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   A few words…
 
    
 
   This book is about a year overdue, but after an extended wait, it’s finally ready for the masses.  Thanks, everyone who emailed me and kept up with the progress of this book. This one is for you guys!
 
   As always, many thanks to my family and friends for supporting my writing.  Love you!
 
    
 
   Ronnie
 
   


 
   
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   “Valeria, quit whining,” my older brother, Tamerlane huffed.   His ice blue, silver-pupiled eyes, so like my own, were blazing. 
 
    He leaned by me to adjust the vertical hold on one of the small grey monitors that I was staring at, and sighed.
 
   “I still can't believe the Vampire Council placed an impressionable youth in your care.”  He shifted to another panel and began clicking away at a keyboard, adjusting camera angles. 
 
   I flicked a strand of burgundy hair out of my face and poked my tongue out at him.  “I’ll stop, when you actually give me something challenging to do.  And complaining doesn’t make me a bad parent.” So far, in the two months that I’ve been an official employee for my family’s company, watching a humongous wall of monitors has been the highlight of my day.
 
   That wasn’t saying much.  It wouldn’t have been so much of a bore if the monitor came complete with sound.  There were cameras covering every inch of the grounds except for the bathroom stalls.  In a building with over six hundred employees, there’s bound to be talk.  I like gossip as much as the next girl.  At least I would have been privy to said gossip, but alas, no audio.
 
   The small black and white pictures took up an entire wall of the glorified closet that housed the video surveillance equipment, and I was stuck here for four hours until I rotated out.
 
   “If I had known joining the security detail here was so much fun and excitement, I would have done it years ago…NOT!”
 
   My brother growled and pointed an angry finger.  “Don’t knock my team, Valeria.  Trumaine Enterprise's, Security and Risk Management is the best in the industry.  You'd know that if you give the job half a chance.”
 
   Blah, blah, blah, seriously, that’s all I heard. 
 
    “Oh, please,” I snorted as I leaned back in my chair, and threw a handful of popcorn at his head.  “I’m the best thing that happened to your merry bunch of flashlight bandits since rechargeable batteries, and you know it.”
 
   Funny how one moment I’m eating popcorn and the next, my brother’s ham-sized fist was flying at my head doing Mach speed.  I ducked and spun around to face him.  “You know?--one wouldn’t think that steroids would be compatible with our physiology, but you seem to have no problem using them.  ‘Roid rage much,” I teased as I threw another handful of popcorn at him.
 
   For a moment, I thought he was going to dump my ass out of my chair, but no, he stood there with an exasperated ‘why me’ look on his mocha face.  Tamerlane sucked his teeth and ran his fingers through his tightly corn-rolled hair.  After a moment of quiet deliberation, his face erupted in a smile before running through the side door leading to his office.
 
   When I followed him, he was standing at his desk, holding a clipboard and mumbling to himself.  He rifled through the papers until he found what he was looking for.  “Oh, yes, how could I forget,” he murmured under his breath.  Tamerlane pulled a pen from the holder on his desk and scrawled something across whatever he was looking at, before tearing it free and holding it out in my direction.
 
   “Here,” he said, with a satisfied smirk plastered to his face.  “You want out of here? You’ve got it.  Valerian is interviewing a client today and has requested an escort.  You're Vedo’s baby now.”
 
   “What?”  Although I was elated to be getting out of the building, I was pissed at being handed off like an annoying little sister.  I felt like I was twelve years old all over again instead of ninety-eight.
 
   As I tried to decipher my brother’s chicken scratch, he grabbed me by the shoulders, turning me toward the door.  “Go to Requisitions on the third floor and give the form to Mike.  You'll need to sign out a car.”
 
   I crammed the thin yellow paper into my back pocket and folded my arms across my chest.  “This isn’t fair, Tamerlane.”
 
   My brother looked at me, chuckling.  “Are you serious?  One minute you're whining about how bored you are, and then when I give you something to do you complain about that.”  He threw his hands into the air, his skin flush with anger.  “I knew this was a bad idea when father came to me.  But no, I ignored my gut, and this is what I get.”
 
   “Oh don't be so dramatic Tam.  All I’m saying is, Valerian’s going to do a client interview.  How much danger is he going to be in?  Odds are the interrogation room is going to be full of guards anyway. Unless--oh wait...”
 
   I leaned back and threw my hands in the air.  “I can see tomorrow’s headline now.  Lawyer attacked by briefcase: details after the break.”
 
   This time when Tamerlane growled there was strength behind it.  “Valerian’s job is full of danger, Val.  He represents our kind, remember?”  He walked to the hall door and pulled it open, “Third-Floor Requisitions.”
 
   I stomped my foot in defeat and headed for the door.  “What room?”
 
   “Three twelve and hurry; his meeting is scheduled for nine.  It's already eight.”
 
   I huffed and headed toward the hallway.  Tamerlane’s booming laugh followed me out the door.
 
   I knew the need for an escort was a legitimate one for the lawyers on staff.  Who knew what kind of situation might arise when you were dealing with a locked up Extra.  Not many of us take kindly to being confined.
 
   I must have been wearing a ‘fuck off’ look on my face, because every person that I passed in the hall, either dropped their heads and refused to make eye contact, or just turn around and head in the opposite direction all together.  By the time I made it to the third floor, my slight aggravation had morphed into blown out pissed.  I stalked into room three-twelve, walked up the shielded counter and slapped the form down.
 
   “Hello, is anyone here?  I’m looking for Mike.”
 
   “That’s me,” a voice called.  A mousy looking lifeborn made his way through a maze of boxes and crates to come stand at the counter.
 
   His face lit up in a smile when he saw me on the other side of the glass.  “Oh! Ms. Trumaine.  I was wondering when I was going to meet you.”  
 
   I scowled.  "Yeah, yeah, it's me."  I leaned forward onto my elbows so I could look him in the eye.  "Would you like my autograph?"  My tone was sarcastic as hell, but I didn’t care.
 
   Mike's expression did a one-eighty.  His smile fell as he shook his red, greasy-hair and cast a nervous look at me.  "Um, no, I was just surprised to see you, that's all.  And you kind of have the same eyes as Tamerlane, it’s cool."
 
   I leaned on the counter and slid the form through the small opening.  “Yeah, sure whatever, can you handle this?  I‘m escorting today and need a vehicle.”
 
   His hand shook as he reached out and took the paper.  Damn it.  My pissed off mood was spilling over onto Mike.  I took a small step backward and tried my best to focus on happy thoughts.
 
   His tense-face relaxed after he smoothed the paper to read it.  By the time he was done, he was outright perky.  “Sure thing, Ms. Trumaine,” he said.  “But I’m afraid your choices are going to be slim.  We've only got two vehicles to suit your needs.”
 
   I walked over to a window and looked across the grounds to look at the eleven story parking garage.  “What are you taking about?  We have at three stories full of vehicles.  How can there only be two available?”
 
   Mike came out and stood beside me.  “Yeah, we have an awesome fleet of vehicles,” he said with his face full of pride.  He shook his lopsided smile and turned to face me, “But we’re running exercises today, and only have two on hand that fit Tamerlane’s instructions.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   He held out the paper for me, but I waved it away.  “I can't decipher Tamerlane’s scribble.  Read it to me.”
 
   “Well it pretty much says what you did, except for here.”  He pointed to the last line and smiled.  “You must be guarding someone pretty important because this says to make sure you're loaded for elephant.”
 
   “And what does that mean?”
 
   “Loaded for elephant is code for armored vehicle.”  He held up two sets of keys.  “Take your pick; the Expedition or the Navigator.”
 
   Tamerlane was sending me on a routine escort in an armored truck.  “This is my brother’s idea of a joke, Mike.  I don't need an armored car.”
 
   He shrugged his shoulders and held out the keys.  “Sorry.  Joke or no joke, Tamerlane is head of security and I have to follow his orders.”
 
   “Fine then,” I hissed.  I grabbed a set of keys and flashed out of the door.  I moved so fast through the building that when I breezed through the entrance to the parking deck, the sentries posted there were never the wiser.  The only thing that marked my passing was the ruffle of a few papers tapped to a pillar.  The guards were going to hear from me once I got back.
 
   I slowed my pace once I reached the first level of company cars.  I walked past rows and rows of sedans and came to a dead stop.  This had to be another one of Tam’s jokes.  I looked out at the expanse of SUVs and felt my sour attitude returning.  There were at least eight rows of Expeditions and Navigators.  Hell it would be easier to find a car that wasn’t a Ford or Lincoln.  “Ha-ha, Tam,” I hissed.
 
   Just when I was ready to begin tossing cars over the edge of the parking deck, Valerian came up behind me and placed a hand on my shoulder.
 
   “Jeez, Val, calm down.  You're giving me a headache.”
 
   “What in the hell are you talking about, Vedo?”
 
   He flinched as he rubbed his temple.  “Your shielding has been for shit since that first time you got back from the FaeLands.”
 
   “Sorry.  I wonder how many people…”
 
   “Don’t worry.  I’m pretty sure it’s just me.  The whole twin thing you know.”
 
   I knew alright.  Aside from the bond I’d formed with Irulan due to our mating, the only other mind I’ve ever had trouble blocking and keeping stuff from, was Valerian’s.  The same went for him.  I can't count the times we popped inside each other’s heads at completely the wrong moments.  I‘m surprised I made it through my teen years without serious sexual hang-ups.
 
   “What’s got you so pissed off anyway?” Valerian asked me.
 
   “Tamerlane and his idea of a joke,” I directed my thoughts toward my twin so he could witness my injustice at the hands of our older brother, for himself.  Instead of the stalwart confidant my twin should have been; the traitorous leech burst out laughing.
 
   “Alright, Tam,” he exclaimed as he dodged my fist.  “I would have never thought to send you out in one of those tanks.”
 
   “Benedict Arnold,” I hissed.  “Whose side are you on anyway?”
 
   “Oh come on, Val.  Look at it from Tam’s side.  All you’ve done is moan and complain since you’ve been here, comparing his security team to Sentinels.  Think about it, to him it’s like you're putting him and his work down.”
 
   I paled.  “No, I never did.  It just gets boring looking at monitors and walking the halls all night.”
 
   “Maybe if you lighten up and give the job a chance, Tam will let you into more of the heavy stuff.”
 
   I held up my hand, the key right swinging in circles around my finger.  “You mean like babysitting company lawyers.”
 
   “Escorting is serious, Val.”  He took the keys from me.  “Let’s go.”
 
   I planted my hands on my hips and frowned, “Easier said than done.  I have no idea which car it is.  They're all the same.”
 
   Valerian laughed and pressed the alarm button.  A blaring horn began echoing through the garage from a few rows over.  “Seriously, Val, you need to lighten up.
 
   I snatched the keys from him and made my way to the SUV.  Once we were safely inside, I started the engine and eased the hulking vehicle out of the garage.
 
   Valerian pulled a red folder from his briefcase and began going over its contents.  He was so deep in thought; he never noticed we were on the way to the CMS until we got within three blocks of the building.
 
   “Val, where are you taking me?”
 
   “To the CMS, Tamerlane said you were going to interview a client.”
 
   Valerian shook his head.  “Sorry, I thought you already knew.  My client isn’t at the CMS.  We need to go the Billy Graham Memorial Hospital over off Sugarcreek road.  My client is being held in the psychiatric unit there.”
 
   “Thanks for telling me,” I muttered as I swung the SUV in a wide U-turn.
 
   Our destination was odd.  Valerian handles corporate law.  Not many white collar criminals ended up in the psych ward.  “Um, Vedo, what kind of case is this?”
 
   “Without going into too many details, I can tell you that my client is being charged with murder.”
 
   What?! They had my brother interviewing some psycho Extra outside of the safety of the secured units of the CMS.  No wonder he needed an escort.
 
   “He’s not an Extra, Val,” Valerian said softly.
 
   Say what, say huh?  This had to be another joke on Tamerlane’s part.  Valerian may be a lawyer, but as kids he was right there with me training with Yosh.  My brother was more than capable of protecting himself from a few humans.  “Why in the hell do you need protection from a human client?”
 
   “It’s for the humans’ piece of mind.  They implied that they'll feel better knowing the vampire lawyer was going to have a watchdog while on the premises.”
 
   “Did they not realize they were going to end up with two vampires instead of one?”
 
   Valerian shrugged his shoulders and smiled.  “They didn’t, but I did.”
 
   I laughed and began slowing the car.  As we waited for a red light to change, my curiosity got the better of me and I tried to take a peek at Valerian’s folder.
 
   He sighed and quietly closed it.  “Oh come on, Vedo,” I protested, “Just a little peek.  This is the most excitement I’ve had in weeks.  Let me live vicariously through my twin, please.”
 
   Valerian’s right thumb began to twitch, and I knew I had him.  “Alright, but you can't utter a word of this to anyone.”
 
   “I can't hide things from Irulan anymore than I can hide them from you.  It might not slip now, but…”
 
   “Fine, Irulan is the exception.”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   Valerian reopened his file and flipped through the pages.  “What do you want to know?”
 
   “Why are you taking on a human murder case, to start?”
 
   “The client is a friend of Constantine’s.  He asked me to do this as a favor to him.”
 
   “So who's the guy accused of murdering?”
 
   “His wife of twenty years.”
 
   Well, I didn’t expect that.  “So this guy goes crazy and offs his wife.  What is he claiming, temporary insanity?  Is that why he's in the loony bin?”
 
   “No.  He's in the psychiatric unit under a suicide watch.  The human police reports say he's so distraught over her death that he wants to join her.”
 
   That didn’t make sense.  “What, did he off her then suddenly grow a conscious or something?”
 
   Valerian punched me in the leg.  “That was in poor taste, Val, even for you.
 
   “I was just asking a legitimate question.”  I took another glance at the papers in his lap.  “So what do our reports say?”
 
   “They don't say anything because there aren't any.”
 
   “There aren't any?  Why not?  If you're taking the case, the first step would be to have risk management perform another investigation.  You don't seriously trust the humans’ judgment do you?”
 
   “In some instances I do, Val.  And I told you: this is a special case.  I’m not using Trumaine resources for this.”
 
   I looked around the car and raised an eyebrow at my brother.  “Come again?”
 
   “Okay, so maybe a few.  But not anything that will draw father’s attention.  And pulling a team from Tam’s unit will do that.  Father gets direct reports at the same time Tam does.  I wouldn’t be able to keep that from him.”
 
   I sucked in a mouthful of air.  This had to be someone important to Constantine to have asked Valerian for a favor that would have him sneaking around behind our father's back.
 
   Out of all my father’s kids, Valerian was the poster boy for ‘Mr. Goody Two Shoes’.  He almost never went against our father for anything.
 
   “Who is this person, Vedo, and how much evidence do they have against him?”
 
   “All I know is Constantine begged me to represent him.  Now, about evidence, as far as the police are concerned, it’s an open and shut case.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “The client went to sleep one night with his wife safe and sound beside him.  When he woke up the next morning, she was dead beside him.  He doesn’t remember a thing.”
 
   That didn’t sound good.  “How dead is dead?  What did the autopsy say?  How do they know it wasn’t natural causes?”
 
   “They’ve ruled out any natural causes.  When my client woke for the day, he was covered in the victim’s blood.  She was ripped apart, Val.  There wasn’t much left to autopsy.”
 
   Damn, damn, and triple damn.  I pulled into a visitor parking space, and we hopped out of the SUV.  Valerian straightened his collar and pulled me to a stop before I got too far ahead of him.
 
   “Val.  Please keep your mouth in check and your opinions to yourself, okay.”
 
   I turned to scowl at him, “Are you serious.  Do you think that I would cause you trouble, Valerian?”
 
   “No, just reminding you that this isn’t the CMS.  I take the lead.  We need to be careful around the human staff.”
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me.  Why are you talking to me like I live under a rock and have never been around humans before?”
 
   Valerian popped his knuckles and the lawyer veil slid into place.  My brother's entire demeanor changed like the flip of a switch.  “Just do as I ask,” he said as he led the way to the hospital entrance.
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   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   We found the psych ward easy enough.  Once we got to the secured unit, Valerian pressed the com button.  “Valerian Trumaine here to see William Baker.”
 
   The unit crackled as his message was played on the other side of the closed doors.  We expected an immediate reply, but the only thing we heard was the sound of someone breathing.  They were there, they just weren't acknowledging our presence.
 
   I reached past Valerian, eager to give the little box a piece of my mind, but he grabbed my hand, “Not yet, Valeria.  Let me try again.”
 
   He pressed the call button again and leaned toward the microphone.  “This is Valerian Trumaine, council for William Baker.  I’m here for our scheduled interview.”
 
   The heavy, mouth breather on the other side of the door continued to ignore us.  I pleaded with my eyes.  “Let me, Vedo, please.  I promise I won't go overboard.”
 
   Valerian held up a finger as he tried diplomacy one last time.  “I can hear you breathing over the speaker, so I know you're there.  Whoever you are, you need to open these doors so I can come inside and conduct an interview with my client.  I have the means to let myself in, but I‘d prefer not to use them, if at all possible.”
 
   Valerian leaned away from the intercom and waited a few more moments to see if the breather would comply.  When there was still no reply, he shook his head and softly laughed.  “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” he said to the intercom.  “Go ahead, Val.”
 
   I smiled to myself as I lay my hand against the glowing keypad.  If this door had been my way six months ago, I would have simply ripped it out of the wall.  Granted, it would have cost Trumaine Enterprises thousands of dollars to replace, but sometimes it’s worth it.
 
   Lucky for them, I was a kinder, gentler Valeria.  Not to mention powerful...when I can control it.  I pulled a small amount of energy from the stores inside of me, and directed it down and out through my palm.  The black charge connected with the keypad and fried all the circuitry within.  The doors slid open as alarms started wailing all around us.  Another quick burst of energy killed the alarms as quickly as they started.
 
   “After you,” I said with flair, full of pride that it actually worked the way I wanted.  Valerian spared me a brief smile before wiping all emotion from his face, and waltzed through the ruined doors.  We didn’t make it two feet before an army of pissed off nurses and security guards, blocked our path.
 
   The smallest nurse, a woman who looked like she was maybe four-feet-six, stepped forward and crossed her hands over her chest.  “I don't know what you did to our doors, but that was totally uncalled for.  I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”
 
   To stress her point, three guards stepped closer to her, each one of them pulling stun batons from their utility belts.  I wasn’t impressed.  Valerian held up his arm and took a long look at his watch before frowning at her.  “I beg to differ on the necessity of our actions, Ms. Champion.  We were kept waiting for over ten minutes, when there was clearly a staff member at the desk who could have let us in.  I have an appointment, and I hate being late.”
 
   The spit fire nurse cut her eyes at her coworker at the nurses’ station.  The young woman flinched under her hard gaze and quickly dropped her head.  When Nurse Champion turned her attention back to us, the anger marring her face was gone.  “I must apologize for Jenny.  She's new here and rather spirited.  Her personal feelings shouldn’t have affected her work performance.”
 
   She waved away the crowd of people behind her as she continued.  “She shouldn’t have kept you waiting, Mr. Trumaine.  Be that as it may, willful destruction of hospital property is not acceptable.”
 
   Valerian looked toward the nurses’ station at the young woman who was doing her damnedest to hide behind a row of charts.  “I agree we could have handled it in a different manner but in light of the attitude of your staff, I’m glad we did. Discrimination against Extras is against the law, you know.”
 
   Nurse Champion was quick to speak up.  “Oh no, Jenny has nothing against you personally, Mr. Trumaine.  We're all actually really big fans of your family.”  Her face turned beet red as she continued, “It’s just…well, Fee Baker worked as a volunteer here for years.  Many of us are having a hard time with this whole thing…having William here and all.”
 
