and up until that moment she had been happy just to build a rapport in their first real conversation. And the last thing she wanted to do was to come across as being too manipulative or driven solely by an agenda.
As she hesitated, a young Elf boy brought a tray of berry cakes to the table. While he served them, she sat back in her seat and looked around.
Eva stood still and expressionless several feet away, her hands clasped behind her back. The others had remained at the front of the house. Probably they were being served berry cakes too, since apparently the Elves didn�t have any problem with Wyr. They just had a problem with Dragos.
Pia had not been able to convince Eva to stay with them even though she was convinced the Elves meant her no harm. After a brief, intense telepathic argument when they had first arrived, Pia had given in rather than create an awkward moment in front of Beluviel.
Pia glanced at Eva now, uneasy with how much the other woman was hearing of their conversation. The subject of her mother, along with her Wyr form, was like watching a long, slow train wreck.
All she did was tell one secret to her ex-boyfriend Keith.
That�s all. Just one.
Now not only did Dragos know what her Wyr form was (and she was completely and totally okay with that), but all the gryphons did too, along with Beluviel�and that Elf Ferion, wherever he was�and God knew how many other Elves, and what was Eva piecing together in that quick mind of hers?
Pia had known this trip was going to be a challenge, and she figured she was going to have to do some pretty fancy tap dancing, but now the reality of that was beginning to sink home. Now she was no longer sure if she was tap dancing, or if she was hopping about like a cat on a hot tin roof.
�Calondir was looking forward to meeting you too,� Beluviel said. �Unfortunately it looks like he might not be able to do so.�
Pia�s attention snapped back to the consort, and she struggled to hide her dismay. �Is he away?�
�In a manner of speaking,� Beluviel said. �We have received word that an emissary from Numenlaur will be arriving soon.�
�Numenlaurian Elves?� Pia�s gaze widened. Numenlaur was the Other land connected to Europe and the seat of the oldest Elven demesne in the world. They had withdrawn from the outside world so long ago that the details of their existence were shrouded in myth. �I�ve heard it�s rare for them to make contact with the world outside of their borders.�
�It is,� Beluviel said. �We once lived in Numenlaur but have not spoken with our brethren for a very long time. Whatever has compelled them to make this trip must be of overriding importance to them. They would not be comfortable staying in Charleston, and Calondir has gone into the Wood to prepare for their visit. After your stay, I will be joining him.�
Pia savored the last of her delicious berry cake, using it as an excuse to take a moment to think. How much of a roadblock did this represent? While she didn�t exactly have Dragos�s enthusiasm behind this trip, she knew that she had finally gained his approval for trying to repair their relationship with the Elves.
As the High Lord�s consort, did Beluviel have any independent authority to remove the trade embargos levied against the Wyr demesne? If she didn�t, Pia might very well just be having tea and cookies with her. As enjoyable as getting to know Beluviel was, Pia did not plan on enduring a separation from Dragos just for that.
She said slowly, �I was hoping to talk with Calondir while I was down here.�
Beluviel looked down as she adjusted the position of her fork on the table. She asked, �Might you possibly consider traveling into the Wood for a few days as our guest? I�m sure we would both be honored to have you visit our home.�
The wild creature that lived inside of Pia yelled hell yeah and strained to gallop headlong into the underbrush right then and there. She whacked at it mentally and fought to get in control. �I would be delighted to visit with you in Lirithriel Wood,� she said. �If you think Calondir would be able to take time from his preparations to meet with me.�
Beluviel�s smile was positively conspiratorial. �I believe that he might value greatly the effort you would make to speak with him.�
�If we did this, we would need to do it right away,� Pia said. �I promised Dragos I would stay in the Charleston area for just the week.�
Beluviel�s smile widened. �The Wood does not like machinery, so we must travel in on horseback. Would you be comfortable with that?�
�Certainly,� said Pia, her mind racing. Of all the contingencies she had packed for, she didn�t think to pack for anything like this. Damn. She really would have to go shopping.
�Then we can leave in the morning. Would seven o�clock be too early?�
�That would be fine,� she told Beluviel. Eep, that meant shopping tonight.
Pia could tell Eva didn�t like the direction things had taken, but she ignored the other woman�s wooden expression and stiff posture as Beluviel walked with her through the exquisitely decorated showcase mansion.
When she turned to Beluviel just outside the front doors, the Elven woman hugged her. Touched and warmed by one of the few physical gestures of outright affection she had received from anyone outside of Dragos in months, Pia hugged Beluviel in return.
�I am so glad that you came,� Beluviel said.
�I am too,� she told the other woman. �Not only is it wonderful to meet you, but it�s been especially wonderful to talk with someone who knew and loved my mom. I can�t tell you how much I�ve missed her.�
As she turned to walk to the SUVs where the others were waiting, Eva fell into step beside her.
Pia managed to bite back saying anything until they were almost to the vehicles. Then she said telepathically, If you say anything to anyone about what you overheard, I will break every bone in your body.
Eva�s jaw angled out. Princess getting cranky again?
I mean it. She glared at the other woman. That was a private conversation.
Shew, don�t get your fancy knickers in a twist. Captain Psycho opened her dark eyes wide. I know who I work for, and it ain�t you but he be bad. I figure he would want me to keep my mouth shut about your momma. I also figure he won�t like your plans to go on an impromptu camping trip.
They climbed into their SUV. As soon as the doors were shut, Pia said aloud, �What Dragos does or doesn�t like is none of your business either, Eva.�
�It�s my business when it comes to me doing my job,� Eva said, her expression grim.
�What�s going on?� James said.
�Princess going to party in the Wood with the Elves tomorrow morning,� Eva said, her voice turning crisp. �So we get to party with the Elves too.�
�Sa-weet,� said Johnny.
Eva glanced at Johnny sourly as she continued, �Beluviel say that Wood don�t like machinery, and to me that sounds an awful lot like an Other land. That means we pack the guns and pull out the swords tonight. Starting tomorrow, we go on rotation and stay with princess twenty-four/seven, no matter where she go, who she see or what she do. It�s the only way she going to get to talk to the High Lord and since that�s why we came, that�s what we�re going to help her do.�
Angry, Pia had opened her mouth to verbally smack down on Eva, but she held back as she listened.
�She bitch-goddess sexy when she throw down orders like that,� Johnny said to James.
�You can call me bitch for short,� Eva said.

FIVE

Blood sprayed crimson over the sand of the arena.
It was the pegasus�s blood. What was his name again? �Alexander somebody,� murmured Dragos.
�Alexander Elysias,� said Kristoff from behind him.
Dragos stood at the window of the supersuite, arms crossed, as he watched the latest contest. He could see his assistant�s reflection in the glass. Kris had never looked away from his computer screen. Kris probably knew by heart the names of all the four hundred and forty-eight original contestants.
Dragos glanced over the VIP boxes. Virtually every demesne in the United States had some representative in attendance. He noted that Jaggar, the kraken who represented the Wyr on the Elder tribunal, sat with the human witch Councillor, Archer Harrow. Jaggar was a dominant personality. One of the reasons why he and Dragos got along was that the kraken attended to his tribunal duties for the Wyr but otherwise spent most of his time offshore.
The Elven Councillor, Sidhiel, was also present, her pale blonde hair pulled into a classic chignon. Sidhiel was one of the ancient Elves, at least as old as Beluviel and Calondir and perhaps older. She watched the arena, her expression perfectly controlled and composed. She and Dragos loathed each other with the passion of those who remembered old grudges well. No doubt Sidhiel was staying at the Plaza, where the Elven demesne kept a suite. He wondered what she thought of Pia�s trip to Charleston.
He switched his attention back to the combatants. Elysias was limping badly as he turned to face his opponent of the day, one of the harpies. The pegasus was one of the most popular of the contestants, especially with the females. He had a kind of imperious beauty that somehow missed being feminine, and a ready, gleaming smile. His human form was lean and graceful, and his mahogany skin gleamed with sweat under the strong lights.
The gash in his thigh was long and deep, and it bled freely. His footing had slipped in the sand, which was an unfortunate mishap. The harpy had been all too quick to take advantage, and she struck at him hard and fast. The wound heralded the end to their battle. The harpy wouldn�t allow him any time to bind it, nor should she. Either Elysias would have to put the harpy down fast, or the bleeding would do him in.
The harpy wore a sharp, predatory grin. Since the contestants went into the arena without weapons, all they had to use in battle was what nature had given them, and nature had favored the predator Wyr prodigiously. She had shifted into her Wyr form, and her long sharp talons dripped with the pegasus�s blood. Her hair, wings and the short feathers on her powerful legs were a fiery red.
A harpy with a redhead�s temper. Dragos exhaled in a silent snort. Talk about overkill.
Legend said the skies tore when the harpies screamed into existence. He remembered that day well. The legends were correct.
The heavy, rich scent of blood tinged the air. Elysias wasn�t the first to have bled in the arena today. Many had sustained wounds of some sort, although thus far his five sentinels and Pia�s friend Quentin had remained unscathed.
Dragos breathed evenly. The dragon was close to the surface, angered that Pia was gone and constantly roused by the spectators from other demesnes or countries who were neither allies nor friends. It liked the blood and the violence, and it wanted to enter the arena, but it had no true opponent in this place. There would be no satisfactory battle for him to find here; he could only turn the arena into a slaughterhouse.
Once, the dragon would have enjoyed such a slaughter. Ancient memories moved deep in his thoughts like a subterranean tide. He was a more primitive creature without Pia. She had a clean decency that brought out the finer things in him. With her, he almost understood what it meant to be kind, and he had just barely begun to understand tenderness. As he had told her once, she was his best teacher.
In the arena, the harpy moved to make another strike, hands splayed wide with all ten talons extended like knives. They would be sharp enough to slice through metal. They could definitely cut through the pegasus�s bones if she struck him hard enough.
Elysias feinted, and when the harpy fell for the maneuver he surged forward on a burst of speed and power. With an immense leap he twisted and kicked out with his good leg. He threw the full weight of his body behind it, and as his heel connected, the crack of the harpy�s spine was sharply audible over the sound system. She shrieked in rage and pain. They both dropped to the ground.
Silence washed over the audience. When Elysias rolled to his knees and pushed to his feet, his struggle to get upright was evident. He must have torn his wound open even further with his last leap, for he couldn�t put any of his weight on that leg.
The harpy didn�t rise. Her back was broken, and she wouldn�t be able to stand upright for weeks. The fight was over. Elysias had pulled it out at the end and won.
The crowd roared, and medics ran out.
The door to the suite opened. Dragos turned away from the window as Graydon poked his head into the room. �You wanted to see me, Chief?�
�Yes, come in.� He said to Kris, �Take a break.�
�You got it,� said Kris, who shut his laptop, tucked it under his arm and left, no doubt to ignore what Dragos said and work elsewhere. His obsession for work was another reason Dragos paid him so well.
Graydon strolled in. He was the brawniest of the four gryphons, a good thirty pounds heavier than the others. In his human form he stood nearly six foot five, and all of it was hard, packed muscle. He took the ugly road to handsome, with a strong face that most often wore a good-natured expression, and rugged, slightly irregular features, sun-darkened skin and gray eyes. He kept his tawny hair no-nonsense short and his clothes plain, and somehow whenever drama plagued the occupants of Cuelebre Tower, he was nowhere to be found. That was a useful talent to have.
A couple of months ago, curious, Dragos had asked Pia, �Why do you have such a soft spot for Gray?�
She smiled, and the part of him that would always be selfish and acquisitive took jealous note of how her face softened whenever Graydon�s name was mentioned. �Because he�s got this bluff, gruff exterior, but underneath that he�s true, right down to the bottom of his soul.�
True, faithful. Loyal.
Unlike many other predator Wyr, including several of the other sentinels, Graydon often pulled his punches when he struck at someone else. He was well aware of his outsized strength. So far, Dragos had noticed, the gryphon was pulling his punches in the arena as well. With the intimacy of long acquaintance, he knew that Graydon would only hammer down when the occasion called for it.
Dragos frowned and turned toward the window again. Graydon joined him and looked out the window too. �I have every expectation that you will be one of the final seven again,� Dragos said. Graydon nodded without speaking, plain even in this. Dragos told him, �When Friday comes, I want to announce you as my First.�
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Graydon give him a quick look. After a few moments, Graydon said, �I suppose you know that Rune has been in the audience.�
He nodded.
�So you�ve talked?�
�No,� he said.
Graydon said, �I wish you both would get over this shit.�
That one sentence was the most any of the sentinels had said to him on the subject. He said, �Will you consider the position and let me know?�
The other male sighed. �When do you want me to get back to you?�
�Thursday evening would be fine.� Then, driven by an impulse he chose not to dissect, he said, �You keep in touch with Rune, don�t you? You all do.�
�Yep,� Graydon said. �Some of us are mad at him. Some are mad at you. Some of us are mad at both of you.�
Dragos rubbed his face. �Has he ever talked about what happened?�
�Nope. Far as I know, he hasn�t told anybody about it. Well, maybe he�s talked to his mate, Carling, but he hasn�t talked to any of us.�
There were different ways to manifest loyalty, Dragos thought. Maintaining silence was one of them.
As he considered the events of last summer, he thought he could see the cracks in Rune�s own behavior that had indicated the volatility of a Wyr in the early stages of mating. While Rune was known for his even temper, he had snarled at everyone when he had returned from Adriyel, even Dragos. Dragos remembered his own volatility when he was mating with Pia, and how he had nearly choked Rune to death over something that had been entirely innocuous.
How readily Rune had seen what was happening and forgiven him then. Fuck.
He gritted his teeth. Talking to Pia was so much easier.
He growled, �If you are inclined to take the position, you should consider. I was not easy on Rune. He bore the brunt of my temper often, and when he started to show strain, I did not take notice or change any part of what I did. When he asked for me to pause and listen to him, I did not. I issued orders.�
He had specifically ordered Rune to return to New York and abandon Carling, who had at that time been an ally to the Wyr. The Elder tribunal had put Carling under a kill order. While normally Dragos might have involved himself in the issue, last summer the Wyr demesne had been facing border tensions with the Elves, and had been too deeply entrenched in the Dark Fae problems for too long. Overextended, understaffed and short on political tolerance, he had decided, to use a fisherman�s term, to cut bait.
It had been the right decision, goddammit, and one Rune might have agreed with, if he hadn�t become so deeply invested in Carling. Hell, probably even Carling would have agreed with it. She knew the necessity of doing what was politically expedient in order to survive.
If Dragos had it to do all over with the same information he�d had at the time, he would make the same decision again. But it had been the right decision delivered badly, and he had not given Rune a chance to weigh in on the subject and change his mind. Then it had been Rune who had cut bait in favor of his mate.
Graydon�s thoughts must have followed in a similar vein, because he said, �You all went crazy when you mated. I may want a mate, but I don�t want to go crazy.�
Dragos smiled wryly. �I may remind you of that someday.�
�Yeah well.� Then the other male said, wistfully, �Don�t suppose you could tell Rune all this and apologize.�
�Things cannot return to what they were, Gray,� he said. �Even if I were to apologize�even if Rune apologized for his part in creating what happened�we cannot go back. Maybe we can find a new definition, but he will not ever be my First again. That time is done.�
�Well,� said Graydon. �Suppose I had to ask.� He sounded disappointed but not surprised. �Do you mind saying�why me?�
Dragos considered. �Because not only do I trust you but Pia does too. It matters to me that she loves you, and that you�re close to her. I want you to talk to her if you ever feel the need. I know she�s young, and she may not have experience with administrative shit, but she has more understanding and compassion for people than I will ever have. I think that may lend us a stability that Rune and I didn�t achieve in the end.� He smiled. �She won�t let me be too hard on you.�
His rugged face sober, Graydon said, �Thank you for telling me.�
Dragos nodded to him. �Let me know when you�ve decided.�
�I�ve decided,� Graydon told him. �I�ll do it.�
They talked for a few more moments, then the gryphon took his leave, and with that Dragos reached his limit on meaningful talks for the day. He needed out. Out of the crowded complex that was filled with so many vulnerable creatures and such a strong scent of blood. Out of the crowded city.
He left the building and launched into flight, and let the burn of the icy winter air take him until solitude gave him a measure of balance. He would stay in the air until darkness covered the land. Then he could hope to find peace with Pia, in a dream.
He supposed this was love. The thing of it was, he had seen examples of love that were twisted, small-minded and unhappy, so he wasn�t quite sure. The immensity of experience he had with Pia was so much more than that.
When they came together, he felt a deep knowledge in massive bones that were as old as the Earth. The knowing was a vibration that altered the fabric of his existence. It became the sound that mystics claimed was the absolute reality in the universe. Having never, ever embraced mysticism, he thought he must have gone more than a little mad.
She was his, his only true treasure and one possession, and part of what created that trueness was that she chose it too, and she claimed him, and he was hers. What existed between them was active and passionate and elemental, a hinge upon which everything else pivoted.
A Prime, indivisible. That pure, that strong, that essential.
Without this, he had nothing. Everything else might cease and pass away, but this one thing would never fail. And the rest of his life became as if seen through a glass, darkly.
* * *
Since he knew Pia�s true Name, bringing her into a dream was easy. Still, he took time with this one and worked to get the details right, brushing them into place with his mind like an artist putting the finishing touches on a painting. Then he cast it out, an invisible net woven with Power, and he went to sleep himself and waited.
Part of him marked the passing of time even as he drifted quietly. Then he felt her presence slide into the dream, and he came alert.
The setting was cool and quiet, and a light, delicate wind blew. He had recreated the subtle hues of night.
She was outside. The light, musical tinkle of bells danced through the air. �What the�.�.�.� she said, sounding disoriented and puzzled. Then she laughed, and the sound was more beautiful than the bells.
He smiled, rose from the couch where he had been reclining and lifted the flap of the tent to look out.
Sand dunes rippled underneath the silvery cascade of moonlight. Several feet away from the tent a small oasis of water, little more than the size of a comfortably large hot tub, was surrounded by a collection of ferns and palm trees, which didn�t make any ecological sense, but still, the scene was pretty.
Pia stood on the path between the tent and the oasis, looking down at herself. Pleasure washed through Dragos. She was a symphony of the precious colors he loved the most, silver, ivory and gold, and those gorgeous sapphire eyes. Her loose hair rippled down her back, and the harem outfit he had devised for her to wear was skimpy in all the right places. Bracelets and anklets of tiny bells adorned her graceful wrists and ankles, and her slender, arched feet were bare.
She looked up, still laughing. �You made me look like a belly dancer�.�.�. oh my. Oh, very much my.�
�What?� he said, strolling toward her with a slight smile. He was barefoot as well. He wore a simple linen robe that wrapped and belted at the waist, with thin cotton pants underneath. �The belly dancer outfit was my favorite part.�
�How very sheikh-ish you look.� Her face tilted up as he neared, and her midnight-colored eyes were wide.
He played with her jewelry, letting the dangling earrings slide over his fingers. The heavy, gold linked necklace at her neck was shamefully erotic. It highlighted the delicacy of her throat and collarbones, and evoked the concept of bondage. He said deeply, �You should wear jewelry more often.�
The bells at her wrist tinkled as she raised a hand and laid it at his chest where the robe parted. Her fingertips were cool on his bare skin, her hand unsteady, resting against him as light as a trembling butterfly. �It�s at times like this that I want to say something incredibly foolish,� she said. She sounded breathless.
He captured her fingers and brought them up to his lips. �Like what?�
She murmured, �Like I�ll wear anything you want me to, whenever you want.�
�I see nothing at all wrong with that statement.� He mouthed the words against her fingers.
She snickered. �Of course you don�t. And I�m not saying it. I�m only confessing to the impulse.�
He told her, �You should always tell me your foolish impulses so that I may take advantage of them.�
�That is not going to happen, your majesty,� she informed him. �The ones I do tell you are bad enough.� She looked down at herself and her voice grew mournful. �This outfit makes me look fat, doesn�t it?�
�You�ve got to be kidding me,� he growled. He had started to bend down to her for a kiss, and he reared his head back to glare at her. Without a clever layering of clothing to hide it, her slender waist flowed gracefully out to a lightly rounded belly, and her breasts were lush and ripe, the creamy skin soft as a white peach. Everything inside him tightened at the sight. �You look utterly incredible.�
She swayed forward. He put an arm around her as she leaned against him, and his head came down over hers. He rested his cheek in her thick, soft hair, and for the first time that day the dragon�s constant, rogue urge to violence subsided. What it left behind was a deep, hungering ache. He wanted to drag her to the ground and ease his cock inside of her while she gripped him with her inner muscles and rocked him with her strong, supple body until he spilled everything he had into her. He was the hardiest of all creatures, but good gods, these dreams were going to kill him.
He slid a greedy, possessive hand down the front of her body to cup her rounded belly. A pang of disappointment lanced him as he realized the familiar, young bright spirit was absent. �I didn�t notice before,� he murmured. �The baby isn�t here.�
She tilted her head back, gaze darkening in ready sympathy. �I can sense him, but I guess he isn�t dreaming?�
He shook his head and shoved the disappointment away. �No.�
She rubbed his back. After a moment she asked, �How did�.�.�. everything go today?�
He answered her real question. �Everybody is fine. All the sentinels and, yes, your friend have won through to the next round.�
�That�s good.� She searched his gaze. �Right?�
�Yes.� Suddenly the playful, pretty scene was no match for his darkening mood. Setting his teeth, he let go of her and turned away.
Silence fell between them. He gazed over the endless-seeming, empty desert with a scowl. When he heard tinkling and a splash, he looked over his shoulder. Pia sat by the edge of the oasis with her feet in the water, harem trousers rolled over her knees. She had taken off the anklets. She straightened one leg and lifted her pretty foot out, looked at it then let it fall with a splash back into the water.
Somehow she knew when not to push him. Yes, she was wiser sometimes than he would ever be. He walked over to ease down behind her until she sat between his legs, and when he put his arms around her again she leaned back with a sigh. The feel of her body in his arms felt maddeningly familiar and yet somehow incomplete. Damn these dreams, yet he would not go the week without them.
He said, �I asked Gray to be my First, and he said yes.�
She turned her head slightly. �That�s great news.�
He sighed. �We also talked a little about Rune and what happened last summer.�
She said gently, �That must have felt complicated.�
�It did.�
�I�m glad you finally talked to someone about it. Did it help?� She rubbed slender fingers soothingly along his forearms.
�Yes, actually, it did.� He pressed his mouth to the place where her neck met her shoulder. �How was your day?�
�Complicated too in its own way.� She reached behind her and cupped the back of his head, stroking his hair in a brief caress. �I like Beluviel, and she told me some things I didn�t know about my mom. That hurt, but it was kind of a good hurt, if that makes any sense. I think we really connected. She told me something interesting that may throw a monkey wrench into my visit. They�ve received word that an emissary from Numenlaur is coming to meet with them.�
Dragos raised his head. �Did they?�
She twisted to look over her shoulder, searching his expression. �Calondir has gone into Lirithriel Wood to get ready for their arrival. Have you ever heard of Numenlaurians visiting the U.S. before?�
�No.� He regarded her thoughtfully. �Are you sure that Beluviel said Calondir went into the Wood? She didn�t say that he crossed over to prepare for the emissary in their Other land?�
She frowned and scooted around until she could face him fully. �Yes, I�m sure. Why?�
�Do you remember how I once described Other lands like bodies of water, from small lakes to large oceans, with streams or rivers that sometimes linked them together?� She nodded, and he continued, �I know their Elven Other land is quite large, and I�ve suspected for some time that it has several connections, or crossovers, to Earth and to Other lands. I think they�ve had the ability to travel to and from places in Europe.�
�What makes you think that?�
�Stories of arrivals and departures,� he told her. �People disappearing and then reappearing in other places.�
She cocked her head. �Sometimes sudden appearances and disappearances can be explained when the Djinn are involved.�
�Yes, they can, but these accounts are different,� he told her. �Beluviel and Calondir were involved in rescuing Jews during World War Two. A few of the survivors described journeys that sounded like they traveled in an Other land until they suddenly arrived in America.�
Her eyebrows rose. �I�d like to learn more about that sometime, but what is the connection here?�
�I wonder how the emissary is traveling. I find it hard to imagine that members from an enclave community would travel from Europe on this side if they had any choice to travel in an Other land. If they are making the journey from the Other land, why would Calondir choose to host them in the Wood, here on this side? Why not host them on the other side of the crossover, where they would be more comfortable? The pieces don�t quite fit together in my mind.�
�Maybe I�ll get a chance to find out how they fit together,� Pia said. �Beluviel said that she and Calondir were originally from Numenlaur. I wonder why they left.�
�Do you remember, you also once asked me why Elves might not keep their word?� he asked. �You had said you�d never heard anything bad about their integrity.�
�Yes, we were just leaving Charleston after you got shot. You called my car a POS.� She frowned, thinking back. �You also said that every race has had its moments now and then, so I suppose that means the Elves had a moment.�
He played with her bracelet of bells. �They had more than their fair share of moments. They were responsible for one of the greatest wars in prehuman history.�
�Who did they fight?�
�Themselves. They fought until Elven blood ran over the land, and they finally drove themselves into a diaspora. Did you know that the Light Fae and the Dark Fae are children of the Elves?�
�I had no idea.� Pia watched him with a fascinated gaze. �I guess it makes sense since the similarities between the three races are pretty obvious. They�re all long lived, and magical in some way, and of course they all have the pointed ears. But there are some pretty obvious differences too.�
He said, �The Fae races came out of that original Elven diaspora. I believe their differences evolved because of their differences in environment. The Dark Fae are most often found in northern lands, with their pale skin, dark hair and affinity for metal. The Light Fae, with their brown skin, lighter hair, aversion to certain metals and a strong affinity to water, are most often found in more southern climates.�
�Then there are the Elves,� she said. �And they feel like no other creatures in the world. At least no other creatures that I�ve met.�
It was his turn to raise his eyebrows. For someone of her relative youth and inexperience, she had a remarkably refined sensitivity to creatures of Power. �Interesting. You sense a difference in how they feel?� She nodded. He told her, �You are correct. Their Power is different from any others. It�s elemental, literally.�
�What do you mean?�
�Their Power comes from the five elements�air, fire, water, wood and earth. Like the Wyr and many of the other Elder Races, the Elves grow in Power as they age. The ancient Elves can control weather, shift tides, cause landscapes to shift. In many ways the Earth was a different place before they warred with themselves.�
�That sounds terrifying,� she muttered.
�It was,� he said. �And I still have not forgiven them for it.�
A shudder ran through her, and she looked up at him. �Lirithriel Wood. Is it something they created?�
�I believe it is at least something they started,� he said. �It was born out of their Power and is combined with the magic of one of the strongest crossovers passageways in America. The Wood appears to have achieved a certain intelligence that is entirely wild and not necessarily safe.�
�I think it�s beautiful.�
�And I suppose it is that too.� He laced his fingers with hers.
She made a sudden moue. �That�s probably my segue into telling you that Beluviel invited me to their home in the Wood so that I can speak with Calondir.�
In an instant, his uneasy sense of peace and balance vaporized, and the dragon roared to the surface. He snapped, �Absolutely not.�
She froze, her mouth open, and stared at him. �Excuse me?�
�I said no,� he growled. �You do not go deeper into the Elves� territory. I have allowed you to go this far, but I will not allow that.�
She blinked several times. She said slowly, �So when Beluviel invited me, and since it is the only way I can speak to Calondir on this trip, I said yes. We leave first thing in the morning.�
�Pia, I said no, dammit!�
Her expression grew cold. �I heard what you dictated the first time,� she told him, shaping each word deliberately. �I chose not to respond right away so that you could have a moment to think about what you just said, and how you said it to me.�
He went nose to nose with her and hissed, �You will not disobey me on this. I forbid it. They are my enemy.�
She flinched but did not back away. �Yes, Dragos,� she said. �They are your enemy. They are not mine.�
He said between his teeth, �That is a foolish attitude. My enemies are yours. You are my mate�if you die, I die.�
�Just because our lives are linked together, I do not believe that makes the Elves my enemy too. When Beluviel made the invitation, she was clearly trying to help.� She pushed to her feet, and he rose too. She lifted her gaze, and the hurt, anger and disappointment in her eyes speared him. She said with quiet bite, �Now I am going to figure out how to wake myself up, and I�m going to turn off my phone. That should give you more time to think, because we have also had this conversation before. I am NOT your employee, NOR am I your servant, and I never promised to obey you. And what�s more, Dragos, you should not speak to your employees or your servants like that anyway. If what happened with Rune taught you anything, it should have taught you that.�
He sucked in a breath. Maybe to roar, or maybe to apologize. Not even he knew what he intended. Perhaps both. Whichever it was he was too late, for she turned away from him.
His mate turned away from him. As she did so, she faded from the dream.
The dragon woke up with a growl. He lunged to his feet, then glared at the bed.
It was so appallingly empty he took hold of one end and threw it against the wall.

SIX

�You look like something a cat coughed up,� Eva said in a helpful tone of voice.
Pia gave Captain Psycho a dirty look as she tied the laces of her new boots. �Have I told you yet how much your witty repartee means to me?� she said between her teeth. �No, wait. I believe I haven�t.�
Beluviel had told her that the Elves would provide for her group�s needs, but she had still needed to get a few things suitable for horseback riding and a stay in the Wood. She had brought only one pair of jeans, the ones she had worn on the trip down.
The group had stopped at a superstore directly after leaving Lirithriel House so that she could buy a couple extra pairs of jeans and the boots. She had brought enough sweaters, and although they seemed a bit dressy, they would do. She packed one nice slacks outfit to meet Calondir in, left her fine wool dress coat in the wardrobe and threw the more serviceable anorak she had worn on yesterday�s car trip on top of her pack.
Eva crossed her arms and lounged against the doorway, watching Pia�s final preparations. �You sick?�
�Nope.�
�Deranged?�
She gritted her teeth. �Just didn�t sleep well.� She had, in fact, lain in a furious, hurting clench for hours after she had woken up. After a brief, horrible struggle with herself, she did exactly what she told Dragos she would do, and she turned off her iPhone. Then she glared at the damn thing for the rest of the night.
She wanted to turn it on. So. Badly.
But it would be truly awful to turn the phone on only to find out he never called or texted. And it might actually be just as awful to turn it on and find out that he left a terrible message of some sort, something cold or hateful about disobeying him.
And it would be especially awful if she turned on the phone to find out that Dragos was remorseful and apologetic. In pain. If he did something horrendously unusual like beg her not to go. Because then she was afraid she would totally cave in, and what�s more, she might gallop back to New York, and that wouldn�t do anybody a lick of good, not the Elves, not the Wyr demesne, not Dragos and especially not her, because this was a line she had to draw that she could not back down from.
He simply had to acknowledge and treat her like his partner, and work with her to figure out what that meant. He could not give lip service to the subject only to revert whenever he lost his temper or he didn�t like how things were going, and sure, he was a dragon and a man, and that meant he had all kinds of communication issues, but this one time, he had to be the one who gave in.
�So,� Eva said. �There�s no reason to call off this trip.�
Pia froze as an especially, super-duper terrible idea added itself to the litany of terrible possibilities. �Why?� she bit out. �Did somebody ask you to try to stop it?�
Eva stared at her like she might have lost her mind. The other woman might have a point. �Just thought I�d double-check.�
�There are lots of reasons to call off this trip,� she said. She stood and walked over to Eva, and looked into the other woman�s eyes. �I just happen to think all the good reasons to go outweigh the others. Got a problem with that?�
Eva cocked her head. �You got a touch of bitch-goddess sexy too, don�t you, princess?�
She twitched a shoulder. �I guess I do.�
One corner of Eva�s mouth lifted an insolent notch. �Your goddess ain�t as sexy as mine though.�
�Who cares?� said Pia. �Because you�re my bitch now.�
Surprise flared in Eva�s gaze, then she burst out laughing. With that, they both went down the stairs to load the SUVs, and the group drove out of Charleston.
The early morning was cool, damp and gray. Low-hanging clouds blanketed the sky, dark and lowering. They might be in for a wet, uncomfortable day�s ride. Pia flipped her cell phone over and over in her hands, scowling at it for the duration of the trip. She only looked up when they drove the final approach to Lirithriel House. As they pulled up to the front doors, an Elven male stepped outside to direct them to follow the drive around to the back of the property where they could leave their SUVs by the stables.
The drive took them around the edge of the garden, which was lush from every angle. Between the magnolia trees, Pia caught a glimpse of a gap in a high green hedge, bordered by two elegantly carved marble pillars. That looked like the opening to the labyrinth.
The stables were already a hive of activity. A couple of the Elves smiled at the newcomers. Several of them walked horses that were already saddled. Their horses were gorgeous, thoroughbred-sleek with gleaming coats, long, slender legs and intelligent eyes. Pia saw one horse mouthing affectionately at the hair of the Elf attending it, who bore the attention with a tolerant smile. They clearly loved their horses, and their horses loved them.
The animals were also quite large up close. While the rest of her group double-checked their packs, Pia took a deep breath and turned to Hugh, who carried her pack slung over one shoulder along with his. �I suppose now�s the time to mention that I don�t have a lot of horse-riding experience.�
�Not to worry,� Hugh said. His smile transformed his rather plain, bony features. �I�ll make sure they give you a suitable mount.�
�Thank you.�
Pia fingered her phone again as Hugh left to talk with one of the attendants. Her stomach was a tight knot of nerves. She ran her thumb over the power button, looking down at the black screen. She would take just one quick peek. She never said she would leave it off forever. And she ought to check on things anyway, since the phone probably wouldn�t work when they went into the Wood.
She couldn�t go all day without some sort of contact, she just couldn�t, not with how they�.�.�. she had left things. She thumbed the power button on at the same moment that Beluviel walked out of the stables, caught sight of their group and walked toward her.
Beluviel looked even more exotic than she had yesterday, her long, dark hair braided for travel. She wore leggings and a tunic of a rich, soft green cloth, with a bronze jacket so intricately embroidered, it could have been a museum piece.
She was also more luminous and vibrant than ever, and a sense of refreshment wafted over the scene at her arrival, bringing with it optimism and hope. At first Pia thought she had imagined it, but then she noticed how the other Elves looked to Beluviel as well, smiling. Even the other Wyr did, although they didn�t lose their sharp-eyed alertness.
A useful attribute, that. It had to be much better than looking and feeling like something a cat coughed up.
Her phone pinged. The small sound sent a hot prickle over her skin, and her stomach clenched. She glanced down at the screen. She had several text messages.
�Good morning,� Beluviel said. �I�m so glad you were able to start early. We can make the journey in one day, but there is quite a lovely resting area where we can stay the night if you find yourself getting too tired. Please don�t hesitate to say something if you feel the need to stop.�
�Thank you, that sounds terrific,� said Pia. She tried to smile too, but the muscles in her face felt rigid. She hoped her expression didn�t look as ghastly as it felt. �I�m sorry, I don�t mean to be rude, but these messages won�t wait. I hope you don�t mind if I take a few minutes to check them.�
�Not at all,� Beluviel said. �Your phone won�t work in the Wood, so take the time you need now. We can leave whenever you�re ready.�
�I appreciate that,� Pia told her. �I�ll be as quick as I can.� She turned away, her heart knocking like a crazy thing.
Suddenly Eva was right beside her, asking telepathically, You all right, princess?
Pia�s stiff smile died a miserable death, and good riddance to it. I�ll be ready to go in a few minutes, Eva. Even to her own mind, she sounded tired.
Like the lady said, take your time, Eva said quietly. The captain stopped at the rear bumper of their nearest SUV and took a casual position, relaxed yet unmistakably standing guard.
Pia nodded in Eva�s general direction as she stepped between the two vehicles for a modicum of privacy. She was an idiot. She shouldn�t have waited so long. She should have checked for messages in real privacy when she had the chance.
As soon as she was a few feet away from the other woman, she looked at the screen of her phone again. She had nine text messages from various people. Most of them were from Stanford, who tended to be high maintenance.
Only one text message was from Dragos. It had been sent a few minutes after she had woken up and turned off her phone.
She clicked the message open and read it.
Talk tonight. Be safe.
Her vision blurred. The message was terse and to the point, as were all of Dragos�s messages, but was it enough?
She had to admit, she had boxed him into a corner in her mind where almost nothing he could have said would have been right, and silence would have been the worst thing of all.
But those four words said a lot. They said he had backed down and accepted her decision, even though he had to have still been angry when he sent the message. They weren�t enough, but they set a platform and were a promise of more.
Then she was able to take a deep breath for the first time since she had awakened. She texted him back.
Yes.
Almost instantly her phone pinged again.
Six days.
He had been waiting all that time for her reply. The starch left her spine, and she rubbed her face. Probably it was good to make him wait now and then, but hell�s bells, that was a hard road to take. You�re impossible, impossible, she mouthed at the phone as she gripped it in both hands and shook it. You make me crazy.
She started and deleted a couple of replies, all too aware that her six guards, as many Elves, the High Lord�s consort and all their horses were waiting on her.
Her phone pinged again.
Pia.
Of course, she sent back.
Ping. Dammit! She opened that message too.
Until tonight.
Her fingers moved rapidly over the small keyboard.
Until tonight. Cell phones won�t work in the Wood. I must shut down now.
She hit send and, gritting her teeth, forced herself to turn off the phone. Then she squared her shoulders and turned to join Eva, who said nothing but walked with her back to the waiting group.
Afterward she never remembered what she said. She knew that she smiled, exchanged pleasantries and admired the tall, sweet-natured chestnut horse that was to be hers for the trip. When everybody mounted, she did too, while Hugh held on to her horse�s bridle for her.
Beluviel rode a gorgeous, gleaming black mare, with a proud arched neck and startling blue eyes. After a quick glance to make sure everyone was ready, the High Lord�s consort rode first toward the Wood, and the rest of the group fell into place behind her.
As Pia nudged her mount, the two female Wyr, Eva and Andrea, came up on either side of her. Hugh and James took point, and Miguel and Johnny fell in behind, surrounding Pia completely. She gritted her teeth, feeling trapped and boxed in, but she held her peace for the moment. None of them knew what to expect when they passed underneath those trees for the first time.
Behind her, Miguel muttered, �There better not be any Tom Bombadil skipping and singing this early in the morning, or any hobbit-eating trees. That�s all I got to say.�
A light Elven voice said, �Tom Bombadil is a completely fictional character, of course, but we make no promises about any flesh-eating trees.�
Pia glanced over her shoulder, as did Andrea and Eva. An Elven girl had ridden up beside Miguel, a longbow and quiver strapped to her back. The girl had an immaculate seat on her horse, her slender body held straight and relaxed. Her short hair, skin and twinkling eyes were a lustrous dark brown, the pointed tips of her ears showing pixie-like through the fluffy strands. She had dyed the end of her hair blue.
Miguel appeared frozen in his saddle.
�Class it up, jackass,� said Captain Psycho irritably.
The Elven girl laughed, a bright, sharp sound that rang out like knife play. Then she chucked her horse into a gallop that sent her to the front of the party where she fell into step beside Beluviel.
Miguel looked after the young Elf hungrily. �Somebody please tell me that chick ain�t underage.�
Pia closed her eyes briefly. If she could only start over from eight o�clock yesterday morning. No, make that two days ago. Then she could have packed differently too.
Up ahead, Beluviel rode toward a wide path that led to a break in the trees. Pia could have sworn that neither the path nor the break in the trees had been there a moment ago. The Wyr fell silent at the same time the Elves did, and by some trick of acoustics the sound of the hoofbeats seemed muffled as the group entered the Wood in twos and threes.
Intensely conflicting emotions ricocheted through her when it came her turn to pass the border, a deep elation along with a sense of panic. She was both an urban-raised girl and a forest animal, and the dense foliage called to her deepest instincts. She wanted to back out, turn on her cell phone and call Dragos, or worse, race to one of the SUVs and break the speed limit all the way back to New York. She also wanted to throw herself out of the saddle, change into her Wyr form and plunge crazily into the deepest, most Powerful heart of the Wood.
Of course she did none of those things. Instead an ancient, wild presence enveloped her as her horse stepped underneath the green, green trees.
They traveled at an easy pace through the morning.
Once they had all entered the Wood, Beluviel fell back through the group to travel with Pia and talk of a variety of things. In contrast to their open heart-to-heart from the previous afternoon, they both kept the conversation light and suitable for multiple listeners.
The Elven girl with the blue-tipped hair traveled back with Beluviel to tease Miguel unmercifully. Miguel did not appear to mind in the slightest. In fact, by the end of the morning his dark, observant gaze had glazed over slightly, and he was looking both smitten and disturbed, much to the amusement of the other Wyr and the Elves.
The party stopped for lunch in a beautiful spot where a huge tree had fallen and the wood had been carved into a massive table. The table had been surrounded by stone benches that had also been carved, their thick legs covered with moss and lichens. Diffuse light filtered through the green leaves overhead. Pia could hear the faint trickle of running water nearby. The scene felt peaceful and very old.
Pia�s double, Andrea, came up to take the reins of Pia�s horse as she eased out of the saddle, her thigh muscles quivering from the unaccustomed strain of riding all morning. Come evening she was going to be in a world of hurt.
Clearly Beluviel had no such trouble, as she sprang lightly from the back of her mare. When the Elven woman joined her, Pia said, �This place is gorgeous. The tree must have been immense.�
Beluviel regarded the scene, her expression inscrutable. �Yes. I was very saddened when she fell.�
Pia looked from Beluviel�s youthful face to the table again. This time she also took in the hollows on the stone benches along with the wear underneath on the forest floor.
Dragos, Beluviel. Her mother. It was easy, she thought, to speak of ancient beings without really taking in just what that meant until the reality hit home at moments like this.
Someday, someone might look at her and realize the same thing. But nobody would look at her that way for a long, long time. She was just in her twenties, which was young by human standards, and she had mated with one of the oldest known creatures in the world. How could she expect to become his partner in anything? Even worse, how could she expect him to accept it? It was beyond crazy. Discouragement turned her limbs leaden.
While she tumbled into her private funk, Elves brushed off the top of the table and laid out flasks of wine and water, along with fruit, nuts and stacks of their indescribably delicious wayfarer bread. At the end farthest from Pia and Beluviel, they set out a variety of meats and cheeses.
Pia�s mouth watered at the sight of the loaves. She had eaten Elven wayfarer bread just once in her life, when she and Dragos had been kidnapped by Goblins and imprisoned in an Other land, and she had never forgotten the taste.
She glanced upward, but the sky was too obscured by thick tree branches and clouds to see the sun. It wouldn�t sound good to ask how soon she might be able to go to bed. �How long is the journey from here?�
�We�ll arrive before dark,� Beluviel said. �Sunset is around five thirty, which is something around forty-five minutes later than New York at this time of year. That is, if you�re up for the rest of the trip? There are a few quite comfortable cabins just an hour away if you would rather stop.�
�Not at all,� Pia told her. �I think we should travel the whole distance today.� After all the sooner she got there, the sooner she could talk with Calondir, accomplish what she came to do and go home.
She was not well adjusted at all. Most people would be thrilled at the rare privilege to see inside the Wood and travel into the heart of the Elven demesne. All she did was think about leaving as soon as she could.
Because she might have put too positive a spin on Dragos�s texts. The tricky thing about terseness was that it left so much open to interpretation, and he had only sent her nine words in total.
And it was probably pathetic that she had counted them.
Her stomach tried to clench up on her again. She shoved away the impulse and focused on eating. The other Wyr cycled behind her, always keeping two on duty while the others ate. No one remarked or looked askance at that, although she noted Beluviel�s attendants did not keep the same kind of vigilance.
She tried to think of ways to ask Beluviel about the Numenlaurians� impending visit but she couldn�t figure out how to broach the subject without sounding like she was prying, mainly because she would be prying. In the end she said nothing, opting to wait, watch and listen. She could always ask questions later.
The group finished lunch quickly while their horses were watered, and soon they were on their way again. After traveling with her for another half an hour or so, Beluviel excused herself and moved forward to take the lead again.
An invisible hot poker settled at the base of Pia�s spine. The backache grew worse as the afternoon wore on, and her new boots rubbed blisters on her heels. The unsettled euphoria at having entered the Wood had worn off. Now its presence made her feel claustrophobic as it seemed to press on her from all sides. She could sense the crossover passage somewhere ahead as the group grew closer to it.
Eva never left her, although the other five Wyr took turns riding on her other side. Johnny and Andrea carried crossbows, and all the Wyr had swords strapped to their backs. Eva�s powerful body moved in lithe rhythm with her roan mare, her lean dark fingers handling the reins with confident ease as her black, alert gaze never stopped roaming over the scene.
Pia sank into a miserable haze, only jerking straighter as Eva said telepathically, You looking like something a cat coughed up again, princess. Need a break?
No, she said. She needed for the day to be over, and a break would only prolong her misery.
Eva turned to look her in the eyes. Are you sure, Pia?
She took a deep breath, and the muscles in her sore back throbbed while the peanut slept oblivious to it all, his energy strong and steady. Thank you, I�m sure.
You know, I don�t remember hearing Beluviel make any promises, Eva told her. In fact, I thought she sounded a little cagey.
What nonsense are you talking about now? She sighed and shifted in her saddle, but there wasn�t any position she could get into that would alleviate her discomfort.
The consort said �might� and �possibly� yesterday, Eva said. She hung with Calondir all these years, seems she could be more definite about whether or not the man would like it if you showed up on his doorstep. It�s possible he might not be as pleased as he could be. If the Numenlaurians arrive while you try to get his attention, you might be knocking yourself out like this for nothing.
She scowled. She hadn�t considered any of that. It had sounded to her like Beluviel was just being polite. Great. She grumbled, Just once I�d like you to say something I really want to hear. Besides, that�s all the more reason to push hard to get there. I need to try to talk with Calondir while I�ve got the chance.
Point, Eva admitted.
They rode for a while in silence. Just ahead, Miguel and the young Elven girl were sniping at each other again. Pia watched them as she thought. She asked Eva, Do you know anything about the prehuman war among the Elves?
You mean a civil war? Eva said, lifting her eyebrows.
Yes.
The captain shook her head. Before my time, princess.
Pia snorted, and a grin played at the corners of Eva�s mouth. Apparently there was one, and it was big and nasty. Dragos said it changed the landscape of the Earth, caused the Elves to scatter and eventually gave birth to the Light and the Dark Fae.
Shew, what a lot of drama, said Eva. The captain paused. If Numenlaur is the �old country,� then that�s where the war began?
Sounds likely, Pia replied.
Eva remarked, Makes me curious why they coming to visit Calondir and Beluviel.
Pia said, Me too. Keep your eyes and ears sharp in case you get the chance to overhear something, will you?
You bet. I�ll pass the word to the others to do the same.
Silence fell again between them, and that was the last they spoke for a while. Wowzer, thought Pia, after her and Eva�s rocky beginning, it seemed almost peaceful.
The light was beginning to wane when one of the Elves broke away from the group and ran ahead. Pia hoped that meant the Elf was taking word of their arrival to Calondir, and their destination was close at hand. She had long since stopped trying to talk with anyone and rode in a cloud of increasing tiredness.
She must have fallen into a doze, because the next thing she knew a shout of greeting sounded up ahead. She jerked into alertness.
Those at the front of the party passed around a huge age-darkened granite boulder. She looked up at the massive stone. As she neared, what had appeared at first to be random bulges and hollows aligned into an Elven face with noble features and an inscrutable expression. It was impossible to tell if the face was male or female. The sculpture held her mesmerized until she came too close to discern it, and then the stone became just a stone again.
�Will you look at that,� Eva whispered.
�What?� She glanced at the captain who was staring forward, and she looked in that direction too. At first she didn�t notice anything that might cause Eva�s wonder. The travelers from the front of the group had stopped in a clearing at the foot of a rocky waterfall, the fast-flowing, turbulent river ribboning into the trees. Elves dismounted with smiles of pleasure. They called out to others who came to greet them.
Then her perspective shifted as it had with the massive stone face, and she saw the building. It spanned the top of the waterfall, by some trick of architectural genius seeming as if suspended in the air. The building had several levels, its lines modern and ultra-plain. The outside walls were covered in plain sheets of reflective glass so that it all but disappeared from sight.
Once she saw it she couldn�t look away, and she only dismounted when Eva nudged her knee. Beluviel approached, looking as fresh and bright as she had that morning. The consort said simply, �Welcome to our home.�
Pia blinked and forced herself to concentrate on the other woman. �Thank you. It�s stunning.�
Beluviel regarded the building with the same inscrutable expression from earlier when they had talked about the tree table. �We loved the Frank Lloyd Wright house in Pennsylvania, Fallingwater, so much we chose to emulate something of that style. We finished rebuilding in the 1970s.�
She and Eva walked with Beluviel to the wide, winding staircase that had been carved into the stone by the fall, while the other Wyr gathered their packs from the horses and followed close behind. Pia forced her strained, quivering thigh muscles to work and matched the consort step for step.
As they climbed, two tall, Powerful Elves, both male, appeared on the landing at the top of the stairs and watched their approach. One of the males was Calondir. The other was Ferion, whom Pia had met last May in Folly Beach.
Both Elven males wore serious expressions. The High Lord�s hair was long and sable dark, and bound back tightly, his eyes a bright, startling blue. In the May teleconference, Pia hadn�t noticed the resemblance between Ferion and Calondir, but in person, the similarity between the two males was unmistakable. They both had the same strong, elegant bone structure.
Beluviel paused on the top step, and instinctively Pia paused with her. The High Lord and his consort faced each other with cool, perfect courtesy.
Calondir said, �Lady.�
�My lord,� Beluviel murmured.
Pia�s eyebrows slid up before she could get in control of her expression. Maybe she and Dragos would greet each other so coolly too, after they had been together for a bajillion years, but somehow she didn�t think so.
Then Calondir turned to her and inclined his head. �Greetings, Lady of the Wyr.�
Greetings, not welcome. Even though Calondir didn�t show any hint of his emotions, she was suddenly convinced that the High Lord was blazingly furious.
Clearly he was not falling over himself with excitement at her arrival.
Oy vey.