   Valerian’s face stayed blank.  “I wasn’t aware of the victim’s connection to this hospital.  Under the circumstances, I believe I’ll petition to have my client moved to a different facility.”
 
   Although she didn’t say it out loud, you could see relief flood every inch of her face.  While I was thoroughly irked at our being kept waiting, I sympathized with her.  Having Valerian’s client here couldn’t have been easy.  She nodded her head, “If you believe that’s best.”
 
   He pulled a card from his breast pocket and held it out.  “This is my card.  I’ll be glad to cover the cost for repairs.  Now, if you can lead me to Mr. Baker’s room, I would greatly appreciate it.”
 
   Now that all the excitement was over, the crowd thinned out considerably. We fell in step, and I found that following the demure nurse through the ward was like walking through a mental battleground.  There were so many emotions fighting to get inside my head that I completely locked down my shields, leaving no room whatsoever for anything to slip through cracks.
 
   Valerian gasped so softly, Nurse Champion didn’t hear a thing.  He cut his accusing eyes in my direction, questioning the mental knock I’d just given him.  Not one to quickly admit what I saw as a weakness, I ignored him and kept my eyes straight ahead.
 
   Once we reached our destination, she swiped a key card and stepped aside.  “He’s expecting you.”
 
   Staying true to my assignment, I was the first one through the door, making sure there wasn’t any danger to Valerian.  I slowly stepped inside the stark, white room and took a quick assessment.  The only furniture to speak of was the bed, a small table, and two chairs.  The window was smaller than I expected, no bigger than a laptop.  There was a t.v., set high into the wall, and that was pretty much it.
 
   The room’s occupant, William Baker, was sitting in one of the chairs with his back to the door, rocking back and forth.  With everything clear, I waved Valerian inside.
 
   Valerian set his briefcase on the small table and loosened his tie.  “Mr. Baker, my name is Valerian Trumaine.  I’m a lawyer.  I was asked to meet with you today.”
 
   Baker’s rocking stopped.  A wracked moan slid from his lips, and he leaned forward, letting his head fall into his upturned hands.  Valerian moved to stand in front of him and dropped to his eye level.  “Mr. Baker, did you hear me?  My brother Constantine asked me to talk with you.”
 
   At the mention of Constantine’s name, the sobbing ceased and William slowly lifted his head.  “Did you say Constantine...and you're a Trumaine?”  He shook his head and backed away from Valerian.  “No, that doesn’t make sense.  They never said the lawyer was a Trumaine.  Why would he send someone…unless?”
 
   He jerked upright into the chair and leaned away from Valerian.  “You’re the prosecution.  You're here because you think I did it, and this is Constantine’s way of punishing me.”
 
   Baker grabbed the sides of his head and shot up from his seat.  As he put some distance between himself and Valerian, I was able to get a good look at him.  William Baker looked like he was around sixty years old.  His salt and pepper hair was cropped short, around a heart shaped face.  He had a full beard and mustache that was just as, if not greyer, than the hair on his head.  His eyes…his eyes pulled my attention straight to them.
 
   His wide, brown eyes were full of so much sorrow, pain, and confusion, I knew the instant I looked into them that this wasn’t a man guilty of killing his wife of twenty years.  This was a man that was wild with grief, and close to cracking under the strain of being accused of murder.
 
   Valerian caught my attention, and I raised my shields enough to let him inside my head.  “This man isn’t a murderer,” he said.
 
   “Duh, tell me something I don't know,” I replied.
 
   William Baker might have been close to cracking, but he was far from slow.  I don't know how he knew, but he caught the quiet exchange between us and pointed an accusing finger in our direction.
 
   “You two need to cut that out.  If you have something to say, then say it out loud where I can hear you.”
 
   While it was true most all, pureblood vampires could affect people’s minds in one way or another.  The ability to communicate directly with other Extras was a Trumaine trait.  Even more so, the bond I had with Valerian made our gifts the strongest.  To say I was surprised that he knew what we were doing was an understatement. 
 
   “How did you know we were talking with each other?” I asked.
 
   “Because your brother always talked about you two when I took his class; how you used your bond to get yourself out of trouble with your father.”
 
   Valerian chuckled, “Well, actually, she used it for that a lot more than I did.”
 
   I cut my eyes toward my brother, “That’s beside the point. You were my brother’s student.  That doesn’t explain why he procured Valerian for your defense.  Why is this so personal for him?”
 
   This time it was William Bakers turn to be surprised.  “Wait a second,” he said with his face full of confusion as he pointed at Valerian.  “He sent you to represent me.  He thinks I’m innocent?”
 
   Valerian sat down in the extra chair and opened his briefcase.  “He must, or he would have never asked me to defend you.”  He pulled a notepad out, “Now, if you wouldn’t mind answering her question.”
 
   Baker absentmindedly shook his head as he began to talk.  “I’m surprised you haven’t heard of me before…” His voice shook, and fresh tears began to fall as he talked.  “I’m the man that stole his fiancé from him, over forty years ago.”
 
   “I’m sorry, come again,” Valerian said with mild surprise.
 
   “You heard me just fine.  Fee and I were students of Constantine’s when he was professor at Cooke University near Shreveport, Louisiana.  He was in love with her, and I‘ll admit, she loved him more than she ever loved me.  But in the end, she wasn’t willing to give up her humanity for him, so I won by default.  Constantine wasn‘t too happy about losing her to me: in fact, I spent two months in traction.  Fee never spoke with him again.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say.  I was face to face with the unknown reason behind Constantine’s move.  For a long time, we thought that he would never leave Louisiana; he'd lived there almost two hundred years, and claimed that nothing could pull him away.
 
   Close to forty years ago he showed up at my parents door, and said he was moving back home.  Valerian and I never knew the reason behind his sudden change of heart, but I would have never guessed it was over a woman.  My brother was too reserved to let a woman shake him like that, or at least I thought he was.
 
   As I tried to reign in my surprise, Valerian poked at my shields.  “Constantine had no business putting me in this position.  I have every mind to refuse this case and refer him to another lawyer.”
 
   “Constantine has his reasons, Vedo. Besides, any human lawyer is going to take one look at his file and assume guilt--you know that as well as I.”
 
   William Baker frowned and slapped his hand against the table.  “Don’t do that!  If you're going to talk about me, at least do it in the open so I can defend myself.”
 
   Valerian strummed his fingers against the table as he considered his thoughts.  “Alright then, you want to know what’s on my mind.  One, my brother shouldn’t have put me in this position; your previous relationship could be a cause for the prosecution to cry conflict of interest, if things don't go their way. And two, while I’m quite certain of your innocence, proving it in a human court, by human means, is another thing all together.  I won't lie to you.  All the evidence says you're guilty.  I’m not in the habit of taking losing cases.”
 
   Valerian was lying through his teeth, and he knew it.  He was a champion for the underdog.  My brother loved lifting up the downtrodden and less fortunate.  He did a lot of pro bono work in his spare time.  Why he was lying to William was beyond me, but as soon as we were out of here I was going to make him tell me what he was up to.
 
   William laughed bitterly.  “So, that’s that then.”  He waved his hand toward the door and turned away from us.  “Whatever.  Leave me to the prosecution. When they execute me, at least I’ll be with Fee again.”
 
   I was just about to give Valerian a piece of my mind when I felt him buzzing in my head.  “Give me some privacy, Val.” 
 
   “I’m supposed to stay with you the entire time, Vedo.”
 
   “Yes, IF, the situation warrants it, but this doesn't. I‘m fine.”
 
   I reluctantly agreed, and left the room.  I wiggled my fingers at the ladies behind the nursing station, and strolled past the maintenance crew that was trying to repair the fried panel.  I couldn’t help but laugh at the confused look on one guy’s face as he held up a blackened panel with its melted wires and circuits for the others to see.  If the look of disbelief wasn’t so funny, I almost felt a little guilty.
 
   I didn’t go far, just outside the doors to a chaise lounge that was against the wall.  I agreed to give him some space, but I wasn’t comfortable with being too far away from him when I was supposed to be guarding him.
 
   No sooner than I sat down, Robyn began blaring from my phone.  A man, dressed in scrubs, shot me a disapproving look, and I shrugged.  “What,” I said defensively as I pulled the phone from my pocket.  “It’s my mate.”
 
   I hurriedly slid my finger across the screen to silence it.  “Talk to me,” I said as quietly as I could.
 
   “Val, how many times…You know what, I give up.”
 
   I chuckled and turned my back to the probing eyes of passerby’s.  “I figured you would sooner or later.  So, what’s up, baby?”
 
   Irulan huffed on the other end, and I smiled in spite of myself.  I could almost see her rose colored skin turning another shade of pink, with frustration.  “Val, it’s ten baby.”
 
   “Huh?”  I spared a glance at the face of my phone and frowned.  “Hump, we've been here longer than I thought.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nothing, I’m just out of the office for a while, go figure.  I forgot to call and tell you.”  For the past few weeks, Irulan had been calling me every night at ten to break the monotony of my boring shifts.  “I was getting on Tam’s nerves, so he sent me out with Valerian as an escort.”
 
   “Well, that’s good, at least you're not stuck in your little cubby-hole, complaining.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   “What’s the problem, Val, you don't sound as enthusiastic as I thought you would be at getting out.”
 
   A nurse slowed down and cut her eyes in my direction.  I shooed her away and cupped my hand over my mouth.  “It’s not that.  It's the case that Vedo is taking,” I whispered.
 
   “Marcus didn’t give you any shit about being on the grounds did he?”
 
   “That’s just it, Ire, we’re not at the CMS.  We're at a hospital, and the client is human.”
 
   I could hear the sharp intake of Irulan’s surprise.  Even without our bond I knew what she was going to say.  “Constantine asked him to defend the guy,” I said, cutting her off before she could ask.  “Without our father’s knowledge,” I added.  “This is going to be a tough case if he decides to pursue it.”
 
   “What do you mean if?  He's there.  Why would he turn it down?”
 
   “I can't really explain here, but I’ll fill you when I get home.”
 
   “Alright, baby, have a good night and come home as soon as you can.  David wants to talk with you before the day sleep takes him.”
 
   I slipped my phone back into my pocket and stood to go and check on Valerian, when he came walking out of the busted doors.  He passed me without a word.  The lines of his face were tense and rigid.  I could feel the edge rolling off of him.  I fell in place behind him, and for a second considered drawing away some of his tension, but decided against it.
 
   Frying the doors was one thing.  If I tried to feed from Valerian and couldn’t control it, I could end up hurting him.  As we stood there waiting for an elevator, it took every ounce of control I had not to jump into his head and see what was bothering him.  All bets were off once we were behind closed doors.
 
   “So, are you going to tell me what happened?  Are you going to represent him or not?”
 
   Valerian straightened his tie and frowned.  “Of course I’m going to represent him.  Would I have come here if I wasn’t?”
 
   “So why the act, what purpose did it serve?”
 
   “I needed to gauge his reaction, Val.”
 
   “The man just lost his wife, Vedo, he's ready to die.  He doesn’t need you pulling his chain, jerking him around.”
 
   Valerian rounded on me, both eyes black as midnight.  “And I don't need you telling me how to do my job, Valeria.  I don't stand over your shoulder and commentate on your fucking t.v. screens, do I?”  His voice was a few octaves short of yelling.
 
   I hissed and took a step forward.  “No, but you didn’t have any problems showing up on my door with Dad a few months ago and telling me what case I was and was not going to take.”
 
   Valerian huffed, “Oh don't try that shit with me.  You would have been assigned to Tristan’s case anyway.”
 
   “That may be true, but you took away my option to refuse.”  I pressed my palm to his chest and pushed him against the wall.  “You’re pissed at Constantine for putting you in this position.  You need to slow your roll and quit taking it out on me.  I‘m not your punching bag, Valerian Donatello Trumaine, I'm your sister.”
 
   His back knocked into the wall as I pushed away from him with a little more force than I should have.  There was probably a dent in the elevator, but he deserved it.
 
   We rode down the remaining floors on silence.  Valerian didn’t utter a single sound until we were in the truck, and well on our way back to the office.
 
   “You’re right,” he finally admitted under his breath.  I turned the radio up and continued ignoring him.  “Come on, Valeria.  I said I was sorry, alright.”  
 
   I should have made him suffer awhile longer, but I could never stay mad at him for long.
 
   “You’re damn right, I’m right.  You care to tell me what else is bothering you?”
 
   “William Baker is going to the gas chamber if I can't prove his innocence, but trying the case in a human court is going to make it damn near impossible.”
 
   “So get it switched to the judicial system within the CMS.”
 
   “I thought about that, but there has to be at least one member of our community involved for me request a change of venue.”  He pulled out a notepad and began copying information onto a fresh sheet.  “I need to ask you a favor, Val.”
 
   “Whatever you need”
 
   “I need you to run an investigation, but it’s got to be on your own time.  I don't want Father to know about this just yet.”
 
   He didn’t have to ask.  I was already planning on looking into Williams comings and goings myself.  “Not a problem.”
 
   We made it back to the parking garage, and I tossed Valerian the keys.  “I know my shift isn’t over yet, but would you mind covering for me with Tamerlane.  I need to get home early tonight.  David needs to talk.”
 
   He snatched the keys out the air and waved me away.  “No problem. It's the least I can do after the way I acted tonight.”
 
   I headed for my car, glad to be leaving work behind.
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   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   It was well before eleven when I got home.  I pulled in next to Irulan’s Beetle and leaned back into the seat to order my thoughts.  I knew I would discuss Valerian’s case with her sooner or later, if she didn’t pull it out of my head first, but I wanted a few hours of peace before slipping back into work mode.
 
   Lucky me, that peace included a teenage vampire, who was for all purposes, my son.  I could hear David yelling clear through the house.  I rushed from my car, hopped up the few stairs to the living room, and headed for his bedroom.
 
   When I got there his heavy iron door was closed, but I could hear Irulan on the other side telling him that everything was going to be okay.  When I got inside I found David pacing back and forth, with what looked like the crushed remains of his cell phone in his hand.
 
   “It’s not fair!”  He screamed as black and silver bits of plastic and circuitry fell to the ground.  “They wouldn’t have a problem if I was like Mom, but no, I can't date her because I’m not good enough.”
 
   I stepped into the room with both of my hands held up in front of me.  “Whoa, whoa, whoa, what’s going on, and why did you have to take it out on your cell phone?”
 
   David looked down in weird wonderment at his pulverized phone.  His bottom lip began to tremble as he stared at the broken device and before I could say another word, blood red tears began falling from him eyes.
 
   I crossed the room and pulled him into my arms.  “David, what’s wrong?  Whatever it is, we'll figure it out.  Don't cry.”  In a move that shattered my resolve not to join him in tears, David dropped the remains of his phone and threw his arms around my waist.  He burrowed his head into the crook of my arm, and his body began to shake with the force of his sobs.
 
   Tears welled in my eyes, and I turned to Irulan with a mix of anger and sadness rolling inside of me.  “Why,” I asked through clenched teeth, “is David crying?”
 
   Irulan got up from her seat and held out a picture for me to take.  “Here, this is Rowan, the object of David’s affections.”
 
   I took the picture and took a quick assessment of the floozy that was bringing my boy pain.  She was very pretty, in a girl next door kind of way.  She had long dark hair and beautiful eyes: eyes that were uncomfortably familiar. I flipped over the picture, but there was no name on the back.
 
   I held David away from me and wiped his blood-tinted tears.  “David, honey, I need you to focus.”  He shook his head and took a few steps backward.  The worst of his tears were over.  Once I had his attention, I held up the picture.  “Who is this?”
 
   He looked between me and Irulan before screwing his face up.  “That’s Rowan.  She's my girlfriend, or at least she was until her asshole father made her break up with me.”
 
   I shook my head and waved the picture.  “I got that much, David, but WHO is she?  Who's her family, what is her father’s name?”
 
   David dropped his head and began chewing on his bottom lip.  There was my answer.  “Oh for crap sake, David, was she the only girl at school?  We're paying a fortune to send you to an Extra’s academy, and she's the only vampire there?!  Come on!”
 
   Irulan pushed me back a few steps and grabbed the sides of my face.  “You will not brow beat him right now, Val; it wasn’t like he intentionally fell for the girl.  Besides, Thomas has already said enough.”
 
   The mention of Thomas Meriwether was enough to shift my focus.  I walked back to David and lifted his chin.  “What did he say to you?”
 
   David shook his head and tried to swallow his hurt, but his poker face was lacking.  “I called to talk with Rowan, and he took the phone.”  He sat plopped down on his bed and raked his fingers through his hair before continuing.
 
   “He told me I wasn’t worthy of his daughter’s time, and that he knew who I was, what I was.  He called me the chew toy of his disgrace of a son, and said if I so much as looked in Rowan’s direction again that he'd make me sorry.”
 
   David dropped his head and spoke to the ground.  “He also said that he should have called me to him when I first came to town.  That living with a Trumaine has left me unaware of my true position in life.”
 
   When he looked up at me, there were fresh, blood-tinged tears in his eyes.  “Can he really do that?  Can he take me away from you?  Val, I don't want to leave you and Irulan.”
 
   “Calm down, Valeria” Irulan cautioned.
 
   “I don't want to calm down,” I fumed.  I knew my eyes were gone.  That my thread bare control on my powers was under siege, but I didn’t give a fuck. “That pompous, antiquated-fuck threatened David, and you want me to calm down, really?!”
 
   I felt Irulan’s energy build in anticipation.  If I lose control, she might be the only one that can contain any power fallout.  “Valeria, I need you to focus, okay.  Going off on a tangent isn’t going to solve anything.  We need to focus on David.”
 
   I saw the reflections of dancing lights on the wall and caught the flash of a crackle of energy from the corner of my eye.  I was so far gone I wasn’t sure if I would be able to stop myself.  “I am thinking about David.  I’m not going to let anyone threaten him and get away with it.  He's ours; nothing is going to change that.”
 
   Irulan looked at David and motioned toward the door.  "David, leave.  Go to Val’s old room and get in the crawl space under her bed.”  David didn’t waste time questioning; he got up and flashed from the room.  Once he was gone, Irulan dropped her glamour.  The blazing fire that surrounded her, combined with my own light show, lit David’s room up like the Las Vegas strip on steroids.
 
   “Valeria, you need to calm the hell down.  Are you hearing me?”  She took a small step closer to me with her hand held out, just in case she needed to shield.
 
   I heard her--I know I did. But the words didn’t register.  The only thing I could focus on was the threat Thomas Meriwether issued David.  I was going to make him suffer in so many ways.  I could firmly see in my head what I was going to do.  Somewhere in the split second between decision and indecision, I must have decided to act and Irulan caught it, because when I turned for the door I walked right into her wall.
 
   “Let me go,” I said through clenched teeth.
 
   “Not happening,” Irulan said, with her voice full of power.  “I’m not letting you make a bad situation even worse.  You know what the council will do to you.  Outright attacks on other houses are forbidden. Think, Val.”
 
   I pressed my palms into her shield and began channeling energy into it.  “He made the first move by threatening David.  I’m justified and have every right to defend-”
 
   “No, you're not,” she said, flinching under the added strain.  “Damn it Valeria, David is Tristan’s turn.  Thomas has every right to call a deadborn of his blood into service, and you know it.”
 
   I let my hands drop and cocked my head to the side.  “So you'd let him take David, whom we've watched over, and taken care of for the past six months, away from us without putting up a fight?”
 