SEVEN

The undercurrents that swirled around Ferion, Beluviel and Calondir were stifling. Pia received the distinct impression that the three of them exchanged an intense storm of telepathic words while she faced the High Lord�s ageless, closed expression. Meeting his cool, Powerful gaze was one of the more challenging things she�d done since, well, since she�d argued with Dragos in the middle of the night.
Suddenly the pressure from the last two days, hell, the last seven months, welled up, and it had to go somewhere outside of her body or she would combust. She cast about mentally�.�.�. where, where�.�.�. but in the end, there was really only one place for it to go.
She said in Eva�s head, I�m in so far over my head in so many ways, I don�t even know where shore is anymore.
Steady on, Tinker Bell, Eva said calmly. Man shits like anybody else do.
She did not just hear that. Her poise, having already grown precarious, splintered. She bent sharply at the waist and leaned her hands on her knees. Vaguely she was aware of a ripple of reaction passing through the others.
A strong, brown hand curled around her bicep and gripped her hard. �There�s no need to be alarmed,� Eva said crisply. �She just isn�t much of a rider. She has been suffering from a leg cramp, that�s all.�
Captain Psycho�s speech was polished, educated, and her grammar beautifully correct. And damn that woman, she could lie. Pia�s truthsense insisted on Eva�s sincerity.
�Yes, I�m all right,� Pia said hoarsely. She kept it simple, not even attempting to match Eva�s duplicity. �My apologies.� She told Eva, You�re pure fucking evil, and I hate you passionately.
I know, my bitch goddess too hot for some to handle, Eva said. Even in her telepathic voice, she sounded complacent.
SHUT UP.
Opposite Eva, Beluviel took Pia�s other arm for support as she straightened. The consort�s wide gaze was warm with concern. Beluviel asked, �Are you able to walk?�
�Yes, thank you,� Pia said.
�Other issues need my attention,� Calondir said. �I�ll take my leave now.�
Pia saw everything she had worked for slipping through her fingers as the High Lord turned away.
Anger sparked. Sure, an upcoming visit from Numenlaurians must be hugely important, but the Elves had invited her first, dammit.
She said, �Sir.�
Calondir paused to look back at her, one eyebrow raised in imperious inquiry.
In the end, she spoke as plainly as she had several months ago when she had first addressed him. �I know you are very busy, and you have a great deal on your mind. That is why I was so honored at your invitation. I�ve made it my priority to visit despite the distance and the important developments occurring in my own demesne.� She knew the original invitation had come from Beluviel, but just as Dragos had to agree to the visit, Calondir had to have put his stamp of approval on it, and she couldn�t afford to let him wriggle out of granting her an audience. People in the Wyr demesne needed for her to succeed at reestablishing trade agreements. She finished, �I hope you might find time for a short talk.�
He regarded her unsmilingly, then inclined his head. �Thank you for your effort in making the journey. I appreciate your dedication and hope you have a restful evening. Good night.�
Argh, that was it? No promise to talk later? Just a dismissal? What the fuck? Pia�s lips tightened as Calondir turned his back to her again and walked away.
She looked at Beluviel. The consort stared after Calondir, her posture stiff. �Ferion and Linwe,� said the consort, �would you kindly show Pia and her people to their rooms?�
�Of course,� Ferion said immediately.
Pia looked around to discover who Linwe was. She found the blue-haired Elven girl standing just behind the consort. The girl bounced a little on the balls of her toes. After Calondir�s Powerful, mature presence and tension-filled greeting, Linwe�s blue-tipped hair seemed cheerfully barbaric. The sight lifted Pia�s spirits quite unreasonably.
Beluviel said to Pia, �Please don�t hesitate to tell either Ferion or Linwe if there is anything that you or your group requires. Perhaps if you are interested, one of them can show you around tomorrow. In the meantime I will say good evening as well.�
After the warmth and support Beluviel had shown over the last two days, her abrupt departure on top of Calondir�s rebuff felt like a slap in the face. Pia didn�t know if she was angry or just confused. She did know she didn�t trust herself to speak. She gave the consort a curt nod.
Beluviel hesitated, dark gaze searching Pia�s expression. Then the consort said telepathically, Forgive me for bringing you all this way only to abandon you this evening. The emissary from Numenlaur arrived this afternoon, several days earlier than expected, and their mission is one of some urgency. Calondir and I are needed elsewhere at the moment.
The emissary was already here? No wonder Calondir looked less than thrilled at her arrival. This trip was rapidly going from bad to worse.
I understand, Pia said, because in the end there was nothing else she could say.
I will be in touch. Rest well. Beluviel brushed her cheek with cool lips and followed in Calondir�s footsteps, her long stride rapid.
Pia bit back her impatience. It had been another long, frustrating day. Her back ached like a bastard, and no matter how much she wanted it, she couldn�t expect an instant resolution to any of the issues that had brought her here. At the rate things were going, she might not even get a chance to talk with Calondir at all.
At least this meant she could go to bed soon, right?
That thought did not exactly put her in a more cheerful mood. She and Dragos had too much unresolved between them. But the interminable day was nearly over, which meant she could hope to get on a better footing with him. Missing him had turned into a deep ache, only now she didn�t just miss his physical presence. She also desperately, fiercely missed their lack of rapport.
She turned to Ferion, who regarded her with a faint smile. �Lady, please forgive our preoccupation with other matters,� he said. �Your visit deserves better than this. It is good to see you again.�
Somewhat mollified, she said, �Hello, Ferion. How are you?�
�I am well, thank you,� he said. �Although I will always regret that you did not come to stay with us last summer.�
Her returning smile was wry. Ferion had led the party that had responded to her distress call when Dragos had crossed the Elven border without permission and had broken his treaties with them. The Elves had shot Dragos with a poisoned arrow, and then someone had told Urien, the Dark Fae King, what had happened.
A lot of bad things had come out of that. She and Dragos had been kidnapped, beaten and nearly killed. But a lot of good had come out of it too, like the first time she and Dragos had made love. They would probably never know which Elf had been Urien�s informant, and so much had happened since then that the information had become irrelevant. Urien was dead, and whatever alliances or loyalties any Elf might have had to him were dead also.
�All of that is water under the bridge now,� she told Ferion.
If he heard the double message in that statement, he didn�t show it. With a polite gesture, he invited her to walk with him, and Linwe and the rest followed.
It had been impossible for Pia to get a sense of how large the house really was when she had been looking at it from below. The reflective outside walls had messed with her sense of depth perception, as her mind kept insisting that she looked at sky and trees.
Inside, Ferion led the group down halls of flagstone, carved granite and wood, and they made several turns, which indicated that the house was very large indeed. Finally he stopped and opened a door that led to a spacious, gorgeously appointed apartment that had a central common room with a large fireplace and several couches, a couple of bathrooms and three bedrooms.
Since two of the psychos would be awake at any given time, the others could double up in two of the bedrooms. The rooms had rich, dark hardwood furniture and gleaming floors, handwoven rugs and intricately sewn tapestries with ocean and woodland scenes populated with fantastical creatures. The largest tapestry hung on the inside wall and depicted several Elves on one of their historic, sleek ocean-faring ships. One of the figures was a male with a long braid of dark hair, apparently Calondir, who held a gold cup. While the cup was relatively small in comparison to the rest of the scene, the gold thread gleamed brightly against the deep, rich colors used throughout the rest of the tapestry, drawing the eye immediately to it.
The outside wall of the apartment had large windows that overlooked the moonlit river and the Wood above the waterfall. She went to look out.
Ferion followed her. The Elf stood quietly, hands clasped behind his back, as they gazed at the beautiful scene. She glanced at him, and the resemblance to Calondir struck her all over again. The two males had to be related to each other in some way. They could be father and son. If they were, she wondered if Beluviel was Ferion�s mother. Given the coolness she had seen between Beluviel and Calondir, anything was possible.
The Power that Ferion carried indicated that he might even be old enough to remember the Elven war in the far-distant past. She wondered what he made of the Numenlaurian�s visit, but she could not quite bring herself to ask.
She said to him telepathically, I would count it as a great favor if we did not discuss my mother in front of others. I don�t know if you have heard, but I�ve not publicly revealed my Wyr form.
He looked at her quickly and bowed. Lady, I would be honored to keep that in confidence.
Thank you.
Aloud, he said, �I will see to it that supper is brought up shortly. Is there anything else that you require?�
�Everything is beautiful,� she told him.
He bowed again with that touch of Old World charm, excused himself and left. Linwe left with him, and the Wyr were alone for the first time that day.
Eva set the others to inspecting the apartment then she joined Pia by the window. She said, �The man had a point. I�ve seen better welcomes.�
Pia grimaced. �Beluviel told me telepathically that the emissary arrived this afternoon. Apparently they�re several days earlier than expected.�
Eva pursed her lips. �Well, that complicates things.�
�Yes, it does,� Pia said grimly.
Calondir and Beluviel might have invited her first, but the gods only knew how long it had been since they had seen Elves from Numenlaur. In contrast, they had only seen seven months of border tensions with the Wyr demesne. To people of their immense age, seven months must seem like nothing more than a passing moment.
But the trade embargo had to have hurt the Elven demesne as much as it did the Wyr. They had held out and made their statement successfully. Wouldn�t they be just as relieved to let it go as the Wyr would?
She felt like her mind was spinning from one thing to the next. It seemed like she did nothing but move from one pitfall to another. She couldn�t wait to see Dragos tonight and to put things right between them. Then maybe she could turn things around tomorrow and make something good come out of this damn trip.
The others made short work of thoroughly inspecting the apartment. Pia claimed the first bedroom they cleared, shut the door, stripped off her dirty clothes and staggered into the bathroom to take a long, warm bath.
Her Wyr healing abilities, along with the soothing soaps and water, soon eased the aches and pains of the day away but left her exhausted. As she climbed out of the bath, Eva knocked and brought in a tray laden with strange, delicious foods. Pia stuffed herself, shoved the tray outside the bedroom door afterward, climbed into the soft comfortable bed and was out before her head hit the pillow.
Despite her quick plummet into sleep she tossed and turned. Several times she came partly awake, frustrated and searching. She couldn�t find the right connection. Every time she reached for Dragos, all she could see was a male with green eyes. He held out his hand and beckoned to her, but it was much too dark where he stood. Every time she saw him, she shuddered and turned away.
Then she came awake in a rush.
Disoriented, she thrust out of bed and went to the window. The sky was growing lighter. It was early in the morning, and she hadn�t dreamed of Dragos.
They hadn�t dreamed.
Panic throbbed like a migraine at her temples. She strode to the door and snatched it open. James and Andrea were talking quietly, keeping watch in the common room. Both came to their feet at her appearance.
James put a hand on his sword. He asked, �Everything all right?�
�No,� she said. �Get Eva.�
�I�m here,� Eva said from one of the other doorways. She was barefoot but otherwise dressed in black cargo pants and an army green T-shirt that fit snugly against her lean torso. She strode across the room quickly, black eyes sharp. �What up, princess?�
She said to Eva in a low voice, �Dragos has been casting spells so that he and I can dream together, and I didn�t dream last night. Something�s wrong.�
And she couldn�t make a simple, goddamn phone call to see if he was all right.
Eva�s gaze had widened as she talked. �Okay,� the captain said. �Let�s talk it through. Has he ever had problems dream casting before?�
�We�ve only done it together a couple of times,� Pia said. She rubbed her mouth and tried to get in control of her panic, to force herself to think logically. �The Power in the Wood interferes with phone calls. Maybe it can disrupt Dragos�s spell.�
�He�s Powerful as shit and older than dirt,� Eva said, her voice steady and not unkind. �Rather than something happening to him, it�s much more likely that the Wood interfered with his spell, don�t you think?�
Suddenly Pia grew calm. �That makes sense, but he doesn�t know that, and last night was important. We had things to discuss.�
What would Dragos do now?
He would be doing the same thing that she was doing, working his way through the possible reasons for their missed connection. She had the advantage. She knew he went to bed safe in his home territory, whereas to him, she was deep in the heart of enemy territory.
Would he watch and wait for word? If he didn�t�if the Elves discovered that he had crossed the Elven border again without permission, she didn�t think there was anything she could say then that would repair the treaties, and they might not be able to avoid war. The Elves had been quite clear: they would treat any further trespass from him as an act of invasion.
She said, �We need to send someone out and hope they get out of the Wood in time to make a phone call before Dragos decides to come in after us.�
Eva�s eyebrows rose. �Sounds like we better get someone out fast.�
* * *
Throwing their bed against the wall hadn�t done anything to improve Dragos�s mood. He knew Pia felt stressed about the trip, and he had no intention of arguing via text messages, but he was utterly furious with her.
How dared she rebuke him, leave their dream and turn off her cell phone? How dared she bring up that old issue of servants and employees, and throw Rune in his face?
Did he not allow her to do as she wished in most things?
How dare she disobey him?
Yeah, he heard that.
He tossed the king-sized bed back into place, showered, dressed in black fatigues and a thin, black silk sweater, and left the Tower.
Another heavy day of fighting was scheduled for that day, so the bouts started at five A.M. Despite the early beginning, all the seats were filled. Tension had ratcheted up. One hundred and twelve contestants would start the day. By tonight there would be fifty-six.
When Dragos arrived at the mobile office, he told Kris and his other assistants, �Find somewhere else to work today.�
None of them asked questions. They took one look at his expression and scattered, leaving him to prowl the supersuite and fume in isolation.
All the sentinels were scheduled for early combat. By some trick of chance, none of them had yet drawn Quentin Caeravorn as an opponent. Aryal, Grym and Bayne had cycled through their fights already, and now Constantine was on the floor.
Con was brawny and blond, as were all the gryphons. He was also what his fellow gryphon Bayne liked to call a �man slut.� It was a testament to Constantine�s actual skill set that he was so effective at his job while remaining so aggressively promiscuous, because from what Dragos heard, Con never got a full night�s sleep.
His current opponent in the arena was one of the gargoyles, and both contestants had shifted into their Wyr form for the fight. The gargoyle had morphed from a mild-looking man into a seven-foot winged monster, with a demonic face, huge batlike wings and a tough, stony gray body.
Their fight caught even the raging dragon�s attention. Dragos paused at the window to watch.
A human would have had a difficult time following the fight without the benefit of instant replay and slowing the action down, but Dragos had no trouble at all making out every detail.
Con was not Graydon. He had broken one of the gargoyle�s legs and a wing, and now, catlike, he played with the guy, letting him get close and then batting at him with a giant paw. Constantine was just plain nasty in a fight, whether he was in gryphon or human form. The gargoyle was done for, but apparently he was too stupid or stubborn to quit.
Dragos shook his head and turned away.
He had been an autocrat for so very long, and he was utterly used to absolute rule. Then Pia came along. She coaxed his arrogance into laughing and charmed him into easing up, giving in. He had convinced himself he was growing more tolerant in indulging her wishes, but the brutal truth was tolerance and indulgence were simply other forms of the autocrat.
Pia had said, The real point I�m trying to make is that I have no idea how to be your partner.
More brutal truth: he had no idea how to be her partner either, or anybody�s partner, for that matter.
She was always going to be a softer personality than he, immensely younger and less experienced. More peaceful. And yet here she was his best teacher again, for she had already shown him how she could bend to his will when he needed it. That, he realized, involved a profound kind of trust in him.
Now he had to learn how to bend to her will when she needed it.
Not tolerate, allow or indulge. Really bend, despite his mood, the circumstances or his temper. As old, strong willed and entrenched in the habit of power as he was, this was a lesson he might have to relearn over and over again.
But Pia also had to learn, there would only be so far he could bend. He was simply too dominant. They were in uncharted territory, and he did not know how far he could go. Plus he had been on edge for months, ever since the economy had taken such a serious downturn, Tiago and Rune had followed their mates and left him and the other sentinels running at full throttle, and the Oracle had made her uninvited, impromptu prophecy last summer that hung in front of Dragos like a mushroom cloud.
He would never forget the strange, dry voice that had come through the Oracle�s Power, or the quiet way it had spoken and what it had said.
It had spoken of stars dying in agony, and the nature of evil, of Light and Dark as creatures, and Lord Death himself having forgotten he was a fraction of the whole.
�I am not form but Form,� the voice had claimed, �a prime indivisible. All these things were set in motion at the beginning, along with the laws of the universe and of Time itself. The gods formed at the moment of creation, as did the Great Beast, as did Hunger, as did Birth along with Finality, and I am the Bringer of the End of Days.�.�.�.�
Which, when it came right down to it, was insane gibberish. It made no fucking sense, and his atavistic reaction to it was just as nonsensical. But every time he thought of that voice he remembered the Power in it, and the hair at the back of his neck raised and the dragon clawed its way to the surface and looked for war.
But it had not targeted Dragos specifically. It had only mentioned him. In a way the real significance was not what had been said but that the prophecy had come to him, and when he and Pia had consulted with the Oracle a second time, the Oracle had said the events might not surface for months or even years.
They could not live their lives in fear. He would not. When Pia brought up the possibility of visiting with the Elves, he listened, eventually. Just as the Elves had intended, the trade embargo had caused damage, and it was time to explore ways to end it.
Not only that, but Pia and Dragos were natural lightning rods. There was always going to be some kind of shit happening, because some kind of spotlight was always going to be trained on them, and they lived eventful lives. If any shit happened while they were separated, they would deal with it.
And so he tolerated, allowed and indulged.
Gods damn it. The hardest thing to break was a habit, and the attitude crept in when he wasn�t looking. When all was said and done his behavior had been boorish and typical. He�.�.�. owed her an apology.
And how strange it was, to recognize how he had grown to need someone after being autonomous for so very long.
He counted the time until he could go to bed and cast the dream spell. Then he counted the time as he waited, and she didn�t come, and she didn�t come.
Dawn bled a pale, colorless light over the eastern sky, cold and bleak as death. When he rose he did so silently, full of cunning, for the world he inhabited was filled with prophecy and predators. The dragon was not a safe creature at the best of times, and that was true especially now that he was without his mate.
He had questions and he needed answers, and while those answers could be found within the forbidden Elven Wood, there was a quicker and more efficient way he could get them, another place he could go that was much closer to home.
He called Bayne and made some arrangements.
Then he went on the hunt.
He found his prey easily within the hour. She wore a classic black two-piece suit, four-inch heels and another sleek chignon, but Dragos remembered another image of her from an age long past, wearing armor, covered in blood and screaming at the sky as he soared overhead, her face twisted with rage and hate.
The early morning was still dark gray and bitingly cold, and huge mounds of dirty snow were piled everywhere, but like Dragos, the Elven tribunal Councillor did not bother with an overcoat. She stepped out of the front doors of the Plaza Hotel on Fifth Avenue followed by two attendants.
If the Elf had seen him coming, she would have tried to find some way to avoid him, so he had not given her the opportunity.
Dragos could cloak himself so completely while he was in dragon form that a mouse could run over his talons and never know it. Usually he did not bother with casting such a strong spell, but he did this time. He cloaked himself while standing on the street curb and added a small, subtle aversion spell so that pedestrians somehow avoided the spot where he stood, until the Elven Councillor reached a spot just a few feet away.
Dragos said, �Sidhiel.�
She screamed and spun, her sophisticated poise shattered, and there was his old adversary again. Despite their designer clothing and their urban setting, and the laws and traditions they had surrounded themselves with, civilization remained the thinnest of veneers after all.

EIGHT

The Elven Councillor�s attendants had whipped around also, drawing weapons. Dragos regarded them contemptuously. Pulling guns on him was a stupid move. Firing on him would be even more stupid.
It had been a very, very long time since he had killed an Elf. He raised an eyebrow and almost smiled.
�Put away your weapons, fools!� Sidhiel snapped. Looking shaken and wild-eyed, the two attendants holstered their guns. The Elven woman regarded Dragos with abhorrence. �This is outrageous, Wyrm. You have no business approaching me for anything.�
�Quite the contrary,� said Dragos. �Talking to you has become the most important priority of my day.�
�I have nothing to say to you,� she gritted. �But I will have a great deal to say to the Elder tribunal if you do not leave me alone immediately.�
�The tribunal is not here,� Dragos said in an exceedingly gentle tone of voice. �Would you like a cup of coffee, Councillor? Perhaps a ride to the Garden.�
She hissed and yanked a BlackBerry out of her suit pocket. Moving faster than sight, Dragos grabbed her wrist. He held her effortlessly as she struggled to free herself.
Sidhiel�s attendants stood frozen. Dragos told them, �You are out of your league. There is no shame in acknowledging that. Do nothing.� They watched him unblinkingly and didn�t move.
Sidhiel�s eyes widened as her BlackBerry grew hot. �Stop. Stop it!�
He said nothing. With a gasp the Elf�s fingers sprang open, and her BlackBerry tumbled to the ground. As both he and Sidhiel watched, the phone glowed red and melted into a dangerous, acrid smelling puddle that steamed on the frozen sidewalk.
Sidhiel�s gaze raised, her features sliced with impotent fury. �You are a blight upon this Earth.�
�I�m always amused at how the Elves insist upon vilifying me,� he remarked. �Your pot is much blacker than my kettle. Yes, I hunted some of you long ago before I grew and evolved. But you killed so very many more of yourselves than I ever did, and you tore up the Earth while you did so.�
�My gods, I loathe you.�
�About that cup of coffee,� said Dragos. As she turned woodenly toward the hotel entrance, he told her, �Not in a public restaurant. Your suite or my limo. Or even my suite at the Garden, if you prefer.�
After a brief struggle with the choices he offered, she turned to her attendants. �Go. Wait for me at the main entrance to Madison Square Garden. If I am not there shortly, call the head of the tribunal and tell him what has happened.�
�Councillor,� said the taller of her attendants.
�You can do nothing here,� she said through white lips. �But you can bear witness to my absence.� She threw a scathing glance at Dragos. �You will be held accountable for anything you do.�
�You should be careful when you talk of accountability, Sidhiel,� he growled. �I am not a patient man at the best of times. Now my mate is visiting your demesne, and I cannot get in contact with her.�
She stood rigid, her startled gaze searching his face. Then she gestured to her attendants, gave him a curt nod and strode with him to the sleek black Mercedes limousine that idled at the curb.
In the back of the limo, Dragos settled back in his seat with his arms crossed. He watched indifferently as the Elf positioned herself so that she avoided any accidental contact with his long legs. Without any further preamble, he said, �You may not have heard, but Beluviel invited Pia into Lirithriel Wood so that she could talk with Calondir. They traveled in yesterday morning.�
Sidhiel�s gaze flickered. �No, I had not heard.� She added slowly, �Someone should have warned you that cell phones do not work in the Wood.�
�I already know that,� he said impatiently. �What I want to know is if the Wood can block spells.�
�What kind of spells?� Sidhiel asked suspiciously.
He studied the Elf, his mouth tight. He was secretive by nature, and he hated to give up any kind of information to her, but there was no other way for him to find out what he needed to know. He said, �I have been dream casting, but last night either it didn�t reach Pia or she didn�t sleep. I chose to talk with you before I went down to South Carolina to discover for myself if she is all right.�
The Elf sucked in a breath, but she replied calmly enough. �There is no reason for alarm or for acting hastily. I believe in this case the Wood might have caused interference. Spell casting from within its borders is quite a different experience from casting a spell from the outside. It is important to keep in mind, Cuelebre�the Elves do not regard Pia in the same light as we do you. No one wishes her any harm.�
�So everyone has said,� he replied, eyeing her coldly. �Which is why I finally agreed to her visit in the first place. It does, however, occur to me that not everyone may have the same definition of harm. For instance, someone might think that taking my mate hostage would be a good way to try to control me. Then of course once you start talking about taking hostages, a whole new chessboard emerges.�
He watched realization dawn, and the Elf�s face went ashen. Her gaze darted to the scenery passing by outside the limousine�s windows. Madison Square Garden was several blocks southwest of the Plaza Hotel, and they were nowhere near the vicinity. The Councillor whispered hoarsely, �You do not want to do this.�
�Do I not?� He settled himself more comfortably. �Since we are talking, perhaps you can tell me why Numenlaurians have decided to visit Calondir.�
Sidhiel made a sharp gesture. �No one knows the answer to that except the Numenlaurians.�
�Speculate,� Dragos said.
�That would be pointless and irresponsible,� she bit out.
�Very well, if you won�t, I will,� he said softly. �I can think of one reason why Numenlaur would contact Calondir after silence for all these years. It�s the same reason that drove you to war in the first place when you fools discovered the Deus Machinae, and you thought you could control them.�
The Deus Machinae. The God Machines, items of Power that the seven Elder Races gods had cast to Earth at the time of creation in order to enact their will. The Elder Races had many myths of the Deus Machinae. At times the items appeared to be weapons or pieces of armor, and at other times jewelry or a tool. Their forms did not remain fixed. Their real nature was something infinitely more Powerful.
The Elf shifted in a sudden movement, her body oddly graceless, and a haunted expression entered her large, blue eyes. �We didn�t know then what we know now,� she said. �We thought the Deus Machinae had been given to us to use. We didn�t realize the Machinae would use us.�
�You thought they were yours to use as you saw fit, just as you thought you had the right to reshape the Earth,� he said, his quiet tone scathing. �You were ever arrogant that way.�
He had long held a fascination with the underlying patterns in the world�magic systems, science, the ever-shifting reality of economics and politics�and in the back of his mind, he was constantly piecing and repiecing together bits of information, like working on a gigantic puzzle of the universe.
Several pieces of information snicked into place, and another potential pattern came together in his head.
These things were set in motion at the beginning, along with the laws of the universe and of Time itself.
That voice from the Oracle�s prophecy. Numenlaur. The Deus Machinae, the seven items from the seven gods of the Elder Races, thrown to Earth at the beginning and working the will of the gods as they tumbled through history. Pure and primal, not form but Form, indivisible.
The world was not just filled with prophecy and predators, but it was filled with Power too. So much of the drama that played out on the modern-day stage came from the first things and the first creatures. First among those creatures were the gods themselves.
It was clear he would get no more out of the Elf. Once her usefulness to him ended, he lost interest in her.
The limousine pulled smoothly up to the curb at Cuelebre Tower. As the vehicle rolled to a stop, a young Wyr male ran out of the Starbucks on the ground floor, wearing a green apron and carrying a covered cup. As the Starbucks employee reached the limo, Dragos opened the door and climbed out.
He took the cup and bent in the open door to hand it to Sidhiel, who took it cautiously as though she expected it to explode in her face. �Here is your coffee, Councillor,� said Dragos. He met her gaze. �Don�t try to leave New York until I know for sure my mate is free and safe. I don�t think the journey would go well for you. Enjoy the games today.�
Color washed her pale features, and her pale gaze glittered with equal parts fear and fury. He stood back and watched the limo pull away from the curb. Then he pulled out his iPhone and hit speed dial.
Bayne answered on the first ring. �Yup, got two people following the limo now.�
Dragos said, �She can do anything she wants as long as she doesn�t leave town. If she does try to leave, call and let me know.�
�You got it.�
He clicked his phone off. Sidhiel would make sure that there were repercussions for him frightening her and issuing threats, but that was an issue to face on another day.
A slicing winter wind whistled down the tall corridors created by the skyscrapers, stinging his skin. He ignored it and turned to face south while logic and instinct clashed inside, building pressure. These days there was always more pressure.
Logic said that Pia was all right, that the Wood�s influence was just as Sidhiel said it was, and that it interfered with spells cast from the outside. While he had sensed a great deal of hate in Sidhiel, at that point in the conversation she had spoken plainly and he had not sensed any insincerity in what she had told him.
Logic also reminded him that Pia had five days left of the week they had agreed upon. Five days was a very short amount of time, despite the Powers that were active and moving through the world. In the meantime, he knew Pia was also awake and thinking about their missed dream date. He should give her time to send him a message, at least a day and perhaps two.
But instinct was a much more simple and overriding imperative. It drove him unmercifully and roared that she was gone, gone.
And the fact of the matter was, he was not actually needed at the games today. The contestants would fight each other, and half of them would lose, and tonight there would be twenty-eight left. And Kris could shoulder for the short term whatever business crisis hit, just as he always did when Dragos had to travel. Bayne and the other sentinels would call if they needed to get in touch with him. Dragos�s presence wasn�t essential until the final round of combat, the day after tomorrow.
He should not cross the Elven border.
And he never did well with things he should not do.
The intolerable pressure that had built up inside him eased as he took to the air. It was an unutterable relief to fly south.
He would go as far as the city limit. That was all.
Once he reached that point, he would decide what he would do next.
* * *
The fastest messenger in the group was Hugh, the gargoyle who could fly out in a few hours the distance that had taken them an entire day to travel by horseback.
Theoretically.
Pia thought of the stories of the lost hikers, and her stomach tightened at the possibility that the Wood might somehow interfere with Hugh�s flight. What if it screwed with his sense of direction so that he flew in circles? If that happened, who knew when he might emerge?
Eva didn�t like the idea of sending out their only avian capability, but then Pia was pretty sure that Eva didn�t like anything that she thought of. �Stop wasting time,� Pia said. �You know it�s got to be Hugh if we�re going to have any chance of getting in touch with Dragos quickly.�
�Fuck,� said Eva. �Fine.� She turned to Hugh. �Get ready to go.�
�You got it,� said Hugh.
By then everybody in the apartment was awake and alert. While Hugh prepared for the journey, Pia sent Johnny out to look for an attendant. Johnny returned almost immediately, followed by a pleasant-faced attendant who wore the High Lord�s plain green-and-brown house uniform.
�Good morning, Lady,� the Elf said, smiling. �Would you and your group like breakfast brought up to your rooms?�
Nobody outside the group needed to know the reason for Hugh�s journey. Pia told the Elf, �I must send a messenger to Charleston right away. I need to know how safe he will be traveling through the Wood.�
The Elf blinked rapidly. �You are the High Lord�s welcome guests,� he said. �The Wood will not harm either you or your messenger, but if you are concerned in any way and can wait for a short while, I�m sure the Lord or Lady would be most happy to send an escort.�
Pia looked at Hugh, who had returned to the room. The gargoyle balanced on the balls of his feet, his long rawboned body coiled with readiness. His sword and crossbow were strapped to his back, and he carried a belt filled with crossbow bolts angled across his chest along with a long knife in a sheath tied to one thigh. He no longer looked sleepy. He looked interested and capable, and very deadly.
Hugh shook his head at Pia�s unspoken inquiry. �I�m good.�
Once again, Pia thought back to the events in May. It had taken Dragos and her several hours to make the journey back to New York, but part of that time had been spent traveling out of an Other land.
If Dragos chose to travel south this morning, there was no guarantee how he would make the journey. If he took the corporate jet, he could hit the Charleston International Airport as soon as two hours from the point of departure. And who knows when he might decide to take off? The only thing she felt confident about was that he would wait as long as possible in case she had simply been very late to bed. Now that morning was officially here, it was possible he was already airborne.
�Go as fast as you can,� Pia said to Hugh. Telepathically, she added, If you don�t get through to Dragos right away, call Graydon or Bayne. She paused. Dammit, there was no way for them to know which sentinel might be fighting when, or if they might be recovering from an injury. Actually, try all the sentinels until you talk to a live person, but don�t just rely on them to pass on a message. Keep trying yourself to get through to Dragos and call to him telepathically as well. He has a much larger telepathic range than anyone else.
All right, Hugh said, frowning. But since I�ve never talked with him telepathically before, I don�t know if I�ll be able to connect.
Exasperated, Pia said, Look, Dragos might already be in South Carolina by the time you get out of the Wood, so just try everything you can to get in touch with him, and don�t stop until you get through and actually talk to him yourself. If you tell him I�m okay, maybe we don�t have to have anything turn into a disaster, all right?
Right, Hugh said.
Eva walked out with Hugh and the Elf. Several minutes later Eva returned alone, and she asked, �Now what?�
Pia had gone to the window to stare out. The early morning was shrouded in a thick veil of fog. She could barely see the water down below. The only details that she could see when she looked toward the horizon were black tree branches that appeared in the dull white fog like dismembered limbs. She shuddered at the thought.
�Now we figure out how to get some breakfast, and I�ll send a request to speak with Calondir,� Pia said. �Maybe either Ferion or Linwe will show us around like Beluviel suggested. And we wait.�
And as for herself, she would be crossing her fingers that the day did not end badly.
* * *
Breakfast turned out to be a simple and social affair. The same Elf from earlier returned to ask if Pia would like food to be brought up to her apartment, or if she would prefer to come down to the main hall. After washing and dressing in a clean pair of jeans and sweater, Pia was more than ready to leave their rooms.
The main hall was quite large with several tables, a high ceiling, more flagstone floors, two fireplaces at either end that were so massive a grown man could walk into the ash pits, and walls that were mostly windows and that provided more views of the river and the forest. The trees and rocky forest floor were dark with moisture and occasional patches of startling green moss, and tendrils of fog drifted along the foaming water at the foot of the falls.
One of the hallways must lead to the kitchens, for a couple of servers moved back and forth from that direction, carrying full trays of breads, fruits and meat to sideboards that were set against one wall. People ate and talked in clusters, sometimes in English but quite often in their lyrical tongue. Most of those in the hall were Elves, but a smattering of other races were also present: a couple of dwarves, three humans with sparks of Power that identified them as witches, and an elderly male medusa whose head snakes trailed a few inches along the floor.
The atmosphere was relaxed and cordial. Pia and her group served themselves and sat at one end of a long table to eat, nodding and smiling at folks as they returned morning greetings. Calondir, Beluviel and Ferion were all absent, and Pia didn�t think any of the Elves in the hall were from Numenlaur.
For one thing, it looked like people knew each other with the ease of long acquaintance. Also, most of them were dressed in a mix of Elvish and modern American clothing, an unlikely combination for someone from an enclave society. Leggings and sneakers seemed to be a popular combination. A few wore leggings, tall boots, tunics and jeans jackets.
Folks looking street chic, Eva remarked in her head. Lookee there. That homeboy got a hoodie.
I have not forgiven you for yesterday, Pia said. Just so we�re clear.
That okay, princess. I surviving juuust fine.
Pia�s gaze slid sideways to Eva, whose wide black gaze remained innocent. She compressed her lips. Clearly Eva needed no encouragement, but she might actually get worse if Pia smiled or laughed.
On the captain�s other side, James, Hugh and Miguel discussed the Sentinel Games. Pia realized they were making bets on who would win through to the final seven positions. Johnny ate silently with quick economy while he drummed the table with the fingers of one hand. No doubt he missed his Angry Birds.
Then she noticed the top of a blue-tipped head weaving its way through a knot of talking people at the other side of the room. Linwe shouldered between two people and walked toward them.
�Oh look, here she come,� crooned Miguel. �I love that girl. I love her.� As Linwe stopped beside their table, smiling, Miguel said to her, �Please tell me you starred in a spring break video called Elf Babes Gone Wild.�
At that both Pia and Eva swiveled to stare at him. Miguel glanced from one unsmiling face to the other. �Come on, I asked her if she was legal,� he said. �She�s thirty.�
Linwe grimaced. �I lied. I�m only sixteen.�
Miguel looked stricken. Eva pointed at him and said, �You gonna get your ass arrested someday. That�s if you lucky, and I don�t beat you to a pulp first.�
Linwe�s bright peal of laughter rang out. Dancing brown eyes met Pia�s. I am actually thirty, but please don�t tell him, Linwe said.
I won�t, Pia promised grimly. He deserves to sweat a little. I apologize for his behavior.
Please don�t feel that�s necessary, Linwe said. I�m at least partway to blame, since I goaded him all day yesterday. Aloud, the Elf said, �I heard you would enjoy a tour.�
�Yes, please, as long as the High Lord can contact me if he becomes available for an audience,� Pia replied.
�If that happens, a runner will find us.�
�Very well.� Pia stood, and all the others stood too. She said to Miguel, �No.� As his face fell, Pia told Eva, �Two on. You pick.�
�Me and Johnny,� Eva said immediately.
�Fine.� She smiled at Linwe. �Thank you for showing us around.�
�That is entirely my pleasure,� Linwe said.
For the next hour Linwe took Pia on a tour of the heart of Lirithriel Wood, while Eva and Johnny followed silently. The High Lord�s house had four levels, two of them deeply carved into bedrock.
By the time they stepped outdoors the fog had dissipated, leaving behind a gray, overcast day. Underneath the heavy blanket of old-growth trees, the landscape itself was full of curves and ridges like the whorls of a fingerprint or a gnarled tree trunk.
Many other small buildings dotted the area, cleverly hidden in nooks between the trees, and Pia was fascinated to find, there were more of the subtle there/not there Elven faces carved into large boulders. She started to look for them in rocks of any size, but several times they still surprised her, one moment hidden and the next moment coming visible.
Throughout the entire tour Pia could feel the crossover passageway, but either the underlying curl of the land itself or the Wood�s presence kept her from pinpointing where it was until suddenly they came upon it.
Pia jerked to a halt, staring. Behind her, Eva and Johnny had to pull up hard to avoid running into her back.
Just ahead the trees opened up to a small clearing where stairs had been carved into the stony ground, leading downward and reshaping the floor of what must have once been a natural ravine. On the other side of the stairs, the walls had also been shaped and carved with a graceful, interlocking pattern. Even though she was standing several yards away, the Power of the passageway tugged at her.
She said, �I�m amazed the sculptors were able to keep their equilibrium long enough in the passageway to carve anything, let alone something so intricate and beautiful.�
Linwe said cheerfully, �They were old.� She grinned as all three Wyr laughed. �I meant that. Our ancients are very strong in their affinity to the elements.�
�Do you have an affinity to an element?� Pia asked.
�Yes, as a matter of fact, I do. Mine is air.� Pia blinked as a sudden breeze tickled her cheek. Linwe said, �I�m quite young, though, and that�s the extent of what I can do. One of our most Powerful ancients could take that same affinity to air and create a storm the size of Hurricane Rita.� The Elf held up a slim hand. �Not that I�m saying that creating a storm of that size would be a good thing. And one or two of our ancients, the ones who are especially gifted, have an affinity to more than one element. Those tend to be compatible with each other. Fire and air. Water and earth. That sort of thing.�
That was the best conversational opening Pia had seen yet, and she took it. �Speaking of ancients, I hear that Elves from Numenlaur are visiting.�
A shadow darkened Linwe�s animated expression. �Yes, although very few people have seen them. They have been closeted away ever since they arrived. I heard one of them might be ill.�
Whatever Pia might have expected to hear, that wasn�t it. She wasn�t aware Elves could suffer from illness. �I�m sorry.�
Linwe shrugged a slender shoulder. �It�s gossip. I don�t know anything for sure.�
�Do your ancients ever talk about why they warred with each other?� Pia asked.
Johnny and Eva�s silence grew more intense. When she looked over her shoulder, the other two Wyr stood several feet away and appeared to be studying the carved patterns in the passageway.
She could also tell by Linwe�s wide-eyed glance that she had surprised the other woman. �You know of that?�
It was her turn to shrug. How much should she admit to knowing? Keep it simple, stupid. She said, �Dragos is my mate.�
That seemed to have more impact than she had expected. Linwe�s eyes rounded, and she took a deep breath and blew it out so that her blue-tipped bangs bounced in the air. �Yes, of course,� Linwe said. �Then you must know of the Deus Machinae.�
The whosie whatsit?
Pia smiled. She said, �I don�t know the details of the story the way you learned it.�
Either Linwe didn�t notice that Pia was pumping her for information or she didn�t care. The Elf said, �I was taught that there are things on this Earth, Powerful things that were put here by the gods to enact their will. They have had many forms and have been called many names over time, but ever since the time of the classic Greek poets�Horace, Euripides, Aeschylus and such�they have been called the Deus Machinae, or the God Machines.�
Pia shook her head and murmured, �I haven�t had much of a classical education, but wasn�t the deus ex machina a plot device in Greek plays?�
Linwe�s gaze touched hers briefly. �Yes, it literally means the �god from the machine.� Anyway at one point, or so I�ve heard the story go, the Elves had possession of all seven of the Deus Machinae at once, and they agreed this was a significant event. Then they began to argue about which of them was meant to rule and how.�
�I take it that didn�t go so well,� Pia said dryly.
�No, not so well. Some said the one who possessed Taliesin�s Machine was destined to rule, for Taliesin is the god over all the other gods. Others said, no, Inanna, the goddess of Love, should reign supreme. Or perhaps Azrael, the god of Death. Or the bearer of Hyperion�s item, since Law is the cornerstone of any civilization. Whether it was their ambition or the Power of the Machinae themselves, the ancients couldn�t agree. Instead they�we�came to blows. Apparently we nearly destroyed ourselves.�
�Dragos said it caused a diaspora,� she said softly.
Linwe glanced at her. �Yes, those who survived finally came together and made a covenant. They split into seven groups, and each group took an item. Numenlaur was one of them. The other six groups promised to travel far away from each other, so that they would dissipate the Power of the Machinae, and end the war and all the chaos that had come with it. All seven groups were supposed to cast their items into the world, letting the gods� will work where it would.�
Pia became aware suddenly of a cold, steady wind that blew along the crossover passageway. The wind must have come from the Other land for it smelled strange, and it felt wet and heavy with a sense of snow that the Wood didn�t have on this side of the passage. She shivered, pulled her anorak close and asked, �Did they do it?�
Linwe shook her head. �Nobody knows for sure. Maybe they did. Maybe some of the groups lied and said they did, but instead they kept their items. Or maybe they tried to keep them only to have the Machinae slip out of their grasps, because no one can control the will of the gods. Some of the original groups disappeared, and Numenlaur closed itself off from the rest of the world. All I know is that our High Lord and Lady kept their word.�
Maybe those groups that had disappeared were the precursors to the Light and Dark Fae. Linwe�s faith in her demesne rulers was touching, but Pia couldn�t help but wonder if it was naive. She ducked her head, trying to keep her expression neutral. She asked, �Whose item did Calondir and Beluviel carry away with them?�
�Inanna�s, the goddess of Love,� the Elf said, smiling. �At the time, Inanna�s Machine appeared as a golden chalice that fit into two cupped hands.� She held her hands together to demonstrate the size. �The goddess was depicted as riding a chariot around the bowl, and seven gold lions circled the base.�
�It sounds like it must have been striking.�
�I�ve heard that it was so beautiful, apparently everyone who saw it wanted to drink from it. The High Lord�s group sailed west across the ocean. When they sighted land, everyone in the group drank from the chalice one last time so that they all felt the goddess�s Power, and then he threw it overboard.�
�Dramatic but effective,� Pia murmured, recalling the tapestry with Calondir and a gold cup in their apartment. She wondered which group ended up with Taliesin�s item.
Not only did the convoluted Wood mess with her sense of direction, but with the sky so overcast, she couldn�t guess how much time had passed. She glanced skyward, then at Eva, who said, Been a couple hours. Hugh should have made it out by now.
Which told Pia exactly nothing. She took a deep breath and tried to ease the tension that had knotted the muscles at the base of her neck. Either shit would hit the fan or it wouldn�t. Apparently that was the story of her day.
Story of her life, come to that.
After thanking Linwe for the tour, Pia chose to go back to their rooms. The others played chess, did sit-ups and push-ups and napped. Johnny coaxed Pia into playing a game of chess too, but she knew little beyond the basic moves and she was too preoccupied to focus well, and he trounced her thoroughly. Afterward she went to her bedroom to pace.
Calondir did not grant her an audience. Neither Beluviel nor Ferion appeared. Pia did not hear anything from Dragos or about him. Beluviel did send a note of apology and promised to see Pia the next day, but other than that nothing at all happened for the rest of the day.
Nothing, nothing, nothing.