   “Don’t put words in my mouth, Valeria.  I just need you to focus on what you're doing.”
 
   “Valeria, damn it,” called out a voice from the living room.  “I told you earlier your shielding is for shit.”  It was Valerian and his voice was getting closer.  “My fucking head is killing me; it’s so bad that I had to leave work…”
 
   His voice tapered off to nothing as he stood in the hall and looked at us.  “Whoa,” he breathed.  While I had tried to describe to him the changes I had gone through, and he’d seen glimpses of what I looked like from Irulan's point of view in my head, my twin had yet to see me in all my glory.
 
   “What in the hell happened after you left work?  Jesus, you look like you're ready to wrestle a bear with one hand and an alligator with the other.”
 
   “Now’s not a good time Valerian.  Leave.”
 
   “No,” called Irulan, “Valerian, I need you to get through to your sister.  I’d try but I’m not as good with the mentals as you are.  I need all my focus to keep her here.”
 
   “Where was she going like that?”  He asked pointing.
 
   “To tear Thomas Meriwether apart.”  I spat.
 
   “Nowhere,” Ire threw out a second later.
 
   “Just do it, Valerian!” Irulan shouted as she pushed more power into her shield.  “I can't hold her much longer.”
 
   I tried to lock my mind down in anticipation, but Valerian made it through before the shields slid into place.  “Valeria, can you hear me?”  He asked.  When I refused to answer him, he pushed harder until I could see him walking through my thoughts, heading for the small version of me that was trying to hide.
 
   “Get out of my head, Vedo.  I don't want you here.”
 
   “If you want me gone, then push me out.”  He got closer and closer until he was standing above me.  I was sitting on the floor, huddled in a corner with my hands wrapped around my knees.  I was so mad that I was trembling, barely able to contain the storm that was raging inside of me.  “That’s what I thought,” he smirked as he sat down beside me.  “Care to tell me what brought this on?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Fine then, I’ll see for myself.”  Valerian flipped through my thoughts like he had a remote control to my brain.  “Oh wow,” he said after a few moments.  “What do you need me to do?  Petition the council, go to the CMS and begin adoption procedures.  Hell, I’ll even go to human courts and file restraining orders if I have to.  We won’t let anyone near him, I promise.”
 
   He pulled my mental image into his arms and I sagged against him.  “There’s nothing you can do, Vedo.  Thomas can take him from me at any minute and the council won’t do a thing.  Blood trumps paperwork any day, and that‘s what‘s killing me.  As strong as I am, I‘m powerless to stop him if he really wants to push the issue.”
 
   Tears began running from my eyes and Valerian growled.  “There’s got to be a way.  Don't worry, I’ll find it.”
 
   I shook my head and wiped my eyes; everything faded to black for a fraction of a second, then we were in David’s room.  The both of us were on the floor, and my brother was stroking my hair trying to keep me calm.
 
   “Your plate is full, Vedo.  You've got work cases, then this whole mess that Constantine has gotten you into.  I can’t ask you-”
 
   “You don't have to ask, Val, you're my twin. When you're hurting, I hurt.  Believe me,” he said, rubbing his temple.  “Helping you is helping me.  I can’t focus on anything if you keep giving me headaches.”
 
   “Is it safe?” Irulan asked.  I looked up and saw that we were still inside her barrier.
 
   “Yeah, I think I’ve got a handle on it.”  I pulled back the energy, and the lights on the wall began to die down.
 
   “That was some display, Sis,” Valerian said as he got off the floor, pulling me along.
 
   “That’s one show I can live without,” Irulan huffed, “at least in the middle of my home.  Do you know the damage she could have done to this place?”
 
   “I’ve heard,” said Valerian, as he left the room clutching his head.  His face was tight with pain.  I followed him out into the hall to find David poking his head out of my door.  “Is it safe?”
 
   “Yeah, David, you can come out now.”  Guilt flooded every inch of my person.  I flipped out and put not only my mate, but my son in danger and on top of that, my power outbursts were causing my brother headaches.  Sorry, Biggie, money isn't the only thing that brings more problems.
 
   I huffed as I watched David fly through the hall making a beeline for my brother.  He was crazy about Valerian, and vice versa.  Surprisingly enough, none of my older brothers had settled down and had any kids yet.  David’s inclusion into our family had sent my mother over the moon.  She finally had a grandkid to fuss over, and all of my brothers treated him like a nephew from day one.
 
   “Are you okay, Uncle Vedo,” David questioned, his eyes full of concern.
 
   “Yeah, David, I’m fine,” Valerian answered in spite of the fact that his eyes were both bloodshot.
 
   “No, David, he's not,” I countered.  “Don’t lie to him, Valerian.  We can all see that you're hurting.”
 
   David frowned, “What’s wrong with your head?”
 
   “Ask superwoman over there.”
 
   Irulan sat down beside me and rubbed my leg.  “It’s okay, baby,” she cooed.
 
   “No, it’s not okay.  Sometimes I do more harm than…What good am I if can’t control myself?”
 
   Valerian scoffed and shot me a smile.  “Val, don't beat yourself up.  You'll learn, and until then, well...I’ll talk with Yosh; he should be able to come up with something to help.”
 
   I looked into his eyes and saw they were regaining their color.  My guilt eased a little.  “So what brought you by?  I just left you.”
 
   He held up a few sheets of paper.  “I forgot to give you the list of contacts and locations to check.”
 
   “Oh yeah.”  I took the sheets and gave the top one a quick once over before laying them on the table.  “Jeez, how much shit can happen in one day?”  I sighed and leaned back.
 
   Irulan looked between me and Valerian.  “Do I have to ask?”
 
   “My brother hooked Valerian up with this lost cause of a case.  The client is being charged with murder.  He's innocent, but by human standards, all the evidence says he did it.”
 
   “Wow,” Irulan responded.  “What are you going to do, Valerian?”
 
   “About the case, I have no idea yet.  Hopefully Val can find something useful, and I can form my game plan.  About Thomas, I’m going to find a way around the blood tie he has to David.  There has to be some ancient loophole or something that we can invoke with the council.”
 
   Valerian moved to get up, and David was right beside him like a shadow.  “Can I stay with you, Valerian?”  He looked back at me expectedly, “Just for the rest of the night.  When I wake up from the day sleep I’ll come right home.”
 
   When I didn’t respond, he tried Irulan.  “Please, Ire, it’s just for one night.”
 
   “It’s fine with me, if it’s alright with Valerian,” she said, but he still looked to me for approval.
 
   “If, it’s alright with Vedo,” I sighed
 
   Valerian laughed, “Sure kid, let’s go.”   Watching David flash out of the door was like a nail in my heart.
 
   “He’s scared of me,” I wailed.  “He doesn’t even want to be around me.”
 
   Valerian sucked his teeth and laughed.  “He wants to talk about a girl, Val, and he doesn’t want to talk with his mothers.  Don't jump to conclusions.  That boy loves you just as surely as if you gave birth to him yourself.”
 
   “Try to have a good night, what’s left of it anyway.  Get some rest.  We've got a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”  With those parting words, my brother turned and followed David.
 
   I didn’t say a word as I watched him turn and leave.  Once he was gone Irulan bolted the doors and pulled me down beside her on the couch.  “My poor baby.”
 
   “You have no idea.  Bet you won't catch me complaining about being bored anytime soon.  Compared to today, I‘ll take the cubby hole anytime.”
 
   She chuckled and laid a quick kiss on my nose as she turned on the t.v., and drew her legs under her.  “I’m going to hold you to those words, Val.” 
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   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   When I was a kid, I hated that Constantine and Tamerlane could move around in the daylight while Valerian and I were stuck hiding from the sun.  You wouldn’t catch me complaining today.  My body was so tired from my little outburst that I spent the entire morning in bed.  One of the things that I’ve found out was using my extra abilities put a huge strain on me.  At least they did outside of the FaeLands.  I knew better than to get that upset, but I couldn’t help myself.  Maybe I did need to attend a few anger management classes, like Irulan suggested.
 
   I got up and padded through the house looking for Irulan.  It was almost time for me to get ready for work and I wanted to see her before I left.  I found her in her office, meeting with a client.  Rather than interrupt I went to the kitchen, grabbed a few slices of pizza from the fridge and headed for my closet.
 
   “I’m beginning to hate black,” I mumbled to myself as I pulled a uniform from its hanger.  While our uniforms looked nothing like standard security wear, I was quickly becoming tired of wearing the black leather jacket and pants every day.  I wanted color, damn it.
 
   I wolfed down the cold pizza and rushed through a shower.  By the time I got back to my room, Irulan was sitting at my computer typing away.  “Hey baby,” she mumbled, never taking her eyes off of the screen.
 
   “Hey yourself,” I laughed and dropped my robe.  I heard Irulan’s breath catch in her throat right before I felt her hands on me.  She snaked her arms under my own and cupped my breast from behind.  Desire shot through me; permeating my senses until there was almost nothing but the sensations Ire caused.  I had to fight the urge to lean back into her.  It would have been so easy to give my body what it was screaming for, but unfortunately I didn’t have the time.
 
   I scooted away from her, snatching my bra off of the bed.  “Aren’t we being a bad girl,” I teased.
 
   “Me?”  She shot me a mischievously-sexy, grin, “You’re the one doing the strip tease. How was I supposed to react?”
 
   “Here,” I replied slipping my bra on, "fasten this for me".  She grudgingly did as I asked and sat quietly as I finished dressing.
 
   “So who's the new client?”
 
   “It’s a referral from Marcus, actually.  A neighboring pack is having some big meeting, and they want stock for their hunt.”
 
   She and Marcus were getting awfully buddy-buddy.  He was making it a habit of calling her in on cases and now he was sending clients her way.  If it wasn’t such an insane notion, I just might be jealous.
 
   I pulled my jacket on and Irulan came over and straightened my collar.  “Could you please not do that,” I said as I pulled away.  “My mother does that.”
 
   There were still a few aspects of married life that I was struggling to get used to.  Irulan straightening my clothes like I was a toddler heading off to school was one of them.
 
   I grabbed my keys from my desk and turned to leave when I caught the hurt look on her face.  Damn it.  I pulled her into my arms and kissed her on the forehead.  “Don’t look like that, Ire, please; you're making me feel bad.”
 
   “You should.”
 
   “Why, because I believe I’m old enough to get myself dressed?  Sorry baby, we're just going to have to agree to disagree on this one.”
 
   The drive to work was a blur.  My mind was in so many different places. I’m surprised I made it to the office without causing an accident.  When I walked into the security office, Tamerlane and Thade were hunched over Tam’s desk deep in conversation.
 
   “It’s not a primary holding area, just a warehouse for artifacts and such,” Tamerlane said as he ran his finger down a paper on his desk.
 
   “If that’s the case then why do they need me?” Thade asked.
 
   The phone rang, and Tamerlane held up his finger, cutting Thade off.  While he talked, Thade turned his attention to me, “Heard you had a rough night, Val.”  He gave me a quick hug and reached up to brush a stray hair out of my face.
 
   “That’s putting it lightly,” I breathed.  “When it rains it pours, right.”
 
   “Don’t sweat Thomas.  None of us are going to let him near David.”  Outside of family, Thade Daniels was my best friend.  I was older than him in actual years, but physically we were about the same age.
 
   We banded together when he was around 16, and offered each other support from the prying eyes of the media.  As Marcus’s nephew and his appointed heir, Thade was just as much a target for cameras as I was.
 
   “Thanks, Daniels, but that doesn’t stop me from worrying.”  I cocked my head toward my brother.  “What’s going on?”
 
   Thade screwed up his face and shoved his hands into his pockets.  “There's been a fire at a warehouse in Russia, one that’s gonna have me flying my furry ass across an ocean and over an entire continent for some unknown reason, when Tamerlane knows how much I hate flying.”
 
   Tamerlane hung up the phone, and low growl rumbled in his throat.  “You know why you're going, Thade.  Bennet has everything under control, but seeing as how you set up the cataloguing system in the first place, he needs your help in assessing the total loss.”
 
   Bennet Trumaine was our cousin and Tamerlane’s Eastern European counterpart.  Aside from the two of them, each regional headquarters had a Trumaine in charge of security.  There are six total. 
 
    “Do they know the cause of the fire?” I asked.
 
   “They believe it’s electrical, but that’s just the preliminary report.  We'll know more in a few days.”
 
   Tamerlane pulled a thin pouch from his desk and tossed it to Thade.  “Here, a thousand cash and a company card for the hotel room and incidentals.  The jet is fueled and ready for takeoff.”
 
   Thade shoved the pouch into his back pocket and pecked me on the cheek.  “I’m off. See you when I get back, Val.”
 
   Thade took off, and Tamerlane sat down with a plop, releasing a big breath.  “He’s right.  We're not going to let anyone near David.  He's one of us now; we protect our family.”
 
   I adjusted a few monitors as I talked.  “I know, Tam.  Can we change the subject?  Talking about it isn’t going to make me feel any better about the whole thing.  I need to focus on something else or I’m going to march to the Meriwether mansion and deck Thomas right in the mouth.”
 
   “How did Valerian’s interview go?  Marcus didn’t give you any flack did he?”
 
   I almost put my foot in my mouth and was about to ask what Marcus had to do with Valerians case when I remembered he had no idea the client was human.
 
   “No.  Everything went okay.  I didn’t even see Marcus. It was almost like he wasn’t even in the building.”
 
   Tamerlane nodded and leaned forward to rest his elbows on his desk.  “Thade told me he'd talked with the pig-headed mutt, but I wasn’t sure.  I’m going up to brief Father on what’s happening in Russia.”
 
   When Tamerlane left, I took the opportunity to use our database to see if I could come up with any hits on the list that Valerian had given me.  We had extensive files.  Thanks to Thade and our mutual tendency for thumbing our noses at authority, we were hacked into the CMS’s system, which in turn allowed us access to the police database.
 
   I’m not sure how he did it and avoided detection, but in the three years he's worked for our company, we haven’t heard so much as a peep from either entity.
 
   My fingers flew over the keyboard as I typed each name and address and repeatedly came up with next to nothing.  The only thing criminal I could find was a parking ticket for William’s next door neighbor, and he got that around forty years ago when he was sixteen.  Talk about a dull bunch and this is the type of crown my brother Constantine ran with. Yeesh.
 
   Since the electronic route didn’t turn up anything useful, it was time to check out the scene of the crime for myself.  The remainder of my shift passed without much fan fair, unless you count the argument Tam had with Daddy.
 
   When Tamerlane got back from talking with our father, he was pissed, to say the least.  After Tamerlane’s report, father immediately called his uncle Sethy who ran the Eastern European division, and reamed him out about the fire.  Then he turned around and gave Tamerlane the once over about not going and looking into the situation himself.  Tamerlane countered and said that’s Bennet’s job and he wasn’t about to step on his toes and make it look like he didn’t have any confidence in his job performance.
 
   My father ran our family’s company with an iron fist: he had to.  A few of my uncles had a duck fit when my great-grandfather promoted him over them.  Once my grandfather died, everyone assumed his younger brother, my great uncle Sethy would take over in his place, nope.  Old Kemet fooled everyone and named my father CEO of the entire company.
 
   My dad’s brother Seth, ran the West Coast offices, and my aunt Amina headed the Western European one.  That leaves the Mid-Western and Japanese offices, which are run by Sethy’s son Julius and his daughter Helen.
 
   Each CEO liked to believe they were in total control of their domains but when it got down to the bottom line, great-grandfather Kemet had the last word, and for the last 30 years he’s deferred all decisions to my father.
 
   “Father expects too much from us,” Tamerlane hissed as he paced back and forth.  “I’ve got prototypes for the new psi dampeners being delivered tomorrow from the Houston office.  I can’t leave the country. Besides, Bennet specifically asked for Thade.  That system is his baby, not mine.”
 
   As I watched him go back and forth I couldn’t help but chuckle; pacing must run in the family.  “Tam, why do you let Daddy get under your skin like that?  In one ear and out the other, Brother.  God, I’m surprised you don't have high blood pressure.”
 
   Tamerlane stopped dead in his tracks and looked at me with a confused look on his face.  “We don't get high blood pressure.”
 
   “If we did, you’d have it.  Did anything he said change your mind?  Are you leaving for Russia? No?  So let it go.”
 
   “Tamerlane shook his head and smiled.  “You know, Val, you are a total enigma sometimes.  One minute you're behaving like you're five and acting like a complete brat, the next you actually make sense.”
 
   “That’s all part of my charm, Tam.”  I turned back to the monitor and inwardly screeched when I saw I still had the criminal database onscreen.  I logged off before Tamerlane saw it and began asking questions I couldn’t answer.
 
   “Tam, it’s been a quiet night and I want to pick David up from Valerian's.  My shift is over in twenty minutes anyway.  Do you mind if I leave now?”
 
   Tamerlane groaned but pushed me away from my seat.  “Tell my nephew I said hello, and don't worry about a thing.”
 
   As I left the building, I asked for forgiveness for the lie I told Tamerlane.  I didn’t make it a habit to lie to my siblings but I couldn’t rat Valerian out.  Constantine had us both in a hard position, and right now William Baker’s case had my full attention.
 
   I drove to his tight knit community and drove by his brownstone before parking a few blocks away at a strip mall.  I flashed back to the Baker home, and after finding the back door loaded with deadbolts, I had to break the door off its hinges to get in.
 
   I fumbled with the wooden pane for a few minutes trying to get it back in place, but the door had had it.  Let the police think it was a break in.  What did I care?  Proving William’s innocence was more important to me than fixing a lousy door.
 
   I followed my nose through the house and found the bedroom easily enough.  The overwhelming stench of dead blood permeated the air in the hallway outside of the pale yellow door.  I know what you may be thinking.  What about bagged blood?  Isn’t that dead blood?  Yes, it is, but bagged blood is stored in cool temperatures, it stays fresh…well almost fresh.  While it’s an acquired taste, bagged blood smelled nothing like the odor that was filling my nostrils.
 
   I coughed in an effort to clear the heinous taste from my mouth, but it didn’t do any good.  If it were this bad in the hallway, I hated to imagine what it smelled like on the other side of the door.  Might as well get it over with...
 
   I took a deep breath and stepped inside.  The first thing that caught my eye was the color of the walls.  If I hadn’t focused my vision, I would have thought the sheer amount of burnt red on the walls was paint, but beneath the sickly shade of brown I could see flecks of white trying to poke through.
 
   Jesus, every ounce of blood in her body must have been on the walls.  I let my weight fall, and the pressure of my foot caused the thick, caked blood in the carpet to crack and give.  I looked down at the stiff fibers, and a pang went through me.  No one had been to clean up after William's arrest.  Didn’t the man have any family that could have taken care of this for him?  What about the wife, surely someone had been here since then, who cared enough to want things set back right?
 
   I moved farther into the room and stopped near the bed.  I took a deep draw of air into my lungs.  While I was doubtful I would catch any other scents over the smell of blood, it was worth a try.  The draw of air resulted in more gore and blood, nothing useful.  I turned around and took in another deep breath.  There was something behind me, near the door.
 
   I backtracked, bent my head and inhaled.  I picked apart the layers of smells and checked them off.  Sweat…blood…carpet fresh…cheap cologne…and what was this?  There was definitely something there.  Someone other than the occupants of this house had been in here recently, and the smell was on top of the blood.  I inhaled one last time and smiled to myself.
 
   Unless William Baker had an Extra neighbor that visited, the scent I smelled could be our murderer.  This trace was definitely ‘Other’.  Unless a human was gifted, they lacked that little hint of ’more’ that was present in all Extra’s blood.  Each species had their own smell, and compared to us, humans were dull.
 
   I had enough to take to Valerian so he could petition for a change of venue.  While scenting done by a vampire was a little sketchy outside of vampire politics, it was enough to cast doubt.  Once Valerian takes the evidence to the CMS, Marcus will assign a licensed, were or a shifter to confirm.  After that it was only a matter of time.  I had no doubts that the case wouldn't be reassigned.  Marcus would have a fit if he thought humans were in charge of a case that should be his jurisdiction.
 
   That was the good news.  The bad news, no matter how much I wracked my brain, I could not place the smell.  It wasn’t any type of were or shifter that I had ever encountered.  I didn’t smell like any witch or witch-kin that I knew of, and it certainly wasn’t a vampire of any kind.  On top of that, this mystery person must have wings because as I followed the trail through the house and back, I realized it ran in an obvious path from the backdoor, to just inside the bedroom door.
 
   Well damn, maybe I didn’t have such good news for my brother after all.  I needed to get the duty roster from Valerian and see if any of the officers or members of the forensic team were undercover Extras.  I also needed to check out the neighbors and see if they were the owners of my mystery scent.
 
   Since I was already in the neighborhood, inspecting the other homes came first.  I tacked a sorry note to the back door and pulled it flush with the frame, and then I began flashing from house to house as fast as I could.  I didn’t need to go inside to get a base scent.  I stopped at back doors and leaned inside car windows searching for anything that smelled like what I’d found in the Baker home.  I didn’t even come close to finding the scent, thank God.  Although there was a were that lived in the vicinity, a were that smelled like cat.  I wonder if the were is out or closeted?
 
   I jotted down the house number so I could come back and formally interview the Panthera during daylight hours.  It was too close to the full moon to piss off a were at night.  I wasn’t scared of confrontation, but why barter trouble right.  See, I can act like an adult sometimes.
 
   I made my way back to my car and dialed Valerian's number as I put it in gear.  He answered on the first ring.  “Tell me you’ve got some good news.”
 
   “You sound anxious.  Bad day in court?”
 
   “Depends on how you look at it.  I won the case against Home Defense Industries.  With all the meticulous paperwork Tam keeps, I was able to prove we held the patent on the personal psi-shields they were trying to pass as theirs.”
 
   Honk! Honk! So went a red Mercedes behind me, obviously the property of an obnoxious driver.  Said idiot refused to let up off of his horn.  I looked up, saw the green light and jerked my car forward.  Said jerk passed me and offered his middle finger.  One, two, three, four… “Asshole,” I muttered.
 
   “Excuse me,” my brother exclaimed.
 
   “No, Vedo, not you, the asshole that flipped me off.  What were you saying?”
 
   Valerian huffed.  “You should have been paying attention.”
 
   “I was.  That's what got me flipped off.  I was paying attention to you and not the light. Keep going.”
 
   “The judge has determined we have more than enough solid evidence to go to trial.  They are fast tracking William's case to throw off the media, which brings me to my first question.”
 
   “I may have something, but I need you to get me the duty roster for the officers and forensic units that worked the case.  I need the coroner’s personnel files also.  No, just get me the names and addresses of anyone who’s been in that house since the body was discovered.”
 
   “I’ve already given you the names and addresses of the neighbors that were present at the scene.  What angle are you working Val?”
 
   I took a left and hit Tryon.  “I don't want to get your hopes up until I’m sure Valerian.”
 
   “Val, I need a little bit of hope right now, because the DA already has his victory party planned.  Gent was passing out flyers today like the courthouse was a club.”
 
   I laughed and took a sharp right, pulling my car up to the main gates of our community.  “You, sir, are such a liar,” I said as I waved and drove past the guards.
 
   “Yeah, well, I’m a lawyer.  Don't make me beg.”
 
   I drove past the cookie cutter houses of the suburban nightmare that was Emerald City, and groaned.  “Fine, but if this doesn’t pan out, don't fuss at me.”
 
   “Deal”
 
   “I went to William Baker's home today to see what I could find.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Give me time.”  I paused and smiled to myself.  I could almost see the look of pure frustration that had to be on my twin's face.  Right when he was ready to yell, I started talking again.
 
   “I caught the scent of an unknown Extra in the house.  It was kind of hard to find under the blood, but after I got it, I followed it through the house.”
 
   “Where was the scent?”
 
   “Well, that’s where things get a little sketchy.  It runs from the back door, to right inside the bedroom.  It's nowhere near the bed, but...”
 
   “What type of Extra was it?”
 
   I pulled into the back of my building and cut the engine.  “That’s just it, Valerian.  I have no idea, but if you get me what I asked for, I can rule out any members of the CMPD or its affiliates as closeted Extras.  That means my mystery person is possibly the killer and there’s your-”
 
   “Change of venue,” Valerian exclaimed.  “I knew you'd find something.  I’m going to get on the phone and round up those files right now.  I’ll email them the moment I get them.”
 
   “I’ll be waiting.”  I hung up and let my head fall forward onto the steering wheel.  At least I’d managed to make someone happy today.  I still felt like shit inside, and didn’t see it getting any better until I knew David was safe.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   [image: ]
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   My game plan for the remainder of my night: eat, go over homework with David, sleep, and make love to Irulan, and not necessarily in that order.  I walked through the house following my nose to the smells coming from the kitchen.  Now that’s what I’m talking about, dinner ready when I walk through the door.  I chuckled, and thought I’d better keep that to myself.  Irulan might blast me into next week if I said the remark aloud.
 
   “Lucy, I’m home!”  I stepped into the kitchen to find one, two, three sets of eyes lit up with laughter.  I shook my head trying to get rid of the rhyme, ‘One of these things is not like the other,’ that popped into my head.
 
   “Hey baby,” Irulan smiled as she stepped away from the stove and wrapped her arms around my neck.  She leaned in to kiss me, focusing her eyes on my own, and slipped inside my head.  “Baby, it’s impolite to stare,” she conveyed.
 
   “Sorry,” I replied so only she could hear me.  “It’s not often I come home to find a teenage human in my kitchen.”
 
   She gave me a quick kiss, before going back to the stove.  “Be good.”
 
   I smiled and stepped forward with my hand extended.  I wasn’t that bad.  I know how to act around company.  “Hi, my name is Valeria, I’m David’s…”  I didn’t know what to say.  I didn’t who David said I was.
 
   David rolled his eyes and got up to grab his friend in a bear hug and wrestle him away from me.  “Don’t pay my other mom any attention, Dante, she's a cop.”  David and Dante laughed like that explained it all.
 
   I looked back at Irulan who shrugged her shoulders.  Dante pushed David away from him and came to stand in front of me.  He folded his arm and bowed at the waist in a formal, vampire gesture.  I smiled and wondered where he'd learned vamp etiquette from.  “I’m pleased to formally make your acquaintance, Ms. Trumaine.  My father sends his best to you and your family.”  His voice was heavily accented.  I wanted to say Romanian, but I wasn’t totally sure.
 
   When he flashed his smile, I was taken aback.  The human boy had a nifty little set of baby fangs.  “And who is your father, Dante?”
 
    “Andrei Dobra, Miss.”
 
   I must admit, I was surprised.  Aside from the Tempest clan, the Dobras were one of the last pureblood families that called Romania home.  Andrei was the eldest son, and next in line to lead the family if I wasn’t mistaken.
 
   “Don’t worry, I get that look all the time from others of our kind.”
 
   He said the statement with a touch of sadness.  I cleared my throat and tried to make up for my blunder.
 
   “Um, so where did you and David meet Dante?”
 
   “I go to Thorston’s Academy with David; we’re in the same home base.  I was the new kid in class a few months ago, and people aren't very kind to those that are different, so, in your son, I saw the possibility for a friend.”  He looked back at David and punched him in the arm.  “I’m glad that I was right.”
 
   Irulan loaded some plates with homemade lasagna and salad.  She motioned for us to take our seats, pulled a blood bag from the microwave and emptied the contents into David’s favorite stein.
 
   She reached toward the smaller refrigerator that housed our blood, intent on getting me a bag, but I shook my head no.  I was trying to set a good example for David and advocate bagged blood, but I couldn’t stand one more night of the stuff.  I’d just have to go out later and round up dessert myself.
 
   I took a huge bite of the lasagna and groaned.  I hadn’t eaten anything since my breakfast of cold pizza earlier in the day.  “So Dante,” I said after a few more bites, “What brings you from the Old Country?”
 
   As he swallowed a mouthful of food, I could see him wrestling with himself, trying to decide just how much was safe to tell us.  “Well,” he began.  “As you can see, I’m not what you'd expect from a pureblood family.  My mother was Roma, from an old family deep with magic.  Father thought a child from such a union would be twice blessed.”
 
   He took another bite and smiled before continuing.  “I have the magic of my mother's people, but much to my father’s dismay; my fangs, strength and speed are pretty much all I acquired from his bloodline.  I am every bit mortal.”
 
   He swallowed and kept going.  “Even my blood denies me.  Tell me you didn’t think I was human when you first scented me.”  He had me there.
 
   OKAY, so the kid didn’t have all the qualities of a pureblood that still didn’t explain why his father shipped him clear across the globe.  Most pureblood families kept their young close, because compared to our old numbers, there are so few of us left.
 
   Dante read my confusion.  “My father has kept me hidden for most of my life.  Only my older brothers and sisters know of my existence.”  He casually shrugged his shoulders and took a drink of soda.  “Now that I am too old to hide, he has sent his shame to the States until I am old enough for him to make lifeborn.”
 
   And I thought my father was a hard ass.  I could feel the growl growing in the back of my throat.  Apparently so did Irulan.  She jumped inside my head.  “Valeria, Dante isn’t a cause for you to take up.”
 
   I swallowed the growl, reached over and grabbed David’s cup from his hand.  “Hey,” he exclaimed, “Get your own.”
 
   I nodded but took a long draw of the blood anyway.  I tried my best not to pay attention to the stale taste as it slid down my stomach in one big gulp.  “Sorry kiddo,” I hissed as I returned his oversized mug.  “I needed that.”
 
   The blood warmed me and shifted my attention away from Dante’s explanation of his recent relocation.
 
   “So what do you guys have planned for the remainder of the night?” Irulan asked in an obvious attempt to change the subject.
 
   David glanced at the clock before answering.  “It’s not even two yet.  I’ve got about three hours before I have to bed down for the day sleep.”  He turned to Dante.  “We could crash in my room and play video games until then.  Irulan has a rollaway bed all set up for you.”
 
   My son looked at me and explained.  “Dante’s on the same schedule as we are, even though he can walk in the sun.  Isn’t that so cool?”
 
   I smiled as I felt the knot in my stomach begin to unravel.  Anything that made him happy was cool in my book.
 
   We finished dinner and left David washing dishes.  Dante dutifully volunteered to help him.  As Irulan and I walked away, I heard David mumble.  “I still haven’t figured out why I get stuck washing dishes when all I mess up is one cup.”
 
   Dante laughed, and the sound of water hitting the floor was the last thing I heard before Irulan closed our bedroom door.
 
   Kicking off my boots and grabbing Irulan was one fluid movement.  “Um,” I murmured in between laying kisses on her soft neck.  “How was your day, Ire?”
 
   I pulled back so I could see her face.  “My day was fine.  I lined up the livestock for that pack meeting I was telling you about.  And at quite a discount I might add.  This contract is going to fetch me a pretty penny.”
 
   I fell back onto the bed pulling her with me.  “Are you sure fangs and a line to my head were the only thing you got from me?  The way you talk about money, I’d swear I was married to a vampire.”
 
   Irulan stuck out her tongue and maneuvered her way on top of me.  Her long crimson tresses blanketed me, bathing me in the smell of strawberries and pomegranate.  “You have no idea how much I needed that,” I breathed.
 
   “No, baby, I think I do,” she tapped the side of her head and leaned down to capture my lips.  No matter how many times I kiss her, I don't think I’ll ever stop being amazed at how soft her lips were.  I marveled at how something so soft could be so strong.
 
   I leaned up into the kiss and whimpered when she pulled away.  “Down tiger,” she teased as she rolled off of me and propped herself up on an elbow.  “Talk to me, tell me what the flashes of blood I caught are all about.”
 
    I took in a deep breath of air, grateful that it was filled with nothing but the familiar smells of home.  “I’d rather not, but I don't see any way around it.  I need some help.”
 
   She sat up on the bed, and I followed her.  “I went to William Bakers house.”  I shook my head and winced at the memory of the blood-covered walls.  My mind flashed back to the carnage I was responsible for in Charleston so many months ago, and my stomach turned.
 
   Irulan ran her hand down the side of my face and leaned forward to rest her forehead against my own.  “Don’t go there, Val. Focus on the now, and tell me about tonight.”
 
   I nodded.  “There wasn’t much to find outside of the stench of decay and blood.  For a minute I thought I was going to leave the house empty-handed.”
 
   “But?”
 
   “But I picked up a scent just inside the bedroom.  It was nowhere near the bed mind you.  But it’s definitely Extra, what kind, I don't know.  I ruled out all the neighbors, which includes a Panthera, by the way.”
 
   Irulan looked at me like she didn’t believe I knew my own nose.  “A Panthera?  Are you sure you weren't smelling a neighbor’s cat?”
 
   If I didn’t know her any better, I would have thought she was serious.  “Yes, a Panthera. I felt the aura when I got near the house, but that’s not my problem.  Once I rule out the good guys as my mystery Extra, that leaves only one option.”
 
   “The killer”
 
   “Yes, the killer.  And I’m going to need your help identifying the scent.”
 
   Irulan really did look at me with disbelief that time.  “And exactly how am I supposed to do that, transform into a bloodhound?  My nose is nowhere as good as yours.”
 
   “We’re going to use my nose.”
 
   “What are you talking about, Val?”
 
   We both sat up as I explained myself.  “Our bond is almost identical to the bond I share with Valerian.  The only difference is, for Vedo and I, our bond is second nature.  If I coached you, I’m sure you can do anything Valerian can do.”
 
   “Valeria, what are you talking about?”
 
   “I’m talking about us going back to the Baker home and you jumping inside my head while I scent the place.  You'll experience everything I am, and maybe you can tell me if the smell is familiar to you.”
 
   Irulan stood up and put some space between us.  “I don't think I can do that, Val.  Ask me anything else, but that.  I’ve just gotten the hang of touching your thoughts at will.  I don't want to be sucked inside of your head so completely.  The thought unnerves me.”
 
   I flashed from the bed so fast, she didn’t even see me move.  In half a second, I was behind her and had her wrapped in my arms.  I wasn’t above playing dirty to get what I wanted, especially when the added reward was so sweet.
 
   I trailed my lips across her neck and purred.  “Please, baby,” I breathed, right before I flicked my tongue across the soft skin and sucked it into my mouth.
 
   Irulan’s throat tightened, and she darted out of my arms.  “Please baby my ass, Valeria.”  She held out a hand as if to ward me off, but I took a step in her direction anyway.  “I’m serious, Val.”  There was a spark of heat to voice that time, but it didn’t dissuade me in the least little bit.
 
   I threw my hands on my hips and tried my best to look disappointed.  “So you’d let your fear of being inside my head stop you from helping me, when it could possibly save an innocent man's life?”
 
   I’d caught her between a rock and a hard place.  Seduction didn’t work, but playing on her conscious did the trick.  Irulan stomped her foot and humped.  “Damn it, Valeria, you know I wouldn’t do that.”
 
   I smiled and reached for her, but she knocked my hand away.  “No, you got what you want. I’ll do it, but I’m not comfortable with it.  You're used to being inside other people’s heads.”
 
   My hand dropped like dead weight at my side.  “Is the thought of being inside my mind so bad?  I mean, we’re married, Irulan, bonded and mated in every way that counts.  What are you scared of seeing?”
 
   This time when I tried to hold her, she let me pull her close, but she leaned away to look me in the eyes.  “I’m not afraid of you, Val.  It's what you're asking.  It may seem foolish to you, but what if I lose part of myself while I‘m traipsing around in your head?”  As I looked into her eyes I saw a genuine fear flicker across her face and it stunned me.
 
   I knew that she was scared, but she would put those fears aside to possibly save an innocent man.
 
   She dropped her head to the crook of my shoulder for a few moments before raising it to weakly smile at me.  I tilted her chin and kissed her.  “I changed my mind; I don't want you to do it.”
 
   “Don’t be silly, Valeria; the man needs our help.  Of course, I’ll do it.”  She waved her hand through the air and nervously laughed.  “I’ll be alright. You’re not going to let anything bad happen to me.”
 
   I kissed her again and began maneuvering her toward the bed.  “You’re right because you're not going to do it.  I’ll find another way...but enough of that.”  I pushed her back onto the bed and climbed on top of her.  “Right now, all I want is you.”
 
   Irulan purred and reached up to pull my hair back out of my face.  “Ooh baby…you know I want you.”  Her tone was all wrong.
 
   “Why do I hear a 'but' somewhere in there?”
 
   She gripped my hips and winched.  “I’m going to be running on a daytime schedule tomorrow, baby.  I need to grab a few hours of sleep.”
 
   “Let me guess, Marcus.”
 
   She frowned.  “Don’t even, it’s your pig-headed fault I’m working with him in the first place.”
 
   I closed my eyes and concentrated on reigning in the sexual tension that was riding my aura.  Two nights of let downs in a row was so not kosher.  I nodded my head and rolled off of her.  “Yeah, no, it’s okay.  It's cool.”
 
   I rolled to my side, putting my back to her and settled into my pillow.  Irulan poked my side.  “No, you are not pouting like a poor, sex-starved teenager.  Come on, Val.”
 
   Okay so I was pouting.  I rolled over and stuck out my tongue at her.  “Promise me he doesn’t have you doing anything dangerous.”
 
   She promptly bit my bottom lip before falling back on her pillow, pulling me with her.  “The only thing I’m in danger of getting is a paper cut baby.”
 
   I settled into her arms and let my mind begin to wander.  “If you say so, I guess I’ll get up and go see Baker tomorrow.  I might be able to jog his memory and come up with something else.”
 
   “Alright, Val, don't push it, out by eight, in by ten.”
 
   “Not a problem.”
 
    
 
   I was the last person Nurse Champion expected to see walking through the recently repaired doors of her unit the next morning.  “Ms. Trumaine,” she said surprised.  “I wasn’t expecting to see you this time of the day.”
 
   I put on my best neutral face, and swallowed the sarcastic remark that was building in my throat.  I mean--all these people claim to be such big fans, but the minute they see one of us out in the sunlight, they freak out.  Hell, if it wasn’t for the damn cameras that tried to follow me around, most humans wouldn’t even be able to tell what I was.  It was getting really, really old, but I held it in.  What I said to her was, “I’ll be home long before it gets too dangerous for me to be out.”
 
   When I walked into William Baker's room, the man I found was a far cry from the one I met a few days ago.  Gone was the shaken mass of nerves that was lost in an oversized unflattering drab hospital getup.  He was sitting at the table pouring over piles of newspapers, with a determined look on his face.  His head snapped up when I moved toward him.
 
   “Ms. Trumaine,” he eagerly exclaimed as he jumped up from his seat and took my hand.  “Have you found out anything?”
 
   “Isn’t this a change?  What happened to the man that was ready to die?”  I sat down across from him and slid one of his papers in my direction.  “Do you mind?”
 
   I held the paper up to my face and waited for a reaction.  I didn’t have to wait long.  William snatched the paper from my hands, crumpled it up and tossed it to the floor.
 