NINE

The group had lunch brought up to them and by evening Pia couldn�t stand the sight of the apartment any longer.
They went to the main hall for supper, which was filled with quite a few more people than had been present at breakfast. Supper was robust winter fare, hot and filling: roasted deer, rabbit and pheasant, white and sweet potatoes, roasted chestnuts, loaves of chewy honey nut bread, pumpkin and cranberry tarts, baked apples and plenty of wine, beer and water.
Linwe joined them, along with a few of the other Elves that had traveled with them on the previous day, and the meal passed with plenty of lively conversation. Most of the people in the hall didn�t leave when they had finished dining. Instead a few fetched musical instruments, and soon the sound of flutes, fiddles and drums filled the hall.
After several people called out in encouragement, a slender male with a sensitive-looking face stood to sing a ballad in Elvish. Even though Pia didn�t understand a word of the song, the music and the flow of the lyrical words were haunting.
Pia watched and listened in silence. Everyone was friendly, the music was excellent and she had not heard anything bad, not from Dragos, Hugh or Calondir.
So that meant everything was fine, right? The evening should have been pleasant.
Table lamps and the firelight from both massive hearths gave the hall a warm, golden illumination. Sparks of Power from individuals glowed in her mind�s eye like fireflies lighting a warm summer night, and the wild, secretive Wood�s presence blanketed them all. She could sense so much Power, and it was all undiluted by distractions from technology like television, cell phones and street traffic.
A few especially strong glows seemed to shine in the distance. Perhaps those were Linwe�s �ancients.� Two of the glows might even be Calondir and Beluviel.
But underscoring everything was a sense of dread and anxiety she could not overcome. She had to force herself to unclench her fists. Then only a few minutes later she discovered that she had clenched them again. She ate because she was starving and eating was compulsory these days, but the food sat in her stomach like a rock. An unseen pincer gripped her by the back of the neck, causing a dull, throbbing ache.
Her tension roused the peanut whose awareness draped around her neck, his bright, loving energy unsettled. She put a hand over her abdomen, whispering silently, I�m sorry, baby. She tried to soothe him, but she didn�t really know what she was doing, and she was still tense and filled with dread herself. His presence sharpened until it felt spiked with invisible claws. For the first time since she had become aware of his existence, he felt dangerous.
Oh great, go ahead and scare the dragon baby, why don�t you? Knucklehead. She breathed deeply and evenly. Calm down.
She could just see how the future was going to go. If the peanut really turned out to be dangerous after he was born, Dragos might have to be the one to take care of him whenever he had a toddler tantrum. Yeah, it was going to be fun to get the answer to that question. For the first time that whole, rotten day she felt an evil, sneaking sense of cheer.
Gradually the baby calmed down again. As she turned her attention away from him she felt again the sense of something lying stealthy and quiet underneath all the other sparks of Power, and her fists clenched.
Realization struck. Yes, she was worried and anxious, and she missed Dragos horribly, but whatever the hell she was sensing, it wasn�t her own fear. It definitely existed outside of herself.
Had it always been there, only she had been too preoccupied to notice? Or had it crept in since they had arrived? The words dark and light didn�t seem quite accurate when describing nonphysical qualities, but that stealthy, quiet thing felt like the antithesis of those sparks of Power that glowed so brightly against her mind�s eye.
She turned to Eva, who sat beside her and murmured, �Do you feel anything odd?�
Across the table James�s gaze flickered to them even as he laughed at something one of the others said. Beside him, Miguel shifted his seat back and settled into a lounging position that, Pia noticed, also happened to free his legs so that he could leap easily to his feet. Even though the others appeared relaxed and were clearly enjoying themselves, they had not sacrificed an iota of their alertness.
Like Pia, the captain had also been silent as she listened to the conversation. Eva sat in her chair at an angle, legs crossed at the ankles. She rested one elbow on the table, chin in her hand as she watched not only their group but also everyone else in the hall. Her black, alert gaze considered Pia thoughtfully.
Eva asked telepathically, Like what?
Following Eva�s lead, Pia switched to telepathy. How strong is your magic sense?
This time Eva didn�t bother with any taunting street talk. Pretty good. Miguel is the real magic user in the group, though, so his is the best out of all of us.
Pia rubbed the back of her aching neck as she tried to come up with the right words. I just picked up on something. It�s very quiet.
Hold on.
As Pia waited, she ran her gaze over the main hall again. Whatever it was, she didn�t think it was in the hall, but pinning a physical geography to the feeling was as difficult and slippery as trying to explain it with physical descriptors.
Then Eva said, None of us are sensing anything. Can you get any more specific?
She thought of how she had sensed the Goblins who had kidnapped her and Dragos in May. Dragos hadn�t sensed the Goblins either. Frustration gripped her. The feeling was growing all too familiar on this trip.
I can feel different Powers in the area, she said. Some of them are definitely people, although I can also sense the Wood. This other thing is lying underneath all the rest. It�s like a patch of black ice on the road. You might not be able to see the ice very well even though you know it�s there.
How dangerous do you think it is?
Dragos had thought her sensitivity to the Goblins might be connected to her Wyr form. Should she open that can of worms with Eva?
She shook her head. I don�t know. I�ve never felt it before. It�s making my stomach knot. I don�t know if I just became aware of it, or if it�s something new to the area since we arrived. She looked into the other woman�s sharp gaze. The last time I felt something strange, I was beaten and nearly killed. But this is a different situation. I don�t think this�.�.�. thing is physically here in the hall. I�m not even sure that what I�m sensing is active.
Yet, Eva said. It might not be active yet. Bombs are inert until they go off.
Pia grimaced. Point.
Think we should take a walk, see what you pick up from different areas. I�d like to get an idea of how localized it is, if we can. Maybe Miguel can get bead on it somewhere else, or we can get a direction on it.
Pia said aloud, �After such a big meal I could stand to stretch my legs a bit.� She stood, and the rest of the people at the table, Elves and Wyr alike, politely stood with her.
�Miguel, come with us,� Eva said to their group, smiling. �The rest of you, relax and enjoy the music.�
Miguel winked at Linwe, stood and fell into step behind Pia and Eva as they turned away.
Pia kept her stride casual and her expression calm, while her heart rate sped up. Stupid, but there it was. She returned nods and smiles to people while she, Eva and Miguel worked their way through the crowd to the doors that led outside.
The night air was chilly and damp, and patches of fog had begun to appear again, drifting over the area like aimless ghosts. The other two kept silent as Pia chose to descend the main staircase beside the falls. Two lit braziers illuminated the bottom of the stone steps and other braziers dotted the open area, marking the entrance to paths into the forest.
Other people were outside, walking and talking quietly, with the occasional outburst of laughter ringing out over the clearing. A few were couples, arm in arm. She felt jarred and disoriented as she glanced around again and realized that the scene was actually quite pretty, and people were out to simply enjoy the night.
Choosing a direction at random, she walked across the shadowed clearing and stopped by the boulder with the subtle face. The Wood�s presence felt stronger at night. It pressed against her skin, unsettling and intoxicating at once. She resisted another urge to change and disappear into the dark foliage. Some Wyr went wild and never returned to their human form. For the first time she began to understand the lure.
Then she turned in a slow circle. At first she couldn�t sense anything beyond the Wood, but she cast out further with her mind.
There. She felt certain that the nearby quiet, intense glow of Power was Miguel, and that the weaker one was Eva. Then other, different glows came clear.
And there it was again, that slick, subtle patch of black ice. Certainty settled inside, and she knotted her fists. �It�s in the building,� she said.
�Damn.� Eva sighed. �Okay.�
Miguel said, �I still got nothing. I can�t pick up on whatever you�re sensing.�
�That means we have to rely on you,� Eva told Pia. �And if we aren�t going to leave, you need to speak up immediately if you feel it change.�
She nodded, frowning. Beluviel had been very kind to her, and it wasn�t the consort�s fault that events had given her a surfeit of houseguests and issues to attend to. While Pia was wary of putting herself in the shoes of someone who was so different in race, age and outlook, she couldn�t help but do so this time. Pia would want someone to tell her if something like that black�.�.�. thing was lurking anywhere around her home.
She said, �I need to talk to Beluviel.�
Even in the shadows, she could see Eva and Miguel exchange a look. �For all we know, she might be responsible for it,� Miguel said, his voice pitched very low. �Needs to be considered.�
Pia shook her head and spoke just as softly. �I don�t believe that. It feels entirely alien from Beluviel�s energy, and even though there are some Powerful Elves here, it�s possible none of them can sense this anymore than you can.� She looked at Eva. �You know that experience I mentioned earlier? Dragos didn�t sense what I picked up then either.�
Eva sucked a tooth and looked sour, but she said, �All right. Let�s go find her.�
They walked across the clearing and up the stairs, and Pia stopped the first Elf in a house uniform that they came to, a woman with hair so blonde it was almost white.
�Please take me to the consort,� Pia said.
The woman regarded her with wide eyes. �Perhaps I can take a message and she can get back to you.�
�I know it is late,� Pia said gently. �And I know the consort has been very busy. But I need to talk to her right now, and you need to take me to her.�
The Elf�s posture grew rigid, but she said, �Yes, ma�am.�
What, you ain�t gonna tear her up none? I feel betrayed, Eva said telepathically. You lied to me. You ain�t got no bitch in you.
Keep pushing, Pia told her. And you�ll get to find out how much bitch I�ve got.
Sound like a good time to me.
Pia, Eva and Miguel followed the Elf through corridors and up a flight of stairs. They reached the end of a hallway where two attendants stood in front of double doors. Their escort spoke rapidly in Elvish, and one of the other attendants replied.
Pia asked in Eva�s head, Any clue what they�re saying?
Eva turned to Pia with her most limpid innocent look. They arguing.
Apparently Eva couldn�t straighten up and fly right for long. Pia angled out her jaw. She told Eva, I still hate you passionately.
Yeah, I still surviving, princess.
The Elves� conversation had grown forceful. Finally the door attendant slipped inside the apartment while their escort studied the floor with her mouth folded tight. Clearly the woman felt like Pia had put her in a bad position, and Pia supposed she had.
A pungent herbal scent had wafted out when the attendant had opened the doors, along with a faint, unsettling whiff of blood. On either side of her, Eva and Miguel shifted into a tighter position until their shoulders brushed hers, and the invisible pincers at the back of Pia�s neck tightened as they waited.
She had lost her internal vision when they had traveled back inside, and she fumbled to retrieve it. Her concept of where the various sparks of Power had shifted with the change in her position, and that flat, black patch was so quiet and subtle anyway.�.�.�.
The door opened again, and Beluviel herself stood in the doorway. For the first time since Pia had become acquainted with the other woman, the consort looked disheveled and tired. Beluviel wore a simple loose tunic and cotton trousers, and her long dark hair was bound haphazardly back from her face.
Pia�s internal vision settled into utter clarity. Whatever the dark thing was, it was in the apartment behind Beluviel. Could it be the emissary�s illness that Linwe had mentioned?
The strong, medicinal herbal scent, mingled with the scent of blood, wafted through the air again. Even though Beluviel held the door partially closed, Pia could see several individuals in the apartment behind the consort and hear quiet-voiced conversation. She glimpsed a few familiar faces of people she had seen in the main hall earlier that day. They stood in a tight cluster around a tall male she had never seen before.
All the Elves were striking in some way, and this man was no different. He had his own particular charisma, with gleaming chestnut hair pulled back from precise features, and eyes that were as green as the Wood and just as compelling.
The man turned and looked at her. Such green eyes, like a sunlit, beckoning glade that called so seductively to her.
A glade for her forest creature to get lost in, reveling in mystery and silence.
No, she was wrong. She had seen this man before. Of course she had. Somewhere. He was more familiar to her than any of the other Elves that were present. She had talked with him at length at some point, perhaps at one of the functions she had attended over the last seven months. Perhaps over dinner.�.�.�.
With an effort she yanked her attention back to Beluviel. She said, �I�m sorry to interrupt you so late in the evening��
Beluviel interrupted her gently. �This is not a good time, Pia. I am attending to something that cannot wait.�
She said to Beluviel in a low voice, �I understand this isn�t a good time, but I wanted to warn you about something I sensed.�.�.�.� As she spoke she glanced at the man again. He smiled at her conspiratorially as though they were the very best of friends. And they were, weren�t they? The very best of friends. It seemed as though they had known each other for forever. She heard herself saying, �.�.�.�But it appears you are already aware of it. Again, my apologies for interrupting you.�
The man nodded in approval and winked. It was wonderful to see her friend again, so wonderful she wanted to shoulder her way into the apartment and ask the man what his name was.
�Thank you for coming to find me,� Beluviel said. Pia yanked her attention back to the consort, who looked puzzled. �Let�s talk in the morning.�
Pia couldn�t help herself and looked at the man again. Yes, the man�s bright gaze promised her. We�ll talk. Soon.
�Certainly,� Pia said. Who was she answering again? She couldn�t remember. �Good night.�
Beluviel closed the door, and Pia turned to Eva and Miguel, who were frowning at her. Eva said telepathically, Did you tell Beluviel everything you needed to tell her?
Of course, Pia said.
* * *
She sent the Elf who had escorted them to the main hall with a message for the others, and soon Andrea, James and Johnny joined them in their apartment. Eva and Miguel updated the others while Pia stayed silent, lost in thought.
She felt like she was forgetting something. What was it? If only she could chase it down. The feeling was driving her crazy.
Eva asked her, �What did Beluviel say when you told her about what you sensed?�
�Hm?� Pia said.
Was it something she had forgotten? Or was it someone?
Eva studied her with a frown. �You did say that you told Beluviel about what you were sensing, so you must have had a quick exchange telepathically. What did she say?�
Pia frowned back at the captain. She did know that she had told Beluviel everything, while someone had watched her. Who was it again? He had such green, green eyes.
She had a feeling of something slipping past her, like a train of thought almost but not quite recovered. She told the other woman, �You heard as much as I did. She said we would talk in the morning.�
Eva�s lips tightened. �Fine,� said the captain. �Extra vigilance on watches tonight. I�ll take a double, since Hugh�s gone. Miguel, I want you on the second shift. Maybe you can get a better reading when things quiet down and at least most people are asleep.� She looked at Pia. �Anything else you want to add?�
It was a relief to turn her mind to other things instead of trying to chase down that maddeningly elusive memory. Pia said, �Maybe I should check on things during the second shift as well, to see if I can sense any changes.�
�Smart,� Miguel said.
�Other than that, we can see if Beluviel can give us more news or clarification.� She straightened her back, which had started to ache again. �Depending on how that talk goes, we may be leaving tomorrow. This whole trip may just be a case of poor timing all the way around, but there�s no reason to stay if we can�t accomplish what we set out to do.� And then because she had been a good, good girl that whole damn day, she looked at Eva and let herself ask, �I don�t suppose Hugh might still show up this evening with any news?�
Eva shook her head. �Not unless it�s urgent. He won�t try to fly into this Wood at night.�
Fuck. Unsurprised but still disappointed, she nodded.
Even though Eva�s gaze remained fixed on her, it was clear the captain was lost in thought. After a moment Eva said, �Everybody pack. There might be a simple explanation for what�s going on, but right now we don�t understand what we know, and I want to be able to move at a moment�s notice if we need to.�
�I�m never going to hear the end of this,� Pia muttered. �Somehow this will all end up being my fault.�
Eva slapped her on the shoulder. ��Course it will, princess. That�s �cause it is.�
For the barest moment Pia resisted her impulse. She should not stoop to Evil Eva�s level. But then there it was. Her hand came up without her permission, and she flipped the other woman her middle finger.
Eva and the others laughed. As Pia went to bed, she consoled herself with the thought that at least the psychos� laughter was friendlier than when they had first started out on the trip. Anyway, that was her story and she was sticking to it.
When she went to bed, she expected to toss and turn, and to chew on all her worries, but instead she fell asleep almost immediately.
Someone stood over her, swathed in shadows, looking at her with green eyes. He bent over to touch her.
No. That wasn�t right.
There wasn�t a man in her room. Someone was growling.
The peanut lay stretched out on her torso, long wings sleek against his supple back, his head on her shoulder. He was such a beautiful white dragon baby, every delicate feature etched in perfect miniature. She stroked a hand down his body and whispered, �Ssh, sweetheart, it�s all right.�
He lifted his head to look at her, and his dark violet eyes glowed with ferocity. Wow, he really was unsettled. He was going to be quite a force to be reckoned with when he grew up. She looked out the window where he had been staring. While the night sky was clear, there were no stars.
The sky looked so wrong that dread jolted through her. She gathered the peanut up in her arms and rolled to her feet to go to the window. Oh, thank God, there were some stars sprinkled across at least part of the sky.
As she watched, a few of the bright lights went dark. A man stood at her shoulder and whispered, �Nothing shines forever. Their deaths will pave a way to a new age.�
She glanced back at him. Green eyes smiled at her.
�No,� she said. Was she agreeing with him, or refuting him?
The peanut�s growling grew louder. She hugged him tightly. Either the stars were dying, or they were being smothered or eaten. Despite what the man said, it was horribly wrong, the most horrible thing she�d ever seen. A harsh, discordant clash sounded like a dirge, or perhaps it was an inhuman scream, and dread soaked the landscape like blood.
The dread was everywhere. It beat a dark, oily sludge in her veins and tried to black her out, swallow her whole. The man reached out to put his hand on her shoulder, and suddenly the peanut�s little head whipped around and he actually bit her�
She plunged awake, her skin damp with sweat. Dammit all to hell, that wasn�t the kind of dream she had been hoping she would have. A vague nausea roiled and she curled on her side, breathing deeply.
The baby was roused again, his presence draped over her, an invisible protective cloak spiked with aggression. She put a hand on her rounded stomach. What the hell?
The dark sense of dread had intensified. It saturated the air so thickly, she felt as though she were actually breathing it in like wood smoke.
Smoke.
She came fully awake, stabbed to alertness by a knife of adrenaline.
The acrid scent of smoke hung in the air. A sharp clash of metal sounded in the distance, along with shouting, and a red-tinged fog drifted across the window outside.
Or maybe that wasn�t fog. Her head ached fiercely and her ears rang as if she heard a high, thin scream.
There was no sound of movement in the apartment. Lunging to her feet, she ran out of her bedroom.
The embers of a fire pulsed brightly in the fireplace in the common room. James sat on the floor, slumped against the hallway door. Andrea sat in an awkward heap in front of the window.
They couldn�t be dead. They couldn�t be. Pia leaped to James and slapped him. He came upright with a growl and pressed the tip of his sword against her throat before she could jerk back.
The sharp tip nicked her skin. They stared at each other, wild-eyed. Then James jerked his sword away and said, �FUCK, don�t ever do that again. I could have sliced your throat wide open.�
She hissed, �You were asleep.�
Affront flashed across his handsome features. �I never fall asleep on watch.�
�Keep telling that to yourself as you go wake Andrea up!�
The sharp clashes of metal in the distance�those were swords. James leaped toward Andrea�s slumped figure as Pia raced for the nearest bedroom. Eva would never sleep through this kind of commotion, not unless she�d been drugged.
Eva and Miguel lay in a large bed. Miguel had the bedcovers pulled up to his chin while on the other side of the bed Eva lay stretched on top, wrapped in a blanket.
Having learned her lesson the hard way with James, Pia slapped Eva�s ankle hard and jumped back out of the way as the other woman lunged to her feet with a growl.
�You know that bomb you mentioned earlier?� Pia said. �It went off.�
She didn�t bother to stay and chat about things. Eva would figure it out. Instead she ran to her bedroom to get dressed, yanking her clothes and boots on with unsteady hands. She unwrapped her light crossbow�the only weapon she was comfortable enough with carrying�and slung a belt of bolts around her neck. If only she could get her head to stop ringing. That sense of a high, thin scream just on the edge of her hearing felt like someone was shoving a needle into her brain.
Eva strode into the bedroom as Pia shouldered her pack. By the growing light in the window, she could see that the other woman was dressed and armed. Red tinged Eva�s bold dark features and sparked in her furious black eyes.
�Every last fucking one of us was goddamn fucking asleep,� Eva said. �Every last one. I�m gonna kill us.�
Pia told her tersely, �It wasn�t your fault. Something wanted us asleep.� Even as she said it, she knew that wasn�t quite right. She remembered the shadowed figure of a man, and the oily black sludge trying to take her over before the peanut bit her and shocked her awake. �Not something. It was someone, and I think he wanted more than just our sleep.�
Eva�s gaze narrowed. �Got a description of this guy?�
�Call me crazy,� she said, scowling, �but I�m pretty sure he�s got green eyes. I keep�.�.�.� Her voice trailed off as something slipped into place. �I just remembered. I�m pretty sure I dreamed about him the first night we were here.�
�Did you, now?� Eva moved to the window to look out, hands on her hips. �Dreams, spells and fire. That ain�t good, princess, but whoever this fucker is, he ain�t our problem. I sent Johnny and Miguel to scout out our best exit strategy.�
Pia didn�t argue. Eva was right. There was a time for sticking things out, and this wasn�t it. When they got safely back to Charleston, or better yet, New York, she could send a sympathy card to Beluviel and Calondir for whatever this disaster turned out to be.
She went to stand beside Eva. There wasn�t much to see outside, other than the smoke or the fog, except for a patch of dark water below that glittered with a tint of red. Man, her head ached like a son of a bitch. She said, �I wish we could see what was burning.�
�The walls, floor and ceiling are cool and our air quality is good,� Eva said. �Same out in the hall. If this building�s on fire, it hasn�t gotten close yet. We�re going to have to rappel out the window if the exits are blocked.�
Pia took a breath. Their windows looked over the river at the top of the falls, and the water rushed underneath the building to plunge over a deadly number of rocks before hitting the bottom. �I assume you have a plan to avoid going over the falls?�
Eva said, �One of the building�s main support pillars is underneath the common room window. We can use the pillar as an anchor and cast left with ropes. River�s edge is three pillars to the left. It�s awkward, and we�ll get wet and cold, but we can do it.�
Of course Eva would have thought of that. She had probably scoped that out as an emergency exit option when they had first arrived. Pia rubbed the back of her aching neck. If only she could think past this needle in her brain.
Eva said in an ultracasual tone of voice, �Guess this is when I point out how much help Hugh would be if he were still here.�
Pia just looked at her. They had made the only decision they could, given the information they had at the time, and the other woman knew it. �So why�d you let him go so easily, captain?�
The other woman laughed softly. �Touch�.�
Light, running footsteps sounded just outside in the hall, and someone pounded on their door. Eva and Pia strode quickly into the common room as James checked outside. He stood back almost immediately. Miguel and Johnny had returned, and they brought Linwe with them. The Elf�s face was tear-streaked, her dark brown eyes stricken.
Pia said, �What�s happening?�
�People are fighting each other,� Miguel said.
�We knew that,� Eva snapped. �Be specific.�
�You don�t understand. People aren�t just fighting each other,� Linwe said. Her voice sounded hoarse and scraped raw. �Friends are fighting each other. It doesn�t make any sense. I just saw�I-I just saw Elyric cut down his best�his best��
Johnny put an arm around her as she stuttered into choked silence.
Eva�s face had turned grimmer than ever. She said, �What�s burning?�
Miguel�s expression held an echo of the same horror that Linwe�s did. He said, �The Wood. The blaze is all around us. Someone set the whole damn place on fire.�
Pia�s stomach gave a sickening lurch as she realized what was causing the needle in her brain. The strange, beautiful Wood was screaming as it died.
If she thought Dragos was mad at her before, this was going to send him ballistic.
She muttered, �I�m never going to hear the end of this.�

TEN

Dragos didn�t stop at the New York City limit.
Instead he continued to fly south until he reached the Wyr/Elven border. The seven Elder Races demesnes in the United States did not follow any human geography, and state lines were not demesne border lines. The Wyr/Elven border cut through Lumberton, North Carolina, south of Fayetteville.
Once he reached Lumberton, he decided to pause and think. He landed on the shoulder beside I-95 South. Lumberton was a small town, with around twenty thousand humans and three thousand more of a smattering of the Elder Races. Even though Lumberton was several hours� drive away from New York, it was just as gray, cold and dreary as the city had been.
Still keeping his presence cloaked, he changed into his human form to check voice mail and text messages, scrolling through them quickly while trucks and cars roared past on the interstate.
There. His vision narrowed. He�d gotten three phone calls from Pia�s iPhone. The first had come in almost two hours ago, and the others had come at intervals of every half hour afterward.
He didn�t bother to listen to any of the messages. Instead he punched speed dial. When a male answered his mate�s phone, his talons sprang out and the growl that came out of him shook the ground.
The male spoke rapidly,��.�.�.�Is quite well. This is Hugh Monroe. Again, your mate is quite well. Pia sent me out of Lirithriel Wood to tell you that she is fine, and that she thinks the Wood is interfering with your communication with each other. She gave me her cell phone because she wanted to be sure I reached you, sir, and I promise you, that�s the only reason why I�m using her phone right now.�
Monroe. It took Dragos a second to place the name. He was the gargoyle from Pia�s bodyguard team. Dragos took a deep breath and relaxed fractionally. Although he hated the gargoyle�s voice coming from Pia�s phone, he said, �Tell me everything.�
Hugh obliged by telling him about their trip into the Wood, along with every detail of the High Lord�s home, how Pia�s evening had gone last night and how she had sent Hugh with the message within minutes of waking up.
As Dragos listened in silence, he strode south down the shoulder of the interstate while traffic whizzed past, oblivious to his presence. Snow began to fall in fluffy, fat flakes that swirled over the dark gray land. The snowflakes that fell around him hissed as they boiled to nothing before they reached the ground, until a cloak of mist trailed behind him as he walked.
Fifteen more yards. He knew it like he knew the back of his own hand, just as he had known to a penny what had been in his original hoard before he downsized it. He knew to a precise inch the many miles of border that surrounded his demesne.
Monroe fell silent after he described flying away from the High Lord�s home. Dragos asked, �Where are you now?�
�I�m on the north side of the Wood, in the Francis Marion National Forest,� Monroe told him.
�You�ve done what you were told to do,� Dragos said. �Now go back in.�
Ten yards.
�I will certainly give it my best shot,� Monroe said. �But I�m not sure I can. I could feel the Wood close behind me as I left.�
Five.
�Try,� Dragos said. He hung up.
He checked through the rest of his messages, but there was nothing that couldn�t wait. Bayne had texted that Sidhiel had not made an effort to leave town. He sent out a blast message to his sentinels in a brief update and then he turned off his phone.
The thing about laws was, at their essence they were a decision. Before he had met Pia, Dragos had counted law as his finest achievement. Law was the necessary bridge he had needed to build between him and other creatures when the world had become so goddamn crowded.
But at his essence, he was a lawless creature. Other imperatives ran much deeper.
He would not tolerate being separated from Pia, nor would he let this Elven Wood keep his mate from him. If Pia herself was angry or upset with his decision, why then, so be it. They would just have to figure out a way to get past it.
And he would not let any other race dictate his actions.
Not when Numenlaur was involved, and prophecy might be at hand.
As he stepped across the Wyr/Elven border, he changed back into his Wyr form, launched into the air and continued south.
Choosing to copy the gargoyle�s actions, he landed in the Elven Wood�s much larger neighbor, the national forest. Coming to ground about a quarter mile out from his goal, he changed and walked the rest of the way through the new, slender young trees.
He had left the snow behind, but the chill, damp, cloudy day was little better. Even though he did not expect it, he kept his senses sharp in case the Elves chose to send periodic patrols around the Wood�s border.
Despite his wariness he did not encounter any Elves or any hikers either, for that matter. He sensed the Wood well before he came upon it. Then the visible landscape changed as he saw the dark, tangled edge of the old growth forest up ahead, and for the first time he came toe-to-root with Lirithriel Wood.
The Wood was aware of him. He could feel it watching and waiting. He pushed at it gently with Power, and it pushed back. It was wild and wary, and it did not want any part of him inside its borders.
He respected that. He just didn�t accept it.
He walked along the edge of the Wood and studied it. A couple of times he thought he had figured out how slip past its barriers, but when he rose into the air to try to fly inside he felt the Wood turn in on itself, and he lost his sense of direction. When that happened he wheeled immediately to fly away again until he broke clear again of its influence.
Eventually he settled on a wide, flat bluff, his head between his paws as he regarded the dense forest with the patience of a very old predator. It had been successful in keeping him out thus far, but he knew one thing it didn�t. He knew that he would find a way to get inside. He was far older than the Wood, and smarter, and much, much more convoluted. It was only a matter of time.
Sometime midafternoon, a male voice said in his head, Sir, did you still come south after we talked?
He said, Monroe?
Yes, sir. I can�t get back inside.
Various facts moved through Dragos�s thoughts like chess pieces journeying across a black-and-white checked board. Across the chessboard in his head the face of his opponent might vary, but there was always an opponent.
He said, Go to Lirithriel House. Explain to them that you were sent out to deliver a message and ask to stay there while you wait for Pia and the others. It is a reasonable request. I would like to know more about what happens inside that house, especially now.
Yes, sir, Monroe said.
Update me when you have a chance.
He could think of no possible good reason for those at the house to deny hospitality to the gargoyle. That might prove useful. And if they did turn Monroe away, Dragos would be most interested in learning why.
Once he had settled that matter, his attention drifted back to the Wood. He was not surprised at its stubborn rejection of his presence. It was, after all, a creation of the Elves. And it was impossible to reason with something that had no language.
Night slipped slyly across the sky, a stealthy assassin that murdered the bleak, lonesome day. The more the Wood resisted, the angrier Dragos became until his rage burned as a feral fire deep in the pit of his chest.
He could break it. He could splinter it to pieces and tear his way in. He was not only older, smarter and more convoluted. He was much stronger as well.
But Pia thought this tangled, obstinate piece of real estate was beautiful, and he supposed that counted for something, so he would hold on to his temper for a little while longer.
Then Monroe said, Sir, I�m at the house, and they�ve agreed to give me a room.
Very good, he said, for the first time pleased with how something had gone that day. Contact me if you notice anything out of the ordinary.
With that he launched into the air and flew east toward the coast, following the Wood�s border.
By now there were twenty-eight contestants and only two more days of the Games. He expected that all five of his sentinels would have made it through to the semifinal round, and he suspected that the elegantly fighting, disingenuous Quentin Caeravorn would have too. He was also very interested in finding out if Elysias had won through.
That was when a part of him noticed a small but entirely logical curiosity.
When he stopped pushing against the Wood, it stopped resisting him. That was all, and it was a remarkably simple fact, yet instinct had him changing his course minutely while he kept the main focus of his attention on the events in New York.
Then he slid into the Elven Wood obliquely, as if by accident, and he allowed himself a slight, predatory smile.
In the next instant, he lost his smile. Now that he was past the border, he could scent on a billow of wind the acrid bite of wood smoke and the dark taste of a chaotic Power that was so familiar to him even though the last time he had sensed it had been so long ago.
The Power came from one of the Deus Machinae. Someone was wielding one of the God Machines.
The damned fools were doing it again.
Pia.
He flung himself forward, hurtling through the sullen, deadly night.
* * *
�Are you saying we can�t break through the fire?� Eva demanded as she stared at Miguel.
�That�s what it looks like,� he said. �Leaving the building shouldn�t be an issue. All the exits are useable. The problem is leaving the area. That blaze is going like gangbusters and it doesn�t seem to matter that the forest is damp. If I didn�t know any better, I�d say it�s been burning a while, couple days at least. That blaze looks mature.�
�So we hit the river below the falls,� Eva said. �And swim past the line of fire.�
�Not a good option,� Miguel said. �Some fuckers on the other side of the river are shooting at the swimmers, and we don�t have time to send someone to take them out.�
Linwe sobbed softly and covered her face with both hands, and James started swearing, a low vicious litany.
Pia said, �That leaves only one way to go, unless it�s blocked off too. The crossover passageway.�
She knew just exactly how Dragos would spell ballistic. It began with a capital I�m going to kill somebody so fucking dead for this, and well, after that point, it didn�t matter if you spelled the rest of the word right.
Eva snapped out several swear words as she drew her sword. �This smells like a setup, but it doesn�t sound like we have any choice and the fire can�t last forever. We make for the passageway, and we keep Pia surrounded. Johnny, take point, and James and Andrea, take either side. Miguel and I will bring up the rear.�
Pia took Linwe by the arm. The Elf looked at her blankly. She had gone into shock. Pia told her firmly, �You�re coming with us.�
�I should do something to help,� Linwe said.
�Right now, staying alive is what helps,� Pia told her.
�Enough,� Eva snapped. �Move, everybody. And don�t engage with anyone if you don�t have to.�
The smell of smoke grew more intense as soon as Johnny opened the door. They slipped out of the apartment and worked their way through the building. Pia kept her grip on Linwe�s arm, carrying her crossbow one handed.
Elves ran down the halls, shouting to each other. James pressed against Pia�s shoulder, forcing her and Linwe against the wall, but nobody paid any attention to their group. They worked their way down a flight of stairs and the sound of fighting grew louder. When they pushed outside, it was like stepping into a scene from hell.
Towering golden red flames crackled and roared in the Wood, throwing great swirling spires of glowing sparks into the sky, and acrid smoke blanketed the scene in swathes of hazy white that blurred details and gave the scene a nightmarish quality. Heat throbbed against Pia�s skin. The fire would reach the building soon.
She could see a patch of the river, which looked blacker than ever, its surface covered with dancing red light. The heads of a couple of swimmers speared the surface until crossbow bolts took them. More Elves ran past them, and clusters of people dotted the clearing, fighting savagely.
Just as Linwe and Johnny said, they were fighting each other. Pia couldn�t make sense of it, and she saw the same incomprehension on the faces of the others.
With a sharp gesture, Johnny led them to the path that would take them to the crossover passageway. Pia�s grip on Linwe�s arm slipped away as they jogged, but she saw that the Elf had come out of her shock somewhat and stayed with the group.
The path twisted and suddenly they came upon a large group of Elves engaged in an intense battle. A clash of Power swirled dizzyingly in her mind like fierce lights and glistening black. Pia glimpsed Calondir in the thickest part of the fight, wielding a bright silver sword, his expression stern and deadly. Blood streamed down one side of his face.
Johnny spun and pushed at her. �Turn around,� he said. �Go!�
�There�s nowhere else to go,� Pia told him, even as Eva and Miguel pressed up behind her, urging her forward.
The fire advanced behind them all, driving them to the clearing. The forest on either side of the path was dense with shadow and hellish light, and for a moment the group was all in a tangle. Somebody struck her ribs with an elbow, knocking her crossbow out of her hand. She had no idea where Linwe had gone.
Because Johnny was facing her, Pia saw the battle spill toward them before he could. She called out a sharp warning, and Johnny pivoted, and then he engaged in a sudden sharp flurry of movement. James lunged forward too, and the world turned into a grunting, churning mess of a melee that she couldn�t track�.�.�. goddammit, she was no good at any of this war shit.�.�.�.
Eva grabbed her from behind and bodily yanked her back from the fighting. Beside them, Miguel flung out a hand, fingers splayed, and he said, �Lux.�
Power flew out with the word, and the area filled with brilliant light. For a few moments everything was clearly illuminated. They were much closer to the passageway than Pia had thought. Not only did she see Calondir, but she saw Ferion too. And Beluviel stood in the group that faced them, her eyes great hollows of darkness in her perfect face, her hair bound back and a sword in one hand.
Wait. Was Beluviel fighting with Calondir and Ferion, or against them?
With the flare of light, the battle paused. It resumed with redoubled fury, and chaos spun around them like a hurricane.
Johnny said, �Shit.�
Through some trick of timing Pia heard him distinctly over the sounds of battle, even though he didn�t shout or even speak loudly. He went to his knees, and James roared and fought even harder, and Andrea and Miguel lunged forward too.
Eva shoved Pia roughly behind her and said, �Stay back, goddammit.�
Pia stared at the other woman incredulously; like she was so crazy that she would leap into that battle. Then the captain did just that as she leaped forward, and the Wyr clicked into a seamless fighting unit. They were a hell of a sight to see, she supposed, as they formed a protective barrier around her and Johnny, but she didn�t bother to pause and admire their prowess. Instead she fell on her knees beside Johnny who had sagged forward.
�Hey,� she said stupidly to him.
His head turned slightly toward her. She blocked out all the chaos and noise and put an arm around him, and he fell against her. Trusting the others to do their job, she eased Johnny to the ground, and in the fading light of the spell Miguel cast, she saw the profuse cascade of blood down his front. Oh shit.
She tore his clothing open, and it was bad, very bad. As a Wyr, Johnny had a strong aptitude for self-healing, but this, oh shit, he wasn�t going to get over this.
And there wasn�t time for any fucking thing, let alone time to stew over a decision when she couldn�t think straight anyway, not with that horrible, unending scream in her head, so she took her knife, slit her palm and let a trickle of her blood flow over poor Johnny�s torn-up chest. Power flowed out along with her blood, but probably no one would notice because the entire world had gone insane, and everybody else was busy making too much noise to pay any attention to anything she did anyway.
Right?
Eva knelt on the other side of Johnny and grabbed her wrist. What the fuck are you doing? she hissed in Pia�s head.
Pia yanked her wrist out of the other woman�s grasp. I will HURT YOU SO BAD before I kill you if you say anything about this.
Eva didn�t bother to answer, but instead tore off some of Johnny�s shirt to put pressure on wounds that Pia knew were already closing under all that blood. I have healing potions in my pack. Dig in the left pocket�
Johnny coughed, sat up and said, �Oh man, that sucked.�
Eva�s eyes rounded. She yanked Johnny�s shirt open wider and ran a hand down his lean torso, searching for a wound that was no longer there. �Princess, you got some kind of bitch-goddess mojo I ain�t never seen before.�
�It wasn�t that bad,� Pia said desperately to Johnny. �Quit whining and get up.� She stuck a finger under Eva�s nose. �And you shut the fuck up.�
The rest of the world snapped back into focus. She jumped up and Eva helped Johnny to his feet just as the last of Miguel�s spell faded, leaving the clearing washed in a hot hellish red again.
At the same time the screaming in her head reached a crescendo. For a moment it was so loud she couldn�t see straight. Then with a snap it broke off into silence.
What did that mean? Had the spirit of the Wood died?
Something had happened when she wasn�t looking. The chaotic Power had vanished, and the fighting had come to an end, although all of the psychos stood braced and ready. Suddenly Elves surrounded them.
�Lady,� Ferion said as he shouldered between two Elves and came to an abrupt halt in front of the business end of James and Miguel�s swords. Ferion wore leggings and a loose tunic, and he was blood streaked too. �You need to join us.�
Pia coughed, looking beyond Ferion for Beluviel, but she was no longer in sight. Pia could still see Calondir. He stood partially turned away as he shouted and gestured to someone. Her voice hoarse from smoke inhalation, she said, �This is where you tell me what the fuck, and you do it quickly, Ferion.�
�There�s too much to explain quickly,� he said. Linwe slammed into Ferion�s side, and he put an arm around her, hugging the young Elf tight against his side. �One of the Numenlaurians used a very old Power against us. Telling the rest of the story would take time we do not have.�
Calondir approached, and the Elves that surrounded them backed away. The High Lord glanced over the other Wyr to Pia and gave her a curt nod. �The fire�s very close,� Calondir said. �We�re going to have to cross over, and if they�re waiting on the other side, we�ll have to try to fight our way through.�
Fight their way through what? Or whom?
�Where�s Beluviel?� Pia asked.
�She has been taken, along with many others,� Calondir said. �They�ve already crossed over.�
�Taken how?� Eva demanded sharply.
The High Lord did not appear to take offense at her tone. Calondir said, �Many of us were taken over while sleeping, and they rose to attack the rest of us.� His gaze moved over them. �I see all of your party is intact.�
Then the entire conversation became blah blah blah as the only thing that mattered in the world happened.
Dragos growled in her head, Pia.
Wild joy transformed her, blazing brighter than the fire.
It�s not my fault, she groaned. Oh my God, I missed you.
I�m coming in fast, he said. Where are you?
We�re with Calondir in a clearing by the Elves� crossover passageway. He said that Beluviel and others have been taken over. I think he means they�ve been controlled, because the Elves have been fighting each other. We�we�re going to have to cross over, Dragos. The Wood is on fire all around us, and it�s getting close.
No! Do not cross, he said sharply. Not unless you have no other choice. Please, Pia. Wait for just a little while longer and trust me.
Please. There it was, and not when he was cajoling, and not when it was comfortable. Her hair was practically on fire, and she was surrounded by Elves. She was even with Calondir, whom she was pretty sure occupied the bull�s-eye in the dartboard of hated people in Dragos�s head, and yet Dragos still said please. It was better than any apology he could have crafted.
She told him, I�ll wait.
Then she said aloud, �We�re not crossing over.�
Everyone turned to look at her as if she was crazy. Yeah, she got that a lot. Pretty much ever since she had mated with Dragos, in fact. She focused on Calondir and said, �You said �they� may be waiting on the other side of the passageway, and Ferion mentioned one of the Numenlaurians. Is he by any chance a male with green eyes?�
�Yes,� Calondir said, his expression bitter. �If he is not waiting for us on the other side, then some of his people will be. The fire is driving us like cattle toward them.�
�Dragos is coming,� she told the High Lord. �He said to wait and not cross over, not unless we absolutely had to.� Well, he hadn�t actually included Calondir in any of that, but she had to think on her feet here with some pretty tight time restrictions, so she figured she was entitled to some broad interpretation.
The High Lord stiffened. �The risks you and your mate decide to take have nothing to do with me or my people.�
She strangled the sudden urge to slap him. She said, �Calondir, I know you hate Dragos, and to be perfectly frank, he hates you too.� Heh, this next bit was actually kind of funny, although she was glad Dragos wasn�t around to hear her say it. �But he allowed me to travel down to talk with you and to try to make peace with your demesne. In the meantime you say someone is on the other side of that passageway, waiting to cut you down as you try to cross. I wouldn�t like those choices if I was in your shoes, but I really think you ought to wait. Dragos is not going to let me get hurt.�
Calondir studied her, his face cold. Then he looked around at the waiting Wyr, and at his own people, many of whom were wounded. As Pia looked around too, she realized that most of them weren�t dressed for fighting. They wore a hodgepodge of casual clothes, and some of them appeared to be in pajamas. They were in no shape to face another battle.
�Who has water?� the High Lord asked. Several people raised a hand, although none of them were the psychos, even though Pia knew fully well that they each had a canteen in their packs. �Tear strips of cloth and wet them. Be prepared to tie them over your nose and mouth, and move over to the passageway. We�ll wait.� His gaze came back to Pia. �For as long as we can.�
Fair enough. She nodded to him.
Eva said to the other Wyr, �It�s good advice. Do as he says.� They each tore strips of cloth and wet them. Getting toasty, princess. Hope the Old Man gets here quick.
He said he�s coming in fast. Pia gave into temptation and used her wet strip to mop her hot forehead and cheeks.
Eva scanned the nearby blazing tree line. It won�t do any harm to hang with the High Lord by the passageway, just in case.
Whatever, Pia said irritably. The cloth came away streaked black with soot. She grimaced, hoping she wouldn�t have to tie it over her face. He�ll be here.
Eva gestured to the others, and they moved over to where the Elves stood in a tense huddle around Calondir. Eva told Pia, You and me, when we get out of this mess we talking about what happened with Johnny.
Pia said, You go on telling yourself whatever story you want to hear.
The flames were clearly visible between the trees, and smoke covered the sky. It was growing harder to take a real breath, and several people had covered their noses and mouths already. Pia looked from the small group of pale, silent Elves down to the number of bodies littering the clearing. Those bodies were the Elves� friends, families and lovers. Her heart went out to the survivors.
Pia. Eva gripped her shoulder. She looked up. Eva�s gaze glittered brilliantly in the uncertain light. However you did it, I know you saved his life. I wanted to say thank you.
Pia looked away. I have no idea what you�re talking about. But she couldn�t keep the pretense going in the face of Eva�s emotion, and she reached up to squeeze Eva�s calloused hand briefly before pushing it gently away.
A sharp, cold wind blew over the clearing. It dissipated the smoke and brought some much-needed fresh air. A patch of night sky appeared overhead, revealing sharp, bright stars, and a wave of elation washed over her. He was almost here, almost here. She felt as giddy as if they were about to go on their first date.
Not that they had actually dated. Seemed like she should have at least gotten a dinner and a movie for all her trouble. She cocked her head and frowned. Unless she counted that one awful dinner when they fought, and he stormed out for hours, and he made Graydon give her that necklace as a present.
She loved the necklace, but nah, she wasn�t going to count that as a date.
An immense bronze-and-black dragon flew over the trees and plummeted down, his wingspan spread out to the fullest and blocking out the night sky. A couple of the Elves cried out sharply. The dragon landed, not in the small clearing, but directly in the fire, snapping burning trees underneath him like they were matchsticks.
Pia�s pulse thudded as she stared. She knew he could touch coals without getting burned and he could breathe fire, but she had no idea he could immerse himself so completely in a blaze and not be injured.
His gigantic, horned head lifted along a long neck. Great witchy, Powerful eyes fixed on her. Wings still outspread, the dragon drew in a breath. He began to glow brighter and brighter until he shone like molten gold. The brighter he glowed, the duller the forest fire became around him, and the dangerous heat cooled. He was pulling the fire into himself.
Wow, that was a crazy kind of�.�.�. um, hot.
She danced from foot to foot, barely able to contain herself until it was safe enough to approach him. She just loved him so goddamn much.
Then the fire in the forest died completely away, and the only illumination in the clearing was from the shining dragon himself. Gradually he began to dim.
As soon as her skin didn�t throb from the heat, she ran forward. She barely felt her feet touch the ground. As she approached him, Dragos shifted into his human form and raced toward her, his bronzed, machete hewn features thrown into dark shadow by the intense glow in his eyes.
When she was still a few yards away, she leaped. He snatched her out of the air and clenched her to him as she wrapped arms and legs around him. He went to his knees, holding her so tightly she couldn�t breathe, and his Power enveloped her. One tremendous hand cupped the back of her head. She closed her eyes and laid her head on his shoulder as he put his face in her neck.
Neither one said anything. Their bruising hold on each other said it all.
That lasted all of thirty seconds or so, until Dragos lifted his head. It took Pia a few moments to realize the vibration she felt in his chest was the source of the deep, rough sound she heard. He was growling.
She straightened to look at him sharply. Still gripping her tight, his brutally handsome features were savage with anger and hatred as he stared over her shoulder.
She raised her eyebrows and looked over her shoulder. A few of the Elves had lit torches, and reflected firelight danced across the clearing again, while in the background the ravaged forest looked black and stark, the burned trees still smoking.
The High Lord stared at them, his face bitter with animosity. Several Elves stood with six-foot longbows, arrows aimed at Pia and Dragos. Well, she was pretty sure they were meant for Dragos, but that meant she was definitely in their sights as well.
As for her psychos, they had stationed themselves in a line on either side of Dragos and Pia. Their crossbows were loaded and aimed at the Elves, and their bodies drawn dangerously tight.
Somebody better think of something fast.
Until that happened, she patted Dragos soothingly on the chest.
�Now, honey,� she said. �You�ve got to stop getting so worked up, or you�ll have a heart attack when you hit middle age.�

ELEVEN

Dragos�s fierce gaze came back down to her, and everything he had ever promised her was there in his eyes.
I never stop thinking about you. You�re with me everywhere I go, but I miss you when we�re apart.
I�ve already shown that I will kill for you. I would also die for you.
You make me laugh. You make me happy. You�re my miracle and my home. If you as much as twitch, I get a hard-on.
I will always come for you, always want you and always need you.
As she remembered every word, she saw past those promises in his gaze to what lay underneath them. He had been so afraid for her it had driven him away from the Games and into possible war.
�Dragos,� she said, very low. �They�re just scared of you. I don�t fully understand what happened, but I believe Calondir didn�t do this. And when I told him you were coming and asked him to stay, he did.�
The feral vibration underneath her palm stilled. That had to be good, right?
Still holding her, he stood upright. Her legs loosened from around his waist, and as she landed on her feet, he swept her gently behind him and held her there.
Oh no. That had to be bad.
�Lower your weapons now,� Dragos said to Calondir. �My mate is present.�
Pia fisted a hand in the thin silk sweater that stretched across Dragos�s wide back and held on to the material tightly. The tension between the two demesne rulers reverberated with the memories of ancient confrontations and unresolved grudges, but she couldn�t keep intervening every time they were rude to each other. At some point Calondir and Dragos had to be the ones to take the next steps.
�And my consort has been taken, along with many loved ones,� Calondir said, his voice ragged from smoke but still filled with Power.
Along with many loved ones? Pia�s fist tightened as any sympathy she felt for Calondir evaporated. They were all under a lot of strain, and now was probably not the best time to parse his words, but damn, that was cold. She didn�t need to hear details, explanations or an apology for misspeaking. He said that in public, and nothing else mattered. She was on Beluviel�s side and ready for divorce court.
Calondir had continued. �I do not have time to fight with you, Cuelebre. Ferion, have your men put up their weapons and go look for survivors. We must gather the largest force we can and prepare to cross over quickly if we are to have any hope of recovering them.�
As Pia peered around Dragos�s arm, Ferion gestured and the Elves lowered their bows. Dragos�s hold relaxed, and she stepped around to his side. She said, �You too, Eva.�
To Captain Psycho�s credit, she didn�t try to argue, nor did she look at Dragos. Instead she said, �Ease up, kids.� The other Wyr relaxed and unloaded their crossbows.
�Spread out,� gritted Ferion. �Comb the area for survivors.�
�Go help them,� Pia told Eva. At that the other woman did hesitate, turning to face her. Pia said telepathically, You�re not needed here at the moment.
Eva�s gaze flickered to Dragos. She said to the group, �You heard her. Let�s go.� The unit joined those who were gathering at one end of the clearing and after a quick consultation, the whole search party dispersed into the Wood.
Ferion stayed with Calondir, along with another tall, Powerful Elf. They bristled as Dragos strode forward. Pia followed more slowly, concerned about further confrontation and taken by the differences between Dragos and the other males.
Dragos�s Power was a roaring inferno that eclipsed the others. Calondir and his two companions were some of the most muscularly built males she had seen among the Elves, but they looked willowy against Dragos�s broad bone structure and raw solid strength. They would need an army to even think about trying to take Dragos down, and at the moment they didn�t have one. Also, as Calondir said, they didn�t have time. She let herself relax slightly.
Dragos stopped several feet away from the other three males, his hands planted on his hips. Ignoring Ferion and the other Elf, he said to Calondir, �Who was it this time?�
For the first time since Pia had seen him, the High Lord looked vulnerable as he took a deep breath and straightened, visibly bracing himself. �Amras Gaeleval, one of the Guardians that closed the Numenlaur passageway after the war. He came with two others.�
His voice heavy with sarcasm, Dragos said, �And you just thought they wanted to catch up on old times so you invited them in.�
Ferion snapped, �They came to us asking for help. One of them was suffering from an old wound that would not heal. Our best seers scanned them, but no one sensed that Amras possessed one of the Machines until he wielded it tonight.�
Pia chewed her lip as she listened, and something else slipped into place.
�I might have sensed it,� she muttered. Dragos swiveled to face her, his expression growing intent. �I picked up on something odd at supper, and I went to tell Beluviel about it earlier this evening, but something stopped me. There were several people present along with this one man who caught my attention. I�m pretty sure he messed with my head. I remember thinking he was one of my best friends when I know I�ve never met him before. He was in my dreams too.� Scorching gold eyes turned murderous. Dragos put a hand on her shoulder, gripping her tightly as she finished, near to tears. �I didn�t say anything to Beluviel that I had originally intended. I just remembered that.�
Calondir, Ferion and the other Elf were watching her closely as well. Calondir said, �Amras is one of our ancients and adept at persuasion, along with other arts. Do not take the burden of this onto your shoulders. It does not belong there.�
The muscles in Dragos�s body had coiled dangerously tight, but his hand was very gentle as he touched her cheek. She felt the brush of his Power along hers, sliding hot and possessive along her cooler energy. Coming up next to the reality of him was an intense shock to the system after the slightly unreal dreams they had shared. It felt like a feast after she had starved for days.
�I do not sense any lasting influence,� he murmured. �But I would like to check more deeply later.�
She could see out of the corner of her eye that all three of the Elves were staring at Dragos as though he had sprouted two spare heads. She had grown used to seeing that expression on other people, and she chose to ignore it. Instead she focused only on Dragos just as he focused on her, and for one fleeting, enchanted moment they shut out the entire world.
She told him, �I dreamed that I went to look out the window and saw that stars were dying. He was there and he said �nothing shines forever,� along with something about paving a way to some kind of new age. This is what the Oracle prophesied, isn�t it?�
Dragos smoothed a strand of her hair back. �It sounds like it.�
It was possible that the search parties would find many more survivors than she believed they would. But even if they did, the Elves had suffered a devastating blow. More people had been asleep than had been awake. The number that might be able to cross over with Calondir and do battle to recover those who were taken would be pitifully small. They prepared for a suicide mission, and she could tell by the High Lord�s expression that he already knew it. Then those that remained would be lost, along with Beluviel and so many others.
And while the concept of the Deus Machinae was new and strange to her, barely more than a passing story, she was pretty sure that it wasn�t a good idea to let one stay in the hands of someone who could willingly cause so many deaths.
She took Dragos�s much larger, harder hand in both of hers. �You know we have to help them, don�t you?�
He turned his hand and curled his long fingers around hers, squeezing lightly.
He said, �I have already summoned the Wyr.�
* * *
He had summoned the Wyr as he raced toward a magical fire that destroyed the Elven Wood and lit the night sky for miles.
The Deus Machinae were only dangerous in proportion to the Power of those who wielded them. When they fell into the hands of those with little Power or no real understanding of what they possessed, the Machinae influenced the world in subtle ways.
The last time Dragos had seen a Machine was almost two hundred and forty years ago. Although he had not touched it, he was fairly certain it had been Hyperion�s, the god of Law. At the time it had appeared in the shape of a quill pen, and one of the most famous human lawmakers in American history had used it to sign the Declaration of Independence.
Now an Elf wielded one of the Machinae again. Only an ancient Elf with an affinity to the elements had the Power to use a Machine to such devastating effect on the environment, and he was NOT GOING TO LET THEM tear the Earth apart again.
The fire had killed the spirit of the Wood. He spared a thought for how that would sadden Pia, as he reached out to Monroe telepathically.
You will call Graydon, he said to the startled gargoyle. Tell him to halt the Games. The High Lord has been attacked, and the Elven Wood is broken. Graydon is to bring a hundred of our strongest, as fast as he can. As soon as you deliver that message, get your ass back to your unit.
Yes, sir, Monroe said. The gargoyle sounded much calmer than he had when he�d answered Pia�s cell phone. I�ll be right there.
Then Dragos raced toward the fiery horizon, willing Pia to be safe with every ounce of his energy. Even though he spoke to her telepathically, his world only settled into rightness when he laid eyes on her. She was bedraggled, sweaty and smeared with ash from the fire, but she was calm, and despite the streaks of blood on her clothing that caused his heart to pound in heavy slugs, she was unharmed.
Now as she looked up at him with such earnestness, he knew what was going on in her mind. She counted the cost of the Elves� struggle in the lives they lost, and she responded to that loss out of compassion.
He did not share her compassion. As far as he was concerned, the Elves could keep killing each other until they wiped themselves off the face of the Earth. But she would always be finer than he was, and more generous.
His gaze shifted to Calondir. �My people will be here in just under two hours,� he said. �Accept our help or not as you choose. But you and I both know that you do not have the strength to confront another one of your ancients if he is wielding a Machine.�
He watched with interest as Calondir struggled. It was not his job to ease the High Lord�s path or make him feel better. He did not bother to point out to the Elf Lord that he had already summoned the Wyr because he was going after Amras Gaeleval whether Calondir accepted his help or not.
Like Constantine, he never pulled his punches.
�I accept,� Calondir said. Ferion and the other Elf stood beside the High Lord, their postures and expressions eloquent with bitterness and resentment, but they also clearly recognized the necessity for a Wyr alliance for they said nothing. Calondir told his two lords, �We will cross over when the Wyr have arrived.�
Just then two runners, a Wyr and an Elf, came back from the search party with a preliminary report. The loss of life was devastating but not a surprise. The big news was that much of the main building was still intact, as a group of Elves had banded together and used their combined Powers to slow the progression of the blaze.
�There are a lot of survivors,� said the Elven runner, who was a slender girl. She had a tear-streaked face and short, fluffy brown hair that was dyed blue at the tips. �There are many more alive than we had feared. Healers have set up a station in the main hall to tend to the wounded.�
The three Elven males� expressions lightened. Calondir said, �Survivors, shelter and supplies. It is the first good news I have heard this whole gods-cursed night.�
The Wyr runner was one of the males, the magic user of Pia�s guards. He had tightly coiled muscles, strong, high cheekbones and restless dark eyes, and his spark of Power glowed steady and strong. Dragos was interested to note that the male did not look at him but at Pia when he spoke. �They also captured several of the attacking Elves and are holding them in a secured area, but they won�t let any of us near enough to examine them.�
Pia turned to Dragos quickly, who said, �I no longer sense the Machine in the area, so I assume Gaeleval crossed over to your Other land.�
�Yes,� Calondir said. �He took Beluviel and the others.�
�Now that he�s no longer present, I want to know how much of his beguilement has lingered on the captives,� said Dragos. That was just one of many questions to which he intended to find answers. He also still wanted to know how Gaeleval had traveled to reach the Elven demesne in the United States, and he was very interested in finding out what happened in Numenlaur before Gaeleval left. Dragos looked down at Pia. She was as filthy as all the others, and she was the most beautiful, most precious thing in the world to him. He told her, �But first, I want to make sure that you are clear of any influence. I do not like how he was able to enter your dreams.�
Her lips tightened and she nodded.
Calondir said nothing, either in acknowledgment of what Dragos had said or in negation. Instead the High Lord led the way through the decimated Wood to a building at the top of a waterfall. One side of the building was charred and shattered glass lay all around. Braziers lit the open area and bodies lined one end of the clearing, covered in blood-spotted sheets.
Dragos noticed that a few limp and unmoving head snakes from a medusa trailed out from under the corner of one of the sheets. Elves weren�t the only ones who had died here tonight.
Pia averted her gaze from the sight, blinking rapidly, her eyes reddened. Dragos put an arm around her shoulders and drew her close against his side.
The unit captain from Pia�s guards came out to meet them. Eva, that was her name. Dragos had met with her personally before Pia�s trip. Just as her unit mate had done, she nodded to him but spoke to Pia. �Whole place is a mess, inside and out. Our rooms smell like smoke, but then everything does right now. Other than the smell, the apartment is fine if you need it.�
Pia said, �Get the others, and have something to eat and rest while you can. We�ve allied with Calondir. Troops will be here in less than two hours, and then we�re crossing with the Elves to go after those who were taken.�
The captain�s face sharpened. �You got it.�
The captain jogged away to round up her unit. Dragos asked Pia, �Where are those rooms?�
She looked up at him thoughtfully. �Not far.�
He frowned. Her earlier fierce outburst of joy had become tempered with other things, and he could no longer tell what she was thinking. He told her, �I want to go there.�
Pia hesitated as her gaze traveled to two Elves who half carried an injured third person into the building. For a moment he thought she would insist on helping them, but instead she said, �All right.�
She led him through the building to the apartment. Other than a dim red flicker of coals that were still glowing in the fireplace, the rooms were almost totally in shadow.
The other Wyr would be arriving soon. Dragos asked, �Which room is yours?�
�This one.� Now she kept her gaze averted as she took him to the bedroom, and his mouth settled into a grim line. As they stepped inside, she pulled away and went to look out the window where torch lights from the working Elves dotted the shoreline and were reflected on the black surface of the river.
He shut the door. This room also had a fireplace. Wood for a fire had been laid but it had not been lit. With a flick of his fingers, he set it alight.
He said, �Look at me.�
She did, sidelong, as he walked over her. He took hold of her shoulders and turned her fully around. �No, really look at me.�
His tone must have conveyed the seriousness of his intent, because she complied, gazing up at him with wide, dark violet eyes. He cupped her face, stroking his thumbs along the rose petal softness of her skin and slipped quietly into her mind.
Last May he had removed an intricate citadel of spells that Pia�s mother had woven around her mind. Her mother had intended to protect her, but ultimately the spells had prevented her from fully accessing her Wyr form once she had matured into adulthood. Now her mental strength was wholly her own�and she was strong, with a slender, wholly feminine thread of steel that ran right through her core.
Obsessively, carefully, he examined every part of her, and she allowed it, resting her hands on his wrists, open and trusting to his mental touch. Finally he pulled back and released a deep breath. �You are clear. There isn�t any lingering influence.�
Relief lightened her lovely features. �Oh, thank God. I was really shaken when I realized how much he had messed with my thinking.�
�What did you dream about?� he demanded. �What did he do to you?�
�Nothing,� she said. Then her eyes widened as she caught the full implications behind his fury. �There weren�t many more details other than what I already told you. He kept trying to put a hand on me, but it wasn�t sexual. I think he was trying to control me, and he was probably trying to control the others as well. They had all fallen asleep, including the two that were on watch. Not even the smoke or the sounds of fighting woke them.� She frowned. �But I also dreamed about the baby, who was lying on me and growling. He bit me, which woke me up and then I woke the others.�
�The baby bit you?� Dragos laid a hand on her abdomen, where his son�s strong, bright spark nestled.
Her expression turned wry. �Yeah, that was my reaction. I really believe he wasn�t trying to hurt me, just startle me. It worked.�
�Way to go, little man,� Dragos told the spark.
He knew that Pia thought the baby believed his name was Peanut. Dragos thought it was more likely that the baby responded to the love he felt when his mother talked about him, and in reality he comprehended little more than love and danger. Still, he had acted twice now to save his mother.
A fierce wave of emotion caught Dragos off guard. He clenched his jaw, blinking.
He had a son. The concept was still new and shocking after several months. He had a son, a delicate and small very Powerful creature, and already he was so proud of him.
�All right,� he said, his voice deeper and rougher than usual. �You�re safe. The baby�s safe. Next item of business.�
Pia raised her eyebrows, her expression turning cautious. �We have items of business?�
�Yes,� he said. �I�m sorry.�
She sighed. �Dragos, we have enough to think about. We don�t have to talk about that right now.�
�I do,� he told her. �I�m a bad-tempered bastard at the best of times, and I was on a hair trigger. The border problems with the Elves, the sentinel issue, all the business problems, and to top it all off, you were gone. None of that is an excuse, and I�m not trying to make one out of it. I�m just telling you, and I want you to know that I heard every word that you said. And I�m sorry.�
Her expression softened, and his world became brighter. �You�re right, it�s no excuse. But I know you have been under a lot of strain.�
�I can�t promise we won�t run into this issue again,� he said. �I�ve been used to solitary rule for a very long time.�
�We�re both feeling our way,� she murmured.
�And it�s too easy for me to slip into old habits and difficult for me to change on something so fundamental, but I am asking you for patience. I promise that I am trying, that I will continue to try.�
A small grin tugged at the corners of her lips. He raised an eyebrow, not at all sure that his carefully crafted and quite rare apology should elicit such a reaction. �I knew you were sorry,� she told him, �when I was standing in the middle of a forest fire with Calondir of all people, and I was about to cross over to the Elven Other land, and you still said �please.��
He narrowed his eyes. �What part gave it away?�
She laughed out loud, a silvery sound of pure pleasure that danced in his old, wicked soul, and he felt the magic again, how she lifted him to a better place.
She put her hand to his cheek. �Well, I�m probably going to regret this, but I�ve got to say it�s a good thing you don�t listen to me all the time,� she told him. �Wait, did Hugh ever get in touch with you?�
�You mean Monroe? Yes. He called me and then I sent him to Lirithriel House. That�s how I summoned the Wyr. I told him to call New York and then get his ass back here. He was coming in from the opposite direction I was, and he should be arriving soon.� He gave in and did what he had been wanting to do for a while now. He pulled her close and held her tightly. She put her face against his chest, slipped her arms around his waist and heaved a big sigh.
She told him, �If you had listened to me, you wouldn�t have flown south, and you wouldn�t have been close enough to respond to the fire. Shows what I know.�
He pressed his lips to her forehead. �If I hadn�t listened to you,� he said, �you wouldn�t have come south in the first place.�
�I wasn�t going to mention that one,� she muttered.
�I didn�t mean that the way you think.� He slid his fingers underneath her chin and tilted her face up. �It was a good thing you came south. Not only were your original reasons valid, but believe me when I say this�it is much better to find out about Gaeleval now so that we can act before he has the chance to acquire more Power. He will only become harder to stop as time goes on.�
�I just don�t understand why someone would do this,� she whispered. �Kill so many people, cause so much damage and take so many others.�
�He took too many people,� he said, thinking. �If he wanted hostages, he would have taken a smaller selection of the most influential Elves. They would have been more mobile and easier to control. If he is the voice I heard in the Oracle�s prophecy, he has an ambitious agenda.�
She shuddered. �I remember you said that the voice talked about all kinds of grandiose shit, birth and death, and gods, and time.�
�It also claimed to be the bringer of the End of Days,� he said dryly. �But if all Gaeleval wanted was pure destruction, he would have stayed here with the Elves he controlled and he would have fought until everybody was dead. You said he mentioned something about paving a way to a new age.�
She nodded. �Yes.�
�Then I think he must be building an army,� he said. �And not only did he conscript a substantial addition to his troops, but he crushed any effective resistance from Calondir. Those are the moves I might make if I were building an empire.�
She looked even more troubled. �Persuasion and beguilement are all very well and good, but how can he control them all at the same time?�
�For that, I�m positive he�s using the Machine. As I flew in I could feel the Machine being used before its Power cut out. That must have been when Gaeleval crossed over. It�s amplifying the Power and skills he already has. I�ve seen it happen before. And the more he uses it, the more it will work on him and affect his mind.� He shook his head. �We will confront him soon enough. Right now our meeting time is limited and we need to move on to our next item of business.�
She cocked her head. �I didn�t know we had an agenda.�
�I did,� he told her.
He bent his head and kissed her, and there it was, the real thing, not some made up, distant dream. Her gorgeous lips softened and molded to his mouth, just as her slender body molded to his.
He had been afraid. What a horrendous emotion. He had been scared for her, and the room smelled like ash and the whole area looked devastated. Aggression and tenderness fought for supremacy, and tenderness won.
He ran his hands down her body, rock hard and aching for her. He knew this hunger for her would never ease, never die away. �You are never going to get trapped in a magical forest fire again,� he growled against her lips. �Do you hear me, Pia? That flight took millennia off my life.�
�I�m sorry,� she whispered. �It won�t happen again.�
�Goddamn right it won�t,� he said between his teeth.
Gaeleval was a dead man walking; he just didn�t know it yet. Dragos would find and stop him because he wouldn�t allow the kind of destruction that had come before. But he was going to rip Gaeleval limb to limb because the Elf had put Pia in danger and because he had dared to try to take her.
She threaded slender fingers through his hair as she kissed him, and he bent to pick her up and carry her to the bed. Then he laid her on top of the covers and came down on her, and he covered her body with his. In a move that was as natural as breathing, she wrapped her long, fabulous legs around his waist and her arms around his neck. She held him with her whole body, and he was home.
Home. It was a concept to which he had never given much thought. Self-contained and solitary by nature, his home had always been within himself, but not any longer.
�I love you,� she whispered against his mouth.
He lifted his head to look at her. She smiled at him, golden-skinned in the firelight, her eyes as rich as sapphires. He laid his fingertips along the exquisite, delicate curve of her cheekbone.
The dragon came to a realization and was amazed. In the unending years of his acquisitive existence, despite all his hoarding of the treasures of kingdoms and emperors, he had never been rich before this. She had come into his life to steal from him, and in the process she had given him everything she had.
�I love you,� he said.

TWELVE

As he spoke the words her gaze flared, and her lips trembled. For one split second he stared at her, utterly mystified. She had never seemed to mind before that he hadn�t said the words.
She couldn�t be upset that he had said them now, could she? Fucking hell, he was no good at this romance shit.
In the next moment he realized that mirth filled her eyes, not sadness.
He growled, �What.�
She told him, her voice trembling with laughter, �You just sounded so surprised when you said it.�
He took a slow, deep breath and let it out gently. �I am,� he said.
He kissed her again, savoring the light play of her lips before deepening it to explore the lavish intimacy of her mouth. She groaned and rotated her hips so that his cock pressed against her pelvis. They rocked together, fully clothed, both remembering how it was to be together and promising each other more. His hunger spiked higher, and he palmed one of her breasts.
She pulled back slightly to mutter something, her warm breath against his cheek. He had no idea what she said but it sounded urgent and sexy. Then she kissed him hard, and her eager, feminine aggression caused everything within him to glow hotter than the forest fire and brighter than a newly minted coin.
�Take it off,� he whispered.
She knew what he meant and removed the dampening spell that cloaked her body�s natural luminescence.
She was simply dazzling. She was his beacon to what others called decency, not because she told him how to act but because she made him want to try.
They shouldn�t be doing this. They didn�t have time. But he slipped one hand under her sweater anyway to tease at her nipple, rolling the soft, delicate jutting flesh between his thumb and forefinger. Her eyes glazed with passion, she thrust up with her hips and he hissed as the friction drove him out of his mind crazy.�.�.�.
A sharp rap sounded at the door, and he snarled as he lifted his head.
Pia grabbed him by the ears. It startled him enough to make him pause.
Their eyes met.
She said, �Count to ten.�
Hm, he had heard of that technique before. One, two, three�.�.�.
She called out, �Yes, what is it?�
Eva�s voice sounded through the door panel. �The High Lord requests that Dragos attend him downstairs. I guess those Elves that were spelled aren�t doing so well.�
He expelled a breath between his teeth. It sounded like steam hissing in a kettle. �I got to ten,� he told her. �It didn�t help. Stay here and follow your own advice. Eat something and rest.� He raised his voice. �I�m coming.�
He rolled away from her, careful to avoid putting any real weight on her abdomen, then stood and strode out of the bedroom.
Eva stood just on the other side of the door. She gestured to the unit�s magic user, who waited across the room by the hall entrance. �Miguel knows where to go. He�ll show you where they are being held.�
�Fine,� he bit out. �Let�s go.�
Just before he turned away, he saw Eva glance into the open doorway of the bedroom, and her eyes grew very wide. Realization flashed. Fuck. He spun back, even though he knew he was already too late.
Eva asked in a hushed voice, �Uh, princess? Are you aware that you�re illuminated?�
* * *
It was an idiotic mistake.
Pia had lifted her head off the pillows to watch Dragos stride away, her body thrumming with frustrated hunger again. She felt like they hadn�t made love in months, not days. He should always dress in black, because he sure did give Satan a run for his money on being wicked hot. He moved so fast and light on his feet, it would be disturbing to see in such a large, muscular man if it wasn�t so damned sexy.
He was already preoccupied with what lay ahead of him, and she was distracted with lust and just plain stupid. She realized it as soon as Eva looked in the bedroom and her black gaze went wide. Even though Pia threw the dampening spell back on that very instant, it was too little too late.
Remember that slow-moving train wreck? The one you were just bitching about the other day? And who was driving that train again, dumb ass?
You, that�s who.
She launched off the bed and moved faster than she ever remembered moving in her life. As she leaped toward Eva, she called out sharply, �I�ll take care of it, Dragos.�
She reached the doorway, registering every shift in Eva�s expression, the simple astonishment shifting to shock at her urgent speed. In the next instant, Pia had her hand fisted in the front of Eva�s shirt. Eva grabbed her wrist reflexively, glanced at Dragos and froze.
Pia looked at Dragos too, at his calm, expressionless face and the death in his gold eyes. I am mated to the biggest psycho of them all, she thought. She said strongly, �I said I�ll take care of this.�
His attention shifted from Eva to her. There was no way to tell what he was thinking. She shifted her body so that she came between Dragos and Eva, and she pointed toward the hallway door and Miguel, who also stood frozen. �Go.�
Dragos tilted his head at her in wordless acknowledgment, turned and left, taking Miguel with him.
She took a deep breath and only then realized that she was shaking. So much to do, so much to do. Build a relationship, stop Armageddon, save a Wyr here and there. It really did never rain but it poured.
James, Andrea and Johnny had been in the other rooms, but they weren�t any longer. Something that had been said, or perhaps some instinct for danger had roused them. They stood tensely in the doorways of the other bedrooms, Andrea and Johnny in one, James in the other. Quickly she calculated the angles of the doorways in relation to each other. None of them could have seen into her bedroom, and Miguel had been standing by the hall door, so he hadn�t seen anything either.
Pia told the others, �Go back to bed. Now.�
Slowly, they backed into their separate rooms, even though she could tell all their fight-or-flight instincts had kicked into high gear.
Only when they shut their doors did she turn her attention to Eva, who hadn�t moved or spoken. It was the first time she had ever seen Captain Psycho truly subdued.
Pia loosened her hold on Eva�s shirt and pointed silently into her own bedroom. As the other woman stepped inside, she followed and closed the door behind her.
She asked quietly, �You haven�t by any chance been talking telepathically with any of the others in the last few minutes, have you?�
�No,� Eva said, very low. She turned around, her sober black gaze fixing on Pia�s face.
Even though she was pretty sure that Eva got the full implication of what had happened, she still said, �You realize you saw something you weren�t supposed to see. Your life is on the line here.�
Eva said, �I got that.�
The tension in Pia�s body wouldn�t let her stand still, and she started to pace. �This isn�t your fault,� she said, still keeping her voice very soft. �This is all my fault. I was careless and preoccupied. This should never have happened, and I�m so sorry, Eva.�
�This is about your Wyr form, isn�t it?� Eva whispered. �Why you don�t talk about it, or identify what you are.�
She moved to the window and looked out, rapping out a hectic, uneven rhythm on the pane with her fingers. The shadowed river was beautiful, but one end of the pile of covered bodies was visible, and she couldn�t keep her gaze from drifting to them. So much unnecessary death, so much pain.
She looked at the silhouette of the ravaged tree line as she tried to formulate how she should answer. Eva was quick and clever. Even now some part of the other woman had to be whispering, What is she? What? And running through all the possibilities in her mind.
�The problem is that people talk,� she murmured. �One person might swear that they�ll keep a secret, but then they tell their best friend just one thing. �I trust you not to tell anyone,� they say. �Oh, I promise, I won�t,� their best friend says. And everybody is quite sincere at the time. Then the best friend tells someone else. Someone they trust. Someone who says, �I promise, I won�t say a word.�� She laughed, the sound abrupt and humorless. �You know I wouldn�t be standing here if I hadn�t done that very thing myself and had it backfire on me. Now I�m mated to one of the most visible figures in the world. The gryphons know what I am, along with several of the Elves. Fuck, don�t even get me started on the Elves. I have no idea how many of them know.�
A hand settled on her back. �You keep getting your fancy knickers in a twist, don�t you?� Eva said. Her voice was gentle, even after everything that had happened.
Pia turned her head. The shock had eased somewhat from the other woman�s face. �He will kill you if you breathe a word of what you saw. He will kill you if you even think of breathing a word.� He probably would have killed Eva already if Pia hadn�t stopped him. All because he had been preoccupied, and she had gotten careless. She said, �And I don�t want your life on my conscience.�
Eva gave her a crooked smile. �I�m not going to say anything, Pia, and not because the Old Man scared me shitless, even though he did. I�m not going to say anything because you�re ours to defend. Besides, I owe you for Johnny�s life.�
She shrugged irritably and grimaced. �Nobody owes me anything.�
The other woman chuckled. It sounded indulgent. Then Eva sobered. �You realize, don�t you, that the others know you did something important, even if they don�t quite know what it is. And I think Johnny�s been too busy to really think about what happened, but sooner or later he�ll remember and get to wondering.�
�He was passed out by the time I did anything,� Pia said.
�He�ll remember being wounded.�
She blew out a heavy sigh and looked at the tragedy outside again. �Yeah, I guess we all remember when that happens.�
�I guess we do.�
Pia thought of the Elves that Dragos had gone to examine. She wondered how bad off they were, and what Dragos would find out. If he could do anything for them. He was not a healer, but he was probably the world�s foremost expert on beguilement.
Her eyebrows rose. Maybe he could beguile Eva into forgetting what she saw. He had tried to beguile Pia more than once, but it hadn�t stuck. What if, for whatever reason, it didn�t stick on Eva either? Then Eva might feel betrayed and resentful, and that was never a good combination in someone when you needed them to keep a secret.
Maybe it was smartest to just trust her, but damn, that was another uncertain road to travel. She tapped the glass a few more times. Maybe she had better think about it some more and talk to Dragos later.
In the meantime, he had given her good advice.
She said, �I�m so hungry I could eat my boots.�
Eva stirred. �We better get some food to that baby before he chews a hole in you.�
�There�s a concept I could have lived without,� Pia muttered.
A vision of the baby monster breaking out of John Hurt�s chest in Alien came to mind. Yeah, she needed that image to stick with her for the rest of this long, weird pregnancy like she needed another hole in her head.
Eva went into the common room. Pia dug through her pack for the handful of soy protein bars she always carried with her, then she joined the other woman. She settled at one end of the couch while Eva brought her a bowl of nuts and fresh fruit from table by the window. After plowing through several protein bars, most of the nuts and half the fruit, she was finally able to make herself stop.
Eva ate a couple of MRE meals she carried in her own pack. Even though they had taken pains to keep their conversation low, somehow the others sensed that it was okay to reappear. They did so quietly, bringing their own supplies of food to eat.
Then the door to the apartment opened, and Hugh walked in.
He said, �Hey, kids.�
�Yes!� Andrea leaped across the room to smack both his upheld hands and throw her arms around him. Johnny leaped on the pair, and all three staggered, laughing.
James grinned, and Eva said, �Good job, bucko.�
The gargoyle shrugged loose of Andrea and Johnny, walked over to Pia and dropped her cell phone into her hands. His plain, bony face crinkled in a smile. �I don�t mind telling you, answering that phone when the Old Man called was one of the braver things I�ve done. He did not like the sound of my voice coming over on your frequency.�
It was just a phone. See, like she said. Biggest psycho of them all.
�Thank you, Hugh,� Pia said.
�No problem.� He threw himself on the couch, dug through his own pack for food and ate with all the others.
Pia drifted, listening to the psychos talking smack with each other. They had a rough-and-tumble camaraderie that reminded her of the sentinels, and in spite of all the issues that waited back in New York, listening to them made her homesick. Like the sentinels, this group was used to facing death and danger, and they had a kind of emotional ballast for dealing with violence that she might never achieve.
You�re gonna have to toughen up fast, chickadee, she told herself. There�s more violence on the road in front of you.
Because she had no intention of letting Dragos cross over to the Elven Other land without her, and while he had backed away from Eva when she had told him to, he had still carried death in his eyes when he left.
And call her crazy, but she was pretty sure he wasn�t planning on having tea and cookies with Gaeleval when he caught up with him.
* * *
Dragos strode with Miguel through the halls, his sharp gaze taking in the damage to the building along with the nervous reactions of the Elves that they passed. The scent of fear and stress littered the air along with the stink of ash and blood, and the fires in wall sconces flickered in a macabre echo to the forest fire.
Once he might have enjoyed seeing his old enemies when they were so devastated. Now he thought of Pia�s distress when she had looked at the pile of bodies. He frowned, and an Elf who was coming toward them from the other direction shrank back against the wall until they had passed.
Miguel led him down a flight of stairs. There was a minute change in air pressure and scent, along with the lack of windows. He was unsurprised. Underground was the best place to have holding cells. As pretty as this place had once been, it was still the seat of the Elven demesne and they had to house prisoners somewhere.
They reached a spelled and bolted door where a pair of armed Elves stood guard. The guards regarded Miguel and Dragos with stony faces but unbolted and opened the door right away. The sound of screaming boiled out as soon as the door was cracked, along with the quieter undertone of people engaged in intense conversation.
Just as Dragos had expected, beyond the door was a block of cells. This cell block was probably where people were held until judgment had been passed. There would be another, more permanent place where the Elves would hold criminals sentenced to prison terms, but this was a solid temporary holding area.
At the moment the cells were packed with bedraggled, bloody people, all in some state of half dress. Calondir stood with a cluster of armed guards and a few other Elves. Their focus was turned inward to an area that they circled. That area was also the source of the screaming.
A few of the guards turned to face them as they entered the block, but their attention was fractured and they looked distressed. One of the guards tapped Calondir politely on the shoulder, and the High Lord turned to face them as they approached.
Dragos studied the occupants of the cells sharply as he and Miguel walked past. They stood passively, staring into space, their faces blank and hands idle at their sides. When he came closer to the High Lord, a couple of the guards moved between him and Calondir, while the rest of the circle moved back, not, he could tell, to allow him access to the screaming male that sat bound in a chair, but to move further away from him.
He bared his teeth at Calondir. Some foolish, naive creature might have called it a smile.
Calondir didn�t even try to return a false response. Instead he said abruptly, �Those who were captured are all like you see in the cells, and our healers cannot bring them back to themselves. This is the third person they�ve tried.�
Dragos asked, �What happened to the other two?�
�The healers had to stop when their heartbeats became irregular.�
He nodded. �Move,� he said.
A couple stepped back timidly, but one stood stiffly defiant. Dragos regarded the Elf through lowered eyelids as the healer hissed, �My lord, we�ve barely begun to try. If you could only give us more time to experiment�.�.�.�
�We don�t have time,� Calondir said bitterly. �Do as Cuelebre says. Move back and let him examine Threidyr.�
Fortunately looks couldn�t kill, and Dragos did not have a single finer feeling for the Elf to hurt. When the way had been cleared, he stepped forward and Miguel followed.
They had tied the male to a simple upright chair, his arms strapped to the wooden arms. Urine and vomit stained the Elf�s clothes, although his screaming had faded when the healers had stopped doing whatever it was they had been trying to do to him. He stared dully into space, his face as slack and blank as all the others in the cells. Dragos noted that the bonds were carefully positioned to restrict but not injure. Their goal, then, was to recover the Elf, not to dig for information.
But his goal was not necessarily the same as the Elves�.
Careful to avoid the body liquids that smeared the stone floor, Dragos squatted in front of the Elf to examine him more closely. He took his time, and gradually the resentful muttering around him fell to silence. He ignored them, concentrating on the shards of Power in and around the male�s aura. The dragon took note of the male�s own Power first. Once he had identified it, he moved on to studying the rest.
The Elf�s aura held a lingering taint of the Machine that was interwoven with another, third identity. Much as he was interested in locating the Machine itself, he was less interested in the aftereffects of its use. Instead, he filtered that out carefully until he could concentrate all his attention on that last thread of Power. The dragon savored the taste of it like it was the blood of his prey.
And in a way it was.
That�s who you are, he said silently. Amras Gaeleval, adept at persuasion and beguilement, and fire. It appears that we might have a few things in common, you and I. And no matter how you might change your looks, or where you go and what you do, I will know you again now.
Anywhere.
He could kill the Elf in the chair with the twist of his mind, and he could kill the others in the holding block too, quicker than they could do anything in retaliation but inflict incidental damage. He would not be who and what he was if he didn�t at least consider the fact that he had unprecedented access, not only to Calondir but also to several key remaining Elves in this demesne.
And the unforgiving part of him that knew how to nurture a grudge wanted to. Oh, it wanted to.
Instead, he said, �I can try to remove the lingering beguilement from him and the others, but you must understand I can only try, not promise. Both Gaeleval�s Power and the Machine he used are threaded into their core identities. Gaeleval had to go deep to establish the kind of control that would make them turn weapons on their own family and friends.�
�What would happen if you can�t remove it?� Calondir asked.
�Oh, I can remove it,� Dragos said. He straightened lightly from his crouch and turned to the High Lord. �The question is whether or not it will break their minds if I did.�
�My lord!� the healer exclaimed. �I beg of you, do not allow this. Give us more time to try!�
Dragos regarded the healer indifferently. Then he said to Calondir, �Personally, I do not care which you choose. But if you give your healers time to study this, they will only come to the same conclusion I just have. The beguilement cannot be completely removed without some risk to the victims.� He met Calondir�s sharp gaze. �You will lose more people here. That is a fact, unless you want to leave them as they are, in which case you will have lost them all, for the only thing you have contained here are their bodies.�
The Elves began to talk over each other and argue. Dragos turned away.
As he did so, the male bound in the chair whispered, �He knew you would come, Beast.�
Dragos spun back around. He ignored the others� reactions as he stared at the Elf. The bound male�s gaze was blank as ever, and a thin line of drool spilled from his slack lips. �Why does this not surprise me?� he murmured.
A woman�s voice spoke from one of cells. �He saw you when he spoke his manifesto, just as you heard him.�
Another woman, across from the first, said, �Then he saw your mate and unborn son.�
At the mention of Pia and the baby, a fiery red haze obscured Dragos�s sight. �Yes,� he said between his teeth. �And Gaeleval tried to take them like he took the others.�
Dead, he thought. You are dead.
Another male from down the hall said, �They would have been a worthy addition to his cause, their lights turned to new purpose and grand change.�
�Grand change,� he said.
Taliesin, the god of gods, was god of the Dance, of change. Dragos prowled down the hall, looking at the caged empty shells of the Elves� bodies. Someone who stood by Calondir was weeping. Dragos quoted softly to himself, ��Lord Death himself has forgotten that he is but a part of this fractured whole.�� He pivoted and stalked back to the High Lord. �Calondir, which of the Deus Machinae did Numenlaur possess in the war?�
�Taliesin�s,� Calondir said. He was pale, his expression drawn stark. �Camthalion of Numenlaur was the one who insisted we rid ourselves of the Machinae. We all agreed to the pact then Numenlaur closed itself off from the world.�
Threidyr, bound to the chair, whispered, �The guardian fulfilled his duty and barred the passage with a flaming sword so that none could enter. Thereafter he stood vigil at the gate for an age, until the time came to pass that this all must pass.�
�I think I�m hearing a little manifesto starting to creep back into the conversation again,� said Dragos. He looked at Calondir. �At a wild guess I would say Numenlaur did not live up to their part in the pact.�
Calondir said, �Camthalion was so persuasive and insistent, I always thought that of all of us, they would have been the ones to keep to their word.�
Dragos rubbed his mouth as he considered Gaeleval�s mouthpieces. It did not surprise him that Numenlaur might not have fulfilled their part in the pact. What was more surprising to him was the possibility that they might have held on to Taliesin�s Machine successfully for all of this time.
Holding on to an item that belonged to the god of change would have been a challenging task. How would Taliesin�s Power have affected the minds in Numenlaur over all these many centuries? What changes would it have caused physically? The longer it had been held in stasis, the more dangerous it would have become, and the more drastic would be the change it now induced.
�You know they�re going to starve if you don�t remove the beguilement,� Dragos said. �They�re shells right now, just mouthpieces. They won�t remember to eat.�
�Beast,� hissed one of the women in the cells. �For the first time in your existence, you are truly vulnerable. Be careful what you meddle in. Nothing shines forever.�
�Go home,� three of them said.
Then others picked it up until the whole group spoke in eerie unison.
Go home, go home.
This time when rage took Dragos over, nothing would hold him back. Nobody threatened Pia and the baby and lived to tell of it. Nobody. He looked at all the empty shells of people in the cells. �That�s it,� he said. �You�re done.�
He began to whisper, picking the echo of it up with his Power. It reverberated off the walls, the ceiling and the floor, slipped through the bars in the cells and soaked through the invisible bonds in each person�s mind.
Someone in a cell halfway down the hallway laughed sharply. A few others sobbed. At first Calondir, his healers and the guards looked confused, but when a woman began shrieking and throwing herself violently against the wall, a few raced forward to stop her from hurting herself.
�My lord, stop him!�
�No,� Calondir said. He told Dragos, �Break the beguilement.�
Throughout it all, the dragon whispered, whispered, whispered. Breathe on your own, he told them. Be who you were. Act, live. Separate.
He spoke of freedom and remembrance as he tugged at the threads of Power from Taliesin�s Machine. When he pulled out those threads, there was nothing left to sustain Gaeleval�s spell.
Half were unconscious when he finished, and he knew that three were dead. Their bodies would be more fuel for those who hated and resented him.
As far as he was concerned, he had learned what he had come to learn. He gestured to Miguel and turned to leave the Elves to their chaotic reactions. As he did so, a runner came down to the block, bearing more news.
The Wyr had arrived.

THIRTEEN

Pia had slipped into a half doze, slumped against the arm of the couch, when running footsteps in the hall roused her. She jerked upright to a sitting position. Someone shouted in the distance, and the psychos rose to their feet.
�Don�t tell me that�s more bad news,� she said, her voice blurred with sleep.
James strode to the window to look out. �It�s good news this time. Our peeps have arrived. They had to have pushed hard to get here so fast.�
She imagined they did push hard, as she could not personally recall ever hearing of Dragos himself summoning the Wyr to war. Granted, she was only in her twenties, but that was still a long enough period to cause people to take note.
She stood and moved to the window along with the others, and they all stared at the fantastic sight outside. A gryphon coasted in the air low over the river, wings outspread and steady as he headed for the torch-lit clearing. The golden feathers on his eagle�s neck and the tawny fur on his gigantic lion�s body were dark brown and deeply shadowed in the uncertain light. He carried three people on his broad, muscular back.
Behind him came another gryphon, similarly laden with passengers, his huge body seeming to float impossibly in the air. Then came a third. Pia smiled at the strangely beautiful, deadly sight.
Graydon, Bayne and Constantine were here, along with at least nine other Wyr.
A harpy flew in close after the third gryphon, her body and wings a study in grays darkening to black. She moved with powerful, confident assurance in the air, wheeling with precision to pass out of their line of sight and land in the clearing.
That was Aryal. Bleh, but okay. She had to admit it was far better to have that harpy with you than against you.
�Lookee there,� said Eva. �Them�s the big guns. They gonna smack that bad Elfie a good one.�
Andrea and Miguel laughed, and Pia smiled.
�That mean we can take off for Atlantic City?� Johnny asked. He still chewed a bite of his meal. �I want to practice counting cards again.�
Eva smacked Johnny on the back of his head although clearly there wasn�t any real strength behind the blow. In the next moment Pia became too preoccupied to pay attention to any of the psychos� antics.
A large darkness sliced the night air. Like her experience with the Elven sculptures and the High Lord�s home before fire had damaged it, at first she couldn�t figure out what she was actually looking at. Then her perspective shifted and the scene became clear.
A pegasus soared over the river, his wingspread as wide as any of the gryphons. His wings and massive horse�s body were pure, unrelieved black. A glimmer of torchlight rippled over him, highlighting a powerful chest and long sleek legs. She caught a glimpse of his proud, arched neck and a graceful equine head.
�Whoa,� Eva whispered. �Now that�s a fine sight you don�t see every day.�
Unlike the gryphons, the pegasus carried just one passenger, a tall figure that appeared to be male. Pia wasn�t sure, but she thought the rider might be Quentin, her old boss and current friend�and quite possibly one of Dragos�s future sentinels. She still couldn�t get over the fact that Quentin was part Wyr. Her heart twisted. If he was also part Elven as she had always guessed, then the devastation here would hit him very hard.
Close on the pegasus�s heels came another gryphon.
A fourth one. Like the pegasus, this gryphon carried only one passenger.
Rune was here. His rider must be his mate, Carling Severan.
Did Dragos already know that Rune and Carling had come? Should she say something to warn him? Dragos had a huge telepathic range, but he had been silent for some time and she suspected that meant he was still busy with the beguiled Elves, and she didn�t want to disturb his concentration. God only knew what he might be involved in.
Pia turned abruptly from the window. �Come on,� she said. �Let�s go.�
She didn�t wait but strode for the door, and the others sprang to assemble in a protective formation around her as she stepped out of the apartment. The halls were abandoned, everyone occupied elsewhere. She picked up speed as she reached the exit, and so did everyone else.
The clearing was a hive of activity. She paused to take it all in, and naturally her psychos all paused along with her. More torches had been set at regular intervals, and the whole area was well lit for the new arrivals.
Several Elves worked at the sad task of carrying out the covered bodies that lined one end of the clearing. Pia wasn�t the only one affected by the sight. Andrea muttered a curse under her breath, and James shook his head, the corners of his mouth turned down.
Pia said, �I don�t need all of you to stay with me, if you feel like helping.�
�Go on, kids,� Eva said. �I�ll hang with her. Just stay close to hear any news. I expect we�ll be heading out soon.�
Johnny touched Pia�s shoulder, gave her a small, grave smile and everyone but Eva took off.
A few Elves stood in the middle of the open clearing and waved their arms as they looked skyward. Pia glanced up as well. The smoke or fog had cleared, and parachutes dotted the clear, starlit night sky. Landing in a limited space at night was going to be tricky. She had a feeling more than a few of the arrivals were going to end up in the river.
Almost directly across from where she had paused, Graydon and Bayne talked with Ferion. Both gryphons were heavily armed and dressed in fatigues. Bayne rested his hands on his hips while Graydon rubbed the back of his neck as he looked around. All three of the males wore grim expressions.
Aryal stood nearby, arms crossed as she watched Wyr glide into the clearing. �Hurry up,� she told them as they landed. As usual the harpy�s dark hair was windswept and tangled, the angle of her high cheekbones accentuated by the flickering golden light. �Grab your chute and get out of the way. Move fast and keep moving.�
Hugh and Johnny leaped to help the new arrivals bundle up their parachutes as they landed.
Aryal shot a scowling glance across the clearing. The look in the harpy�s stormy gaze was sharp as a blade. Her glare was so intense, Pia found herself looking in the same direction to discover Quentin standing beside another male. Both men were tall, well formed and handsome, but that was the extent of their similarity. They were almost perfect in their contrast to each other.
Pia rubbed dry, irritated eyes and studied the male standing by Quentin. He was drop-dead gorgeous, with a lean, graceful body, a proud, strong face, mahogany skin, gleaming black hair and a brilliant dark gaze that took in everything around him. He was probably the pegasus that had flown in after the gryphons.
Then she turned her attention to Quentin. Like the gryphons, he was dressed in olive green fatigues and he was armed. It was a huge difference from the casual suits and designer jeans he wore at his bar Elfie�s. He used to have longer, dark blond hair that he kept bound back in a tight queue, but he had cut it for the Games. Now it was military short, which emphasized his spare, graceful features and piercing blue eyes. He looked almost like a stranger to Pia, even though she had known him ever since she had started work at Elfie�s.
Quentin returned Aryal�s stare, his own gaze glittering with such naked hostility that Pia had to blink. Whoa. Not that she blamed him in the slightest. Aryal could make a porcupine appear warm and cuddly, and the harpy was much more likely to make enemies than friends. As Pia watched, Quentin turned away to look around at the chaos in the clearing. His gaze was shadowed and his expression turned tight and bitter. Her heart squeezed. Whether or not he was part Elven himself was beside the point. She knew he�d had connections in the Elven demesne. He had lost friends here.
She wanted to walk over and hug him but resisted the impulse. He held himself in such a way that suggested physical overtures might not be welcome at the moment. Instead she turned her attention to the reason why she had hurried outside in the first place, and she looked for Rune and his Vampyre mate, Carling.
They stood together, well out of the way of those who were parachuting in. Rune was the most handsome of the four gryphons, with a tall, lean swordsman�s body and even, tanned features. His mate Carling was also one of the oldest known Vampyres and one of the most beautiful women Pia had ever seen. The last time Pia had seen Carling, her dark hair had been chopped short. It had grown longer since last summer, and now it brushed the nape of her long, graceful neck.
Rune and Carling talked with a tall Elven woman. It took Pia a few moments to place her. Then she recognized Sidhiel, the Elder tribunal Councillor for the Elves. Sidhiel had been one of Carling�s wardens when the Elder tribunal had placed her under quarantine. Neither Carling nor Rune appeared to hold any grudges over that. As she watched, the Elven Councillor nodded to the other two and strode quickly toward the main building, her features set in a mask of grief.
Pia kept her focus on Rune and Carling as she walked around the edge of the clearing, Eva keeping pace at her side. Despite the activity and noise level, something attracted Rune�s attention and he turned to watch her approach.
Even though she hadn�t known him for long before he left, Rune seemed different from how she remembered him in New York. He looked a touch sharper, his expression darker. Or perhaps that was just his reaction to his surroundings. She gave him a wry smile as she reached him. �Heya, slick.�
Rune�s smile chased the darkness from his face. He pulled her into a brief, hard hug. �How are you doing?�
�I�m good, thanks.� She hugged him back. �We got pretty warm for a little while, but it�s cooled down some.�
�I can see.� Rune glanced around, his lion�s gaze flaring with reflected torchlight.
Pia tapped him on the arm, and his attention came back to her. I don�t know who got in touch with you, but it�s good to see you, she told him.
He said, Gray called me.
She glanced at Graydon affectionately. God love him, Graydon really was true blue, right down to his bones. She turned back to Rune and said aloud, �I just wanted to tell you Dragos might snort and growl when he sees you, but don�t pay any attention. He�ll be glad to see you, no matter what he might say.�
At least she was pretty sure that was true. Or maybe she was just hopeful. One thing about being in so far over your head that you couldn�t see shore�you just had to strike out in some direction and hope for the best, because the surest way to drown was to tread water and stay where you were.
�I am not above saying I told you so,� Carling murmured. �Neither one of you communicated with each other very well last summer, and you both need to get over it and move on.�
Rune looked at his mate sourly. Carling raised her eyebrows and widened her eyes in response. Their nonverbal interaction was so like a married couple�s that Pia had to smile. Whatever had added edges to Rune�s expression, it didn�t seem to have anything to do with his relationship with Carling.
Just then Pia�s skin prickled, and the tiny hairs at the nape of her neck raised. She turned around as Dragos stepped out of the building.
Immediately his attention focused on them. His machete-edged features went still, and those gold, dangerous eyes of his reflected the lights from the nearby torches. He strode toward them, a natural juggernaut with a force of will that could move heaven and earth if he so desired. Both Wyr and Elves scrambled to get out of his path.
Nobody did expressionless quite like Dragos did, the muscles in his massive body coiled with intent. Even though she felt an intimacy with him that stemmed from some deep, instinctive recognition, in some ways he was the most unpredictable person she had ever met.
Then of course after whatever happened next, they had that whole war thing with Gaeleval to consider. Every day with Dragos turned into an adventure. She took a deep breath and braced herself for a bumpy ride.
* * *
Just after the runner had brought the news that the Wyr had arrived, Graydon said in Dragos�s head, We�re here, all the sentinels except Grym, who got the short straw. We brought a hundred of our strongest Wyr just as you ordered. Some are regular army, and some are from the Games, plus there�s two more.
Dragos frowned. That meant Grym had stayed home to keep the peace in New York, which was standard protocol for the sentinels when something extraordinary called them away, but the last bit puzzled him. Plus two?
When I made the announcement to halt the Games, Rune asked me what happened, so I told him, Graydon replied. At least I told him what I knew. He and Carling came to help.
Reaction pulsed through Dragos, every bit as complex as when he had first caught that faint whiff of Rune in the arena. He looked around the chaos in the Elven cell block. Those who had died had been discovered, and a frantic effort was being made to revive them with CPR. Unfortunately, it wouldn�t work. Their spirits had already left their bodies, although he doubted anyone would appreciate it if he pointed that out.
He said to Calondir, �There is nothing else I can do here.�
Distracted, Calondir nodded. �I will be up momentarily.� The High Lord�s gaze lifted to his. �We must not delay any longer.�
�Agreed.� He said to Graydon, I�m on my way.
An echo of his earlier thoughts ghosted through his head again as he walked outside, Miguel following close on his heels.
You should have said something earlier.
I should have listened better to you.
He stepped into the death-scented night, caught sight of Pia and Eva standing with Rune and Carling, and clenched his jaw as he strode toward them. Everyone else swirled away from him, like sparks shooting from the flames of the forest fire, each one a bright but ephemeral light. Even the Elves, who were so long-lived in comparison to many others, seemed ephemeral to him, and so easily extinguished.
He stopped and crossed his arms when he reached the quartet. His frowning gaze traveled from Pia, who stood side by side with her bodyguard, to Rune and at last to Carling, where his gaze lingered. The witch returned his regard with equanimity, her expression calm.
Whatever she and Rune had done when they had gotten together last summer, they had caused reality to shift so that the other gryphons felt it a continent away in New York. And they had done it not once, but three times�four if Dragos counted that last, strange ripple that had occurred in the confrontation in the meadow at the Oracle�s. The events were disturbing and mysterious, and Dragos did not like disturbing mysteries.
�I am surprised that you are still alive,� he said to her.
Carling smiled. �No one is more surprised about that than I am.�
The dragon took jealous note of the affectionate glance she gave Rune and that he returned.
Then Dragos relaxed and shook his head, and finally let it all go.
�I�m not sorry,� he said to Rune. �We were overextended, I didn�t know she was salvageable, and you were not expendable.� He paused then added slowly, �But I should have listened when you asked me to.�
Rune sucked a tooth, considering what Dragos said. Then he replied, �I think I was in denial about mating for a long time, and I should have said something sooner. But I�m not sorry either. You were pigheaded and autocratic.�
There was that word again. Dragos sighed. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Carling put a casual hand over her mouth. Pia didn�t even bother to hide her smile. �Do you know how much the blasted Games are costing me?� Dragos demanded. �I never would have bothered to hold them to replace just one sentinel.�
Rune grinned. �I�ve seen Cuelebre Enterprises� bank accounts. You can afford it.�
Dragos glowered at his former First. He asked telepathically, Are you doing well�is she well?
The gryphon sobered. We�re both very well, thank you. It�s good to see you and Pia doing so well too.
Dragos switched back to verbal conversation. �And what are you two doing? You�ve got a hell of a lot of talent gathering in Miami. It�s making people nervous.�
Rune and Carling exchanged another intimate, smiling glance.
Rune said, �We decided to collect underutilized resources. I like the consulting I�ve been doing for the Miami Police Department. We�re setting up a consulting agency, only we�re going to expand and take it international.�
�Consulting for what?� Dragos asked.
His mind shifted as he mulled over that piece of news. A �consulting agency� run by Rune and Carling would have almost limitless possibilities. It could be useful to contract out some things to an agency that was not officially connected to the Wyr demesne. And it would be very useful to have access to Rune�s particular talents again, to�.�.�. talk things over with him from time to time.
They might never be what they once were, but they could be something else, something new. And who the hell knew? Maybe it would even be something better. Something without him being the lord and Rune his servant. Something that was more simply and equitably friendship.
�Let�s talk about it later,� Rune told him. �We�re still working on definitions.�
He nodded and clapped Rune on the shoulder. The other man gave him a crooked smile.
Just then Graydon walked up, his hands in his pockets. Dragos watched from lowered eyelids as Pia threw her arms around the big man, who hugged her back.
Graydon told him, �It might not look like it at the moment, but we�re actually pretty organized. The Elves are taking us in groups of ten to wait at the crossover passage. We�re ready to go whenever they are.�
�Calondir said he would be out momentarily.� Speaking of which, Dragos turned to Pia. �I need to talk to you.�
Rune gave him a nod, then he, Carling and Graydon backed away. Eva made as if to join them. �Don�t go far,� Pia said to her.
Eva smiled. �I won�t. Just gonna hang a little out of the way.�
Dragos waited until the bodyguard captain had stepped several feet away. Then he considered Pia�s upturned face. It was impossible for him to feel more for her than he already did. She had been through so much last year, and the thought of anything else happening to her made him more than a little crazy. He laid the tips of his fingers along the gorgeous, slender curve of her neck.
He said, I want to see you in that harem outfit again, bells and all.
Her eyes lit up, and a grin played around the corners of her mouth. I wouldn�t mind seeing you in that sheikh outfit again either. The half-bared chest is a good look on you.
She looked so mischievous he had to smile, even as he clenched with the desire to kiss her senseless. He flashed to an image of bending her back over his arm as he ravished her mouth, and he could tell by her heavy-lidded expression that she had caught the drift of his thoughts.
He stroked along the delicate curve of her collarbone, relishing the satin softness of her skin. His callused fingers were so rough in comparison he made sure his touch was light and careful so that he did not mark her.
Then his smile faded, and as he grew serious, so did she. He said, I want you to stay here when we cross over.
She pursed her luscious lips as she studied his face thoughtfully. I�m not going to do that, Dragos.
His autocratic side fought to take control. He battered it into submission. I really want you to change your mind, he told her. The gods only know what we�re going to find on the other side of that crossover passage, but whether it happens directly on the other side or some distance away, we�re going to see more bloodshed. It�s going to get ugly and dangerous, and while you have many strengths that we have only just begun to explore, you are not a creature of war.
She nodded slowly. That�s true, I�m not. But even though I do know things are going to get ugly, I�m still not going to stay behind.
He pushed air out of his bared teeth as frustration clawed at him. He growled, �This decision does not make sense to me. You are going to hate it.�
�That�s also true,� she said quietly. �I will. But you would not stay behind while I crossed over to an Other land, would you?�
He glared at her. �The two scenarios do not compare.�
She rubbed the back of her neck. �In a way they don�t, but in a way they do too.� She gave him a level look and said in an even softer tone of voice that nevertheless held an edge of inflexible steel. �As Eva said, you�re Powerful as shit and older than dirt, but I will not stay behind when there may be any risk to you. That�s not going to happen, Dragos. I�m pretty easygoing most of the time, and there aren�t very many lines I feel the need to draw, but this is one of them. I know you�re going to be in the thick of things, and I will be on hand if you need healing. I may also get involved if any of the sentinels are critically injured, or if there is anything I can do for Beluviel. She was kind, and that matters a lot to me. Other than that, I have no grand agenda nor do I have an ax to grind. I will be sensible, and I will keep my guards around me, and I am going. End of discussion.�
�End of discussion?� he said, staring at her. He was fairly certain he had never heard anyone say such a thing to him before.
One corner of her mouth lifted. �Yup.�
He bent over her until they were nose to nose. �Do not think for one minute that I have forgotten how you ordered me out of the room earlier,� he whispered.
�Actually I had kind of forgotten about that.� Her gaze widened. �I did, didn�t I?�
�Yes, you did.� He slid his own hand to the back of her neck, gripping her gently. �Do you know what I thought?�
She shook her head, staring at him mesmerized. �Huh-uh.�
He growled, �I thought it was sexy as hell.�
Her lovely, triangular features lit up. Surreptitiously she slipped her fingers into the edge of his black fatigues at his waist, and she tugged at the material gently. �I don�t suppose we could put off this whole war thing until we got ten or twelve hours in the sack, could we? We could send a note to Gaeleval and ask him to take a day off.�
Invisible fire danced along his skin. He bent to brush her lips with his. �If we had any chance of that succeeding, I would be all for it.�
�It�s been much too long,� she whimpered.
He swallowed the tiny sound she made as the fire reached his brain. Before Pia, he had gone centuries between taking lovers, and he had never felt the lack. The women meant nothing. He had never remembered their names, and now he couldn�t remember their faces.
He mouthed against her pouting lips, �We still haven�t added manacles to any of the bedrooms. That�s going to be the first thing we take care of when we get back home.�
�Yeah, okay,� she muttered, as her body trembled. He slipped an arm around her waist, holding her against him. Her head fell back and she looked at him with glazed, unfocused eyes. �Dragos?�
�Yes,� he murmured. They were surrounded by people, but there was nobody else, anywhere, nobody at all.
�We�re going to get married, right?�
He would have smiled at how dazed she looked, except he knew exactly how she felt. What they generated together was blinding. She was not only the most precious person in the universe to him, but she was also the most powerful. �I can�t believe you framed that as a question.�
She tried to scowl at him. �I was using the question as a conversation starter.�
He licked at her lower lip. �And?�
She didn�t sound like she could breathe right. �And I wanted to know if we were going to go on a honeymoon too. We haven�t even gone on a date yet.�
He lifted his head. Actually, he hadn�t thought much beyond the big diamond ring and a lavish public display where the whole world watched as he claimed her. �Of course we are going on a honeymoon,� he said. �What kind do you want?�
She heaved a big sigh. �No bodyguards,� she said dreamily. �No urgent business calls, and no sentinels. No housecleaners or staff of any kind�and certainly that means no Stanford, even though he�ll claim to be heartbroken, of course. If you think he wouldn�t dream of intruding on our honeymoon, think again. He would insist that I need a dresser, and I�m not talking about a piece of furniture.�
She surprised him into snorting. He was loving the sound of a honeymoon more and more as she talked. �I�ll swear there�ll be no one but us,� he promised. �Along with the peanut, of course, because he won�t be born by then. We�ll have our honeymoon as soon as I get the sentinels settled into place.�
She looked at him from between her eyelashes. �That means a quick, quiet wedding, you know,� she remarked casually. �There won�t be time to set up anything else.�
He frowned. �Wait a minute.�
�I love the idea,� she gushed. She threw her arms around his waist, hugging him tightly. �A quiet wedding and a quick getaway, and we�ll be all alone. Do you realize we haven�t even really been alone since we were kidnapped by Goblins, and we escaped and ran away? The only private time we get is when we close our bedroom door�and even then somebody may call or get in touch with you telepathically over some emergency or other.�
He had to admit, she had a point. He scowled. �I was planning on a big wedding.�
She gave him a coaxing smile. �I don�t know why. You don�t even like crowds, and you hate having your picture taken.�
Apparently she was full of good points tonight. �We�ll talk about this later. I can only give in so much, you know.�
�I know,� she said soothingly. �It�s so hard being you.�
�Well, it is,� Dragos admitted. He grinned as she laughed. �You pretty much got everything you wanted in this conversation, didn�t you?�
Her laughter died and she gave him a completely serious look. �I feel that is how every conversation should go.�
He wrapped her up in his arms, crushing her to him. In the periphery of his vision, he could tell many others in the clearing stared at them both, but they counted as nothing to him. �I will find you armor, and you will stay surrounded in the middle of the army.�
�Whatever you say,� she said meekly. �As long as you agree with me.� She laid her head on his shoulder.
What a sneaky tyrant she was turning into. Actually, she wasn�t all that sneaky. He was utterly enchanted with her bossiness.
Yes, for the first time in his existence, he was truly vulnerable. He cradled her close, savoring the weight and feel of her in his arms. He only lifted his head again when a stir passed through everyone in the area.
He turned to look and Pia did too, as Calondir exited his damaged home, along with a dozen Elven warriors. The High Lord was dressed in plate armor and armed with two crossed swords at his back.
He smiled at the sight. Who would have thought it? For once he and Calondir were going to fight on the same side.
While he had come to treasure the profound differences in nature between him and Pia, Dragos also would not be who and what he was if his blood didn�t quicken at the possibility of an upcoming battle.
Payback and death weren�t the dragon�s only companions. He was on intimate terms with chaos and strife too.