   “The man you met couldn’t see anything past his own grief, even when it was staring him right in the face.”  The old codger leaned forward; the frail table creaked under the extra weight.  “That wasn’t me.  Someone killed my Fee and the only way I’m going to walk free is if you find out who did it.”
 
   A veil of shadows fell across his face.  It wasn’t visible, but tangible just the same.  I knew that look.  I got it myself every time I detached my emotions from the heart before I had to make a kill.
 
   “Justice and revenge are two entirely different things, William.  What are you going to do if we do find out who killed your wife and you're set free.  You won't be doing her any favors by landing yourself in jail for real.”
 
   All the fire that was in William Baker's brown eyes faded, leaving doubt and uncertainty, “I feel so helpless," he admitted, "I’m here while her killer is running free.”  He reached across the table and grabbed both of my hands.  “Please; you’ve got to find out who did this.  I don't care if I ever see the light of day again.  Just help me bring Fee’s killer to justice.”
 
   “That’s why I’m here.”  I pulled my hands free and folded them across my lap.  “I have a few questions for you and I also want to slip into your mind with your permission.”
 
   He shook his head yes without hesitation.  “Whatever you need, I’ll do anything.”
 
   “OKAY then, um, as far as you know can you tell me if any Extras live in your community?”
 
   “No,” he answered, then paused and dropped his head like he was ashamed to continue.  “Our neighborhood is Extras free. That's one of the reasons we chose it.”
 
   I caught the growl that was rumbling up my throat.  “I wasn’t aware that restrictions like that were legal.”
 
   William turned red and scratched nervously at his beard.  “It’s not advertised, but everyone there moved to Green Haven because Extras were deterred when they came house hunting.”
 
   “Um hum,” I mumbled as I focused on the reason I was here and not the nagging notion to get up and walk out on his ass.  “Look; I want you to concentrate on the last time you saw your wife alive.”
 
   “That was right before I fell asleep.  She was in the bed beside my reading.”
 
   “That’s good, think about that night; any dreams you might have had, and end up with your waking for the morning.”
 
   He shied away from me as his face took on a sickly pallor.  “No, I don't want to remember seeing her like that.”
 
   “You’re going to have to.  I need to see everything you saw.  Hopefully I’ll catch something that you may have missed considering everything that was going on.”
 
   He slumped forward under the weight of his memories, as he reluctantly let his mind take him back to the worst moment of his life.
 
   As he relived the horror of finding his wife’s remains, I slipped into his thoughts.  He replayed every memory, and I poured over every thought looking for anything that might help me, but his thoughts weren't consistent.  I should have been able to hear anything that was going on in their bedroom.  His mind would have recorded whatever he heard, regardless if he were asleep or not.
 
   I should have been able to hear Fee Baker crying out, begging, pleading, anything.  All I saw were empty black voids, where the memories should have been.  That's when I realized what I was looking at.  His mind had been glamoured some type of way.  If I had doubts as to whether or not an Extra committed the murder of his wife, now I had none.
 
   Shit!  This still wouldn’t pass go in a human court.  It was times like this that I hated the separate legal systems.  As I pulled out of his mind, the dazed look that humans got when they were under our influence began to fade.
 
   “Well,” he asked expectantly when he was back to himself.  “Did you find anything?”
 
   “If you were an Extra I’d have you home by now.  You've been glamoured, William, but I have no scientific way to prove it, and the word of another vampire or even telepath, won't do either.  Don't worry, I’ll find something tangible.”
 
   Yeah, I’m still going to prove he was innocent…even if he was a small minded bigot as far as Extras were concerned.  Once I get him in the clear, we're going to have to talk about his views.
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   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   While it wasn’t exactly what I was expecting to find, the blank spots in William’s memory gave me hope.  The human courts might not recognize them as proof of innocence, but Valerian could certainly get the CMS involved now.  The foreign scent was a little sketchy, I’ll admit it, but any telepath could look into his head and see his memories have been tampered with.
 
   I smiled and pulled my phone out to call Valerian with the good news as I walked out of the hospital.  The moment I set foot outside of the tinted doors, my smile fell.  Where most pureblood vampires had films over their eyes that allowed them to see their prey in ultraviolet, mines allowed me to see normally.  Without them, sunlight would be too blinding for me to be out in the day.  I was beyond shocked when the bright light of the midday sun cut through my films causing my eyes to burn and water.
 
   I held my phone up, and my heart skipped a beat when I saw the time.  Sweet Jesus, it was fifteen minutes till eleven.  I had fifteen minutes to make it across town in midday traffic, or else I was going to end up with one crispy little vampire.  Running would be faster than driving, but the sunlight was already hurting my eyes.  Running blind wasn’t an option.
 
   I flashed to the car, pulling my keys from my pocket as I went.  Bile rose in my throat as I fought with the growing panic and focused on putting the key in the ignition.  “Come on, come on,” I mumbled to myself until the key slid home.
 
   I’d been caught by the sun once and surprisingly enough had gained greater immunity for it, but the actual getting burned part, hurt like hell.  I’d rather not go through that again if I could help it.
 
   I turned the key with one hand on the gearshift ready to throw the car into drive, but the engine didn’t purr to life like I expected.  The damn thing didn’t even turn over, cough, sputter--nothing.  “FUCK!”
 
   I squinted away the red haze of tears that were pooled in my eyes and turned the key again.  Still I got nothing.  “SHIT!” I screamed and slammed my fist down on the dashboard.  The panel buckled and caved under my assault.  The seven hundred dollar radio I so lovingly installed just a few days earlier twisted and bent around my fist.  “For the love of…” I muttered as I dislodged my hand.
 
   A ray of sun cut through the glass of my windshield and hit my arm setting it on fire.  A scream ripped its way up my throat as my skin sizzled and smoked.  “Not good, not good,” I chanted as I reached into the back seat looking for anything to shield me from the looming midday sun.
 
   The only thing I had was a thick newspaper.  It would have to do.  I popped my trunk, threw the paper over my head, snatched the keys and kicked my driver side door clear off its hinges.
 
   In less time than it takes me to blink, I was diving into my trunk and jerking the top down over me.  As fast as I was moving, it still wasn’t fast enough to keep the sun from scorching my hands where I held the newspaper.  They were both raw and covered in blisters.
 
   I pulled a blanket over myself for added protection and gingerly slipped my cell from my pocket.  I dialed Irulan’s cell as carefully as I could to avoid brushing the sensitive skin on my hands against anything.  I wasn’t careful enough.
 
   When Irulan answered the phone, I was out of breath from the Herculean task of trying not to scream my lungs out.
 
   “Baby, are you working out with Yosh and his gang of lunatics?  You sound winded.”
 
   “I wish,” I moaned.  I put the phone on speaker and dropped it.  Holding onto it was causing the blisters to crack and ooze this disgusting blackened blood.  “Ire…get to Billy Graham Memorial now!”
 
   “Why in the hell aren't you at home?” she screeched.  I heard the sound of doors opening and closing and knew she was already on her way.
 
   “The damn car wouldn’t start.  My hands are fried and my eyes feel like I doused them in liquid sandpaper.”
 
   “I’ll be there in ten minutes,” she huffed and the line went dead.  I threw my head back and let my body go limp.  Maybe if I didn’t think about the pain it would go away.
 
   I lay there, still as the dead and tried to think happy thoughts.  I focused on my family.  I pictured Irulan's face, and the smile that graced it first thing in the morning.  I remembered the unnecessary look of trepidation on David’s face when I first took him to meet my parents. And the unexpected tears in his eyes when my mother snatched him into her arms and called him her grandson.
 
   I replayed every decent second in my life since I’d mated with Irulan, but you know what, my hands still hurt like hell.  The pain was crazy but at least I was distracted.  I heard the ear splitting screech of tires spinning and knew it was Irulan.
 
   Three loud knocks resounded over my head, and Irulan's muffled voice was music in my ears.  “Baby, I’m here.  Is there anything you can cover up with?”
 
   “I’m wrapped in a blanket.  Why?”
 
   She didn’t respond, but a few seconds later something jarred the entire car.  Car doors slammed, and she was back.  “I’ve backed my car up to yours and opened the trunk.  As soon as I pop your trunk, I’m going to get you into mines so I can get you out of here.”
 
   I didn’t say a word.  I was too tired to speak.  I pulled the blanket tighter and braced myself.  The soft click of the trunk was my only warning before I felt myself floating through the air.  I landed with barely a thud and then the heat of the day was gone.
 
   “I’ll have you home in just a few, Val,” Irulan called out to me as she started the car.
 
   The vibrations of the engine must have rocked me to sleep because the next thing I knew I was at home, in my bed, staring up into the faces of not only Irulan and David, but Valerian and my mother as well, “Hey, Ma, what are you doing here?”
 
   “Making sure you're okay,” she said as she sat down on the edge of my bed.  “Care to explain to me how you got caught in the midday sun?”
 
   Not really, no.  How was I supposed to tell her I was conducting an interview with a client Valerian wasn’t supposed to have?  I settled for the old standby…I shrugged my shoulders and humped.  “I don't know, Ma.”
 
   My mother thumped me on the forehead and sighed.  “Whoever said girls were easier lied.  None of your brothers gave me half as much grief at your age.”
 
   “At my age, Ma, I’m damn near a hundred years old.”
 
   The entire house went hush.  David gulped and flashed away so fast my head was spinning.  Irulan groaned and slapped her palm to her forehead.  Valerian was the only one who saw humor in my response.  He burst out laughing, but one look from our mother shut him up faster than I could say boo.
 
   “Did you just use a swear while you were talking to me, young lady?” My mother hissed as she jumped up from the bed and firmly planted her hands on her hips.
 
   I sat up on the bed and shook my head.  “Mother, I didn’t mean it like that and you know it.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter how you meant it,” she rebounded.  “I don't care how old you get you'll never be old enough to use that tone when you're talking to me.  Am I clear?”
 
   The natural instinct to talk shit and antagonize didn’t rear its ugly head.  I may be a smart ass, but I’m not stupid.  “Yes, mama,” I quietly answered, as I got up and brushed past her heading for the bathroom.
 
   I stood in the mirror under the harsh florescent lights of the bathroom and slowly dropped my films.  My eyes were still scratchy, but I couldn’t assess the damage to my hands under blacklight.
 
   My hands looked like oversized lobster claws, and my eyes were bloodshot. Their normal ice-blue coloring was a deep purple.  “For the love of Mike,” I exclaimed.
 
   Valerian had better make good use of what I’d found inside of Williams head; I thought as I stood there staring at my poor hands.  Speak of the devil and he shall appear.
 
   “Please tell me you're alright,” he whispered as he ducked inside the bathroom and quietly shut the door.
 
   I held up my hands.  “Does this look alright to you?”
 
   “Jesus Val, I am so sorry I should have handled Williams’s case on my own time and never involved you.”
 
   “It’s not your fault my car wouldn’t start, Vedo.”  I said as I fruitlessly tried to pull open the medicine cabinet.  My brother reached by me and pulled it open.
 
   “Val,” he said, his voice sounding hollow, “Your car was intentionally damaged.  Someone wanted to see you burn.”
 
   “What?”  The glass jar I was holding in my hand shattered into so many pieces as I tightened my grip.  Valerian grabbed my hand and shoved it under the cool water of the faucet.
 
   “Shit,” he exclaimed as he gingerly picked shards of cream covered glass out of my swollen, bleeding hand.  “What did you go and do that for Val?  That stuff is hard to come by, and your hands have been through enough already.”
 
   I looked down at the mixture of blood and burn remedy that was swirling in the sink and an odd sense of calm spread through me.  I pulled my hand free from my brother's grip and wrapped a towel around it.
 
   “My hands aren't what we need to be focusing on right now.  You need to call Marcus and let him know that we've got a murder committed by an Extras hand being handled by the CMPD.”
 
   Valerian shook his head.  “I’ve tried that already with the scent you caught.  Daniels says unless we can identify the species, don't waste his time.”
 
   That sounded like Marcus.  “Tell him to get one of the division telepaths to go down and read William Baker, and they'll find the same thing that I did.”
 
   “And what was that?” He asked, his voice full of hope, betraying the calm façade he was trying to present.
 
   “That Baker’s memory of the night of his wife’s murder is full of blank spots.”  His face lit up like a kid’s on Christmas morning as he realized the full weight of my statement.  “That’s right Valerian.  He's been glamoured.  Show me a human that can do that.”
 
   Valerian turned and reached for the door before I was through talking.  He stopped long enough to smack a kiss on my cheek.  “Thanks, sis,” he called out as he flashed through the hallway heading for his cell in another room.
 
   I padded through the house, steeling myself for my overprotective mother’s hovering, but when I got to the living room the only people there were Irulan and David.  “So, where’s the crowd?” I asked as I flopped down on the couch between them.
 
   David winched as he gently took one of my hands.  “Grandma’s gone, she left right after you got fussed at, and Vedo just flew out of here saying something about work.”
 
   He examined my hand before softly letting it go.  “Does it hurt much?”
 
   “Not anymore, the blisters have healed; the swelling is uncomfortable, but that’s about it.  Once I feed, they'll be back to new.”
 
   David solemnly nodded his head.  “So this is what happens when we’re exposed to the sun?”
 
   “No, David, this is what happens when a pureblood is exposed to the sun.  If you were caught out in the open, your skin would blacken and begin to ash away until you found cover.”
 
   He humped and got up.  “I’m glad you're okay, Val,” he pecked me on the cheek and pointed toward the door.  “Is it okay if Dante spends the night again?”
 
   “I don't see why not.”  David pumped his fist through the air and shot off.  “I’m still amazed at the change in him.  Once all that anger was gone, he turned back into a normal teenage boy.”
 
   I twisted on the couch so I could look Irulan in the face.  On second thought, maybe I should have stayed the way I was.  She scowled at me with a look of such ill content that only age could have given someone the skill to don it so effectively.
 
   “Um,” I wondered, almost scared to ask.  “Did I do something?”
 
   “Why ask when you already know the answer?”  Her eyes, usually a sea of bright green, were clouded over with anger.  “You’ve been walking around here pissed at Marcus for asking me to fulfill an obligation that I made because of you, constantly asking me if he's got me doing anything dangerous and then you pull a stunt like this.”
 
   As her anger built, the control on her glamour faded.  The human façade that she donned so easily blurred around the edges.  It almost looked like her body was coming apart at the seams.
 
   “Baby I…”
 
   “No!”  She shouted.  “Nothing you can say is going to make this right Val.”  She stomped her foot and sparks flew.  “Damn it; I thought all this lone-gun bullshit was going to stop when you left the CMS.  I almost lost you once; I’m not going to lose you to sheer carelessness.”
 
   I opened my mouth to respond, but she held up a shaking hand, effectively cutting me off.  She pulled her cell from her pocket and held it out for me.
 
   “Your job is five to one at Trumaine Tower.  Here, call Valerian and tell him you’ve done all you can for William Baker.”
 
   I saw the glimmer of tears in her eyes, and her aura was radiating fear and panic like a beacon, but this was too much.
 
   “I can't do that.  I gave both my brother and Baker my word that I would help find evidence to clear him.”
 
   “And you found it.  I can see everything that happened.  You've kept your word, now call your brother.”  She held out the phone and waited for me to take it.
 
   I pushed her hand away and tried to pull her into a hug, but she shoved me away from her.  “I’m serious, Valeria.”
 
   I threw both my hands into the air in frustration as warring emotions began feeding the parts of me that needed to stay buried.  “And so am I.  I won't cut out on Valerian when he needs me.  He can't go to Tam with this.  I’m all he's got.”
 
   “And what about, David,” she yelled, “Or aren't you thinking about him.  All we have to do is give Thomas a reason and he'll call him into service.  We're all he's got; he doesn’t need you getting hurt.”
 
   “That’s not fair.”
 
   She wiped the tears from her eyes and shrugged her shoulders.  “Look at your hands, Val.  Fuck fair, especially where my family is concerned.”
 
   I looked at my swollen red hands and laughed.  “You’re right, my hands look awful.  I need to do something about that.”
 
   My rational mind knew that Irulan’s request was within reason.  Not only was it rational, she was right.  It wasn’t just me anymore.  I shouldn’t be taking any unnecessary risks, but I wasn’t thinking rationally.
 
   I spun around and headed for the parking bay, snagging a jacket off a coat rack as I went.  Irulan was dead on my heels as I walked away from her.
 
   “So you're going to act like a child and walk away from me?”  I ignored her and kept on going.  “Alright then,” she said, right before she blasted me in the back sending me flying into the floor.
 
   I hissed and flashed myself upright.  The muscles of my face melted and rearranged themselves, and I snarled.  “Damn it, Irulan; I won't do this with you.”  I felt like a rubber band being pulled in two directions.  Any minute I was going to pop from the strain.
 
   Half of me wanted to strike back, while part of me was horrified at the thought of harming my mate.  I yowled and punched the closest wall to me, splitting the already taunt skin of that particular hand.  A thick stream of blood began running down my arm.
 
   Irulan's face softened.  When she saw the added damage to my hand, her own hands flew to her mouth and a look of horror passed over her face.  “Oh my God, baby…I didn’t mean.”  She took a small step toward me, and I snarled involuntarily.
 
   “I know you didn’t.  This is my fault.  It's entirely my fault.  Stay away from me, Irulan.  I can't be around you when I’m like this.”  I pulled the ruined jacket off and dropped it to the floor.  “I need to feed.  I’ll be at The Den.”
 
   She let me leave without further argument. 
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   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   My mind was a whirlwind of thoughts, as I walked to The Den.  William Baker's case was becoming more dangerous by the minute. I was going to have to go to Tamerlane soon; Valerian was going to need a guard before this was over with.  Whoever killed William's wife was an Extra and was willing to kill to make sure their identity was kept a secret.  The next person I was going to interview was Constantine.  He has to know an Extra is involved, or he would have never gone to Vedo.
 
   My thoughts flipped to Irulan.  She was scared; I understand that.  Hell, I’d be just as upset, maybe more, if the roles had been reversed, but her reaction was so off the charts.  That was my fault.  Emotions held power, and every time I was around strong ones, I began drawing off of them.  It wouldn’t be so bad, if I didn’t make everyone around me so angry they were ready to rip my head off, or so depressed they need stock in Prozac.  Hell, if I could control it may be it wouldn’t be so bad, but half the time I don't even realize I’m doing it until it’s too late.  Shit.
 
   Then there was my David.  He lost the tough guy exterior a few weeks after moving in.  In the time he's been with us, he’s become as much a part of my life as Irulan's.  It's funny; sometimes you never know how much you needed something until you’ve got it.  One night you're sitting there and have an ‘uh-huh’ moment.  David was that moment.  I’d never given a second thought to having kids, but now that David was in my life, I could see it without him.  Thomas Meriwether was a threat, and it’s time I confronted him about his intentions.
 
   I turned a corner, and there was The Den.  Unlike other clubs for non-humans, The Den didn’t make an effort to appear inconspicuous.  The Den used to be an old strip mall, until it was brought by a resourceful shifter and changed into a club.  It was in what was considered a bad neighborhood, so at the time humans didn’t object that much.  Now that it regularly drew crowds close to a thousand on the weekends, it had come under fire, but the owner wasn’t worried.
 
   The closer I got, the louder the hard pumping music got until I was bopping my head in time.  The line to get in was wrapped around the building.  Luckily I was a regular.  I waltzed past the mix of humans and Extras, right up to the bouncer.  “Hey, Georgie,” I said as I patted him on the back.
 
   “V”, he exclaimed as he jerked me off my feet and into a hug.  Georgie was a Serpentine shifter.  His long lanky body didn’t give a clue to the strength he possessed.  I heard a few gasps of surprise behind me, but I didn’t pay them any attention.
 
   He eased me to my feet, “Where have you been, mama?  It's been months since I‘ve seen you.”  He grabbed my hands, and I yelped.  “What?”  He held them up and reeled.  “What in the hell happened to your hands, V; you look like you boiled them alive.”
 
   I dropped them to my side and shook my head.  “Long story, Georgie.  How’s it going tonight?”
 
   He looked back to the doors and shrugged.  “The usual, you looking for some fun tonight?”
 
   Um, so he didn’t know I was married now.  I was shocked, but then Georgie was never one to read the tabloids.  “Not that much fun, Georgie, I just need to find a donor…maybe a few drinks.”
 
   Georgie gave me another quick hug and waved me inside.  “Alright, girl.  I know I don't have to remind you about the no bloodletting policy, have fun.”
 
   I walked through the darkened corridor and rounded the corner to the main floor.  I was home.  The huge dance floor was flanked by raised seating areas, while the far end was home to a large stage.  Both the stage and the dance floor were packed with revelers.  I pushed my aura ahead of me and felt a mix of people: weres, vampires, shifters, witches, and the faint pulses of hundreds of humans.
 
   Their fervor slammed into me and my own frustrated aura, beckoning me to join them.  The flicker of the strobe lights changed, and I knew that my eyes had gone black.  My control was sketchy at best, so admittedly this probably wasn’t the best place to be, but it I was beyond caring.
 
   I hissed and began pushing my way through the crowd.  I didn’t have to go that far to find someone to dance with.  I’d barely made it five feet, when a hand wrapped itself around my arm.  I flipped a burgundy streak of hair out of my face and turned to face my captor.
 
   It was a human, a large, well-muscled human male, judging from the way his black wife beater was stretched across his broad chest.  Nice and healthy.  I jumped into his mind and saw that he was on the prowl, trying to lose his ’vampire virginity’.  Well buddy, you won't lose it tonight, but I was going to liberate a few pints of blood.
 
   I turned into his arms and gave him a smile that was all fang.  “You look like a first timer,” I purred.  “Are you sure you're ready for this?”  I motioned to the crowd of pulsating bodies around me.  “We aren't exactly the tamest crowd.”
 
   His laugh was a deep rumble.  “Baby, I just want to dance.  I think I can handle that.”  Liar, but that’s cool.
 
    “Fine, show me what you can do,” I said. I held my palm up, and he pressed his to mines.  I planted the suggestion of normalcy into his head.  When he wrapped his fingers around my own, he didn’t see the mess that they were.  There was no ’eww’ factor in place as his body started to sway with the music.
 
   I let him lead me, twisting and rolling my hips into him, keeping beat with the suggestive R&B song that was filling the air.  He ran his hands down my body and cupped my ass.  Before I might have welcomed the move, but all I thought was, ‘his hands aren't Irulan's.
 
   My brain was betraying me, but my jazzed up aura never would.  I kicked the thought to the back of my head and let my aura guide me.  I ran my nails down the sides of his arm leaving angry red marks.
 
   His breath caught in his throat, and his heartbeat sped up, just here for some dancing my ass.  By the time the song was done, I knew he was mine.
 
   One of the reasons The Den was so popular was because the owner respected his patron’s privacy.  He not only respected it; he also had methods in place to help the masses ensure, what went on inside stayed inside.  No cameras were allowed; cell phones were turned in at a checkpoint, and people were given beepers.  If you got a call, a staff member relayed the number.
 
   Aside from that there was a strict policy of no blood letting on the premises for vampires, and no shifting for both weres and shifters.  No supernatural drama whatsoever.  There were witches, vampires, and wolves, sprinkled throughout the crowd on payroll that monitored the atmosphere.
 
   None of those features interested me at the moment.  The Den also has an underground exit that took you two blocks away in either direction.  For those of us that didn’t want prying eyes to see whom we were leaving with, the setup was ideal.
 
   I led what’s-his-name, through the crowd and down the dark passageway that would take us away from the club.  “Hold on, baby,” he hesitated as we entered the darkened space.  “This isn’t the way I came in.”
 
   Why is it the big guys are always the biggest wusses?  I leaned in, pressed my palms to his chest and gave him my best ‘sex me’ look.  “If you want so fun tonight, this is the way to get it.  Are you game?”
 
   I inhaled, effectively thrusting my chest out for his inspection.  He looked down and his fleeting fear caved under his libido.  “Yeah,” he nodded eagerly, “I’m game.”
 
   Poor sap.  It took us about five minutes to reach the other end of the walkway.  Once we were safely away from the exit I gripped his arm and my face shifted.  “What the fuck?”  He tried to break away but come on; we know how good that went.  His voice broke as it dawned on him how dangerous a situation he was in.  “Come on; I didn’t sign on for this.  I just wanted to bag a vamp.”
 
   I flashed forward, dragging him into an alley.  Not the ideal location, but there wasn't a chance in hell I was going home with him.  I slipped into his head and flipped him off.  Before I would have made the bite pleasurable for him, at least give him something for the blood, he was going to lose.
 
   This wasn’t about pleasure, and I didn’t dare leave him conscious during the ordeal.  Many a careless vampire had gotten staked through the back while they were feeding by assuming their victims wouldn’t be able to fight back.  I never underestimated the will to survive.
 
   I bit into his neck and pulled the first mouthful of blood down my throat.  The thick liquid coursed through me filling me and rushing to the areas of my body that needed it most.
 
   I drank his life until I heard someone call my name.  I let my unwitting meal fall away, and I settled down into a defensive crouch, hissing a warning.
 
   “Oh calm down, Valeria, it’s me,” Irulan huffed.  I stood up, and wiped the blood from my chin with a hand that was well on its way to being healed.
 
   “How long have you been following me?” I said softly.
 
   “I’ve been behind you since you left the house.  You weren't really yourself, so I thought I needed to keep an eye on you.”
 
   I nodded and took a step toward her.  “I’m sorry, Ire.  I didn’t know…I hate this.  I can't control it.”
 
   She closed the distance between us and swiped her thumb across my lip.  “I know you can't.  But you'll learn.”  She slipped her thumb into my mouth, and I swirled my tongue around it, removing all traces of blood.
 
   The wind shifted, and a familiar-unfamiliar scent slapped me in the face.  I shoved Irulan behind me and shifted my hands.  My eyes flipped to UV, and I scanned the area around us.  The scent was so strong, whatever it was; it was close.
 
   I felt Irulan touch my conscious.  “What’s wrong, Val?”
 
   I motioned my head toward a nearby stretch of trees.  “Whoever was at the Baker home is out there somewhere.  I can smell them.”
 
   I scanned the trees but didn’t see a thing.  That didn’t make sense.  There weren't many creatures that could mask their heat signatures.  I made a move to head toward the tree line when Irulan grabbed me.  She jerked her head to the unconscious body slumped on the ground.  Oh yeah.
 
   I knelt down and gripped his head, slipping into his mind and essentially flipping him back on.  He wouldn’t remember a thing.  The entire night would be one big blackout.
 
   I turned toward the direction of the smell when something dawned on me.  “Irulan,” I asked.  “Who took care of getting my car to the garage?”
 
   “Valerian, why?”  She looked puzzled.
 
   He didn’t tell her.  “Irulan, someone fucked with my car.  That means someone has been following my movements and knows what I am.  I’m betting that person is the same one that’s out there now.”
 
   Her expression didn’t change.  Irulan didn’t look the least bit upset, but her power levels spiked, sending a chill down my spine.  She took off for the woods leaving me to catch up with her.  My baby was fast…but not as fast as me.
 
   I easily overtook her and held up my hand motioning for her to follow me and stay as quiet as possible.  I followed a haphazard path through the trees, zigging and zagging, trying to keep up with the scent until it just disappeared.  “Fuck,” I screamed to no one.
 
   Whoever, whatever it was, it was good.  I didn’t feel the touch of an aura; hear a single footstep, or anything.  It was time to let the cat out of the bag and talk to Tamerlane.  If this thing was following me, then Valerian and Constantine could be in trouble also.
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   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   The next morning, I left home early for the second time in two days.  As I drove down I77, I leaned forward and squinted at the early morning sun.  “Can’t keep me down,” I muttered as I leaned back into the upholstery and took a bite from a sausage biscuit that I’d snagged from some fast food place.
 
   I downed two of the spicy sandwiches by the time I drove past the huge metal globes that lined the driveway leading to Trumaine Tower.  There were six of the massive forty foot high creations, three on either side.  Inside each globe was a camera array that inspected every inch the vehicles that passed by them.
 
   I waved to the globes, and whoever had monitor duty today.  Glad it wasn’t me.  I parked and slipped in through a loading dock entrance.  I didn’t want to run the risk of being assigned a task until it was time for me to go on duty.  My reasons for coming in early were purely personal.  Whatever was tracking me has made this more than a case.
 
   Sometimes finding something unknown, meant eliminating the known from the equation.  I headed for the fourth lower level and the library that was housed there.  I’d tried the electronic route and came up with zilch, now it was time to go old school.
 
   As I browsed the towering shelves of books, it struck me that Irulan would never believe I willingly went to a library.  Sometimes it got to me that she thought I was void of the desire for anything intellectual.  Just because I wasn’t overly fond of reading that didn’t mean I lacked the ability to comprehend.  I had a brain in my head.
 
   I scanned row after row and shelf after shelf until I finally found what I was looking for.  It was a hand written account of different Extra species.
 
   The tome was compiled over five hundred years ago.  Hopefully I would run across a description that would match my unknown killer.  I carefully pulled the heavy, leather book down and found an empty cubby.
 
   I opened the hand-bound book and gingerly flipped one of the handwritten pages.  Wow, there was no index.  I settled in for the long haul and started reading.
 
   I’m not sure how long I sat there with my head stuck in that book.  I was surprisingly intrigued by the wealth of information it contained.  There were even pages concerning different types of Fae that are often found on our plane.
 
   There were pages for pixies, elves, Pantheras and Lupines.  There was an entire section devoted the Sidhe, but not a single description came close to what I was looking for.
 
   I read for hours, scanning pages two and three times to make sure I didn’t miss a thing.  I read for so long that words began to run together and looked like one big blob of squiggly lines.  This wasn’t working.
 
   By the time I drug myself out of the library, I was pretty certain my entire morning had been a bust.  I called Irulan to check in and make sure everything was okay with David.  We hadn’t heard a single thing from Thomas, so we weren't sure what to make of the situation.  Sitting with my hands tied behind my back was killing me but, Valerian assured me he was on top of everything.
 
   I walked down the wide corridors heading toward the wing that was devoted to our department, so deep in my head that I didn’t notice all the strange looks from passersby.
 
   What finally caught my attention was the set of arms that wrapped themselves around me.  I recoiled from the intrusion, jerking my head away from the red hair that was thrust under my nose.  Mike.  I disentangled the lifeborn from my person and debated whether or not I was going to draw on him.
 
   “Ms. Trumaine,” he coughed.  “I can't tell you how glad I am to see you're alright.”  I felt a cloud of nervous curiosity surrounding me; my eyes shot past him.  Every person in the hallway within one hundred feet in either direction had stopped to watch our exchange.
 
   I groaned and shoved my hands into my jacket.  “I’m fine, Mike. Thank you for asking.”
 
   The little man was beaming.  “No problem.  We were all worried about you when we heard you got caught out yesterday.”  He shoved his heavy, black-framed glasses back on his nose and frowned.  “To be honest, Ms. Trumaine, we didn’t expect you back to work for a couple of weeks…you know the sun damage and all.”
 
   I nodded my head and scanned the growing number of bodies.  I haven’t exactly been advertising my newfound powers to people outside of my immediate family and Thade, powers that included an amplified healing factor.  I didn’t want to draw any unwanted attention.  Coming in today was doing the exact opposite.
 
   Everyone was expecting a sun damaged Valeria to be home staying away from the light to give her body time to heal.  Nope, I was out walking around in a hallway lit with the afternoon sun and about thirty witnesses.  So much for keeping a low profile.
 
   Thank God that most of the day staff was human.  I hated to do it, but I was going to have to glamour them.  I dropped my shields and pushed my mind across the bodies around me.  I felt it the moment their wills broke to my intrusion.  The sense of self that dominated each mind barely put up a struggle as I pushed it aside for my influence to take hold.
 
   It was a lot easier shaping their memories; than it was the first time I tried to control so many minds at once.  I took the image of me from their minds and put in the suggestion that I was out on medical leave for two weeks.  I eased out of their thoughts and flashed down the hall before they could come to and see me. 
 
   I wish all my problems could be handled as easily as that one.  If I could glamour everything back to normal that would be a power worth bragging about.  I chuckled to myself and walked up to the heavy red steel security doors that separated us from the rest of the building.
 
   As I tapped the correct sequence of numbers into the keypad to let me into our unit, I ran over what I was going to say to Tamerlane.  I felt like I was betraying Valerian by going to Tam without his knowledge, but I know he'd ask me not to.  I wasn’t known for telling my brother no.
 
   I walked through door with the words; ‘Tam can we talk’ on the tip of my tongue, but they died when I heard him yelling on the phone.
 
   “How can you be so fucking careless?  Who was working that day? Get me names and their personnel records.  I want them on my desk when I get there.”
 
   Tam slammed the receiver down into its cradle, breaking both in the process.  He lost more phones that way.  Looks like I won the office pool.  “So, big brother, what gave you such an outstanding disposition this fine day?”
 
   Tam shoved away from his desk, walked over to a small safe built into the wall.  “I’m not in the mood for your smart-ass mouth today, Valeria,” Tam hissed as he leaned forward so the retinal scanner could do its job.
 
   The locking mechanism released with a soft swish and Tam looked back at me with a lopsided frown on his face.  He walked away from the safe and grabbed my hands.  Tamerlane turned each one over and over in his hands, inspecting them for signs of injury.
 
   “Damn,” he breathed.  “I think I’m going to plan a visit to the FaeLands to introduce myself to FaeVar, as soon as possible.  Your power boost is sweet.  I want one.”  He dropped my hands, went back to his safe and began jerking papers and throwing them on his desk.  He was still pissed, but his attitude had improved a little.
 
   “So are you going to tell me what’s going on, or do I just get to stand her and watch you throw things all over the place?”  I pulled out a chair and straddled it, leaning forward on my elbows.
 
   Tam sat down and began organizing his mess.  “I’m leaving for the Atlanta building.”
 
   “How soon?”
 
   My brother’s features twisted into a snarl as he pulled his leather saddle bag open and began throwing his paperwork inside.  “I’m leaving in five minutes.  The goddamn bio facility was broken into an hour ago.  Two labs were destroyed.  Initial damages could be in the millions.  If anything is lost that we need for the new product line, projected losses are in the hundreds of millions.”
 
   My chest tightened at the news.  There was too much going on at once.  That facility was Tamerlane’s pride and joy.  The work that came out of the Bio-Tech T was the primary foundation for the security products that Trumaine Security produced and marketed.  If research was disrupted in the labs, production could come to a standstill.
 
   “What has father said about the break in?” I was almost scared to hear his answer.  After Daddy’s blow up about the fire in Russia, I could only imagine his reaction to this latest news.
 
   Tam slung his bag across his shoulder and stood.  “He’s threatening to remove me from my position.  Said too much was happening on my watch, like I can be everywhere at once.”
 
   I flew from my seat and threw my arms around my big brothers neck.  “Don’t pay Daddy any attention.  He's just upset at the thought of losing money.  He'd never force you out of your position.  You're too good at what you do.”
 
   Tamerlane pulled away from me and headed for the door.  “I hope you're right, Val.  You're in charge while I’m away.  You might as well get used to the office and what goes along with it.  It might be yours sooner than you think.”
 
   Tam left and I stood there looking around his office trying to figure out how in the world everything had gone to hell so fast.  Nothing was making sense about any of the occurrences that had taken place in the last few days; a fire at a random warehouse in Russia, the murder of a human with ties to my family, the break in and vandalism at the labs.  Sometimes one plus one plus one doesn’t equal three, it equals; I’m even more stumped than I was before.  There was a connection that I wasn’t seeing.  I could feel it,
 
   When all else fails, start at the beginning.  Constantine was a link to the murder.  The warehouse fire could be very well be a random incident, but the lab was another thing all together. While my brother is an anthropologist, and none of his work had anything to do with our bio tech labs, his was the only name I had to go on.
 
   I logged into the system and pulled up everything we had on Constantine’s research.  I sat there for over an hour pouring through boring interviews and diagrams tracing Extras blood kin connections.  I spent another hour reading the origin myths of so many subsets of races that I had lost count.  The next folder to explore was his travel itinerary, but I was done for the moment.
 
   I turned off the monitor and yelled in frustration. The nagging feeling that the answer was right in front of my face wouldn’t let up.  Something was there; I know it, but I just didn’t see it.
 
   There was a soft knock and a guard I’d only seen once or twice poked his head around the door.  “Ms. Trumaine,” he said cautiously.  “My name’s Derrick.  I’m here to rotate out with you; it’s my turn for monitor watch.”
 
   Shit, I’d neglected the monitor array my entire rotation.  I smiled and waved toward the pale blue door that led to the video room.  “Sure, I was just on my way to change with you,” I lied through my teeth.
 
   Derrick nodded and headed for the door and I got up and left.  So much for my first night as acting head of security.  I’d forgotten about one of my most basic tasks.  I was going to stick to my duties the rest of the shift.  I couldn’t let Tamerlane down; Daddy would only ride him harder.
 
   Anything else would have to be done on my own time.
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   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   I wasn’t acting head of security for long.  When I went in the next night, Tamerlane was back from Atlanta.  He was seated at his desk staring at a black folder like it had all the answers to his problems inside of it.  I hated black folders.  His head snapped up when I walked through the door.
 
   “I’m glad it’s you, Val.  Come talk with me.”  Tamerlane smiled at me, and I felt my insides clench.  Constantine might be the oldest, but in many respects, Tam was the one most like our father.  I think that’s the reason they always butted heads so much.
 
   Tamerlane was an imposing individual.  Where Daddy was long, lean and mean, Tam was built like a brick house...and mean, but they could both pull auras and force lower vamps to go feral.  They were also relentless when it came to their jobs.  Nothing stood in the way of getting the job done.  Nothing.
 
   The way Tamerlane called me over made me feel like a deer in headlights.  He knew something, how much, I wasn’t sure, but it was enough to lead him to me.
 
   “When was the last time you talked with Constantine?”
 
   Oh hell, was what I thought.  What I said was, “About two weeks ago when he got back, why?”
 
   “Just wondering.”  He flipped open his file and held up a picture.  He scrutinized the picture for a few minutes while I stared at the Kodak seal stamped across the back of it.  He put the picture back and clasped his hands in front of his face as it went blank.  I couldn’t believe it; he was giving me the Trumaine poker face.  ME!  “Tell me about Sophie Blackmon.”
 
   Huh?  That was the last name I was expecting to come out of his mouth, but it was confirmation that I was on the right trail.  Sophie was another link to Constantine.  That meant the break in and vandalism was another piece of a growing puzzle.  Damn it all to hell and back.  What had my brother gotten himself mixed up in?
 
   “Sophie Blackmon is the mambo that made it possible for me and Irulan to figure out what Tristan was up to.  Why do you ask?”
 
   He let his hands drop to his desk.  “Did you know Constantine was working with her?”
 