FOURTEEN

Pia shivered and pulled her anorak closer around her torso as she watched Dragos stride over to Calondir. The chill wind felt much colder once he stepped away from her. He seemed to take away all the light and warmth with him.
The Elves around the High Lord bristled as Dragos approached. Their animosity had been entrenched for so many years that she didn�t see that changing anytime soon, current alliance or not. Nobody was going to walk away friends from this interaction, not with so many years of conflict between Dragos and the Elves. The best she could hope for was that they achieve a guarded peace.
At worst�.�.�. well, she didn�t want to consider the worst.
She sensed someone coming up on her side and turned her head. Eva raised her eyebrows and held up a dirt-streaked crossbow. �Look at what one of the kids found. Does this look familiar to you, princess?�
Exasperated, she said, �Stop calling me princess.�
Eva scratched her nose. �You prefer Tinker Bell?�
�Just use my name, dammit!� She snatched at the crossbow.
Eva held on for a second while Pia tugged uselessly on it. Then the other woman let go, and she staggered back a step. �You know,� Eva said casually, and Pia tensed. She had learned to be wary of Eva�s ultracasual tone of voice. �If you were in my unit, I�d be all over your ass for losing your weapon, and I wouldn�t let up until I�d chewed off a good ten pounds or so of flesh.�
Pia scowled as her face turned warm. �Well, I�m not in your unit, and in case you don�t remember, I got grabbed and shoved around a lot in the dark. As I recall, you were the one who did most of the shoving.�
Eva slanted a look at her. �That make it okay? You gonna drop your weapon whenever you sneeze too? Maybe when somebody gives you the stinkeye?�
�The stinkeye?� she said, her embarrassment and annoyance successfully diverted. She covered her mouth to muffle her snort. People had died tonight. Laughter wasn�t appropriate. �All right, no matter how crowded, confused, dark or fiery it got, I should not have dropped my weapon.�
�That�s more like it. Sort of.� Eva punched her in the shoulder, and she staggered again. �Stick with me, Tink. I�ll get you sorted out.�
�Well, isn�t this too cute for fucking words,� said an all-too-familiar voice. �Apparently you two got a little girl-bonding time in. How does that saying go? It isn�t really cheating when there isn�t any penis.�
Both Pia and Eva turned to stare at Aryal, who stood a few feet away with her arms crossed, regarding them both with stormy gray eyes. The harpy wore her usual outfit of fighting leathers, but this time instead of holstered guns, she had two swords strapped to her back, along with long knives at her thighs. The harpy looked lean, muscled and all too eager for some kind of fight.
Aryal said to Pia, �You are the worst goddamn trouble magnet I have ever seen, and coming from a harpy, you know that�s actually saying something.�
Pia sighed and rubbed her eyes with thumb and forefinger. �Hello, Aryal.� Nice to see you too. Not.
When she dropped her hand again, the world had shifted. Eva had moved to stand slightly in front of her instead of at her side. Eva was staring at Aryal with a cold expression on her bold features.
�Are you that insolent when you talk to Dragos?� Eva said between her teeth. �Because you sure as hell shouldn�t be talking to his mate that way.�
Wait, what? Pia did a double take at Captain Psycho. Eva was defending her to Aryal, and talking about respect?
The harpy laughed. �What did you do?� Aryal said to Pia. �Flick your perky cheerleader ponytail at her too? You�re like some kind of insidious virus, but I thought you only infected people with the Y chromosome.�
�Hey, look at me,� Eva snapped. Fascinated, Pia did just that, her gaze bouncing back to Eva, whose hard, black eyes glittered in the torchlight. �I�m talking to you. She isn�t.�
Aryal smiled and said between her teeth, �Yeah, I think you may regret that.�
�Yeah, I don�t think so,� said Eva. �I hear Tinker Bell here can kick your ass, and she�s a nice person. I�m more like you. I�m not nice. Just think what she and I together could do to you.�
Aryal�s smile vanished. Oh-kay, that might not be a good sign.
�For God�s sake, both of you,� Pia hissed at both of them. �This isn�t the time or the place.�
Out of the corner of her eye, Pia saw both Johnny and Hugh circling closer. The two males were watching Eva alertly. When Pia looked around, Andrea, James and Miguel were not far behind.
Then the world changed again, as Quentin moved in, seemingly from nowhere. He shoved between Eva and Aryal, his body moving with liquid, lethal grace, and he didn�t stop moving until he came nose to nose with the harpy, who shifted to face him. They were within a couple of inches of each other in height and glared at each other, their tall, lean bodies combat tense.
Quentin said in a low, bitter voice, �Pia�s right, you demented bitch�this is not the time or the place for your made-up vendettas. Decent, innocent people have died here tonight, and their bodies aren�t even cold in the ground.�
�Don�t pull that guilt-making crap on me,� Aryal exclaimed. �Dead people are dead, and they don�t know shit. And what happens between me and your special friend is none of your business, jackass.�
�You think I don�t know how long and hard you�ve tried to investigate me?� Quentin growled. �You�ve been trying to pin something on me for over two years now. And what have you found? Exactly nothing. So quit taking your resentment of me out on Pia.�
Was that why Aryal didn�t like her? Pia and Eva looked at each other. Eva raised her eyebrows, asking her silently, What the fuck? You know anything about this?
Pia shook her head and shrugged. For all she knew, it could be true.
The harpy�s nose wrinkled as she stared at Quentin, and she coughed. �Oh gods,� she said, staring at him with repugnance. �Are you a cat? You stink like a cat. That�s just bloody fucking great. Not only is Quentin Caeravorn part Wyr, but he stinks like a cat.� She threw up her hands. �Makes my whole fucking night to know this. If yet another Wyr with feline tendencies ends up as a sentinel, I�m going to slit somebody�s wrists.�
Quentin looked more out-of-control furious than Pia had ever seen him, his skin flushed dark and features clenched tight as a fist. Violence pulsed in the air. That was when the pegasus and all the gryphons arrived, even Rune, every tall male using his body like a battering ram to break the other two apart.
Graydon actually shoved Aryal by slapping the flat of his hands against her shoulders and making her stagger back a few paces. Normally he was so mild mannered and easygoing, Pia found it shocking to see him get violent. He demanded, �You realize what a line you�ve been walking this week, dipshit?�
�What?� Aryal snapped. �I�m not the criminal here!�
�Hell, you haven�t even been trying to walk a line.� Graydon stared at her with angry incredulity. �You�ve been staggering all over it like a drunk at a single�s bar. Do you want to keep your job or not?�
Aryal snarled, �I will win my job back just like all you other sonsabitches�by hammering down any bastard that gets in my way.�
�Is that so, Smurfette?� Quentin sneered at her from across a barrier made up of two gryphons and a pegasus. �And here I thought you were an example of affirmative action in the workplace.�
Rage detonated in Aryal�s expression. She flicked out both stiffened hands, and talons sprang out on all her fingers and thumbs. Then she plowed forward, only to be brought up short when Graydon came at her from behind and pinned her in a headlock.
�Smurfette,� breathed Eva rapturously.
�Everybody has gone nuts,� Pia muttered.
She looked from Eva to her other bodyguards, who had all come to surround her. And she had thought they were the psychos. They looked positively sane in comparison to the crazy pants developing between Quentin and Aryal.
Her gaze lingered on Eva�s delighted face. Well, almost all of them looked sane.
She shoved her way through the bristling testosterone to reach Quentin, making sure he saw her before she put a hand on his bicep. The warm muscle beneath her fingertips felt rock hard with tension.
�Hey,� she said softly. �Come on. Come talk to me.�
At first he didn�t respond, his blue eyes two ice chips of fury. He watched the harpy with a killer�s face, a muscle leaping in his clenched jaw.
Once upon a time, that expression would have scared her spitless. Funny how things had changed. She tugged harder at his arm, injecting more authority into her voice. �Quentin, walk away with me right now.�
Finally his attention snapped to her. She smiled at him, and he jerked his head once in a nod. Still, she entwined one arm firmly with his as she led him to one side. When Eva made as if to join her, she sent the other woman a warning glance, and Eva responded by hanging back several steps.
At six-foot-two, Quentin stood half a head taller than she did. Even though she now knew that he had a strong enough Wyr side that he could change into his animal form, she still saw a strong resemblance to an Elven heritage in his graceful bone structure. Like Dragos, Quentin was broader in the shoulders than most Elves. His mixed race heritage had given him a spectacular combination of strength and beauty.
Before Dragos, she had enjoyed having a crush on her sexy boss. Now the crush had comfortably and quite irrevocably settled into friendship.
�Someday I�m going to fucking kill her,� Quentin said between his teeth. �Just so you�re warned. That harpy is unendurable.�
�Okay,� she said, soft and quiet. �You�re not going to get any argument from me.�
His gaze fully focused on her. �That looks like blood on your clothes. Are you all right? You weren�t hurt?�
�I wasn�t hurt,� she told him. �The blood isn�t mine.�
�Well, that�s something, at least.� He put his arms around her with a deep sigh.
She hugged him tight. �Did I see you fly in on the pegasus?�
�Yeah, that�s Alex,� he said. �Going through the Games together has given us a chance to do some bonding. He�s a really good guy. I hope he wins through to the end. I think the sentinels could use someone as even tempered as he is.�
She glanced over her shoulder, noting that Alex had separated himself from the sentinels once Quentin had walked away. The pegasus stood nearby as well, watching the events in the clearing unfold, his hands on his hips.
She turned back to Quentin. �Are you okay?� she asked gently. �You�ve lost some people tonight, haven�t you?�
�Yeah, I did,� he whispered. His eyes were bloodshot. �But I�m not the only one. A lot of folks lost people tonight.�
�Can I do anything for you?� She rubbed his back.
He shook his head and gave her a not-quite smile. �Other than keep yourself safe, no. Thanks.� He looked around at the devastation, his expression turning grim once more. �I�m just glad Dragos did the decent thing and mustered the Wyr to help.�
Quentin made no secret of the fact that he disliked Dragos, nor did Dragos hide the fact that he tolerated Quentin for Pia�s sake. When Pia had asked Quentin about his decision to enter the Sentinel Games, he had told her, �I don�t have to like Dragos in order to decide that I want to invest in my community. He may be Lord of the Wyr, but he�s just one man, after all. The Wyr demesne is a lot bigger than he is.�
Now her answering smile turned wry. �You sound surprised at the thought of Dragos doing something decent.�
He searched her mild expression. She could tell he was looking to see if he had offended her. When he saw that he hadn�t, he shrugged. �Yeah, what can I say,� he said. �You�re always going to be the best part of him.�
�I think that might be the only thing you both agree on,� she told him.
He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. �Thanks for the de-escalation. I�d better go see what I can do to help.�
�Okay.� She gave him another quick squeeze and let him go. �As long as you go in the opposite direction of Aryal. Just avoid her completely. Nobody needs any more strife right now, Quentin.�
He glanced at where Aryal and Graydon were still arguing, and his face hardened, but he said, �Fair enough.�
He kissed her cheek, then walked away to join Alex. She turned to find Eva, and as she did so, she looked around at everybody else in the clearing. Many people, both Elves and Wyr, were watching the sentinels.
Just as many Wyr, if not more, were watching her as well, their expressions closed and unfriendly. Jolted, she looked from one person to the next. Each Wyr turned away when her gaze fell on him or her.
They didn�t have to meet her eyes or say anything. She could see what they thought in their faces.
They thought she had started the whole thing.
She thought back to how everything had begun, a few minutes ago, then back to last year, and her mouth compressed into an unhappy line.
Maybe they were more right than she wanted to admit.
From that point on things seemed to move quickly. The sentinels took their squabbling elsewhere for a few minutes and returned in short order, each one wearing a tight face and the promise of imminent violence. Danger burned so hot in their auras, all the other Wyr turned subdued and quiet.
Still troubled, Pia settled on the corner of a nearby bench and concentrated on cleaning off her crossbow, while the last of the arriving Wyr fighters dried off and stowed their parachutes away, and last minute preparations were made. Eva and Johnny stayed with Pia, and they didn�t talk much either.
Elven horses were brought out, only these weren�t prettily saddled for a day�s ride in the Wood. The horses wore head guards and neck plates, their bodies covered in blankets of protective chain mail. The animals had clearly been trained for war. They stamped the ground and blew through their nostrils, eager and restless.
After talking with Calondir, Dragos called Miguel over to him and sent him off with another Elf. Within ten minutes, Miguel returned, carrying exquisitely tooled leather armor suitable for a female of Pia�s height and frame. Pia�s slim runner�s build was very compatible with an Elven body type, and the peanut bump wasn�t obtrusive enough to cause a problem.
The armor was lined with a finely crafted, tough chain mail and padded with cotton, and it was heavier than it looked. Pia liked to think she recognized good sense when she saw it, though, and she didn�t complain about the weight.
�It�s a gift from the High Lord,� Miguel said. His dark eyes were filled with admiration as he ran a hand down one piece. �This is really fine. It�s got an aversion spell woven into the chain mail.�
Pia stood, and Miguel and Eva helped to strap it into place on her, adjusting each buckle to make sure of the fit. She squatted when they asked, and twisted and turned. She said, �It doesn�t feel as bad as I thought it would.�
�It shouldn�t,� Eva told her. �You�re wearing about fifty thousand dollars� worth of battle bling.�
She almost fell over. �You�re kidding.�
�Nope. Elven armor is kinda like those wafers of wayfarer bread that you like so much�it�s top-of-the-line and hard to come by. This stuff is not only resistant to sword cuts and knife throws, but it can block a bullet as long as it isn�t an armor-piercing round fired point-blank at you. It�s water repellant and lightweight too. With a little training in it, you shouldn�t have any impairment in speed or stamina when you run.� After tugging one last time on a shin plate, Eva slapped Pia�s leg lightly and stood.
Pia felt a little like one of the horses that had just been saddled. She gave Eva a leery glance. �Training.�
�Yep, and that�s first on our agenda when we get back home.�
�What are you talking about?�
Eva stood hipshot with her arms crossed as she looked over the clearing. She said, �Fact is, you need somebody on you, Tink, and it can�t be the sentinels who take time off their regular work to do it piecemeal. It needs to be someone full time who has the ability to work with your schedule and needs, and who can coordinate the right staff for each occasion. So I put in a quick word with the Old Man earlier, about the possibility of a job transfer.� Eva�s gaze slid sideways to her. �If you would be amenable to working with me, that is.�
Pia blinked rapidly. Evil Eva had asked for a job transfer to work with her? �I had no idea,� she said inanely. �He never said anything.�
Eva lifted one shoulder. �Well, we just barely had time for me to bring it up telepathically. Why don�t you think about it, see how it sits? Nobody�s deciding nuthin� without you.�
�Why�d you ask?� The words burst out of her before she could stop it.
A small smile played around the edges of the captain�s bold mouth. �First, I like you,� Eva said bluntly. �I didn�t want to, and I didn�t expect it, but I do. Second, I�ve been doing the same thing for a while now. Sometimes you just need a change of pace, know what I mean?� Pia nodded as she watched the other woman�s face. �Third, you�re a challenge, and I need that too. You�re always going to be facing something. You�re always going to be in the public eye, and always going to be a target. Plus, you�re gifted, and you�re smart, but I gotta tell you, Tink, sometimes you�re kind of stupid too.�
She scowled. �I�m not stupid.�
Eva said, �Crossbow.�
�Fuck you.�
Eva laughed softly, and after a moment she joined in. �Fourth,� Eva said. �It may take me a while, because sometimes I�m kind of stupid too, but I recognize a top dog when I see one. And that�s what you are. You surprised me with it, and I�m not talking about you kicking my ass, or Aryal�s ass, or anything like that, because I haven�t even seen you fight yet, so clearly I�m going on faith about that bit.�
Pia toed a clump of grass. She muttered, �I can too kick your ass.�
�Beside the point. Being an alpha is much more than kicking someone�s ass.� Eva grinned. �I watched you order the Lord of the Wyr�the Old Man himself�out of the room, and he went. You don�t get more top dog than that. Shit, girl, I damn near genuflected, and I�m not even sure what that word means.�
�If this is about Johnny, I don�t want you to change careers because you feel like you might owe me something.�
�I won�t lie to you,� Eva said quietly. �This is partly about Johnny, but I wouldn�t change careers because I feel like I owe you. I could always find some other way to repay you. It�s everything, Pia. It�s the total package.�
A strange feeling pressed against her chest and made her eyes prickle. She whispered, �You figured it out, didn�t you? What I am.�
�I think so,� Eva murmured in reply. �But in the end, that stuff don�t matter. It�s who you are, not what you are. That�s what matters.�
She nodded, thinking. �We could give it a trial basis,� she said. �We should find out if you even like the change. If I talk to Dragos about it, I think he�d see to it that your old job was kept open until you were sure.�
�If you asked him, I�m sure he would,� Eva said, smiling. �Okay, that�d work. But I can tell you right now, I�ll like the change. If you don�t mind, I�d like to start talking to my crew about it. Some of them might be interested in making the switch with me, but most of them won�t. I�ll let you know what they have to say.�
�Sounds good.� She smiled. �Thank you, Eva.�
�My pleasure. I�m glad you listened.� Eva tugged at one of the side straps between the breast and the back plates, rather unnecessarily, she thought. �How�s that feel? Think you could run in it?�
She looked down sourly at the thirty extra pounds tied onto her body. �I wouldn�t want to,� she said.
�But you could if you had to, right?� Eva stressed.
�I suppose,� she grumbled.
�Now, here�s the real question,� Eva said. �Do you think you could run in it without dropping your crossbow?�
She rolled her eyes and threatened, �I�m not going to hire you if you keep bringing that up.�
�Are you kidding?� Eva said. �That�s totally why you�re gonna hire me. I�m never gonna let you forget it, and someday that may just save your life.�
A horn blew, the sharp blast of sound soaring over the snatches of conversation in the clearing, and Pia shivered. She turned, looking for Dragos, and found him watching her with a frown. She pointed to the chest plate and gave him a thumbs-up. He just shook his head, his face grim.
Then he turned to look around the fighters in the clearing, who had all quieted. �Calondir and I have agreed to lead together,� he said, his deep, powerful voice pitched to carry. �We will share command decisions and bring down Amras Gaeleval in partnership with each other. The heavier Wyr and all the avians will come after us. Then Wyr and Elves will follow together.� As he looked at Pia, he added telepathically, That�s where you and your guards will be, in the middle. Do you understand?
Of course, she said. Don�t waste your time worrying about me. Do what you have to do.
He said to those nearby, �Stand back.�
When everyone had retreated to give him sufficient room, he shimmered into a change, and expanded, until the massive bronze-and-black dragon appeared once again and dominated the clearing. The dragon arched his long, serpentine neck and looked down at Calondir, who stood in front of him.
�Now,� Dragos told him.
The plate armor that Calondir wore didn�t hamper him in the slightest as he leaped onto Dragos�s back and settled into place at the base of his neck. The tall stern figure of the High Lord shone like bright silver against the dragon�s duskier colors.
Pia stared, unable to look away or blink. Even considering how long she might live, she knew she was looking at a unique sight. A great roar welled up around her from the throats of Wyr and Elves alike. Dragos mantled, bared his teeth and roared back, the deep-chested, Powerful sound ripping the air, until every hair on her body raised and gooseflesh rippled along her skin.
Hell�s bells, it almost made her want to bash somebody in the head.
She looked around. Many of the Wyr had changed into their animal forms too, including the harpy, the pegasus and all the gryphons. This time, like Dragos, the pegasus and gryphons each carried one rider. As she had expected, Quentin rode the pegasus, and Carling was astride Rune. She wasn�t familiar with the fighters that Bayne, Constantine and Graydon had chosen to carry, although Bayne�s rider was a tall male with weather-beaten features and military-short white blond hair. He looked familiar enough that she thought she had seen him around the Tower once or twice.
As Pia glanced at her own psychos to see how they reacted to it all, she discovered half of them had shifted too. Eva, Miguel and Hugh remained in their human form, while Andrea, Johnny and James circled them. Johnny was a lean wolf with a shaggy pelt, while James looked more like a German shepherd mix, heavier in the chest and haunches. The biggest surprise, to Pia, was that Andrea in her Wyr form looked like an Irish wolfhound and stood taller than the other two. They all held their heads low to the ground, showing sharp, white fangs as their alert gazes roamed restlessly over the area.
Pia asked Eva, �Just out of curiosity, what do the rest of you look like?�
�I�m kinda like a Rottweiler,� Eva said. �Miguel�s another wolf. He�s darker than Johnny.�
�I look like a gargoyle,� Hugh offered in a helpful tone.
Pia laughed.
�Since the Elves and the Wyr are supposed to fall in together, do you mind if I stick with you guys?� a light, feminine voice asked. �Thought you might find it useful to have someone with you who knows what to expect on the other side.�
Pia, Eva and the others turned to face Linwe. The Elf wore leather armor much like Pia�s, only hers bore scrapes from obvious use. Like many of the other Elven warriors, she had a sword strapped to her back, along with a full quiver of arrows, and she carried a longbow that was as tall as she was.
Pia opened her mouth, but Eva spoke first. �I don�t mind if you hang with us, as long as you know, we�ve got just one agenda.� The captain jerked her thumb at Pia. �And she�s it. Don�t get in our way, and we won�t have any problems.�
�I understand,� Linwe said. Like so many other Elves, she still looked hollow-eyed from grief but otherwise was calm and alert.
�I�m glad you asked,� Pia said to her, just as, out of the corner of her eye, the gigantic wall of bronze-and-black flesh that filled the clearing suddenly moved.
Pia�s heart jerked as she looked up. Dragos strode out of the clearing, and all the larger Wyr followed.
Time was a funny thing, she thought. Instead of marching on in a measured pace, it seemed to flow like a river. Quiet days pooled together, languid with a sense of sameness, and events swirled and eddied, and time seemed to pick up its pace. Then there was the tumbling, dangerous rush of white water over rocks, and the heart-stopping terror of relentless inevitability as the water fell over the edge, and you knew that no matter what you might do or wish, you could not stop that flow from falling.
All you could do was surrender to the experience and flow with it.
When it came their turn to move, Pia and others fell into place and followed all the others to the crossover passageway that led to the Elven Other land.
* * *
When Dragos came to the Elven crossover passageway, he noticed for the first time how every inch of the floor and sides were carved, and he curled a lip in disgust. The passage was a symbol of everything he hated about the Elves, their arrogance and their Power to change the landscape around them. How like them to take something that already had so much natural Power and beauty and warp it into a vision of their own making.
He snapped his wings closed against his back, uncaring if he jostled the imperious gnat that he allowed to temporarily perch on his back, and he stalked through the passage. Frigid wind howled around his head and shoulders, as the surrounding scene flickered and changed. The burned husk of night lightened into indeterminate day, and in another first experience, he came into the Elven Other land.
Metal scraped as Calondir drew his sword, and Dragos had to control his impulse to snatch the Elf off his back and fling him away. Tensed for battle he looked around, taking in details quickly.
Like the other end, the passageway on this side was surrounded by a cluster of trees, but these were snow laden. Evergreens sprinkled a white landscape that was broken with scattered rock. The temperature was well below freezing. The cold didn�t bother Dragos in the slightest, and Wyr were, as a general rule, a hardy race with many natural defenses, but his thoughts winged to Pia and the baby anyway. Would they be warm enough? He should have made sure she had a lined cloak to go with the armor.
No one was in sight, and the acrid taint of smoke swirled on the biting wind, along with the scent of Elves. Had the smell blown over the passageway from Lirithriel Wood, or had something else burned here too? His gaze ran along the visible tree line, which was intact. The snow was trampled at the passageway entrance, which was no surprise, and footprints led away on a path that wound through a break in the trees.
Mindful of those behind him, Dragos kept moving. He nodded in the direction of the path. �Where does that go?�
�To my home here, just on the other side of the tree line. It overlooks a valley.� Calondir shifted and said, his voice edged, �Can you tell if that smell is from Lirithriel or if something else has burned here?�
�Not yet,� said Dragos. �We�re too close to the passageway.�
�I don�t like this. It�s too quiet.�
�They�re here,� he told the High Lord. �And they�ve only had a few hours� start. We�ll take to the air and find them.�
�For now, we should make for the house and see if it is still intact,� Calondir said. �Winter nights get bitter here, and we should make use of all the shelter we can get.�
As Dragos strode down the path, he remembered his questions. �Where are the others that traveled with Gaeleval? What happened to the one who was wounded?�
�They�re dead,� Calondir said shortly. �Their bodies were found in the apartment where they and Gaeleval stayed.�
That didn�t surprise Dragos. They had fulfilled their function by leveraging a way into Calondir�s home. Once Gaeleval had taken their will, he wouldn�t have needed to actively wield the Machine, which was why none of Calondir�s seers had sensed any issue. The seers would have had no cause to probe too deeply into anyone�s mind.
�How did they travel to Lirithriel Wood?� he asked.
�What do you mean?�
He controlled his impatience. �I mean just what I said. Did they travel across this Other land, or did they travel on the other side, on Earth? Why did you host them in the Wood and not here?�
�They traveled here,� Calondir said briefly. �And I had them brought over the crossover passageway to Lirithriel Wood. With your mate�s impending visit, I didn�t want to step out of sync with the time on Earth.�
Just then a fresh gust of wind from the other side of the trees gusted in Dragos� face. It brought with it the smell of more wood smoke, and Elves.
A lot of Elves.
He sped up until he loped, sensing the gryphons pick up their pace behind them. �What is it?� Calondir demanded.
�Trouble.�
He broke through the other side of the tree line and skidded to a halt at the edge of land. To his left, the path took an abrupt turn to follow the edge of a bluff up to the smoking ruins of what must have once been a long, gracious building at the top of a cliff.
The path along the bluff and the ruined building looked over a wide, snowy valley that would probably be beautiful in the springtime.
At the moment the valley was filled with an army.
Calondir whispered a shaken curse.
Dragos walked to the edge of the bluff and crouched like an enormous cat, gripping the rocks tight with his talons as he stared down at the thousands of Elves. Warriors and non-warriors. Men, women. Children. Some were better dressed than others. Some were barefoot in the snow. All of them looked ill fed. His snout wrinkled as he smelled the rarest of oddities for Elves�disease.
As he had reached the edge, all the Elves in the valley turned to look up at him.
All of them, all at the same time. Every single one of them cocked his or her head at exactly the same angle, in exactly the same way. His sharp raptor�s gaze moved from blank face to blank face.
Wyr came up on either side of him, gryphons and the pegasus and the harpy, then other Wyr along with Elves. They stared down in silence.
The dragon chuckled. The low, bitter sound reverberated in the rock of the bluff on which he stood, and several Elves drew away from him in dismay.
�I think we just found the answer to one of my other questions,� Dragos said. �What happened to all the Elves in Numenlaur?�
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Every Elf in the valley smiled.
Dragos felt the Power of the God Machine pulse to life.
Shouts and screams came from behind him. Fuck. He whirled and lunged back through the trees, knocking people and horses aside in his rush to find Pia. Both Elves and Wyr dodged to get out of his way, horses plunging headlong off the path, while even more ran toward him from the direction of the passageway. He ignored all of them, looking for Pia and her bodyguards.
He saw a tower of flames through the trees.
Where was she?
In the next moment he saw her running toward him, surrounded by her guards, as she looked back over her shoulder at the blazing fire. He slowed to a stop, breathing hard, and waited for her to notice him.
She was the last of her group to do, looking away finally to discover him blocking the path. She skidded to a halt a few yards away.
Somehow Calondir had managed to avoid being dislodged from his back. Now the Elf Lord leaped to the ground and raced back toward the passageway, along with several others. Dragos twitched his shoulders, glad to have Calondir�s insignificant yet extremely annoying weight off of him.
�You,� he said to Pia. �Forget everything I said about hanging back.� She squeaked with surprise as he plucked her unceremoniously off the ground. He raised her up and held her to his shoulder until he felt her scramble onto him and perch at the base of his neck.
�All right,� she muttered. �But I�m not riding like this if you�re going to fly.�
�Just stay put for now,� he snapped. He looked down at her unit, three in canine form and three in human form, plus apparently Pia had managed to add the Elf girl with the blue hair to her collection. All seven stared up at him. �I don�t know,� he told them, answering their unspoken questions. �Figure out something to do with yourselves for now and get the hell out of my way.�
They scrambled to either side of him, and he strode after Calondir and the others.
This time the trees weren�t burning. The stone itself in the passageway was on fire, fueled by the Power in the God Machine. The flames roared thirty feet tall, and they threw off a ferocious heat. Of course the heat didn�t bother him any more than the cold did, but mindful of Pia riding on his back, he took care to get no closer than Calondir and the others had.
Pia and her group had done just what he had told them to do. They had crossed over in the middle of the warriors.
It was a good thing they had. Those Wyr and the Elves who had been the last to cross over had been carried off to one side and were being triaged. Several suffered from burns. A few of them were severely injured and still screaming.
He sensed Pia�s intention to go help those who were injured as she lifted one leg to sit sideways on him, preparatory to sliding down the outside of his front leg.
�No,� he said to her.
But I can help them, she said. She didn�t try to jump to the ground, although her telepathic voice throbbed with unhappiness.
You said you were prepared for how ugly this could get, he said ruthlessly. Well, the ugliness has started. There will be too many people for you to help. There already are. Not only would you expose yourself but you would spread yourself too thin.
Her breathing hitched, but after a moment she shifted back in place astride him.
Calondir approached. The Elf Lord looked incandescent with fury. He asked, �Can you put this fire out too?�
Dragos lowered his eyelids as he probed the magical blaze curiously. It was more resistant to him than the forest fire had been. �Probably,� he said at last. �But I�m not going to waste time and energy doing it. Gaeleval wants to trap us on this side. Well, so be it. We don�t want to leave. In the meantime, he has an entire army he has to control, and this fire is taking up more of his Power and concentration. There is a limit to what he can do. I say we help him reach it.�
Calondir�s chest moved as he sucked in a deep breath. The Elf glanced at the wounded, his face tight. He said between teeth, �Very well. Just see what you can do to keep something like this from happening again.�
�You are mistaken about the purpose of my presence,� said Dragos. �I am not here to do what you tell me to do, nor am I here to defend you. I�m here to attack him.�
�Dragos,� murmured Pia.
He twisted his head around so that he could scowl at her. She said nothing, just gave him a steady look.
He bared his teeth and growled at the High Lord, �But I�ll see what I can do.�
He had his sufferance rewarded, as she patted and stroked his neck. Calming down, he supposed it hadn�t cost him all that much to promise to do what he could.
* * *
The temperature plummeted as the day began to fade.
Pia�s armor had kept her comfortable earlier. After the sun set, she was constantly on the tense side of a shiver, and as a result, her muscles were tired and achy.
Dragos had relaxed enough to let her get down off his back. He set the Wyr to setting up camp around the magical blaze, which continued to burn steadily, the stone of the passageway glowing bright red.
�It�s going to get cold tonight,� he told them. �And Calondir�s home on this side of the passage has been destroyed as well. We should take advantage of the warmth Gaeleval is giving us. Besides, if we�re not going to engage him right away, I�d better stay close so I can keep an eye on this and make sure it doesn�t spread.�
Then he had returned to the cliff, along with Calondir, Elven and Wyr mages, his sentinels, and Carling, to study Gaeleval�s �army.�
Pia had gone with them but she hadn�t stayed long. After she took one long, horrified look at the tragedy in the valley below, she pivoted on her heel and walked away.
She understood now why Dragos had said there were already too many people for her to help. A lack of attending to basic bodily needs, along with exposure and neglect, had taken its toll on the enthralled Numenlaurians. She could scent gangrene and other whiffs of disease on the wind, and she didn�t trust herself to control either her emotional response or her impulse to vomit. Everybody was busy dealing with their own reactions. Nobody needed to be inflicted with hers as well.
Already strained from the events of the night, the fighting spirit of the Elves had been broken. She could see it in their faces. Calondir, Linwe, Ferion and all the others were the walking wounded, the expression in their eyes heartsick.
This whole nightmare leaves the Wyr in an even more awkward position, Dragos told Pia telepathically just before she had walked away. If the Elves themselves can�t face the reality of fighting their own kin or possibly having to cut down an obviously sick Elven child that attacks them, they certainly aren�t going to be able to handle it if the Wyr go alone into battle. When Calondir and I talked, he asked for my oath that we work in partnership on this, and I gave it to him. At the moment our goddamn hands are tied.
They�re in a terrible position, Pia said as she wiped her eyes. I don�t know how they can endure this. Something has to be done to break that maniac�s hold.
If I could locate Gaeleval, I might be able to stop him, but he has his army wrapped around him like a shield, Dragos said, his voice tense with frustration. I can�t just go hunting for him on my own. If the Wyr can�t go alone into battle, I certainly can�t kill any more Elves. Whatever we decide to do, Calondir and I have to stay united and do it together. Either that or we run the risk of becoming even worse enemies than we were before.
Pia picked up her pace, reconnected with her guards and went back to the passageway with them to help construct a quick, rough camp along with the rest of the Wyr. They were basically water- and wind-resistant pup tents to give people a chance to shelter from the weather.
As the temperature turned bitter, more and more Elves joined them in tight silence, setting up their own shelters as near as they dared to the heat. They came just close enough for the fire to stave off the worst of the bitter night. Even though the fire had quickly melted the snow around in its immediate area until patches of grass showed, nobody wanted to get too close to that magical blaze. Thankfully, the screaming had stopped. There had been enough healers and healing potion to help the burn victims.
After the shelters were constructed, campfires were set to heat water for hot coffee and tea. Nobody wanted to try to use any part of the magical fire. Soon there came the smell of cooking food.
�We have to do something,� James muttered. Those who had crossed over in their Wyr forms had since changed back into their human forms to make use of their opposable thumbs and help set up camp. �We can�t all just fucking sit here.�
�You know better than that,� Eva said. �More than half an army�s time is spent waiting around. Take advantage of the downtime while we�ve got it. I expect we�ll see action soon enough.�
The group had gathered around their own campfire. Linwe had left them to wait for word and grieve with a few friends.
Looking spooked, Andrea said, �In the meantime, nobody better go to sleep, or that bastard might add more soldiers to his ranks.�
Pia lifted her head. She was sitting on a sawed-off log, cradling a cup of tea in cold fingers as she stared into their fire and generally felt useless. Unused to wearing any kind of armor, no matter how lightweight, the molded leather plates had quickly come to feel heavy and restrictive, and she had relished the opportunity to loosen straps until the chest plate and the leg pieces simply hung in place. She would have removed them completely except that they helped to keep her warm.
She said, �If Dragos could break the enthrallment on the Elves, I bet he has the ability to cast protections on the camp. Besides, everybody is on guard now, and we have other magic users. Gaeleval won�t catch people by surprise again.�
�Truth,� Miguel said. �If they�re targeted right, aversion spells can work for more things than just physical weapons. But nobody should go to sleep until we get word that we have a plan of defense in place.�
That plan better be set in place quickly, Pia thought, as she looked around at the other campfires. The Elves had been through more than enough. They were no longer juiced on adrenaline, and they were burdened by grief. They needed to rest and recover their motivation. She probably had less experience than almost anyone present, but she thought Calondir should think up something to do to help inspire his people.
Meanwhile, the Wyr had worked hard to reach South Carolina fast in response to Dragos�s call. While they were fresher than the Elves and more battle ready, they could still use a few hour�s downtime, and as Dragos had said, they couldn�t go alone into any fight.
�Nothing�s going to happen this evening,� she said, surprising herself with the confidence she heard in her own voice. Everybody turned to look at her, and suddenly self-conscious, she shrugged. �I�m being logical,� she told them. �I�m not offering you any kind of inside scoop. I don�t think we�ve got a battle in us right now, not with the reality of what�s waiting for us at the bottom of that bluff. Not unless Gaeleval does something else to provoke us or attacks us first.�
Eva made a face. She said, �Another truth.�
Not long after that, some second sense made Pia look up, and she saw Dragos striding toward their camp. Even though he was in his human form again, Elves still shied away from him or averted their eyes. Other than one quick, piercing look around, he ignored everybody else and focused on her.
The others stood as he reached their campfire. �Relax,� he told them. He looked at Miguel. �Except you. Go report to Rune. Carling has agreed to coordinate the magic users on setting up defenses for the night.�
Miguel nodded and slipped away. �Does that mean you will get the chance to rest tonight?� Pia asked as he bent to give her a swift, hard kiss. She relished the heat that poured off his skin.
�That remains to be seen,� he said. �Carling thinks that our people can maintain an effective defense if Gaeleval tries something. He may be too overextended to do anything. He may not. If he does try something, the aversion spells they�re going to cast over the camp may hold. They may not. This is all experimental.�
�Have you had a chance to eat anything?� She stood.
�I had a couple sandwiches.� He looked at her cup of tea and the dark slash of his eyebrows came together.
�I haven�t had much of an appetite since I looked in the valley,� she said. �Linwe gave me some wayfarer bread and I have more protein bars in the tent that I can nibble on when I get hungry. Don�t fuss.�
He gave her a hard look, his mouth held in a severe line. �It is too cold for you.�
She said drily, �Well, not right here, it isn�t. And the armor kept me warm enough earlier.�
�I want to know why somebody hasn�t found you a cloak by now. �
�Because I haven�t asked anybody to,� she said, exasperated.
He looked around at all the others with his jaw set.
Eva said to her unit, �Move.�
As they scattered, Pia shook her head. �You didn�t need to do that,� she told her mate. �They worked hard to set up camp and they earned the right to relax for a bit. Besides, I am quite capable of looking after my own needs.�
He didn�t bother to reply. Instead he looked at the collection of tents. �Is one of these ours?�
�Yes.� She pointed to the largest one.
He walked over, flicked open the flap and looked inside. The frame was tall enough to sit in but not stand upright. The lightweight, wind- and rain-resistant tarps had been stretched over a simple A wooden frame, and the bottoms of the tarps had been buried in snow to insulate the inside of the tent from the wind.
More wood had been roughly planked, tied together and set inside to provide an insulating barrier to the snowy ground. Each of the psychos� packs carried an emergency thermal sleeping bag that weighed a fraction of a pound and could retain up to ninety percent of one�s body heat. With shelter from the weather, and a barrier against the cold, wet ground, the tents weren�t comfortable, but they were quick to construct from materials that were either portable or easily harvested from the surrounding area, and they were sturdy enough to withstand a strong wind or even a snowstorm.
Pia and Dragos�s tent was the Hilton of basic survival tents. It had been built large enough to contain the dimensions of his massive frame, and inside, along with two packages of emergency thermal sleeping bags, there were two real wool blankets folded on the planks.
Pia had set her pack inside, along with her canteen of water, and her stash of wayfarer bread and soy protein bars, and her crossbow and belt filled with bolts. A small LED flashlight dangled from the top post of the A-frame.
�Good enough,� Dragos grunted.
He clicked on the flashlight, shook out one of the blankets over the planks and crawled into the tent, tucking Pia�s pack underneath his head as a pillow. As soon as he was settled into place, he beckoned her with one outstretched hand, and she crawled inside too, tucking the flap shut behind her and trying to take care not to jab him too much with her elbows or knees.
When she was sitting beside him, she worked on getting the loosened armor off. He sat to help her, pulling the chest and back plates away while she wiggled out of the leg pieces. He threw off so much body heat that the interior of the tent was already warm by the time she was finished. She let out a deep sigh and sagged.
He lifted her hair gently and smoothed it over her shoulder. Then he put his warm, hard hands at the nape of her neck and began to massage her tired, sore muscles. Exhausted, she sagged further, leaning into his strength.
�It�s so cold,� she whispered. �And there are children out there.�
�I know,� he said. �I don�t think they�re aware of what is happening to them, if that�s any consolation.�
�It�s not, much.�
�I know,� he said again, very low.
She twisted to face him. �You never had the chance to tell me what happened when you went to examine the enthralled Elves.�
�When I removed the beguilement, three of them died,� he said. He stroked his long, lean fingers through her hair. �It was unavoidable, but still half of Calondir�s advisors are calling for him to banish me from the Elven demesne again. Some bright soul put two and two together, and pointed out that I couldn�t have responded so fast to the fire if I hadn�t already broken their law and trespassed in their demesne again. That�s why I can�t go hunting Gaeleval on my own, and I can�t kill any more Elves, at least not without an indisputable reason.�
She groaned and dug the heels of her hands into her dry, tired eyes. �They can�t banish you. They need us too much right now.�
�I know.� He paused. �Before I broke the beguilement, Gaeleval used the enthralled Elves as mouthpieces. I wanted to warn you in case he does that again here. It�s pretty disturbing to watch.�
She nodded as she took one of his hands in both of hers and held it in her lap. She stroked the broad back of his palm and laced her fingers through his. �Are you going to try to do the same thing here?�
�I don�t know. Calondir asked what would happen if I did, and I told him that the death rate was going to be much higher. Gaeleval has controlled the ones in the valley for a lot longer than he did the ones in Lirithriel Wood. Aside from the fact that it will be harder to strip the beguilement from their identities, many of these Elves have sickened physically. It�s possible his control is the only thing that still animates some of them.� He shook his head, his mouth set in grim lines. �That�s as far as we got. At that point he stopped the conversation.�
It sounded like Dragos was describing zombie Elves. She shuddered. �Is there any real choice about trying to free them?�
�None at all. After we stop Gaeleval�and we will stop him�the beguilement will still need to be lifted from his victims. The ones who are too sick or weak will still die. It is possible though, that they may be able to save some of those who are sick, if proper medical attention is at hand. If we have to take the beguilement off in the middle of a battle, we�ll lose the ones that might otherwise have been saved.�
The back of her nose prickled and her eyes grew damp.
He watched her face with a shadowed gaze. �It hurts to see things through your eyes sometimes,� he said quietly.
She looked at him quickly. �Is it harder on you that I came?�
He took a deep breath. �I don�t know. Maybe in some ways, yes. Gaeleval said through his mouthpieces that I�m vulnerable in ways I�ve never been before, and he�s right. But in other ways, I�m stronger and better with you than without.� He gave her a small smile. �And there�s an added benefit. I don�t have to miss you.�
She couldn�t smile back. �So I wasn�t wrong to come?�
�No, Pia,� he said. �I still don�t like it that you�re here, but you weren�t wrong to come.� He paused. �I suppose this is partnership.�
�Yes,� she said. �This is partnership.�
She leaned forward then and kissed him, openmouthed, and he sank a hand underneath her hair to cup the back of her neck as he kissed her back. His breath ghosted over her as he licked the corner of her lips. �Dammit,� he murmured. It was the barest thread of sound, yet it still carried the force of his frustration.
Her breasts felt heavy and full, and she throbbed with emptiness. �We could be really quiet,� she breathed.
A corner of his sexy mouth lifted. �Well, I could be but I don�t think you could. You tend to get a little noisy at times, lover. Not that I�m complaining in the slightest, as it speaks to your enthusiasm. I merely point out the fact.�
She walked two fingers up his arm as she leaned forward. �We would just have to find a way to keep me muffled,� she murmured against his ear. �Got any bright ideas?�
�You know I do,� he told her. Then he lifted back his head to give her a serious look. �As long as you�re sure. The conditions could hardly be any less ideal.�
�I�m sure.�
They were so lucky they could share stolen time together and draw comfort from each other in a warm, dry place. She was so incredibly lucky that she could relax against his inexhaustible strength and feel the two most luxurious things of all, love and safety. So many people would endure that night feeling neither love nor safety, and many of them might be in the valley. Dragos might not believe that the enthralled knew much about what was happening to them, but she wondered if something of their spirits knew. She had to wonder what Beluviel felt that night, or the children.
Dragos reached overhead and clicked off the flashlight, throwing their tent into darkness. A dim light from the campfires and the blazing passageway showed through the tarps. As her eyes adjusted, she saw the outline of his head and broad shoulders. He hugged her close, his big hands running down her back.
�My fingers are cold,� she warned in a whisper.
�You know that doesn�t matter.� She could hear a smile in his murmur.
She gave into temptation and slipped her hands under his black silk sweater, and all the starch melted from her spine as she came in contact with his bare, hot skin. He sighed and shifted closer, slipping his hands under her own sweater to cup her breasts.
Are you warm enough? he asked, as he ran his fingers along the edge of her bra to the fastening at the back.
Mm. I�m plenty warm now. She reached over her head and pulled her sweater off as he unfastened her bra.
He bent his head, and she wondered what he saw, as he massaged her bare breasts gently. I always thought I was a leg man, he said, his voice filled with lazy sensuality. Until I became acquainted with your truly outstanding breasts.
Were they outstanding? She tucked her chin in and looked down at herself, but her body was just as shadowed as his was. She remarked, doubtfully, I�m pretty sure they�re just boobs.
They�re exquisite works of art, he told her. He pulled off his own sweater and set it aside on top of hers. And since you have the most remarkable legs I have ever seen, I get the best of both worlds.
She smiled against the satin skin covering the hard muscles of his shoulder. She teased him about her changing body, partly in an effort to cover up how she occasionally felt self-conscious at her thickening waist and growing breasts, but he never left her in any doubt that he loved everything about how she looked, not only before the pregnancy started to show but at every stage since. She simply couldn�t hold on to her self-consciousness for long.
Aren�t you a lucky man, she said.
He bent his head further and licked along the swell of one breast. I am a lucky man, and you know why? While I find everything about your body unutterably sexy, the most sexy thing of all is your mind. When you talk to me telepathically and I�m in a conference, sometimes I get a hard-on and I have to leave the room.
Is that why you�ve shown up for a quickie when I thought you were busy? She scratched his flat, hard nipples lightly with the edge of her fingernails.
Of course. He hissed and grabbed her hands. Dammit, woman, hurry up and get your jeans off.
You say the prettiest things, she told him.
He exhaled a silent laugh as he helped her to wiggle out of her jeans. Then he tugged at the fastening of his fatigues. Get over here, he said. He coaxed her into sitting on his lap, facing him. I�m not going to spend half the night pulling splinters out of your ass.
Ooh, my hero, she crooned, full of sensuality and happiness. She raised her arms, lifting her hair off her neck as she arched her back, and she felt the breath leave him. He fitted his hands on her rib cage, and before she could stop him, he lifted her up to suckle at her nipples.
He must have forgotten the low tent ceiling. She cringed to avoid it, but she still smacked one of her raised elbows along with her head against the long pole that formed the top of the A-frame.
�Ow!�
�Shit,� he snapped. He lowered her onto his lap immediately and hugged her.
She draped her arms around his neck and collapsed against him, dissolving into hiccups of laughter. So much for trying to keep what we�re doing quiet and private.
�I�m sorry,� he whispered, cupping the top of her head and rubbing at the spot where she had hit the pole.
Straddling him brought them into alignment, and the length of his cock pressed against her hypersensitive flesh. She lost her laughter as escalating hunger sank its claws deep into her flesh. �I�ll let you make it up to me,� she mouthed against his lips. At the same time she flexed her hips, rubbing herself along his hot, stiff penis.
�Gods, yes, let me make it up to you.� He gripped her by the back of the neck, and as he kissed her hard and deep, he eased one hand between them and probed gently at the folds of her moist, sensitive skin until he found her clitoris.
A lightning bolt of pleasure jolted through her. As she moaned, he fisted his hand in her hair, held her in place and swallowed the sound with his mouth. She broke into a light sweat and started to shake as he stroked her, holding himself so tightly, the muscles in his chest and arms were rock hard.
She could feel the moisture of her arousal pouring out of her and coating his fingers. She rocked against his hand while she gripped his cock and fitted the thick, broad head against her entrance. Come on, come on.
Not yet, he said tensely in her head.
She growled, and he swallowed that sound too as he pierced her deeply with his hardened tongue, fucking her mouth with the same kind of rhythm he used as he stroked her. The lightning built, stronger and stronger, and she tried to twist, tried to impale herself on him, but he held her imprisoned with his fist in her hair and his hand between her legs. When she couldn�t get what she wanted, she whined and clawed at his arms.
You�re impossible. You make me crazy.
She didn�t know if she just thought the words again, or if she actually said them telepathically. Her mind was glazed, her body filled with light. Just when she wanted to scream at him, the lightning peaked. She arched into her climax, gasping, and that was when he finally penetrated her. She was so ready for him by that point that his cock slid smooth as butter inside her, a liquid penetration that brought her pelvis hard against his and she peaked again, every muscle in her thighs shaking.
He clamped one arm around her hips and pumped up into her, once, twice, as he ground his mouth against hers. She gripped him with her inner muscles while the pleasure twisted her up and wrung her out, all their laughter and sexy talk burning away to rippling intensity.
Then it was his turn to make a sound, a quiet, shaken groan. She felt him climax deep inside of her, the outpouring of his pleasure beginning in the echoes of her own, and she wrapped her arms around him, holding him tightly as he rocked into her.
Breathing heavily, he loosened his grip in her hair at last. She pulled her mouth away from his to rest her head on his shoulder as he cradled her.
�My gods, you burn me up,� he said against the skin of her neck. �I go up in flames every time.�
�I do too,� she whispered. Lucky, she was so, so lucky.
She felt limp as a dishrag as she draped on his chest, and he shook out one of the blankets to wrap it around her. She didn�t even bother to move when he lay down on his back and tucked her pack behind his head; she just went down with him.
She wasn�t exactly comfortable. Her pack felt rough and lumpy against her cheek, and she would probably have to move off of him soon. But she was so tired. She didn�t think she could get more saturated with a sense of his presence or his vitality, and she didn�t want to lose any shred of the comfort that it gave her.
Which made it even more of a pity that she couldn�t take any of that comfort with her into sleep, or into her dreams.