   That wasn't news to me.  Sophie agreed to aide him with his research, only if he kept her involvement off of the record, but I kept that information to myself.  He wasn’t the only one who could wear the look.  “I knew he had intentions of contacting her.  I believe he wanted her for some speaking engagements for his classes.  Are you going to tell me what this is all about?”
 
   Tam opened his mouth, but the crackle of his intercom interrupted him.  “Tam, your brother is taking the western elevator to your floor.”
 
   “Thanks, Cash.”  Tamerlane clicked the intercom off and slid the folder into his desk.
 
   “Since when do we watch members of our own family when they're in the building?”  I fumed.
 
   “Stay out of this, Val, and let me do my job,” Tamerlane hissed.
 
   “I will, but you'd better remember that that’s our big brother you're about to question.  Question, not interrogate.”
 
   Constantine walked in, and I got up to throw myself around his neck.  “I’ve missed you, Tino, when did you get home?”
 
   Constantine hugged me and pulled back to stare at the worried look that was written all over my face.  It was at total odds with the happy go lucky tone I tried to force into my voice.
 
   “I just got in this morning, woolybooger.  You were going to be my first stop.  Mother told me what happened to your hands.”  He pulled out of my hug and inspected my hands.  “They look better than she described.”
 
   I wiggled my fingers and sighed.  “Believe me; they looked awful.”  Tamerlane cleared his throat and began strumming his fingers on his desk. God that was so annoying.
 
   Constantine looked past me and laughed.  “Yes, the summons.  I’ll admit I’m curious.  I don't get called to the Complex on official business that often.”
 
   Constantine’s laugh faded as he took in the oh-too-serious expression on our brother's face.  “Am I missing something here?  Why so serious, Tamerlane?”
 
   “Sit down, Tino; this is serious.”  We sat down, and Tamerlane continued.  “How’s your work going with Sophie Blackmon?”
 
   Constantine’s face lit up.  “Remarkable.  The Gullah are a god send.  Their heritage allows for them to access the ether in ways no witch has ever dreamed of.”  Constantine paused and turned to me, “She says hello, by the way, wanted me to send her love.”
 
   Tamerlane huffed, and Constantine turned back to him.  “As I way saying.  It took me weeks of begging and coaxing, but I finally got Sophie to go on the record and agree to genetic mapping.  I should have my results soon, and then I can take my research to a whole new level.  The dean is seriously considering entering my findings into a bid for new funding for an entire wing devoted to the study of Extras.  The college has been looking for something fresh and new to gain the public’s attention.  This could put us on the map.”
 
   Tamerlane groaned and shook his head.  “Tell me about Russia, how’d that trip go?”
 
   Constantine frowned at me, but he started talking despite his growing confusion.  “I spent a week in Azov chasing djin sighting.  It's an interesting area.  I wasn’t able to find any djin, but a local did lead me to a series of tombs deep below the old ottoman fortress there.  I found some interesting glyphs and artifacts.  Is anyone going to tell me what this is all about?”
 
   Tamerlane pulled the folder from his desk and handed it to Tamerlane.
 
   “I spoke with Thade about an hour ago; the inventory destroyed in the fire included all the artifacts you stored there.”
 
   Constantine looked up from the file and shook his head.  “I don't understand.  Why would someone burn down an entire building just to destroy a few ancient tablets and some glyphs?”
 
   Tamerlane shook his head and frowned.  “Maybe for the same reason they trashed six point three million dollars worth of equipment and property at Bio Tech T. yesterday.”
 
   Constantine’s face paled at the news, and he began flipping through the papers.  “I don't understand…”
 
   Tamerlane pulled his cell from his pocket and flipped it open.  “Understand this, Constantine; all your samples were destroyed.  Someone has been following your movements and obviously doesn’t want your research completed.  Until I find out who, I’m placing you under guard.”
 
   Tamerlane sent a text, and then pulled a small tracking disk from his desk.  “I also want you to wear this.”  He held it out, and Constantine pushed his hand away.
 
   “I’m not wearing that thing like I’ve done something wrong, and I don't need a guard.  I can take care of myself.”
 
   Tamerlane slapped his hand against his desk, and his face flashed into a shift, but he reined it in.  “Damn it, Tino, I wasn’t asking.  Something could be after you and I’ll be damned if I let them get close.  Hell, Constantine, whoever did this is, they're good.  They got past all our security in Atlanta.”
 
   Constantine sighed and let his head drop into his hands.  “This is too much.”  I rubbed my brother across his back.
 
   “Well find out who this is, Constantine.  I promise Tam and I will do everything we can.”
 
   Tamerlane laid the tracker on his desk.  “Come on in,” he called out to the person who was just about to knock on his door.  Two building sized guards came in.  From the looks of it, they were both Ursideas.  I’d never seen them before, but they may have been part of the daylight crew.
 
   “This is Gridlock and Ballistic.  They'll be guarding you until this mess is sorted out.”
 
   Constantine’s eyes bugged out of his head he pointed at the living mountains.  “I can't take Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum into my classroom, where would my students sit?”
 
   Tamerlane shrugged his shoulders, “Not my problem, my brother’s safety is.  Father knows all about it, so there’s no use in whining to him.  He agrees with me.”
 
   Tamerlane tossed a bag to Gridlock.  “Here’s enough equipment to secure his car, the classroom, and his office on campus.  I’ll take care of his home myself.”
 
   Gridlock and Ballistic nodded and left to go rig Constantine’s car with the latest security devices we had.  Most of it was probably better than the stuff we had on the market and that was saying a lot.
 
   Constantine pounded his fist against his knee and tried a futile attempt at protesting.  “I don't need all this Tam.  It's probably a colleague that doesn’t want my work to outshine their own.  I can take care of myself.”
 
   Tamerlane ignored him.  “Can you think of anyone outside of the poindexters you hang with that might want to hurt you?  Has anything unusual happened lately?”
 
   “Besides a good portion of my work being destroyed…NO.”
 
   Liar, liar, pants on fire.  I jerked my head toward Constantine before I could catch myself.  He jabbed me with a quick one two to the brain, and I recovered, but not before Tamerlane saw.
 
   “What?”  He looked back and forth between the two of us.  “Something’s going on that I don’t know about, I don’t like being in the dark.”
 
   “It’s nothing, Tam,” Constantine hissed.
 
   “I don't like being lied to.”
 
   “And I don't like being bullied into this situation, deal with it.”  Constantine got up and headed for the door.  “Now if you'll excuse me, I’ve got a date with the double mint twins.”
 
   He slammed the door behind him, leaving me at Tamerlane’s mercy.  Fuck me sideways.  I looked at the intense gaze that graced my brothers coco face and the urge to run for cover seized me.  “Um,” I pointed to the door and flashed toward it.  “Be right back,” I yelled after I flashed out the door.
 
   I expected him to follow me, but miracle upon miracle, he didn’t.  I caught Constantine just as he was about to get into his car.  The two bodies crowded into the back seat made the full sized sedan look awfully small.
 
   “We need to talk.”  I grabbed my brother by the arm and led him away from the prying ears of his bodyguards.  They prepared to get out, but I flashed back to the car and poked my head inside the door.  “Relax; we're still on company ground.  He's with me and I’ll keep him in your line of vision, okay.”
 
   Ballistic reluctantly nodded, his bottom lip stretched into a frown and he leaned back into his seat.  I smiled and turned the car on.  “Don’t want you guys getting heat strokes or anything.”  I turned the air on full blast and the volume on the radio up.  “Gotta love John Tesh.”
 
   I left the two weres fighting over the radio.  “When were you going to tell Valerian about your past relationship with Fee Baker?  Or were you hoping that William Baker had forgiven you for almost killing him all those years ago?”
 
   Constantine’s control cracked and tears pooled in his oval eyes.  “Fee was…is, the love of my life.  I was the love of hers, but she couldn’t accept what I was.  I couldn’t love her and watch her age; she couldn’t love me and watch me stay the same.”
 
   He blinked the tears from his eyes and shook his head.  “William would never hurt a hair on Fee’s head.  The least I can do is see that he's cleared of her murder.  I owe it to my Fee.”
 
   I listened to the sorrow coated confession, and my heart ached for his loss, but I couldn’t afford to get all puffy eyes and start bawling.  I settled into the empty void that all of us Trumaines fled to when we needed to operate free of the confines of emotion.
 
   “Whoever killed her is after you, and now they're after me.  My car was deliberately sabotaged, T.  This person is an Extra, and they've got an agenda.  When was the last time you spoke with Fee, did she know about your work?”
 
   “I hadn’t talked with Fee in years, so how could she know?”   He stumbled away from me and drug shaky fingers across his short cropped head.  “Listen, Val; I’ve got to go.”
 
   As I stood there watching my brother get in his car and walk away, I don't know what hurt me more.  The fact that he lied to my face or the fact that he knew I was aware he was lying and just didn’t care.
 
   Whatever.  I was tired of lies.  Constantine’s silence was going to get someone hurt.  Sorry, Vedo, I’m, gonna have to rat you out to Daddy…after I take another look at the Baker home.
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   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   I didn’t bother asking Tamerlane if I could leave work early.  If I went back to his office and asked for permission to go, we were going to get into an argument about Constantine and it so was not worth it.
 
   I stopped at the guard booth and told one of them to call up and let Tam know that my car was gone.  That would do for now.  When I come back to work, I plan on having enough info to lead us to our murderer/vandal, hopefully that will be enough to keep him off of my ass for ditching...maybe.
 
   I called ahead to Irulan and let her know I need her help.  By the time I got to home, she was standing at the curb waiting for me.  She leaned over and gave me a quick kiss before buckling up.  “So what’s going on?”
 
   “The break-in and vandalism in the Atlanta lab is connected to Constantine, along with the fire in the Russian warehouse.”
 
   Irulan gasped and turned in her seat.  I didn’t have to read her mind to know what she was thinking.  I was already kicking myself for keeping Valerian’s case quiet for so long.  “Before you ask, no, I haven’t said anything about Valerian’s case.  I didn’t get a chance, but as soon as I leave the Baker home, I’m going back to the Complex to tell Daddy and Tamerlane everything.”
 
   “Why are you going back there, I thought you had nixed the idea of me jumping inside your head?”  She couldn’t mask the panic in her voice.
 
   “No, baby, that’s not why I need you.”  I pounded my fist against the steering wheel and sighed.  “I’m missing something, it’s right in front of my face.  I think someone is messing with my head on purpose, or maybe some type of spell.”
 
   Irulan smiled; she knew exactly where I was heading.  “You want me to see if I can get any traces of magic.”
 
   “Yup, and if you can, I’m hoping you can tell me what flavor it is.”
 
   “Not a problem, this is right up my alley.”
 
   I spent the remainder of the ten minute ride filling her in on what happened in Tamerlane’s office and how Constantine reacted.  “He’s hurting, Valeria, mourning Fee’s loss just as much as William is.  Are you surprised he's not acting like himself?”
 
   “I don't begrudge him for hurting,” I replied as I got out of the car.  “What pisses me off is the lying.  If he had suspicions there was an Extra behind this, he should have told me.”
 
   Irulan nodded.  I was right and she knew it.  “So which one of these is the house?”
 
   “It’s about three blocks over.  No need to let the neighbors know we’re there by parking out front.”  Irulan looked down at the heels she was wearing and scowled.
 
   “Do you realize these are a nine hundred dollar pair of Manolo Blahnik’s?  These shoes are not made for scaling fences and doing Recon.”  She must have been in a client meeting before I called her.  She likes to dress to impress.
 
   “So leave them in the car; you're Fae, all into nature and shit.  Walking barefoot shouldn’t bother you.”  I laughed and ducked the energy bolt that came flying toward me.  It hit a nearby stop sign and bent the metal in half.
 
   I flashed behind her and wrapped my arms around her waist.  “I’m kidding, baby.”  She half-heartedly tried to pull away from me.
 
   “I don't play when it comes to my shoes,” she pouted.
 
   “How about you fly us over,” I suggested and pulled my body closer.  I could fly myself, but this way is quieter.  Flapping twelve foot wings can get kind of noisy.
 
   “That’s the only way we're going to get there, because there was no way I was going to walk in these shoes.”  The air around us stirred as Irulan powered up.  Her powers were Earth based...whatever the hell that means.  So far, I haven't seen anything she wasn’t capable of, because she puts it, ‘the earth is a vast space with infinite possibilities’. 
 
   The air beneath our feet became solid as Irulan manipulated the molecules into doing her bidding.  “Hold on tight, baby.”  As if I wasn’t already.  I looked down as the ground got farther and farther away from us.
 
   “You know a fall at this distance probably wouldn’t hurt me.” I mused.
 
   “I’m not ready to test that theory, just hold on.”  Irulan pushed us forward on the solidified air until we were over the house I was pointing at.
 
   “That’s it baby, bring us down a little more and I’m going to jump.  When I get the door open, you just glamour yourself into looking like a security guard or something.”
 
   As soon as we were low enough for Irulan’s taste, I tilted my body forward and slipped off the column of air.  I dropped the short fifty feet to the ground and landed near the shrubs next to the door, with barely a thump.
 
   I pushed my body into a flash, moving so fast that there wasn’t any way a human could pick up on my actions.  The damn door had been repaired.  Popping the lock slowed me down a few seconds, but I don't think anyone saw me.  Irulan landed and waltzed through the door as if she owned the place.  All I saw was my gorgeous wife in a grey and pink, pin-striped business suit, and her precious pumps, but I’m sure if someone happened to catch a glimpse of her that isn’t what they saw.
 
   Once she was safely inside, I closed the door and focused on our surroundings.  The first thing I noticed was the smell of bleach and fresh paint.  Someone had finally cleaned the place up.  But who?
 
   I went directly to the bedroom and paused outside the door.  “This is it.  Let me look before you go in.”  I know she had years on me, but I still felt the need to shield Irulan from some of the harsher aspects of life.  I didn’t want her seeing walls that were possibly covered in blood.
 
   I cracked the door and looked inside, the biting smell of paint knocked me in the face and I jerked my head backward.  “It’s good,” I wheezed as I blew my nose trying to clear the offensive odor from my head.
 
   Irulan pointed to the carpet near the door.  “This is where your first picked up the scent?”  I nodded yes and pointed toward a spot inside the room.  “It stopped right about there, nowhere near the bed.  Once I caught it; I followed it back through the house.”
 
   Irulan flexed her fingers and her palms began to glow.  “I need you out of this area; your energy might throw me off.  Go see if you can find any traces of the scent left.  When I’m done in here, I’ll search wherever you find anything.”
 
   I left my wife to her work and made my way back through the house. I moved to the living room and took a deep breath.  There was nothing there but the overwhelming scent of cleaning supplies and of course me and Irulan's scents.  I moved to a built in bookshelf and ran my finger along one of the shelves, scanning the spines out of curiosity.  Charles Dickens…Mark Twain…Poe…Constantine.  What the fuck?
 
   I turned and pulled a thin, navy-colored book from the shelf; ‘Tales of Star Crossed Lovers’ circa nineteen twenty three.  I held the book to my face, and my brother's scent filled my nose.  I opened the book and scanned the index.  Tristan and Isolde, Lancelot and Guinevere, Venus and Adonis…Geez, someone was a glutton for punishment.
 
   You've been in this house, Constantine, recently, but how many more times?  I held the book upside down and shook.  Nothing fell out, but as I was turning it over in my hand I noticed the back page was blank but full of indentions.
 
   I sniffed and smelled lead.  I ripped the page from the book, carefully folded it, and put it in my back pocket.  I know who had the house cleaned; it was my brother, it had to be.  I moved toward a window and inhaled.
 
   There was another scent, completely different from the first scent I’d caught here, but hauntingly familiar somehow.  Another scent that I’d smelled earlier today as I pulled out of our garage bay.  There were two of them.  Whatever they were, there were two.
 
   I flashed through the house back to Irulan.  When I found her, she was glued to the spot where I left her.  Her hands were still glowing with power, outstretched over the carpet.
 
   I moved to stand in front of her and looked into her face.  “Ire, what’s wrong?”  Her face was frozen in fear.  My baby was scared of whatever she'd found.  Nothing scared her.  She didn’t get scared; she got pissed.  Double fuck.
 
   I grabbed her by the shoulders and gave her a firm shook.  “Irulan baby, what is it?!”
 
   She looked up at me, her green eyes storming with emotion.  “I don't know, Val,” her voice sounded distant and hollow, nothing like herself at all.
 
   “What do you mean, you don't know?  Whatever you found has scared the shit out of you.  What is it?”
 
   She shook her head and laughed nervously.  “I don't know Valeria, but whatever it is, it’s Fae and it’s like nothing I’ve ever felt before.”
 
   I grabbed her by the shoulder and hooked my arm under her knees in one movement.  I flashed through the house and out the door before she could say a word.  I pushed myself as hard as I could and traveled the three blocks in a manner of seconds.
 
   I slipped Irulan into the car and jumped in my side, gunning the engine and jerking the car onto the road.  “Where’s David?”
 
   Irulan didn’t answer me; she just sat there staring at the road as we flew by red lights and stop signs.  “Irulan! Where’s David?”
 
   She turned her head and looked at me like she didn’t even recognize my face.  “He’s home, why?”  I reached over and pulled her phone from her breast pocket.  I flipped it open and hit David’s quick dial number.  He answered on the first ring.
 
   “Yeah, talk to me.”  I didn’t have the time to reprimand him on his phone etiquette, especially when he got it from me.
 
   “David, where are you?”
 
   “I’m home, Ma, with Dante.  What’s up?”
 
   I took a turn on two wheels, heading for the freeway and Trumaine Complex.  “I want you to get the keys to Irulan’s car and leave the house now, do you hear me?”
 
   A groan drifted through the line.  “Ma, come on, I’m right in the middle of something.”
 
   I hit the freeway and punched the accelerator, sending the speedometer past ninety.  “I could give a shit right now.  Whatever you're doing can wait. No, you know what, bring it with you.  Get in the car and go.  I want you to meet me at Trumaine Complex; you have my permission to drive as fast as you want.”
 
   David whooped, and I heard the jingle of keys in the background.  “I’ll be at the Complex in ten minutes.”
 
   “David, Dante is part Roma, right.  He said he has his mother’s magic?”
 
   “Yeah, why?”
 
   “Put Dante on the phone.”  David’s muffled yell was accompanied by the slamming of car doors and the purr of an engine.  They had already left the house.  That was one good thing.
 
   “Yes, Ms. Trumaine, David said you wanted to talk with me.”
 
   “Dante are you capable of casting a protection spell?”
 
   “Yes, Ms. Trumaine, I am able.”
 
   “Good.  Cast a spell around the entire car and don’t break it until you get to Trumaine Complex, and see me.  Am I clear?”
 
   “Yes, crystal.”
 
   By the time I hung up the phone, Irulan was herself and clutching her seatbelt as if her life depended on it.  “Would you mind slowing down and tell me what the hell is wrong with you?”
 
   “No, I won't slow down, and yeah, I'll tell you.  Something spooked the hell out of you back at the Baker house.  You went all zombie on me.”  I jerked the car onto the turnoff that led to the main entrance to the main tower and tore down the driveway.
 
   Irulan shook her head and frowned.  “I don't remember any of that.”
 
   “I didn’t think, you would,” I flipped a switch on the dashboard and my headlights began to glow red.  The guards at the gatehouse would know I was coming in hot.  Whoever was on monitor duty would also let Tamerlane know.  He'd be in the parking deck by the time I pulled in.
 
   “You didn’t even sound like yourself, Ire, I never want to hear your voice with that much fear in it again.”  I tore past the gatehouse and into the parking deck.  Only then did I start to slow down.  I got within fifteen feet of a wall, jerked the steering wheel and slammed on the brakes, sending the car into a tailspin.
 