SIXTEEN

The man had such compelling green eyes.
She didn�t know how she could see the color when he sat in silhouette just outside their tent. Behind the man, the passageway blazed with black flames, while every living soul in the camp shone white as the stars. The man�s outline was immaculately still.
�Won�t you join me?� he asked gently. �Your soul has a light like no other. Together you and I could transform the world.�
�You can�t get in here,� she told Amras Gaeleval. She peered out from underneath the flap at him. Somehow she had dragged her clothes on, but she didn�t remember it. Dragos had to be in the tent with her. He was here the last time she looked. Cold sweat broke over her face. She did not dare take her eyes away from Gaeleval to check.
�No, I�m afraid I can�t,� the man said. �Your camp�s defenses are not perfect although they are working somewhat. But I can ask you to come out here, Pia. That is what you like to call yourself, isn�t it? Pia Giovanni.�
Dread bled through her body. She gripped the edge of the tent flap tightly. �You can�t compel me with that name.�
�No, like all the Wyr, you have another Name, don�t you? A true Name. Wouldn�t you like to tell me what that is?�
She wanted to so badly. He was, after all, her closest and best-loved friend. Why, if she hadn�t met Dragos first, he might even have become her mate. Maybe he could still become her mate. She and Dragos had, after all, only been together for seven months.
NO. Everything inside of her threw that concept out violently. She yanked her gaze away from him to look at the towering flames that shone so black they burned against her retinas.
She said coldly, �That was a mistake.�
�I�m sorry you think so,� Gaeleval said. �I could have meant it, you know. You are unlike anybody I have ever met. I believe you may be unique. I could even consider giving up all the others, if I could only have you.�
She felt better once she looked at something other than him, and she realized that his eyes were a focus for his persuasion. Now if she could just find a way to get out of the dream. She had been so upset when she dreamed with Dragos that waking up had been easy.
�Do you know what I think is sad?� she heard herself asking.
�No, I don�t. But I want you to tell me everything you think and feel.�
She thought of the tall man she had seen so briefly in the apartment behind Beluviel, of his striking features and the autumnal spark of his chestnut hair, and how all the other Elves had looked to him. She thought of the sentinels, of even Aryal in her own abrasive, infuriating way, and how they all projected such unending strength.
�I think you must have been a good man once, a strong man,� she said. �You were a Guardian of your people, and you were put in a position of trust and power. I know you�re a gifted one, or you wouldn�t have been able to do all that you�ve done.�
As Gaeleval leaned forward, the small light from the campfire fell on his beautiful face. He stared at her and whispered, �I have always done my duty.�
Were there tears in his eyes? She didn�t dare look too closely. He was too deadly.
�Calondir said you are an ancient and an adept,� she said softly. �What makes me really sad is, I think you�ve become a monster, but I don�t think you�re evil. Numenlaur didn�t honor the pact and cast out its God Machine, and the responsibility for that betrayal of trust lies on your Lord. That�s not on you.�
�Camthalion was convinced that we must be strong and hold to our original course,� Gaeleval said. �All the other Elves had been mistaken, led astray by their lesser gods and inferior desires. Only Taliesin was worthy of grand purpose, and the god�s message was clear in the shape of the crown that Camthalion held. So he convinced all the others to leave and he ordered the passageway barred so that they could never return.�
�The God Machine was a crown?� she asked. If Camthalion had held a crown, how had Gaeleval gotten it? Had he taken it, or had Camthalion died? Was Gaeleval his heir? �You don�t wear a crown.�
His expression turned bittersweet. �I never wanted to rule,� he said simply. �I only wanted to serve.�
Her gaze fell to his hands. He was cupping something. He noticed the direction of her gaze and held open his fingers. The God Machine sat in his palms, an intensely burning black lotus of Power, eternally renewing itself. She had never seen anything so revolutionary. It was only a sliver of the god�s Power yet it held an essence so pure it could birth solar systems and burn down empires. It was a piece of the engine that drove the universe.
The Machine no longer looked like a crown. It had taken another physical form that spilled out between Gaeleval�s fingers. It took a moment for her to recognize what it was. When she did, her chest throbbed with a ferocious ache.
He held a string of plain, wooden prayer beads.
However he had gotten the God Machine, Dragos had said that the more he used it, the more it would work on him and affect his mind. The beads looked worn. She imagined him fingering the string. Perhaps he had prayed for guidance.
And the longer Taliesin�s item had been held in check, the greater the change it would bring into the world.
�What happened to you?� she whispered.
She had not expected him to answer, but then he did.
�I was summoned to the palace and when I arrived, I found everybody dead,� Gaeleval said softly. �All the attendants. Camthalion�s children, along with their mother. They had been kneeling in the throne room and their throats had been slit. Camthalion was still burning when I got there. He had poured oil over his head and set himself on fire.�
�My God,� she breathed.
�When I looked for the crown, it had vanished. These were on the floor at Camthalion�s feet.� He looked down at the string of beads as he fingered them. �As soon as I saw them I knew they were meant for me. When I took them, I understood that Numenlaur could not continue the way it was. The Elves had been torn apart by ambition and war, and they had been scattered across the Earth on a lie. Camthalion was right, but he did not have the strength to see his vision through to the finish. Our time should have ended long ago. We just refused to see it. We must draw this age of brokenness to a close, unite together one last time and pass on.�
So he intended both empire and destruction. He had such ruined nobility. Something tickled on her skin. She wiped her face, and only then did she realize that her cheeks had grown damp.
�Please, Amras,� she said. �Please try to listen to me. No matter how much conviction or purpose you think you feel, you don�t have to rule anybody. Camthalion was delusional, and now the Machine is affecting your mind too. It isn�t too late for you, and it isn�t too late for any of the others either. Let them go. Numenlaur has been cut off from the rest of the world for too long, but we can help you adjust. Just give me those beads. Let me hold them for you for a little while.�
�I am so tired of being a Guardian,� he said, his voice worn and threadbare with age. His expression held a sadness that could break apart the world.
�You don�t have to carry that burden any longer. You can let go and rest. Let me help you.� She held out her hand.
If she could only get her hands on those beads for a few minutes. If she ran away from everyone and everything as far and as fast as she could go, she could fling them into the nearest ravine or river. It didn�t matter where. Anywhere, anywhere, as long as the Machine was taken out of Gaeleval�s hands and released.
There wasn�t any way to stop the Machine, and she wouldn�t try. She would let it go and it would work its way through the world, enacting the god�s will according to its original purpose. She wouldn�t even say anything to anybody. She could explain what had happened as soon as she got back.
She met Amras�s gaze again. He gave her a small, grave smile and reached for her outstretched hand.
* * *
Dragos never knew what woke him.
It wasn�t the influx of cold air into the tent. If he set his mind to it, he could sleep outside through a howling gale. It wasn�t Pia shifting her weight off him or moving around. After sleeping in the same bed for seven months, they had grown used to each other�s presence in every permutation and position imaginable.
For whatever reason, he stretched and opened his eyes.
The Power of the God Machine continued to blaze in the nearby passageway fire, in the stone that burned but never melted. He could also sense the interwoven defensive spells from the magic users in camp.
Pia was already dressed, her tangled hair knotted on itself in a way that he never could understand. She put her hair up that way whenever she didn�t have any other way to fasten it, and it always fell apart when he ran his fingers through it.
She knelt on the edge of their rough, makeshift floor, holding the flap open as she peered out. He couldn�t see what held her attention. He yawned so widely, his jaws cracked.
�What are you looking at?� he asked, his voice gravelly from sleep.
She didn�t respond to him, although he saw her lips move. She wiped her face. Was she crying? He sat up, angling his head to better look out the flap. That was when he heard her whisper, �Let me help you.�
There was nobody outside. Nobody that Dragos could see, at any rate. There was only the wind and the fire, and the magic users� spells.
Along with the Power of the God Machine as Gaeleval wielded it.
Dragos roared and lunged at her, slamming his own Power down in a shield around her.
She shrieked, spun and kicked at him. �Stop it!�
He grabbed her shoulders and shook her, wild to yank her out of whatever she was experiencing. �You�re dreaming,� he said harshly. �Snap out of it.�
�I know I was dreaming,� she shouted. Her eyes swam with tears. She hit him in the chest with the back of her hand. �I almost had him. Dammit, why do you always assume that you�ve got to stomp in and save the day?�
He sat back on his heels, astonished by the violence in her reaction. �You were dreaming,� he repeated. �And Gaeleval�s using the Machine again. What did you mean, you almost had him?�
As they stared at each other, shouts came from the direction of the bluff. He hissed, grabbed her chin and looked deep into her eyes as he sent a spear of Power into her. Her back stiffened and she gritted her teeth, but evidently she recognized what he meant to do, for she bore with it. As soon as he was convinced she wasn�t controlled, he pulled out.
�Sorry,� he muttered.
�Don�t worry about it,� she said, digging her thumb and forefinger into her eyes. �Just go.�
The sound of running footsteps approached, along with a ripple of reaction through the camp. �Put your armor on,� he told her. He rolled to the edge of the tent and planted his feet just outside the flap. Just before he shoved to his feet, she grabbed his arm and he paused.
�If you can, try not to kill him,� she said quickly. She looked hard into his eyes. �Gaeleval is a victim too.�
Bloody hell.
The reaction came closer as people shouted to each other. He gritted, �Pia, I don�t know that we�re going to have a choice.�
�I know, I know. Just try.� She searched his expression. �Trying is enough.�
He nodded and expelled a breath. �I�ll do my best.�
�That�s all I ask.� She leaned over and kissed him quickly. �And I�m sorry too.�
He hooked an arm around her shoulders and crushed her to him for an all-too-brief moment. Then he shoved out of the tent and rose to his feet.
Outside, the night had begun to pale, and the scene looked dirty and washed out. In contrast the light of the individual campfires, along with the larger fire still blazing in the passageway, looked garish and unsatisfying. The encampment had churned all the snow in the surrounding area to mud, and it had frozen into solid brown chunks of ice. If the temperature got over freezing that day, the ground would turn into a filthy soup.
Bayne walked toward him. Despite the sentinel�s bulk, he was light on his feet and dodged nimbly around those who stood in his way. As soon as the gryphon laid eyes on him, Bayne said telepathically, The Numenlaurians are starting to climb the bluff. Looks like Gaeleval has kept back the strongest and healthiest. He�s sending in his battle fodder, and that includes the kids. There�s too many to take prisoner, but I don�t think any of us have the stomach to cut �em down. They look bad, Chief.
Dragos wanted to spit fire. What a cluster fuck. Even if they took the enthralled Elves prisoner, they didn�t have any place to hold them. Get back to the bluff and issue a no-kill order, he snapped. If you can, focus on taking the kids and knock the rest of them back when they reach the top. Then if the falls kills anybody, it�s on me.
Bayne spun on his heel and loped away.
Dragos had to find Calondir. They could not continue to stay in this frozen state any longer. Whether Amras Gaeleval was a victim or not was beside the point. He was too dangerous, and he was causing too much damage. They had to stop him.
He strode to the heart of the Elven camp. �Get Calondir,� he said to the first Elf that came toward him. The Elf took one wide-eyed look at him and spun away. Moments later, Calondir shoved out of a tent and hurried toward him, buckling on his sword as he approached and followed by Ferion and a few others.
Dragos told the Elf Lord in a preemptory tone, �Gaeleval slipped past our defenses. Somehow he got to Pia in a dream, and he might have gotten to others. Now he�s sent Numenlaurians to scale the bluff. I�ve told my people to knock them back for now, but there�s no more time to fuck around. We can�t put this off any longer. We have to go after him, Calondir.�
Calondir studied him with an inscrutable expression. Then the Elf Lord said abruptly, �I understand.� He said to the others, �As heartsick as this makes all of us, we must find where he is keeping our people and concentrate our efforts on them. After that, we will help who we can of any Numenlaurians that survive.�
�None of this is going to come easy,� Dragos told him. �Bayne said Gaeleval�s keeping the strongest back and sending out battle fodder to climb the bluff. Your people are the strongest. They�re certainly the healthiest. That means he�s holding them close. They�ll be wherever he is, because they are his best defense.�
The hollows around Calondir�s eyes grew deeper as his face tightened, but he nodded. �Above all else, we have to make him stop using the Machine. Will you allow me to ride with you once more, so that we can hunt him together?�
He ground his teeth. �Yes, of course, but we must do it now.�
Calondir turned to Ferion. �Keep the fight defensive, and don�t hesitate to do what you have to do to protect yourself.�
�Yes, my lord,� Ferion said. He said very low, eyes pleading, �But I would come with you.�
�No, Ferion,� Calondir said, just as quietly. �You are my heir. You know that we do not fight together.�
Dragos had had enough. They were idiots if they hadn�t already said everything they needed to say to each other before now. �Get out of the way,� he said to those that hovered nearby. As soon as they were out of the way, he shifted and expanded. The dragon looked down at the Elf Lord. �Come.�
Calondir leaped onto his back, and Dragos unfurled his wings. He took one moment to look over the encampment for one last glimpse of Pia. She was just outside their tent and tying on a cloak, and she paused as she caught sight of him. She looked calm.
She blew a kiss subtly, pressing the tips of her fingers to her lips and releasing them a few inches toward him.
The dragon smiled. Then he crouched and launched into the air. When he had cleared the trees, he wheeled and flew toward the Numenlaurian army in the valley.
* * *
Pia watched Dragos soar into the air. She fought the panicky compulsion to call out to him and try to coax him into returning. He wouldn�t, nor should he. Talking to him now would only distract him from what he needed to do.
Eva and the psychos stood in a circle around her. She turned her attention to them. They watched her, ready for orders.
�I have no idea,� she said irritably, unintentionally echoing what Dragos had said the night before. She looked at Hugh. �Except for you. You need to stay with me and be ready to shapeshift at a moment�s notice. If Dragos or one of the sentinels gets hurt, and I tell you to take me to them, you will take me. No hesitation.� Eva had started to protest, and Pia turned to stare the other woman down. �No arguments, no back talk.�
Eva�s face compressed. She looked ready to explode. �Jesus Christ and all his hairy-assed apostles,� she hissed. �Hugh can only carry one person at a time.� She turned to Johnny. �Find me another avian fighter who�s strong enough to carry me, and make it snappy.�
He looked from Eva to Pia, backed up a few steps and whirled to spring away.
Pia rubbed her face. Most of the camp had raced along the path to the bluff, and the noise level had increased from that direction. Shouts and curses echoed as sharp as gunshot reports against tree trunks. She pinched her nose. The sounds dug into her gut and strung out her nerves. It was even harder to listen to because she couldn�t see what was happening.
�Crossbow,� Eva said quietly.
She threw up her hands. �Fuck you.�
Despite her reaction, she spun and reached into the tent for the crossbow and the bolts. Then she hesitated as she contemplated her pack. She hadn�t been able to eat the night before and she hadn�t eaten this morning either. Nerves might have her stomach tied in knots, but she also felt lightheaded and hollow.
She spat out another curse, snatched up her pack to find a protein bar, tore it open and jammed it into her mouth. With the way her luck had been going lately she was probably going to hork it all back up again, but she had to try to get some nutrition down.
When she turned around, Johnny jogged back on the path from the bluff. A large familiar figure ran beside him.
Graydon.
Another shock rippled through her as she caught sight of Graydon�s expression. His face was set in such savage lines, she almost didn�t recognize him. Pia broke through the circle and ran toward him, her heart in her throat. �Is everything all right?�
�I don�t know rightly how to answer that, cupcake, because it�s a hell of a mess.� He hugged her tightly. �Numenlaurians are climbing the bluff, and we�re shoving them back and trying to grab any kids that make it to the top. There�s too many of them, and we�re making plans to fall back. The High Lord�s home might be burned, but the cliff is too steep to be scaled there, and that area is still the most defensible place around. Other than flying, the path is the only way you can get up there, and we can defend that in shifts.� He cocked his head at her. �Heard you wanted to nail down a ride?�
She shook her head a little. �Only as a contingency. Can you be spared?�
�If you�re needed,� he said to her in a low voice as he squeezed her arm. �That will be the only thing that matters.�
They exchanged a sober glance, then Pia turned to look at the others. She paused, struck by the frustration she saw in their faces. Miguel was still with the other magic users, but James, Andrea and Johnny all stood tensely, their gazes drifting in the direction of the bluff. Only Hugh and Eva kept their attention squarely fixed on her and Graydon.
Well, Eva had said most of them would not choose to make the switch with her into bodyguarding full time.
Graydon tapped her chin, and she looked at him. He was frowning. �We should be proactive and make the shift over to the cliff now. That way we�ll be out of the way when the others fall back. Not only is it safer, it has a clear view of the valley. We can track events from up there.�
She nodded. �Strike camp,� she said to the others. �The sooner you can haul our stuff up the path, the sooner you can be free to join the fighting.� She said to Hugh, �Forget what I said earlier. Eva will stay with me, and Graydon can carry the both of us. You�re free to do whatever you think is best.�
Hugh said, �I�ll help strike camp, then I�ll come find you.�
�Great.� When she turned back to Graydon, he had already shifted. In his gryphon form, he was as big as an SUV, the tawny gold of his feathers and fur an oasis of warmth and color in the pallid cold day. He arched his graceful eagle�s neck and fixed a keen gaze on her and Eva, who wasted no time and leaped up on his back.
Pia stared at Eva and Graydon in resignation. Oh man. She might have known that sooner or later she was going to have to ride on somebody�s back without a seatbelt. Eva held out a hand. As soon as she took it, the other woman yanked her up.
�Giddyup, cowboy,� Eva said, smacking Graydon on the shoulder.
�Wait, try to up easy�.�.�.� Pia started to say, at the same time Graydon sprang into the air. Shit! She clamped her legs and held on to him as tightly as she could. Sitting behind her, Eva hooked an arm around her waist as he flew low over the trees.
Cold seared the skin on her hands and face and burned in her lungs. As unsettling as the passageway blaze had been, she had gotten used to the warmth that it threw into the surrounding area. She coughed and wheezed, struggling to adjust.
As soon as Graydon reached the bluff, he wheeled to follow the path as it wound up toward the burned shell of the building on the cliff. Pia forgot to worry about an unsettled stomach as, for the first time that morning, she caught sight of what happened below.
When they had first arrived, she had only taken one look into the valley before she had turned away. Now the sight struck her again like a blow.
Gaeleval�s �army� was large enough that the valley floor seemed to undulate with movement as Numenlaurians pushed forward to climb the bluff in a mindless wave. Working together, the Elves and the Wyr shoved away those who reached the top, striking them with the flat of their swords so that they fell back to the valley floor. They disappeared, trampled underfoot by more Numenlaurians who pressed forward to begin the climb.
As she watched, some of the Elves on the bluff lunged forward to grab at one of the smaller figures that reached the top. It kicked and fought as they dragged it away from the edge. They must be trying to save one of the children.
Over the brawling mass, the dragon flew, sleek and dangerous with his gigantic wings outspread. Calondir, the High Lord rode at the base of his neck, a bright, shining splinter of silver against the dragon�s bronze hide. Dragos coasted a thermal, his triangular horned head lowered. He appeared to be searching for something. She guessed that they were hunting for Gaeleval.
Pia glanced back the way they had come, where the psychos had already grown small and antlike as they tore down pup tents. Beyond the camp, the inferno in the passageway towered above the trees.
Then the flames died down.
Just like that, from one moment to the next, the fire in the passageway disappeared as if it had never existed.
What did that mean? Had Gaeleval finally reached the limit of what he could do?
Even as she wondered, a hurricane of wind howled through the valley.
Out of nowhere, a colossal force slammed into them. Graydon coughed and clawed at the air as he struggled to remain upright. Pia screamed, clutching him with both arms and legs, as Eva grunted and slid down his back.
The wind was vicious, like a living creature. It tore at her hold on Graydon and raked at the skin of her face. Between her legs, she felt the gryphon�s powerful body straining against a force that literally shoved him sideways. The ground tilted and raced up to meet them.
As Linwe had said, the most Powerful among the Elves could take an affinity to air and create a storm the size of Hurricane Rita.
And those ancients who were especially gifted had an affinity to more than one element that tended to be compatible with each other.
Like fire and air. That sort of thing.
Ancient and adept, Gaeleval was nothing if not gifted.
At the last moment, Graydon managed to yank up straight enough so that he took the brunt of the impact with the ground. He plowed into the rocky path, and as he struck, the landing knocked both Eva and Pia off his back.
It could be worse, it could be worse, it could be worse, Pia chanted in her head, even as she tumbled head over heels. She struck the trunk of a tree bruisingly along her left shoulder. It knocked the breath out of her, and her arm went numb. Cursing, Eva skidded on the ground beside her.
It could be worse.
Graydon had been cautious. He had flown low over the path. They hadn�t been that high off the ground.
Not like Dragos and Calondir.
Pia dragged air back into her aching lungs and screamed again as she scrambled onto her hands and knees. She raked the sky with a frantic gaze.
A rotation of air had formed around the dragon, a visible dark funnel cloud constructed with hurricane force winds. Dragos�s long body stretched, tail lashing as he fought to gain purchase.
Elsewhere, the gale had flattened everyone else. The bluff was cleared of any climbing Numenlaurians. Elven and Wyr fighters at the top of the bluff were crawling away from the edge. Sharp cracks of sound, like the percussion of modern artillery, sounded as trees snapped at the trunk.
Graydon lunged for Pia and covered her with his massive lion�s body.
Are you all right? he asked telepathically.
Yes. She grabbed for Eva�s arm and dragged the other woman underneath the gryphon�s protection. Are you? Can you fly?
Not in this, cupcake. None of us can get off the ground and hope to stay aloft.
She could feel Graydon�s lungs working like bellows and the tension in his muscles as the gale threatened to send him crashing into the trees. On the high ground of the path, they were exposed to the worst of the wind that howled with an eerie sound like a thousand banshees. He crouched lower over the two women, his huge claws digging into the rocky ground for purchase.
Eyes streaming with tears, her terrified gaze went back to Dragos. This gods-damned gale threatened to flatten Graydon while he was on the ground. She couldn�t imagine how Dragos had managed to stay in the air.
Even as she wondered, the funnel cloud took hold of the dragon and spun him in a circle.
A gleaming sliver of silver fell from his back. The dragon lunged to grab at it and missed. The bright silver streaked toward the earth like the fall of a god�s tear.
Calondir.
She saw the very moment Dragos lost control. It looked as if an invisible hand lifted him up and flipped him over so that he turned completely upside down. He twisted in midair, like a gigantic cat trying to land on its feet.
One of his massive, powerful wings snapped like a twig. Suddenly he plunged downward in an escalating spiral.
Then the sound of the dragon�s body as it struck the valley floor rolled through the air like thunder.

SEVENTEEN

No, nothing did shine forever.
Everything, even the universe itself, would end eventually.
The wind died down as suddenly as it had sprung up. It was no longer needed.
Dragos sprawled on the valley floor. Calondir lay nearby. The Elf Lord�s head angled toward him, one arm flung out. The fingers of his hand curled over his palm as if he cupped something immeasurably precious. His face appeared young and peaceful, wiped clean of grief and stress. He looked like he had fallen asleep.
Dragos tried to move, and jagged pain tore through him. He felt as if someone had embedded shards of glass throughout his body. Mentally he assessed the damage. Broken neck and back, shattered ribs, and one broken wing.
It would take a lot more than a fall like that to kill him.
It would probably take all of the enthralled Elves who gathered around to gaze at him with empty eyes. He flexed the talons of one paw, but he lacked the ability to lift his front leg. His ribs had punctured one of his lungs, and he couldn�t draw in a deep enough breath to spit fire. He needed time to recover, time to whisper a beguilement to combat Gaeleval�s control over the Elves that drew close. Time that he didn�t have.
Beluviel walked into his line of sight. She was filthy and wore a torn, silken nightgown, and she carried a sword encrusted with dried blood. Barefoot, she left tracks of bright red in the snow, and long, tangled dark hair fell about her blank face like a shroud.
She knelt on one knee beside his head. �You should have listened to me when I warned you, Beast,� she said. �I really am the Bringer of the End of Days.� She stroked his snout gently, then braced one hand on him while she raised the sword over her head, angling the sharp tip toward one of his eyes.
A mountain fell out of the sky, and agony exploded as pieces of it landed on him. A second later, his mind processed what he had actually seen and spat out the information.
Graydon had plummeted with killing speed, shapeshifting into his human form even as he slammed into Beluviel and knocked her away from Dragos�s head. The tip of her sword sliced the corner of Dragos�s eyelid as it flew out of her hand. Pia and Eva, who had been riding on the gryphon�s back, tumbled onto Dragos in an uncontrolled tangle of arms and legs.
A steaming trickle of blood from the cut slid down the side of his face. More agony, as Eva unceremoniously rolled off of him and leaped to the ground, drawing both swords that had been strapped to her back. She lunged to engage the Elves that crowded close, her dark features lit with ferocity.
Pia scrambled over the mound of his shoulder and slithered on her stomach headfirst to land in an awkward heap on the ground just under his chin. She wore her armor, he noticed with satisfaction, and she carried her crossbow slung over one shoulder along with a belt of bolts.
Dragging herself to her knees, she screamed at him, �Where are you hurt?�
He coughed, and that was agonizing too. He told her telepathically, Neck, back, ribs, wing.
�Goddammit,� she said. �The only other two times I did this there was an actual wound.�
What did she mean, the other two times? She had healed him once when they had run from the Goblin army. Who else had she healed?
I am actually wounded, he told her, bemused.
�That�s not what I meant,� she snarled. �I meant the wounds were on the surface and visible.�
She looked and sounded demented. She yanked a crossbow bolt out of the belt and raked the tip of it down one of her forearms, from elbow to wrist. Blood and Power poured from the deep cut. Then she turned and jammed her entire arm into his mouth.
He gagged as her elbow hit the back of his tongue. I am overwhelmed by your bedside manner.
She glared at him, wild-eyed. �You�re not in a bed, and it�s all I can think of to do, SO JUST SUCK IT UP, BABY.�
It hurt too much to laugh. Besides, if he did he was afraid one of his long, razor sharp teeth would slice into her delicate flesh. As wetness trickled into his mouth, more mountains fell out of the sky to batter the ground around him.
The gryphons called to each other in their wild eagle voices as they lunged and struck at Gaeleval�s army. Rune�s mate Carling ran over to kneel on the other side of Dragos�s head. The Vampyre wore a spell of protection against the light of day like an invisible cloak. She chanted one long, continuous incantation. As the words spilled from her mouth, hieroglyphs of Power hung in the air and glowed like lava in his mind�s eye.
Others arrived. An enormous black panther coughed a hoarse scream as it leaped from the back of a pegasus that soared down. When the pegasus touched all four hooves to the ground, it transformed into a tall dark man who leaped to join the panther.
Then with a laugh Aryal winged into sight, and the harpy whirled into action. She was at her most charming when she went into battle.
There was Grym too, hovering in the sky over all of the others, with his batlike wings and demonic face. Wait a minute, that couldn�t be true. Grym had stayed behind in New York. This was the other gargoyle, from Pia�s guards. Monroe. As Dragos watched, Monroe dove into the fight and then rose up again in the air almost immediately. In his arms he held a wriggling, filthy Elven child, and he wheeled to fly away.
The strange thing, Dragos noticed, was that Pia�s blood didn�t taste like blood. He had seen more than he had ever wanted to of her blood when she had been wounded last year. He certainly knew that it looked red enough, but the trickle that flowed down his throat did not have the heavy, rich taste of normal blood. Instead, it was like liquid moonlight.
Or maybe that was her Power flowing into his body. It cooled the hot agony that glazed his mind. He gasped as his shattered ribs eased back into place, and he was able to take in his first full breath since he had crashed. His neck fused into one long, sinuous unbroken line again, and his back straightened. The last thing to heal was his wing, partly because he had been lying on it. He rolled to pull it out from underneath his weight, and the bones and cartilage flared into seamless alignment. Rightness vibrated in his bones.
Most healing was just as messy as any wound or sickness, and healing spells and potions hurt like a bastard. This didn�t. This was Pia gazing at him with eyes the color of midnight, as she laid cool fingers against his face and said, �I love you.�
She was his best teacher, and the most Powerful force in his universe, and everything hinged on it, on her. Everything.
She watched him so worriedly. She still had her arm jammed in his mouth, which still made him want to laugh. Her face was dirty and bruised, and the battle rang out all around them, but somehow the viciousness never touched them.
They existed somewhere else, somewhere sacred, apart from it all.
That was until Carling rapped on his snout with her knuckles. Since you�re getting better, you ought to know that my protection spell against the sun doesn�t last as long as it used to, said the witch. I need to get out of the sun, and you need to take over this incantation. People are going to keep dying if we don�t figure out how to make some headway against this.
Dragos�s attention snapped back to what was happening all around him.
Not ten feet away, Graydon had wrestled Beluviel to the ground. He held the Elven woman pinned from behind, his arms wrapped around her as he gripped her wrists. Her body strained convulsively to break his hold until the tendons in her arms and legs showed white like bone against her skin. All the while she stared blankly into space through the tangled curtain of her hair.
Even though violence churned all around them, Graydon talked to her. His voice was gentle as he said, �You�re all right. You�re going to be all right.�
But while Monroe rescued children and Graydon held on to Beluviel, no one else had the luxury of picking just one person to save. He noticed that they tried to knock the Elves back without inflicting harm, but gradually they were both taking and inflicting damage as they were surrounded by an army that would not stop advancing.
Not until Gaeleval himself was stopped.
He focused on Carling�s incantation. Analyzing, he realized that she was acting as a focal point for the other magic users. Her incantation took their individual spells and wove them together in a patchwork defense against Gaeleval and the God Machine.
They were holding together a bubble of shelter around the sentinels and other fighters who had managed to reach him, while not twenty feet away, a hurricane force had picked up once again and battered against their shields. They were cut off from the rest of their troops, including Ferion and the other Wyr. Nobody else could fly in or out.
Even as he studied them, one of the magic users faltered and fell out of the pattern. Carling repaired the hole quickly by reweaving the other spells together, but Dragos could hear the strain in her voice. She wouldn�t be able to hold the spells together for much longer, and when she lost control of the pattern, all the rest would fall apart.
Dragos gently pushed Pia�s arm out of his mouth and shapeshifted, rolling onto his hands and knees. He straightened and put his hand on Pia�s shoulder, squeezing, as he asked Carling, �Can you hold for a little while longer?�
Not far away, Rune glanced over his shoulder as he batted several Elves away with one wide swipe of his giant paw. Carling�s face twisted but she nodded. The Vampyre wrapped her cloak tightly around her body and pulled the hood over her head, still chanting.
Pia said hoarsely, �I need to go to Calondir.�
There was nothing anybody could do for Calondir, but he did not tell her that. Instead he let go of her shoulder and said, �Go.�
Pia wobbled to her feet and, cradling her arm against her side, she limped toward the Elf Lord�s still form. Eva noticed and pulled back from the fighting. As soon as those on either side of her filled the gap that she left, she jogged after Pia.
He could no longer act in partnership with a dead man. Freed from his oath to the High Lord, Dragos turned his attention back to the sole reason why he had come.
To Gaeleval, who couldn�t seem to leave his mate alone, and who couldn�t seem to go off and be a maniacal despot in a pocket of Other land somewhere else that had nothing to do with Dragos or the Wyr.
And Dragos could learn to give in sometimes, in some ways, but there really was only so far he could bend.
This was not going to be one of those times.
This was the time to make a real victim out of that son of a bitch.
Dragos cloaked himself with a spell so tight, not a mouse would have sensed his presence. Then he strode between Constantine and Aryal, into the howling gale, and he walked into the enthralled army.
As he hunted through the sea of hollowed eyes and empty faces, one by one he filtered everything out. Carling and the other magic users. The God Machine.
Everything but that last thread of Power, the blood of his prey.
When he located it, he did not try to push against it or fight it. Instead he followed it, tracing it back to its source.
Unlike Gaeleval, he did not have a God Machine to magnify his abilities. He needed to draw close to his target for what he meant to do.
When he had gotten close enough, he curled his own Power around that singular thread, and he began to whisper a beguilement that brought him into an almost perfect alignment with it. Then he slid his intention into it obliquely, as if by accident.
You are the bringer of the end of your days, he whispered. His enemy was very near, gathered behind a knot of strong Elven warriors. This is the final note in your song. It was set in motion at your beginning. You have forgotten that Death himself is part of your whole. You have done your job well, and you can let go. Let go. What you wish for is here, your ending. Now you can fall into silence.
Others like Gaeleval might share a talent for beguilement, but no one could beguile quite like the dragon, who could whisper death with such gentle purity that it marked the soul for which it was intended.
Even still, his prey could have fought him, and might even have had a chance against the beguilement if his survival instinct had been strong enough, except that Dragos used what Gaeleval wanted most against him.
The singular thread of Power dissolved. He almost imagined a sigh of relief as it dissipated.
His eardrums pounded as the howling gale died.
Gaeleval�s army staggered to a halt.
Wyr shouted to each other and to him, while Ferion and others who had been left on the bluff raced toward them.
Several minutes later, searchers came upon Dragos standing over Amras Gaeleval, who was dead. The Elf sat in a lotus position, his empty hands in his lap. Like Calondir in the painting, Gaeleval looked as though he cupped something immeasurably precious.
Dragos stared at Gaeleval in silence for a long moment before he turned away.
* * *
Even as Pia and Eva had come close to the High Lord, Pia had known Calondir was gone.
Still, as she struggled to get past the restrictions of her leather armor and her stiff, sore body to kneel beside him, she knew she had to try. While Eva leaned over to shield her with her body, Pia slit her palm and let a few drops of her blood fall between the Elf Lord�s parted lips. Of course nothing happened. Her blood could heal, but it couldn�t bring back the dead.
She couldn�t do anything else for him, so she sat with him until Ferion, Sidhiel, and others plunged into sight. When their faces broke apart into fresh grief, she held out her hand to Eva who helped hoist her to her feet. They walked away to give the Elves a measure of privacy.
After everything that had happened, the rest followed so fast it was disconcerting.
Dragos came to find her. �Gaeleval�s dead,� he told her. She merely nodded. She couldn�t stop staring at the sea of catatonic people. He put his hands on her shoulders and tilted his head until he caught her attention. �Are you all right?�
She nodded and wiped at her eyes with the back of one hand. It was not quite a lie. �Did you find the prayer beads?�
He hesitated, then said, �There weren�t any prayer beads, Pia.�
She said dully, �I suppose that means the God Machine has turned into something else. I wonder where it has gone now.�
Dragos took in a deep breath, then shook his head sharply. �We can talk about that later. Pia, listen to me. If I don�t remove the beguilement soon, Gaeleval�s entire army is going to die. When I do remove it, many of them will still die. The rest of this is going to be horrible and tedious. You are bruised all over, and you have to eat something. Now will you go home?�
�No,� she said. She braced her aching back. �But I will eat something and go back to Lirithriel to help get in supplies of, well, everything. Medical supplies, food, clothing, shelter. Dragos, the survivors need to be sent back through the passageway as quickly as possible. It�s too cold here. As many as you think might die when you take off the beguilement, we�re going to lose more when the sun goes down.�
He clenched his jaw, and she could see he hadn�t had a chance to think that far ahead. �You�re right,� he said.
They parted with a quick, hard kiss.
Even though Carling kept deeply swaddled with her cloak, Rune was anxious to get her safely to shelter, either inside a building or under the cover of night. He flew Carling, Eva and Pia back through the passageway. They discovered that the time slippage between the Elven Other land and Lirithriel Wood had remained constant. Daytime in the Other land meant nighttime in South Carolina.
As soon as they cleared the passageway and the gryphon landed in the clearing, Carling drew back her hood and summoned Soren, the Demonkind Councillor and head of the Elder tribunal. Moments later, a cyclone whirled into the clearing and solidified into the tall figure of a white-haired Djinn with a roughly hewn face and starred eyes.
They told Soren quickly what had happened. He called in more Djinn to help. After they arrived, he blew away to inform the rest of the Elder tribunal. With dizzying swiftness, tribunal Peacekeepers began to arrive, along with doctors, other medical personnel, and all manner of supplies.
Pia had lost track a while ago of where her pack had gone. As soon as the first boxes of bottled water and emergency food supplies came in, she crammed an energy bar into her mouth, drank some water and threw herself into work. Eva never complained and never left her side, but worked alongside her, as did Rune and Carling. After a frantic explosion of activity, three large triage tents were set up and ready by the time the first of the injured Elves trickled through the passageway.
Pia was thrilled and relieved, and also incredibly saddened, when she saw that Beluviel was one of the first ones to come through. Graydon carried her close to his chest, his face drawn and jaw tight. The Elven woman, no longer the consort, was semiconscious and wrapped tightly in a cloak.
The trickle quickly became a deluge, and then word came back through the passageway along with the sick and injured. When the Lord of the Wyr had removed the last of the beguilement from the enthralled Elven army, over a third of the Numenlaurians had died. Everyone in the clearing fell into a stricken silence.
It was too much to take in. There were too many people coming over. There was too much to do. There was always some task right in front of her, until suddenly the next thing that stood in front of her was Dragos himself.
�Oh, hi,� she said hoarsely. She had gone numb a long while back.
He looked at her grimly, his mouth set. Then he pulled her into his arms and said, �Enough.�
Closing her eyes, she rested her head against his chest. She knew better than to argue with that tone of voice.
She was already half asleep when he picked her up in his arms, so she might have dreamed the next bit when Dragos called Soren over to him. Dragos said to the Djinn Councillor, �You have wanted to get me in your debt for some time. Now is your chance. Take us back to Cuelebre Tower, and I�ll owe you a small favor.�
Soren smiled, and his starred eyes turned calculating. �What a very precise bargain you offer.�
�My jet is fueled and sitting on the tarmac at the Charleston airport,� Dragos told him. �You are a convenience, not a necessity. Small, Soren.�
Soren�s smile widened. �You knew I couldn�t resist.�
�I was fairly certain,� said Dragos.
Then a cyclone swept them up, and for the first time in too damn long, they went to bed together in their own bed. Pia was too tired to wash, and they were both filthy, and none of it mattered, because they were together, and they were home.
Dragos helped her strip out of her clothes and held the covers back for her as she crawled between the sheets. A few moments later he joined her. He pulled her into his arms, and she rested her head on his chest.
�The Freaky Deaky,� she mumbled.
He lifted his head off the pillow to look at her. �The Freaky Deaky?�
�The Woo-Woo.� She couldn�t keep both eyes open at the same time, so she gave up and kept them closed. �You know, the Oracle�s prophecy. It�s all over now, right?�
He pressed his lips to her forehead. �Almost. There is one more thing to do.�
Almost? What did that mean? What else needed to be done? And please God, could it wait until morning?
Before she could ask him, the questions melted into darkness and she plummeted deep into sleep.
* * *
Dragos made contact with Grym to let the sentinel know that he and Pia had returned. Telling the sentinel about what had happened in the Elven demesne could wait until later. It was too big of a story to share in a quick telepathic exchange.
As soon as Dragos was certain that Pia had fallen deeply asleep, he slid out of bed, dressed again in his dirty clothes and strode up a flight of stairs to the Tower�s rooftop. The winter night was bitter cold, and lit with a massive spray of colored lights. He could sense Soren�s presence lingering, but he ignored the Djinn for now.
He reached into his pocket and pulled out the God Machine.
No longer a string of plain wooden prayer beads, the Machine looked like a perfect cut diamond, the largest and most sumptuous diamond Dragos had ever seen. It shone like a beacon in the darkness, the only true light in a world filled with uncertainty and shadows. Power burned in his hand, an eternal black lotus.
A perfect jewel, and Power.
They were his two most favorite things in the world, aside from Pia and the baby.
�No, you don�t,� he said to Taliesin�s seductive Machine. �You cannot influence me that way.�
He changed into the dragon, launched and flew out over the water. Past the New York harbor to open sea, and still further, flying strongly while the wind burned in his lungs and the stars overhead in the velvet night sky outshone everything on Earth.
Finally he reached a point where he was surrounded with nothing but dark ocean, sky and wind. The Djinn had wisely stayed back in New York, and he sensed no creature below the ocean�s surface.
He threw the Machine as far as he could. The bright diamond/black lotus flashed in the night as it arced through the sky. It worked its magic on him even as he let it go and watched it fall. When it disappeared into the water, he yearned to dive after it.
But another lodestone drew him, the memory of Pia, soft and warm and sleeping in his bed, and his yearning for her was even stronger than the lure of the Machine. He didn�t hesitate as he wheeled in the sky and flew back to the city, back home.
He landed on the roof and changed, more tired than he had been in a long time, and that was when the Djinn Soren chose to reappear, materializing in front of him in the figure of that tall, white-haired man with a craggy face, and shining, starred eyes.
�Do not ask me for that favor right now,� he growled at the Djinn.
�Are you sure?� asked Soren, with a bladelike smile. �It is a small favor, after all, quickly asked and granted, and then you will be debt free once more.�
Dragos gritted his teeth at the bait the Djinn so adroitly dangled in front of him. He snapped, �Ask.�
�Last year, my son Khalil told me the details of the Oracle�s prophecy,� Soren said. �He and I agreed that it posed some interesting questions.�
Dragos�s expression shuttered. He turned away from the Djinn�s intensely curious gaze and stood with his hands on his hips, watching the New York skyline. �Careful, Soren. You get just one answer.�
The Djinn walked over to stand by his side. �The prophecy talked about you along with the other primal Powers, not just as a beast but as Beast.� Soren asked softly, �Why did you never cast a God Machine into the world?�
Dragos remained silent for a long time as he looked out over his city. New York was such a magnificent teeming brawl. As solitary as he was by nature, he still loved living right here, squarely immersed in the middle of all this rich, messy life.
He said, �I never felt the need.�

EIGHTEEN

The next morning, the Sentinel Games resumed.
Pia was incredulous when she heard the news. Her head was under her pillow�her own pillow in her very own bed, rapture, joy, joy�and Dragos had just lifted up a corner of it to whisper good-bye to her. She grunted and lifted her head to peer at him, her rapture rudely interrupted.
He was showered, shaved and dressed in black jeans and a black T-shirt, and he looked so tired. He never looked tired. Their bedside clock read 6:42 A.M. She hooked her fingers into a belt loop of his jeans.
�Really?� she whined. �Nooo. I mean, really? Why?�
�Because when shit happens, it doesn�t take a day off,� he said. He sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed her back. �The relentless pace of the Games is as much a part of the weeding process as anything else. If someone doesn�t like that, it�s better that they back out now before they run into real trouble as a sentinel, trouble that won�t slow down or go easy on them just because they�re having a bad day.�
Heh, yeah, she got that, but she didn�t have to like it. �They didn�t almost die,� she whispered. �You did.�
He bent his head and played with her fingers. She looked at the short black curl of his eyelashes against his cheeks, loving him so much that it twisted her into a pretzel. He said quietly, �That�s all the more reason for me to be present.�
She took in a quick breath, and suddenly she was wide-awake.
Because the problem is that people do talk.
As the Wyr had returned to New York throughout the night, word of Dragos�s fall would have gotten around. It must have been clear to everyone that he had been critically injured. Not only did the Wyr demesne need to see proof that he was all right, but so did the other demesnes and countries throughout the world.
Hell, for that matter, so did Wall Street investors.
Remorse twinged. She sat up and said, �I�m sorry.�
He gave her a hard hug. �Don�t be,� he said. �It�s been a hellish goddamn week. After the Games are over tomorrow, you and I are spending the weekend in bed. In the meantime, you should eat and rest.�
She smiled, a wry twist of the lips. �See you later.�
He gave her a swift kiss and left.
An hour and fifteen minutes later, she had showered and dressed in jeans and a sweater. She had also put on makeup and eaten so many buckwheat pancakes that her stomach was full to bursting.
When she called for a driver, Eva and Hugh appeared. At her look of surprise, Eva gave her a small grin and told her, �Imma just keep turning up now like a bad penny.�
Penny.
Pia doubled over and laughed uproariously, while the other two watched her with puzzled expressions. �I�ll explain it someday,� Pia told them. She cocked her head and smiled at Hugh. �It�s good to see you. Are you here for the reason I hope you are?�
He returned her smile, his plain bony features creased with good humor. �Got my hat in hand and I�m looking for a job, if you�ll have me.�
�I�m delighted to have you,� she told him. Not only did she genuinely like Hugh, but he and Eva already knew how to work together. It was a good start.
Eva told her, �This kind of gig was too big a change of pace for the others, but no surprise there. Johnny�s been waiting to have a word with you, though, if you can spare him a few minutes.�
�All right,� she said, resigned. �I need to get to the Garden, but I can take a few minutes right now.�
�He�s downstairs,� Eva said. �I told him to grab a coffee at Starbucks.� At her questioning look, the other woman added telepathically, He don�t know nuthin� about nuthin�, Tink, but he�s got questions.
She nodded grimly and rode the elevator with Hugh and Eva down to the ground floor. Once they stepped into the Tower�s main lobby, Eva said to Hugh, �Get a car and meet us out front.�
�You got it,� Hugh said. He disappeared, winding through the crowd at a deceptively sleepy pace.
Pia and Eva walked into Starbucks where Johnny sat at the window counter with an empty coffee cup in front of him. He hunched over his computer game. He looked up as Eva tapped him on the shoulder, then he switched off the game and shoved it into his back pocket as he stood.
Pia clasped her hands behind her back, twisting her fingers together hard as she gave him a smile. �Hey there,� she said. �Thanks for everything you did on the trip. I�ll want to tell the others in person later, myself, but for now, would you pass on my thanks to them too?�
�Sure, I�ll tell them,� Johnny said. It saddened her that he seemed ill at ease and uncertain. �Look, about that night? You know, when the shit hit the fan, and we were at the passageway where the Elves were fighting.�
�I know which night you�re talking about,� she said quietly as she tensed.
He met her gaze shyly. �There for a while, I passed out, so I�m not sure what happened, but I know two things. I know I took a mean sumbitch wound. I even remember thinking, damn, I�m not gonna get over this one. Then when I woke up, you and Evie were there. Now I�ve got no scar. I�ve got nothing but the memory of that sword going in, and�� He blinked rapidly as he looked from one to the other. �I don�t know what you guys did or how you did it, but I wanted to say thank you.�
Pia�s face softened. She touched him on the shoulder. �We did what anybody would have done,� she told him gently, as she chose her words with care. She�d gotten used to dancing around telling the whole truth. �We poured all the healing juice we could into you.�
�That�s just it,� he said. �None of our healing potions were used.�
She and Eva looked at each other. �I had healing potion in my pack,� Pia said. That wasn�t a lie either. She did carry a few, just in case.
�There�s Hugh with the car,� said Eva. �We gotta go, sport.�
Eva and Johnny looked at each other. Moving as one, they stepped into a fierce hug. �It�s not gonna be the same without you,� he said, muffled.
��Course it won�t.� She thumped him on the back. �You kids gonna have to worship my bitch-goddess self from afar.�
He laughed, his arms loosening. �See you around, bitch.�
�You know it.� Eva slapped him on the cheek, an affectionate tap, and turned to Pia. �Ready, Tink.�
She blew out a breath. �Let�s go.�
As they walked outside to the Cadillac idling at the curb, Eva said telepathically, See, like I told you. He�s confused and he don�t really know anything.
Pia didn�t reply as she climbed into the backseat.
No, Johnny didn�t know anything, she thought. But he knew enough to wonder about what really happened, and to question her story. Healing potion couldn�t have healed him so completely, not that bad of a wound, and not without leaving a scar.
And people talk.
She told Hugh and Eva to wait outside, then she walked into the Cuelebre supersuite at the Madison Square Arena. Dragos stood at the window that looked out over the arena. He had his head bent over a file while Kris talked to him. Both men turned as the door opened, and Dragos�s eyebrows shot up in surprise. They lowered again immediately.
�What,� he growled, �are you doing here?�
�I�m doing the same thing you are, so don�t give me any lip about it,� she said calmly. As he assessed her with a narrowed gaze, she walked over to kiss him. Then she looked out over the arena.
A smile hovered at the edges of his hard mouth as he bent his head again to read his file, and she could tell that he was really pleased. He murmured, �It�s that whole partnership thing again, isn�t it?�
�Yes,� she said. She braced herself. �Dragos, in the spirit of partnership, we need to talk about something.�
He lowered the file and brought his head up with a frown. �What�d I do this time?�
She shook her head at him. �Nothing. It�s what I did.�
�Kris,� Dragos said without looking around at his assistant.
�Yeah, I got it,� Kris said. �Go work somewhere else for a while.�
As soon as the younger man left, Dragos threw his file on a chair and turned to her. �What happened?�
She told him about Johnny�s injury and how she had healed him. When she had finished, she said, �He doesn�t know what happened, but he�s really puzzled.�
�Ah,� said Dragos. �That�s the other healing you were talking about.�
�What? When?�
The corners of his lips twitched. He told her, �When you stuck your elbow in my mouth.�
She rubbed her temples. It wasn�t even ten o�clock in the morning, and already a pressure headache was beginning to build behind her eyes.
�The thing is,� she said, �Johnny�s bound to talk about what happened. In fact, I�m sure he already has to his unit, and who could blame him? Then there�s what happened to you out on the battlefield, when, as you say, I stuck my elbow in your mouth. You were clearly down and not getting up on your own. People have got to know that I did something to heal you. And Dragos, you may not have noticed this, but I certainly have�people are starting to resent the fact that I haven�t revealed my Wyr side.�
His amusement had vaporized, leaving him taut with tension. He said, �Where are you going with all of this?�
She threw out her hand in a gesture of frustration. �I�m wondering if we should just throw my Wyr side out there and let the world know. I�ve thought before that this whole issue is like watching a slow-building train wreck��
�No,� he said. His gold eyes flared with incandescence. �We should not.�
�I�m not sure that we�re going to have any choice about it,� she said.
�We have a choice, and I say no.� His hands came down on her shoulders and he gripped her hard. �In fact,� he said between his teeth, �I really want to forbid this. I want you to notice that I haven�t.�
She softened and rubbed his forearms. �I notice it, Dragos, and I�m very glad of it.�
He studied her grimly, clearing thinking hard. �Speculation is not knowledge,� he said. �Just like Johnny is confused about what happened to him, people cannot be sure about what happened in the valley. They don�t know if you fed me healing potion, or if you threw a healing spell. Most of them were too far away. The only ones who were close by to see anything in detail are the sentinels.�
�And Carling,� she said. �And Quentin, and Alex, and Eva�and don�t forget Hugh.�
His dangerous gaze narrowed. �Eva.�
�She won�t say a word,� Pia said hurriedly. �I believe that. She and Hugh came to work for me this morning. I only brought them up because they add to the total number of people who know something.�
�Still, except for the gryphons, nobody knows anything for sure,� Dragos said. �And we should keep it that way. No, don�t interrupt me�listen: I hear what you�re saying. But in spite of everything that has happened, Pia, we�ve only seen a week go by, and you�re suggesting we do something that we cannot take back once it is done. We haven�t had time to consider all the consequences�especially for how it might affect the baby�s life once the news gets out.�
She sucked in a breath, her gaze turning stricken. �I hadn�t even thought of that.�
His fingers tightened. �People are going to speculate about you for the rest of your life. That�s part of who you are now. Let them speculate about this too. It does no harm for them to think that you might be able to throw unusually effective healing spells.�
�Yes.� She sighed. He pulled her into his arms, and she rested her aching head on his chest. �Everything you said makes sense.�
�Well, thank gods for that.� He kissed her forehead. �I took Taliesin�s Machine over the ocean last night and threw it in the water.�
�What?� Her head snapped up so fast, she clipped him on the chin. �I thought you said you didn�t see it!�
�Ouch!� He glowered at her and rubbed his chin. �You asked if I saw any prayer beads, and I hadn�t. The Machine had taken the form of a perfect diamond. It was fucking gorgeous, Pia, and it was almost the size of my fist. So I put it in my pocket and cloaked it, and then we had a shitload of things to do, and when I knew that you were home, safe in bed, I threw it away.�
She chewed her lip, her forehead wrinkled. �I don�t suppose there was anything else to be done,� she said at last.
�There wasn�t. It can�t be destroyed, and it was far too dangerous for us to hold on to. Eventually it will work its way back into the world. I just wanted you to know what I�d done.�
She considered him for a long moment. Then she laid her head back on his chest. �You�re going to make such a splendid husband.�
His arms closed around her again, possessively. �I am, which is a good thing, because I�m the only husband you�re ever going to get.�
She closed her eyes, soaking up the sensation while she inhaled his masculine scent. �I can live with that.�
The fighting in the arena that day was savage, and most of the contestants�except for Quentin again�got bloodied one way or another. Mostly Pia pretended to watch. She put on a good show, although more often than not her gaze rested on the Elven demesne�s box that remained empty. At the end of the day, there were fourteen contestants left, including all five of the original sentinels. Again, Pia could tell that Dragos was pleased.
�They all want it,� he said. �They�re going to win through again.�
She devoutly hoped that was a good thing, as she looked down on the top of Aryal�s head.
The next day the rounds started early, and nobody could predict how long they would take. Pia joined Dragos at the window for the first half hour.
After she had put in a public appearance, she fled to one of the other rooms where she signed cards and wrapped presents for Beluviel and Linwe, and she wrote a letter of condolence to Ferion, the new High Lord.
Eva remained out by the window, and Dragos and Kris didn�t even bother to pretend to work. They took turns calling out the name of the winner to Pia at the end of each fight.
Graydon.
Bayne.
Constantine.
Aryal.
Quentin.
At that, Pia had to sit down because her damn legs had turned shaky. She put her elbows on the table and her head in her hands. Quentin, who she knew disliked Dragos intensely. Aryal, who disliked her intensely.
And the gods knew, along with everybody else, how much they hated each other.
�What are we doing?� she whispered.
The last two names were almost an anticlimax. Almost, except compared to some of the others, they were a goddamn relief. Grym, quiet but always present, always reliable. And Alexander Elysias, the pegasus, who by all accounts was a peaceful man. She had a feeling they were going to need that peacefulness in the upcoming days.
She could hear the roar of the crowd through the sound system, and feel Dragos�s charged energy moments before he strode into the room. He looked at her. �It�s finally done. The Games are over. I�m going down to announce the new sentinels. Will you come?�
She stood immediately. �Of course.�
He held out his hand to her, and she walked over to take it.
Somehow they would all have to figure out how to get along.
What are we doing? she thought. Why, we are doing what we must.
Dragos inclined his head to her.
She mouthed at him, �And then we get a weekend off.�
He grinned, and together they strode out to their people.

NINETEEN

A couple of months later, a very large young man said to Pia, �Mom, you�re just gonna have to trust me. I promise everything�s going to be all right.�
She bit back a smile. Now, where had she heard those words before? Like father, like son. �I trust you, baby,� she told the young man as he lounged against the kitchen counter. �Of course everything�s going to be all right.�
She was in the middle of pouring birthday cake batter into a pan in a bright, airy kitchen with plenty of windows for natural light and a butcher-block island.
Then she stopped. Wait a minute. This wasn�t the kitchen at the penthouse. Where the hell was she this time?
And why was she baking a birthday cake?
She set the batter bowl down carefully and turned to her son, who was killer gorgeous. He had to be nearly as tall as Dragos, broad shouldered and slim hipped, with long, strong legs encased in torn, faded jeans.
Every single one of the gods had to have been in a good mood when this boy was made. His features were not as rough-hewn as Dragos�s, but the strong bone structure was still there, and he had her dark violet eyes. A thatch of white blond hair tumbled down his forehead.
Killer. Gorgeous.
She felt punch-drunk. All she could think of was the robot from the old TV show Lost in Space whenever it waved its arms in alarm and shouted, �Danger, Will Robinson, danger.�
She could see the future coming toward her, like the lights of an oncoming train. They couldn�t take away his car keys. He had wings. They were going to have to institute a citywide curfew, maybe throughout the entire state. Eleven P.M. Lock up all your daughters, folks. No, better make the curfew ten P.M.
In the meantime, who was going to protect this beautiful boy from all the predators that were going to think he was their next tasty morsel? Oh geez, she and Dragos had their jobs cut out for them.
�I guess you learned this dream stuff a couple of months ago,� she said. �Peanut, you are too precocious for your own good. You are a baby. You need to get back into my uterus and stay there for a while.�
�I think my name is Liam,� said the peanut. �At least I like it.� He looked at her uncertainly. �Is that okay with you?�
Liam Cuelebre. Her eyes moistened. �It�s more than okay. It�s beautiful, and I love it. I love you. But why am I baking a birthday cake?�
He hooked a long finger into the batter and licked it. �Because it�s my birthday, and I think I�m going to like cake. Don�t worry, Mom. Everything is going to be fine. I�ll make sure of it.�
She pointed the spatula at him. �You are not supposed to say that to your mommy. Your mommy is supposed to say that to you.�
The peanut gave her a sunny, innocent smile.
She plunged awake as the baby gave an especially robust kick, pow, right under her ribs, and as she put a hand over her swollen abdomen, she looked around at the deeply shadowed room, disoriented. She was pretty sure she was awake, but this wasn�t their bedroom in the penthouse either.
Dragos stretched out beside her on the bed, lying on his stomach, fast asleep. His long, powerful body was dark against the pale top sheet that had slipped to his waist, his broad shoulders relaxed. The king-sized bed�they couldn�t sleep in anything but a king-sized bed�took up most of the room. A couple of dressers were against the wall, cosmetics strewn on one and cufflinks and a plain, masculine hairbrush on another. The door to a bathroom was half open, from which a dim night-light shone.
She rolled onto her side and peered over the edge of the bed. A pair of high-heeled ivory pumps lay on the floor, along with a tangled heap of a knee-length, pale chiffon maternity dress. It was her wedding dress from Target, and it had cost all of eighty-nine dollars.
Reality settled into place around her, and it looked a lot like a fat, contented cat.
That�s right. They had gotten married that morning.
She held up her left hand to admire the simple, classic gold band that now nestled beside the outrageous, T. rex�sized diamond ring. Dragos had a gold band that matched hers. She grinned as she remembered how that particular conversation had gone.
It had been short and sweet, and to the point. They had been standing at a jewelry counter at Tiffany while an attendant showed them rings. Pia admired one particularly sleek, elegant set of his-and-hers wedding bands.
�But I collect jewelry,� said Dragos with a frown. �I don�t wear it.�
She glanced at him. His frown was more bemusement than anything else. He stood very close to her, still dressed in a white shirt and dark suit from his day�s work. He had removed his tie and unbuttoned the first couple of buttons on his shirt. His head was angled as he studied the rings in the black velvet tray, his gold eyes gleaming with acquisitive interest.
She recognized that look. She said telepathically to him, We do not need this whole tray of rings.
His gaze shifted to her. Are you sure?
I�m quite sure. Just beyond his shoulder, she caught sight of a woman standing some twenty feet away from them. The woman was model thin, sleek, intelligent-looking and immaculate. Her makeup, hair and polished nails were color coordinated, and her outfit and accessories hit around the ten-thousand mark. Thanks to Stanford, Pia was getting better at judging that sort of thing.
The woman stared fixedly at Dragos, not even bothering to disguise her naked hunger even though Pia stood right there with him, clearly pregnant, and together they were one of the world�s most recognizable mated Wyr couples.
But neither mating nor marriage had necessarily anything to do with fidelity, and there would always be some sexual predator hoping to get her claws, even for a brief time, into the multibillionaire head of Cuelebre Enterprises.
None of them fazed Dragos for a moment. They were so unimportant to him that they didn�t even register on his radar. Pia wished she could truly be that indifferent, but at best she could only fake it.
Pia turned her attention back to Dragos. She said, �Maybe you don�t wear jewelry as a general rule, but you�re going to wear this ring.�
Amusement played at the edges of his hard, sexy mouth. �You know this because�.�.�.�?�
�Because I get to have everything I want.� And she wanted nothing more in that moment than to put her claim on him so that everybody could see it. Without bothering to lower her voice, she added, �And that includes having lots of fantastic sex whenever I like.�
His smile deepened, and his eyes gleamed molten hot under lowered lids. �That you do.� He bent his head to kiss her, while their attendant grinned and looked away.
Did she do it? Yes, yes, she did. While she sank one hand into Dragos�s silken hair and tilted one foot up, she held up her other hand behind his back, and she flipped up her middle finger as she kissed him. By the time they finished the kiss, the piranha had stalked off.
Dragos wore the ring.
And she did get everything she wanted.
She insisted that she plan the wedding. She told him that he could plan any kind of honeymoon he liked�as long as it was just as they had talked about, some kind of honeymoon where they were truly alone. No household staff, no sentinels, no psychos. No Stanford, no cell phones, no Kristoff �making this one exception� on some business emergency or other. Nobody but them and the peanut.
She could even cook if he wanted. Well, she amended that one pretty quickly. She could reheat any meat that somebody else had precooked for him, if all she had to do was to put a covered package in the oven and then leave the kitchen fast.
By that point, he was laughing at her, and she didn�t blame him. But he agreed to take care of the honeymoon, and she got to plan the wedding of her dreams.
The justice of the peace came to the penthouse for a very simple ceremony. Pia wore the flirty maternity dress she had found at Target, which she loved, even though the sacrilege nearly put Stanford in the hospital. She felt fun and pretty, and she didn�t worry for a minute about spilling anything down the front or ruining a piece of art that had cost a fortune. Dragos wore his best hand-stitched suit, with a silk shirt and platinum cuff links that, he informed her, were not jewelry but simply a necessary part of the suit ensemble.
Eva and Graydon stood as witnesses. Afterward, they had thirty people for breakfast, including the sentinels, Pia�s friends from Elfie�s, the other psychos, and Rune and Carling, who flew in from Miami. From Adriyel, Niniane and Tiago�well, Niniane, who also signed Tiago�s name on the cards along with half a dozen x�s and o�s, and surrounded the signatures with a few hearts�sent a pile of handcrafted presents, richly dyed textiles along with a stunning metal sculpture, all unique Dark Fae designs.
The only shadow that lay over her was knowing what a long, hard road to recovery lay in front of the Elves. Linwe had written her a small, sad note of thanks for all the gifts, and she passed on snippets of information. Beluviel had closed herself off from others and refused to speak of what happened. The Numenlaurian children that had survived were having difficulty with almost everything, and many of the adults were still in a vegetative state. Ferion never seemed to laugh any longer. He worked viciously long hours, and the Wood had not greened at all that spring.
Other than that sadness, Pia was happy, so happy. Nothing was hanging over her head. Dragos had promised her that if the sentinels didn�t learn to get along, he was going to knock them around like bowling pins. The Freaky Deaky was over, the peanut was strong and growing fast, and she was head over heels in love with her new husband.
Even better, her husband was head over heels in love with her. She didn�t have to have faith on that, or rely on the fact that they were mates. The evidence of how he felt lived in his eyes. He followed her with his gaze when she was across the room, frowned whenever she stepped away and watched for her return.
They ate from a sumptuous breakfast buffet and had a lightly flavored, lemon sponge wedding cake. Then for their honeymoon, they traveled by limousine upstate to Dragos�s country estate just outside of Carthage.
Pia had fallen silent when she had looked at the gigantic mansion for the first time. Even though it was March and spring was fast approaching, the entire scene was blanketed in snow and looked like a winter wonderland. She could tell Dragos was watching her expression closely but she couldn�t summon up any other reaction but a wide-eyed stare. She couldn�t think of what to say.
The place was enormous. It had to have at least fifty rooms. If it went on the market, it would probably sell for fifty million dollars and get a write-up in the Wall Street Journal or maybe the New York Times.
And she had offered to cook in there? She wasn�t sure if she would be able to find the kitchen without a GPS.
She finally managed to say, �It�s beautiful.�
And it was, in a stunningly palatial, utterly uncomfortable, totally-not-what-she-had-envisioned-for-her-honeymoon way.
He rubbed her back, and when she was finally able to drag her gaze away from the sight, she found him biting back a smile. �We�re not staying at the main house,� he told her. �We�re staying at the estate manager�s house.�
�Oh?� Her eyebrows rose hopefully.
�It has four bedrooms and four baths, and the family room has a fireplace along with a nice view of a private lake,� he said. �That house is much cozier for a stay without any support staff, and I�ve already had the place stocked with food, along with recent releases in paperback and on DVD. There�s Internet and the phones, but we can unplug the phones and choose not to get online, and the manager�s already taken off for his own vacation. As soon as our limo driver leaves, there�ll be no one else around but us for two hundred and fifty acres.�
Somewhere in the middle of all that description, she began to smile. �That sounds like heaven,� she confessed.
�It does, doesn�t it?� He took a deep breath and let it out. She could almost see the longstanding tension that he carried coiled between his shoulders begin to drop away. �The last time I was in the manager�s house was years ago. Let�s go in and see what he�s done with the place.�
The limo took them on a well-plowed side drive to a charming house with a Cape Cod design. Beyond the house, a glimmer of the lake showed in a break between the trees. She said promptly, �I love it.�
Dragos laughed. He would always be a hard-looking male, and he would always carry the blade of his personality in his face, but in that moment he looked happier than she had seen in a long time. He said, �Well, let�s make sure the inside is all right. We can always leave and either stay at the main house or go someplace else entirely, if you want to.�
�I don�t want to.� She didn�t wait for either Dragos or the driver to open her door. Instead she flung it open herself and hurried up the sidewalk. She hadn�t wanted to change out of her fun dress for the trip, so she was careful with her high heels on the frigid pavement, even though it was immaculately clear of snow or ice. When she tried the handle, she found that the door was already unlocked.
Dragos followed at a slower pace, hands in his pockets. She waited just long enough for him to join her, then they went inside to explore the house, which was just as charming on the inside as it was on the outside.
There was large, comfortable furniture, sturdy enough for someone of Dragos�s size to sprawl on comfortably, interesting prints and paintings, a kitchen filled with lots of windows, natural light and an island with a granite countertop, and a beautiful view of the lake from the family room. Their luggage had already been sent ahead. Everything was unpacked and waiting for them, along with more wedding cake and nonalcoholic champagne stored in the refrigerator.
She danced from room to room. The place was homey, warm and inviting, but she didn�t feel like she and Dragos were intruding. They were all alone, and it couldn�t be more perfect. She said, �I counted five TVs. There�s one in each bedroom, and one in the family room. No wait, six�look, there�s a little one here by the stove too!�
Dragos raised his eyebrows as he followed her into the kitchen. �Is this significant?�
�Yes,� she sang out. �I want to turn on all the TVs, jump on the beds and raid the refrigerator.�
He snagged her wrist as she pirouetted past him. �Stop for a few minutes and kiss your husband instead.�
She did stop to stare at him. �Husband. What a strange word.�
�It�s my word now,� he said.
She grinned. She might have known he would take ownership of that as he took ownership of most things in his life. He yanked her, and she came up hard against his body, hands splayed on his chest as she stared up at him, wide-eyed. He tilted his head and looked down the length of her body, fingering the light, frothy material of her skirt. His breathing deepened, and she felt his erection press against her hip.
As always, just coming up against his body put her on a slow burn. She rubbed against his cock, watching as his lips pulled back in a silent hiss of reaction. �Can I coax you into jumping on some of the beds with me, big guy?�
�I�d rather eat something instead,� he growled, his expression turning hard and hungry. As he kissed her, he bent to wrap an arm around her thighs and lift her up, and he carried her over to the island to perch her carefully on the edge of the counter.
Her slow burn escalated into a fast, hot flame. The peanut had put in a growth spurt over the last two months since January, and as a result, Dragos had become so very careful with her, it was driving her insane. She was as strong and healthy as a horse, just pregnant. Neither she nor the baby would break.
But he wouldn�t listen, and it was only going to get worse as she grew bigger. �Someday, mister, you are not going to be able to use pregnancy as an excuse to slow me down,� she panted against his gentle lips. �And I am going to ride you like a hungry cowgirl at her first rodeo.�
He burst into a guffaw. Still laughing, he hugged her tightly. �You�ve been surprising me with the things you say ever since you left that note about the penny.�
She clapped her hands over her ears. �My worst mistake ever. We should not talk about that penny any more, la la la.�
He pulled her hands down. �We�re never going to stop talking about it. That penny is one of my favorite memories.�
Her mouth dropped open. �Liar! You only liked what came afterward. You hated having your penny stolen.�
�True,� he admitted. �But I loved the note you left me. Maybe we could have found you with the Seven-Eleven security tape alone, but you really hanged yourself with that note.�
Deciding that it was time to change the subject, she grumbled, �Just so you know, this granite countertop is cold to sit on, and it�s putting a damper on my interest.�
His attention shifted, just as she expected it would. �Well, we can�t have that,� he said. He swept her into his arms. �We�d better go eat in bed.�
She settled against his chest with a happy sigh, stuck out a foot and admired one of her pretty wedding shoes as he carried her to the master bedroom. She could have walked. She could have insisted that she walked. But it was so much more fun when he exerted himself on her behalf.
In the bedroom, he eased her down onto the bed. She sat while he slipped her shoes off, first one then the other, and then he coaxed the dress over her head and unhooked her strapless bra until all she wore was a wisp of sheer panties.
�Wife,� she said. �Husband.�
His thoughtful look turned into a slight smile. �Mate,� he said. �Partner.�
He ran his fingers through her hair, freeing it from the loose topknot, and it tumbled about her shoulders. Again, without clothing, the changes to her body were even more pronounced, her breasts fuller and heavier, and the curve of her abdomen wider.
With a sigh, she stretched. �They�re pretty words, but I wonder what they mean.�
�With some patience and forgiveness, we�ll find out,� he said. �We�ll teach each other.�
She considered him from under lowered lids. �Do you think that dress made me look fat?�
For the merest moment outrage flashed across his face, and she almost giggled. Then he looked disgusted. �I can�t believe you got me again.�
�Patience and forgiveness,� she reminded him.
�With a little discipline thrown in now and then, for good measure,� he said. The late afternoon shadows were deep across his hard, dark face as he looked at her, his humor darkening into intent. He yanked at his shirt buttons and jerked loose his tie.
She tried to laugh. It came out husky and breathless. �What�what kind of discipline?�
�The kind that comes with restraint,� he said, his voice deepening.
Oh yay, he was going to tie her up? She loved that game. She almost clapped her hands, but then he stripped off his shirt and jacket, and the sight of his immense, muscled chest stole all of her IQ points again. Greedily she stroked her fingers over his hair-sprinkled skin, reveling in the taut, velvet-soft skin over iron muscles. They were so different from each other, so different, yet he pulled the deepest kind of responses out of her, and she wanted him all the time, so much so that it turned her inside out.
He eased her back down on the bed and came down beside her, his long, large body infinitely stronger than hers, a steady haven from all the ills that existed in the world.
His shadowed gold gaze flashed as he brought his mouth down to hers, touching her lips lightly. �I saw you standing in the middle of that forest fire with blood all over you, and the sight damn near pulled my heart out of my chest,� he said roughly against her lips. �And when you were talking to Gaeleval in a fucking dream, the top of my head damn near came off. Pia, you might just make me one of the happiest men alive, if you don�t kill me first.�
There were times when it just wasn�t possible to have a logical conversation. So instead of pointing out that none of those things were her fault, she said gently, �I�m sorry.� She fingered his silken short hair and stroked his face. �I didn�t mean to scare you.�
�You always scare me, goddammit,� he growled. �I�ve faced monsters and demons and nightmares that most people have never even heard of, but you have always scared me the most. We might make a list of pretty words that we can call each other or use for our relationship, but I don�t feel pretty things for you. I feel things for you that are volcanic and dangerous, and I�m not safe at the best of times.�
She nestled her cheek against his bicep, watching his face as she listened. �What makes you think any of that might be bad?� she asked. �I didn�t fall in love or mate with a safe man, because I didn�t want to.�
He fell silent and looked at her with narrowed eyes. �What are you talking about?�
She stroked his face. �Living this lifestyle with you goes against everything I have ever been taught. I had to fight my instincts every step of the way to get here, and the only way I had the courage to do that was because of you. Because you�re the meanest, strongest, toughest son of a bitch I know, and if you decide to go after someone you are not going to stop until he�s both sorry and dead, and I mean all of that as a total heartfelt compliment.�
�I�ll be sure to take it that way.� He gave her a wry, sidelong look, but she could tell he was really listening.
She told him softly, �Sometimes the world is uncertain and it can be downright nasty, but I feel safe with you, and I trust you. And I do feel prettier things for you too�I love you, and I like you, and you make me laugh, and my God, the two of us generate so much heat together, somebody should slap a hazard warning on us.�
His chest moved in a silent laugh. �Truth.�
�But I think none of that would matter, if I couldn�t feel safe.� She tapped his nose until he lifted his head, and she could look deeply into his eyes. �That�s my bedrock and my bottom line. I know that you will protect me and the peanut. I don�t just have faith, and I don�t hope that you will. I know it. Dragos, I don�t think I knew what it felt like to be safe before I got together with you.� She smiled sadly as she thought of Calondir and Beluviel�s exquisite, soul-killing politeness toward each other then she eased them gently from her mind. �So all those volcanic and dangerous things you feel when you�re around me? Bring �em on, buddy. The absolute worst thing you could do is feel indifferent to me.�
�That isn�t ever going to happen,� he whispered, circling her throat with one hand. �What I feel for you approaches the maniacal. There isn�t a single shred of indifference in any part of what I feel for you.�
�See why I�m such a happy girl?� she murmured. She wriggled against him, luxuriating in the sensation of his warm, bare chest. �Do we get to work on the discipline and restraint stuff now?�
�Absolutely,� he whispered. �My discipline, my self-restraint.�
Wait a minute. That wasn�t how she thought this was going to go. She tried to sit up, but he wouldn�t let her. Ooh, that was more like it.
He held her down by the neck, gently, gently, as he ran his hand along the sensitive curves and hollows of her body. Then he took her nipples in his mouth, one at a time, suckling at the plump, distended flesh, until flickers of invisible lightning danced across her body. Afterward, he nibbled his way all over her, biting at the tender flesh at the back of her knees, licking the base of her spine.
She couldn�t lie still. Her legs shifted restlessly, as an urgent, empty pulse started between her legs. But he wouldn�t touch her clitoris or come anywhere near the moist, fluted flesh of her sex. He touched her everywhere else instead, until she lost all self-control.
�Stop it,� she panted. �Stop teasing me.�
�No,� he told her with a cruel smile, until she screamed in his face.
�Just fuck me, dammit!�
Then it was as if she had laid a whip across him, he reacted so violently. He reared back and yanked her up and around, until she was on her hands and knees, and she was there ahead of him, as she reached one hand between her legs and ripped her own panties off.
He froze for a moment, then muttered, �That�s got to be one of the hottest things I�ve ever seen you do.�
�Shut up,� she sobbed, groping for his penis.
�Ease up, sugar,� he whispered. �Let me do it.�
She yanked a pillow to her and buried her face in it, trembling, as she felt his long, hard fingers probe at her tender, swollen flesh gently. He drew out more of her natural moisture, and there, there, she rocked against him as he rubbed the head of his cock against her, preparing her. Then he pressed into her, slick, hot and hard, hissing as she tightened her inner muscles around him. One final push and he was all the way home.
Her skin was damp, and she shivered all over. �You make me crazy,� she whimpered, rocking back against him as she rubbed her teary face in the linen. She didn�t know why making love often made her so weepy these days, unless it was her damn pregnancy hormones running amuck.
�Shh,� he whispered. He lowered himself down so that he covered her as completely as possible as he rocked inside of her. He rubbed his whiskery cheek against her back and pressed his lips against her shoulder blade. �I love you.�
She stilled and her head lifted. That was the second time he had said it, and instinctively, she knew that it wasn�t going to be something he said very often. She tried to look at him over her shoulder, but her damn hair was everywhere, and she could only see when he brushed the mass of it to one side for her.
And there he was, looking into her eyes with a completely wide-open, unbarriered gaze as he moved inside of her. He was one of the hardest creatures she had ever met, and yet for her, he set all of his hardness aside. When her climax came, it didn�t even feel physical it was so full of emotion.
I love you.
I love you, I love you.
After making love, they napped until the last of the afternoon melted away into evening.
When she woke up, she smiled as she curled her body along Dragos�s warm body and remembered the details of the day.
And that strange, wonderful dream with the peanut!
Liam. She loved that name.
Her stomach growled. Maybe she would sneak out and raid the fridge after all. At nine months, she was nowhere near the size of full-term, human pregnancies, but she was definitely beginning to feel ungainly. She rocked a little to get some momentum going then rolled off the edge of the bed and onto her feet. She wanted another piece of that nomilicious lemon sponge cake.
Cake. Birthday.
She frowned.
Bam! The baby kicked again, harder than he had ever kicked before, and she doubled over as warm liquid gushed between her legs.
Bracing herself with one hand on the edge of the bed, she stared down at herself in bewilderment. Her legs, feet and the rug she was standing on were all soaked, and strangest of all, she felt more hugely swollen than she had ever felt before.
What had just happened?
She said, �Dragos?�
He took a deep breath and stretched. In a lazy, sleep gravelly voice, he asked, �What are you doing out of bed?�
She told him in a small voice, �I think I�m having the baby.�
No matter how diffidently she said the words, they still rocketed through the room like a thunderclap. For one split second Dragos remained unmoving. Then he surged off the bed and stared at her, gold eyes blazing.
She stared back. She had never seen such a wild expression on his hard-edged face before.
�What did you just say?� he asked.
�My water just broke,� she said.
�It can�t do that,� he told her. He sounded completely calm and looked entirely insane. �The baby isn�t supposed to come for at least another year. He�s too premature.�
�Apparently he disagrees.� A squeezing pain gripped her, along with panic, and she sank to her knees. Oh God, oh God. She sobbed, �He told me his name is Liam.�
Dragos crouched, and with an immense spring, he cleared the bed to land right beside her. Carefully he gathered her up in his arms and strode out of the room. �What do you mean, he told you his name was Liam?� he said. �He can�t talk. He�s a fetus. And there�s no one around for fucking miles. No Wyr doctor, no nurse. No neighbors. There�s nobody here, Pia.�
She breathed through the vise that gripped her around the middle and said between her teeth, �Yeah, I got that.�
He carried her to another bedroom, flipped the light on with his elbow and eased her gently down onto the bed. Then he leaned over her, stroking her hair back from her face. His hands were shaking. �I could call people and have them fly in,� he said roughly. �But you need a hospital. I�ll get you wrapped up and fly you out.�
Finally the viselike grip in her abdomen eased and she sucked in a deep breath. �Wait a minute,� she said, gripping him by the wrist. �We�re panicking. We need to calm down and think about this.� She looked down at herself and whimpered. �Why am I so big?�
He stared down at her, breathing heavily. Then he placed both his hands on her swollen belly and she gasped as he sent a spear of Power piercing into her. His gaze turned inward for a moment, and he said, �The baby�s shapeshifted. He�s in his human form now. I�m guessing he�s around seven pounds.�
She sagged back down against the pillows. �Oh, thank God.�
�He feels strong and healthy.� Dragos�s gold eyes were red rimmed and worried. �Is that all right?�
Her mind whirled from one thought to the next. Since she had never expected to be able to come into her full Wyr form, she knew rather more about human babies than most Wyr did.
The baby was now in his human form, and she was nine months pregnant. Liam was much too small to be born as a dragon baby, but in his human form, he appeared to be just right. And if she could give birth to him in his human form, it meant she didn�t need to have a C-section. As long as he stayed in his human form he would be fine, until his dragon form had matured enough for him to maintain it independently.
Don�t worry, Mom. Everything is going to be fine. I�ll make sure of it.
�Seven pounds is a little on the small size, but for a human baby, it�s good.� Her own gaze dampened. �It�s a really good size. It�s normal. I think everything�s going to be all right.�
Dragos expelled a pent-up breath and hung his head. He stroked her belly with both hands. He still had not stopped shaking. �Okay. That�s good. Do you want to get dressed before I take you to the hospital? I�ll still wrap you in plenty of blankets.�
She patted his shoulder as she calmed down. �We�re not going to the hospital.�
His head came up. �What?�
�I said we�re not going to go to the hospital,� she told him. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and pushed herself to a sitting position. Wow, oh wow, did she feel ungainly. How did human women go through an entire month like this? �I�m going to take a shower,� she said. �And then I want to put on one of your T-shirts, and we�re going to have the baby right here.�
�Pia, no,� he said.
�Dragos, yes,� she told him. �Liam has surprised us, but he told me everything was going to be all right, and I believe him. Besides, I like it here. It�s peaceful and quiet, and I want to look out at the lake.�
�What do you mean, he told you, and you believe him?� Dragos roared, �He�s a fetus!�
She pointed to the door. �All the big voices go outside now.�
�PIA, GODDAMMIT!�
�I mean it, Dragos! It�s my pregnancy and my body, and I�m having the baby right here. Now, you can go outside and wait until it�s done, and you�ve got two hundred and fifty acres that you can rip to shreds if you have to.� She shook her finger at him. �But you do not come back inside until you can talk in a quiet voice. Do you hear me?�
He stared at her with his mouth open. Oh, she wished she had a photo of that look. Then his mouth snapped shut. �Okay,� he said, and glory be, he sounded marginally calmer and much more quiet. �It�s your pregnancy and your body, but you�re my mate�my wife�and that�s my son. I�m not going anywhere. Give me a few minutes to make a few phone calls, and then I�ll help you with the shower. I don�t want you to have one of those�.�.�.� He rotated a hand at the wrist. �.�.�.�One of those birthing spells�.�.�.�
She raised her eyebrows. �Contractions?�
He snapped his fingers. �.�.�.�Contractions, where you might run the risk of slipping and falling. You�ll wait for me to get back, do you understand?�
She smiled. �Yes, I�ll wait.�
He rushed out of the room and leaped downstairs to the ground floor, and she did wait for him, sort of. She could hear him snorting and seething on the phone as she went into the bathroom off the master bedroom, where she washed her face and brushed her teeth. She had to put down the toilet lid and sit as she waited through another contraction. Was her hair all right? Yes, it was clean enough. She had washed it just that morning.
From the doorway of the bathroom, Dragos said, �Good gods, you�re putting on makeup.�
He hadn�t bothered to get dressed yet. Even though she was in the middle of labor, his nude, muscled body was worth a moment of reverent silence.
�What?� she said, turning back to look at herself in the mirror and holding her lips stiff as she stroked on lipstick. �It�s our son�s birthday. I want to look nice.�
�Makeup.�
She noted that while he put emphasis on the word, he did not speak too loudly. She gave him a pointed look. �I could hear what you did downstairs. How many phone calls did you make? I lost track at ten.�
�Every one of those goddamn phone calls was necessary,� he growled.
They were going to have to do something about his swearing, as little pitchers grew big ears. Actually, they were going to have to do something about her swearing too.
She shrugged. �My makeup is necessary too.�
�Right.�
Despite what he said, his hands were gentle and patient as he helped her into the shower. She had been planning to sluice off quickly from the neck down and was thankful for his help when another contraction hit in the middle of it. Gritting her teeth, she groaned and leaned on him, shaking, while warm water pattered against her back and swirled down her legs.
�Dr. Medina said to breathe into it,� he whispered into her hair as he held her, rubbing her back. �Are you all right? Do you need to sit down?�
She shook her head silently, pressing her cheek against his damp, bare skin. She was glad he had stopped shouting. She didn�t want to send him outside.
�Pia?� He angled his head, trying to look at her face. �Can you say something?�
�In a minute,� she muttered. �I�m a little busy.�
�Okay, darling,� he said gently. �Take your time.�
Two �I love yous� and one �darling.� She smiled and decided she would start her own collection of priceless jewels, only hers would be memories of everything he had ever said to her.
The warm water seemed to help. As soon as the contraction was over with, she washed quickly. In a few minutes she was clean and dry, and wearing one of his T-shirts that fell down to her knees. He had taken a moment to throw on clothes too, dressing in worn, soft jeans and another T-shirt.
�How do I look?� she asked, her face tilted up to him.
For some reason the silly question seemed to hit him much harder than it should have. He took his time looking at her, from her pinned-up hair and carefully made-up face to the voluminous T-shirt that gapped at the neck and arms. Then he gave her a slow smile that would never have the same kind of innocence in it that his son�s smile had in the dream.
But this one smile of Dragos�s had every bit as much of the brightness. Every bit as much, and it was all for her.
�You are the most beautiful thing in the world,� he said deeply. �How would you like to go downstairs to the family room and look out at the lake?�
�I would really love that,� she said, her face lighting up.
He carried her down the stairs and settled with her on the couch. She sat between his legs, with his arms wrapped around her. They looked out at the dark blue and silver moonlit lake.
In true keeping with the spirit of their honeymoon, Liam was born a short while later, a good fifteen minutes before the army of attendants, staff and medical personnel that Dragos had ordered arrived on the estate. Dr. Medina gave baby and mother a quick checkup and pronounced them both flawless.
Afterward, Dragos sent everybody away to stay at the main house. While his exhausted wife slept with her head in his lap, he cradled the miniscule miracle that was his son and watched the sun rise over the sparkling water.
He might be Powerful as shit and older than dirt, but no matter how many countless times he had seen the dawn before, somehow there had never been a newer, more perfect day.
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