   When the car stopped, Irulan fell out of the car kissing the pavement.  “I don't have time for you to play, Irulan,” I hissed.
 
   “Who’s playing?”  OKAY maybe my driving left a lot to be desired, but I was justified.  Tamerlane came running up to me; his fingers shifted into talons and his face fully feral.
 
   “What’s going on Val; I saw your headlights.”
 
   I pointed to Irulan.  “Get my wife inside where it’s safe, I’m waiting for David.”
 
   He helped Irulan up and handed her off to one of the guards that were behind him.  “I’m not leaving until you tell me what’s going on, and don't think I’m going to let you get away with lying to me this time.”
 
   I saw headlights heading toward us and rushed forward to meet David and Dante.  “I’m done keeping things from you, Tam.  I promise, just let me get my son and his friend.”
 
   I felt the shimmer of magic as David pulled Irulan's car into the deck.  Dante squinted through the windshield and let it drop the second he saw me.  I didn’t wait for David to get out and come to me.  Instead, I strode forward and pulled the car door clean off its hinges.  “What the hell, Ma?!”
 
   I pulled my son from the car and into my arms.  “I’m just glad you're here that’s all.”  He pulled out of my hug and rolled his eyes as he looked back at Dante.
 
   “Told you she was overprotective,” David chuckled and leaned toward me.  He took a deep breath and wrinkled his nose in disgust.  “Oh geez, Ma, it’s you.”
 
   “What’s me?”
 
   “The smell, you reek.  I caught your scent in the alley next to the house today.  It totally slipped my mind until just now.  The smell is all through the house.”
 
   It wasn’t me; whatever, whoever it was, the fucker has been in my house, near my son.  My vision changed and I knew my eyes had gone black.  I called Tamerlane just as I heard the click of a car door opening.  I turned back to the car expecting Dante, but that’s not who it was.  Dante was already out of the car and standing near the hood.  The door-clicker was none other than Rowan Meriwether.  Fuck me silly, this was the last thing I needed.
 
   “David, care to explain.”
 
   He dropped his head to the ground and sheepishly shrugged his shoulders.  “Well, you told me to bring whatever I was doing with me.  Rowan and I were talking.  She took the gate at Thorston’s to come and see me.”
 
   Everything in me was screaming to send her packing, but she'd been in my home, and if that thing had her scent she was a target now, also.  I pushed David into his uncle’s arms.
 
   “We need to get them inside, Tamerlane.  I’ll explain everything, but I’m only going to do it once.  Get Ballistic and Gridlock to bring Constantine here, now, like ten minutes ago now.  I don't care if they have to drag him kicking and screaming.  Lock him in a pine box covered in stakes if they have to, just get him here.”
 
   My brother didn’t question me.  He just pulled out his phone and sent the text.  “Anything else?”  He asked as we boarded the elevator.
 
   “Yeah, send a set of guards for Valerian, at this point he's in as much danger as Constantine, hell we all could be, and get Daddy to a conference room.  He needs to hear this.”
 
   Tam cursed as he sent out the set of texts that would get Valerian an envoy and Daddy to the conference room.  It was time to let the cat out of the bag.
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   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Constantine was on his way to Charleston when Ballistic got Tamerlane’s text.  Apparently he was going to try to sweet talk more blood samples out of Sophie Blackmon.  We had to wait two hours for them to get back with him.
 
   I spent those two hours explaining my theories and fears to Valerian.  I made him see the full scope of the mess Constantine had gotten us into and why I couldn’t keep his secret anymore.  He agreed with me.  If we were dealing with the Fae, it was too dangerous to keep everyone in the dark.
 
   My cell buzzed, and I flicked my finger across the screen.  It was a text letting me know that Constantine was in the building.  Showtime.  “Come on, twin, let’s get this over with.”
 
   We walked into the large conference room. Everyone was there.  David, Dante, and Rowan were gathered in a far corner talking among themselves.  Tamerlane and Thade were poring over the files that contained the info on the Atlanta break in and the Russian fire.
 
   Irulan was curled up in a chair with her eyes closed.  She looked like she was sleeping soundly, but I knew better.  She was concentrating.  Her attention was focused on me and the conversation I was had in my office with Vedo.
 
   When I walked in, Tamerlane jumped up.  “About damn time, Valeria.  We've been waiting for you for two hours.  You've got some nerve flying in here like all hell was about to break loose, then keeping us waiting for so long.”
 
   “I was waiting for Constantine, Tam, I told you that.”
 
   “I could give a shit,” he retorted.  “I’m sick of your bull, Val, you’ve known…”  He didn’t get a chance to finish what he was saying.  Our father walked into the room and took his seat at the head of the table.
 
   “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t talk to your sister that way.”  His voice was calm and cold as steel.  He didn’t have to raise it to get what he wanted.  The bite in his tone was enough.
 
   Tamerlane hissed and jabbed his finger in my direction.  “Valeria knows something father.  She has for days, and she's been keeping quiet about it.”
 
   Daddy cocked his eyebrow and laced his fingers together.  “And?  She had to have her reasons.  Whatever they were, I trust her judgment.  Sit down.”
 
   If looks could kill.  Tam shot daggers in my direction, but he sat down without another word.  As Valerian and I took our seats, Ballistic and Gridlock came into the room, dragging Constantine behind them.
 
   “Get your fucking hands off of me,” he yelled as he struggled with the two imposing bears.
 
   “Gladly,” they muttered together as the shoved him down into a chair.  Free of their less-than-grateful charge, they turned and went to stand by the wall behind him.
 
   Constantine’s eyes were black as he leaned forward and slapped his hands on the table.  “Fuck you, Tamerlane. This was uncalled for.”
 
   Tamerlane jerked a thumb in my direction.  “Thank woolybooger over there.  This is her show tonight.”
 
   That was Tamerlane’s way of taking a jab at me.  He knows I hate that nickname.  I ignored it and looked down at Irulan as she righted herself in her seat.  She nodded at me, and with her reassurance that I was finally doing the right thing, I began.
 
   I pulled the torn book page from my pocket and held it up for Constantine to see.  His eyes began to tear up, and he covered his face, trying to hide behind his hands.
 
   Daddy was taken aback at the sight.  He hissed and looked at me.  “Start explaining, Valeria.”
 
   “The fire in Russia, the break in in Atlanta, Daddy they're all connected.”
 
   He nodded his head in an ‘I already know that’ manner.  “I was informed that’s why he has guards, no.”
 
   “What you don't know is that Constantine asked Valerian to take on a murder client a few days ago.”
 
   Daddy and Tamerlane’s heads jerked toward Valerian who clasped his eyes shut and shook his head yes, as if he was confirming what I just said.
 
   Tamerlane growled.  “The escort you requested.  That was for an outside job.”
 
   Valerian shook his head yes.  “I figured since it was for a family member it didn’t classify as an outside job.”
 
   Tam rolled his eyes, “That’s bullshit, and you know it.”
 
   Daddy looked at me and I started talking again.  “It’s a human case, Daddy, or at least I thought it was, but after investigating, I’ve found out the murderer is an Extra.”
 
   Daddy looked at Constantine.  “Why would you get your brother involved in a human murder trial?  What could possibly motivate you to-”
 
   “It was Fee, father.”  Constantine’s voice was hollow and broken as tears slid down his face.  Daddy got quiet and dropped his head.
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that, son.”  Daddy knew about Constantine’s relationship with the human.  Did he know everything?
 
   I slid the paper across the conference table.  “Did Daddy know you were still in contact with her?”  Daddy’s head jerked up at the news.  “How long have you been having an affair with her?” I asked softly.
 
   Constantine laughed bitterly.  “How long?  It never stopped.  Why do you think I moved to Charlotte?”
 
   The entire room was cemetery quiet.  I had to finish or I’d choke.  I hated being the one to drag my brother's secrets out into the open.  “Constantine, you’ve got to tell us what you spoke about with Fee the last time you talked to her.  It looks like whoever the Fae is that’s after you, is targeting your work.  Did you mention anything pertaining to your research to Fee?”
 
   He shook his head no, and then looked at me with a puzzled look.  It was Tamerlane that gave a voice to his confusion.  “Hold up, did you say Fae?  Are you sure?”
 
   Irulan leaned forward to look Tamerlane in eye.  “I searched the house for traces of magic right before we came here.”  She shuddered as she remembered the backlash of power that momentarily dazed her.  “It was definitely Fae and stronger than anything I’ve ever felt before.”
 
   Daddy tilted his head in my direction.  “Stronger than you and Valeria?”
 
   Irulan winced and slowly shook her head.  “Yes and no.  I’m not sure, Hadrian.  It tasted familiar, but nothing I’ve met had power like that.  So I can’t be sure.”
 
   Daddy dipped his head at Constantine.  “Answer your sister, son.  What did you tell your human?”
 
   Constantine slapped his hands against the table and groaned.  “For the second time NOTHING!!”  He brushed his hands across the deep grooves in the paper.  The impressions were all he had left of Fee; letters written and erased time after time, setting up meeting after meeting behind William's back.
 
   I looked over at David and lost my temper.  “I’m tired of your lies, Constantine.  I might have kept Valerian’s case a secret, but it was because you asked us to.  I have not outright lied to anyone’s face like you did, and continue to do.”
 
   I pointed to David and held up my hands.  “Whatever this thing is has been in my home.  It's been near my son.  Do you hear me?  It tried to fucking fry me by sabotaging my car while I was out trying to get YOUR girlfriend’s husband off for a murder; you're indirectly responsible for.  Stop lying to me and tell me the truth, T!”
 
   Daddy’s eyes bled to black, and he pushed his aura at Constantine, forcing him back into his chair.  “For the last time answer the question, Constantine.  You will no longer endanger your family with your inability to tell the truth.”
 
   Constantine shook his head back and forth as tears slid down his face.  “I swear on everything I hold dear, I NEVER spoke about my work with Fee!  Father, look in my head, you'll know I’m not lying.”
 
   Daddy pulled back his aura and Constantine fell forward against the table.  “Valeria, your brother is not lying,” he muttered after a few moments.
 
   Constantine wiped the tears from his face with the back of his hand.  “I wasn’t worried about work when I was with Fee.  The time we had together was too precious to waste on shop talk.”
 
   I had all the pieces to the puzzle, but they wouldn’t fit together.  I looked at Valerian and Tamerlane.  “What am I missing?  It's all right here, but something is missing.”
 
   I didn’t get the chance to dwell on it because alarms started blaring.  The lights blinked off, and thick, steel blinds slammed shut, covering the windows.  I heard the click of locks sliding into place on the door as Thade and Tamerlane jumped up and flew over to the only source of light in the room.  A glowing security panel embedded into the wall near the door.
 
   Thade’s growl was laced with power as he punched in a sequence of numbers and leaned forward to have his retina scanned.  A few seconds later, his cursing filled the room.
 
   “Fuck! I don't believe this!”
 
   My father was the epitome of cool as he slowly rotated in his chair to look at Tamerlane and Thade.  “What’s the situation boys?”
 
   Tamerlane raked his fingers through his braids and hissed.  “The building has gone dark, Father.  We've got a hostel on the premises.  The guards at the gatehouse are dead.”
 
   The conference room became a blur of motion.  Thade and Tamerlane were busy trying to coordinate the guards outside of the room and get a team of Sentinels en route from the CMS.  We might have had our own forces, but we were still under their jurisdiction.
 
   Thade stuffed his cell into his pocket and began unbuttoning his shirt.  “Uncle Marcus is on his way with three teams, e.t.a. ten minutes.  Have you gotten anyone on their coms yet?”
 
   Tamerlane hurled his small watch-like com into the wall and growled as it shattered to dust.  “Even the emergency lines are silent.  Either everyone is compromised and forced to observe radio silence, or they're all dead.”
 
   I shook my head, tossing a stray burgundy strand of hair out of my face.  “A mix of both, I think, but I can find out for sure.”  I closed my eyes and pushed my aura ahead of me, fanning it across the room and out into the building.  It passed through room after room in a massive wave, briefly brushing the bodies inside as I searched the main tower.
 
   I pushed my aura farther away from me than I ever had before, until I got a feel for every person that was on the premises, everyone except our intruder.
 
   When my aura slammed back into me, it was with enough force to double me over.  I jerked forward and wrapped my arms around my stomach, trying to hold it together under the weight of the emotions that came back at me.
 
   Irulan was there at my side, holding me by the shoulders.  “Baby block it.  Shut down your shields.  You can’t lose control in here.  We've got nowhere to go, and I can cover everyone if you blow.”
 
   I gritted my teeth and nodded.  I knew she was right, but it was so much.  There were over three hundred people in the building right now.  Almost every person was scared out of their minds, because we'd never gone black before.  Going black was bad, really bad, and they didn’t know what to expect.
 
   Others were in pain.  I didn’t sense our intruder, maybe two, but they-it was definitely out there.  I’d touched the auras of over twenty incapacitated guards.  They weren't dead, but they were damn near close to it.  Whatever it was, took out the muscle first.
 
   Anxiety, anticipation, frustration, and anger, so many other emotions, all strong and fueled by adrenaline, ran rampant through the building, and they all came rushing into me.  I fell forward onto my knees as tears gathered in my eyes.  The rush of blood in my ears was so loud it was hard to hear anything.
 
   Irulan’s voice sounded muffled and far away as she nervously called for my other half.  “Valerian, get here now.  I need you.”
 
   My brother gingerly took my face in his hands and raised it so he could look me in the eyes.  Crackling blue lights danced across his face, and I knew that my eyes were flooded with Fae power.  My body was trying to protect itself, but there was nothing to fight, but the emotions riding me.
 
   “Valeria,” his voice was calm and soothing as he called out to me.  “I’m here, Sis, let me help you.”  I heard footsteps come closer and felt a wave of panic.  I jerked away from the emotion and Valerians grip, and scuttled backward across the floor.  “No,” I moaned.  “It’s too much, keep away from me.”
 
   My shields were blasted wide open, and I couldn’t close them no matter how hard I tried.  “Father, stay back, your panic is only going to make things worse,” Valerian ordered.  It was rare to hear him talk to Daddy that way.  Even rarer were the emotions coming off of Daddy.  I’d never felt my father so scared.  Knowing that the ultra-cool Hadrian Trumaine was capable of that level of fear didn’t help.  I moved farther away until I’d backed myself into a corner.
 
   “Val, hey.  Why’d you leave me?  I thought we were going to talk.”  Valerian inched closer and closer until he was sitting next to me.  “We really got to stop meeting like this, Valeria.”
 
   My quiet laugh was part sob.  “It’s too much, Vedo.  I can't take it.”  My voice was barely a whisper.  I was scared to talk any louder for fear that my voice would turn into an endless stream of moans.
 
   “You don't have to, Val.  Let me take some of it.”  I shook my head no and inched away from him.
 
   “I can't do that to you.  Don't want you to feel the hurt, Vedo.”  Valerian pulled himself to his knees and let his forehead fall against my own.
 
   “Seeing you like this hurts me, Val.  You're my twin.  How do you think I feel?  Your aura is beating at my shields looking for an out.  I can give you that.  I promise you; I can handle it.”
 
   It sounded nice, but I couldn’t do it.  “NO!”
 
   “He won't have to handle it alone, Valeria,” Constantine dropped to his knees beside me.  “I’m so sorry I’ve gotten you hurt, wooly booger.  I’ll help Vedo.  He can funnel some of the emotions into me.”  He rubbed the side of my leg and smiled.  “I can do this.”
 
   I heard the soft thud of two more bodies hitting the ground.  When I looked around me, I was surrounded by the men in my family.  All of their eyes had bled to black in anticipation.  Valerian tilted my head and pushed his aura against my own.  “Let go,” he urged, before giving one final shove.
 
   It felt like a damn had been blown open inside my heart.  All the added emotions went rushing out of my and into my brother.  Valerian fell forward onto his palms, his back bowed, as he shook under the emotional onslaught.  His gasp was filled with awe and pain.  “I had no idea,” he moaned.
 
   His faces shifted as he fought for the control he needed to channel the emotions away from him.  Soon both Tamerlane and Constantine fell forward under the weight of emotions that hit them.  Both of their faces shifted as their teeth gnashed together under the strain.
 
   The last person to catch the fallout was our father.  When the last of the wave hit him, his chest bowed out as he fought to hold his shift.  His eyes flew open, and he looked at me as if he were seeing me for the first time.  “This is just a portion of what you were holding inside you.”
 
   It wasn’t a question, but a statement full of awe.  Daddy clamped his mouth shut, his hand balling into a fist, as he processed the wave.  True to form, Hadrian Trumaine refused to lose control.  His fangs dropped, but he held his shift.  He was the only one who managed to stay upright.
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   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   The dancing blue lights began to fade, and I exhaled.  I let my head fall forward onto my knees, and was promptly knocked backward by a body barreling into me.  Said body was David, hurling himself into my arms.  “Don’t ever do that again,” he said through clenched teeth.
 
   In the excitement I’d forgotten all about him and his friends, in their quiet little corner.  If we'd been at home, Irulan would have sent him to the crawl space under my bed.  Here, there was nowhere for him to run to, so he witnessed everything.  “I’m sorry you had to see me like that,” I didn’t know what else to say.  The thought of David being scared of me brought tears to my eyes.
 
   David pulled away from me and swiped his hand across my face.  “You’re sorry for what, Ma?  That was, so kick ass what you just did.”  He jerked his finger toward my father and brothers who were just picking themselves up off the floor.  “Look at them.  Not a single one stayed upright.  Like I said, so kick ass.”
 
   The strong voice he was trying to project cracked and he hugged me again.  “Just don't do it again, seeing it one time was enough.”
 
    I nodded and let my head fall into the crook of his neck, “Whatever you say, David.”
 
   A hand gripped my arm and hauled me to my feet.  David, hanging onto my neck, came along for the ride.  “She’s fine, David, go see to your friends.”  Although David acknowledged my father with a bow of his head, he didn’t move until I told him, it was okay
 
   Daddy brushed my hair out of my face and tucked it behind my ears.  “Are you alright, Valeria?"  His voice was controlled and measured, choking down the last of the emotions that he'd taken on.
 
   “I’m good, Daddy.”  He rubbed his thumb across my forehead and pressed a soft kiss there.
 
   “We’ve got work to do, sweetheart.”  That was the Hadrian I knew.
 
   “Yes, Daddy,” I sighed.
 
   Irulan pulled me away from him and into her arms.
 
   “You don't have to go if you're not up to it,” she whispered in my ear.
 
   “No baby, I’m fine, really.”  She kissed me in the same spot my father had and together we joined Tamerlane and the others.
 
   Thade squeezed my shoulder and poked me in the side with a finger.  “Go ‘head, Xena, with your bad ass.”
 
   Tam looked up from the glowing section of the table he was looking at, “You good?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “You ready?”
 
   “Always.”
 
   He pointed a finger at the building plans that were illuminated by the table and traced his finger along a path.  “Marcus is outside and ready.  His Sentinels are going to start searching the lower levels, and we're going to start on this floor and work our way down.  Any guards we find, we'll assimilate into the search.”
 
   He slapped his palm against Thade’s bare chest.  “Since the only way Valeria has been able to catch any sign of this thing is through scent, Thade will run point in wolf form.  I’ve advised Marcus to have a few of his shifters do the same.  It's open season on anything that doesn’t smell like a were, vamp, or shifter.”
 
   He looked at Irulan and frowned.  “Sorry, Ire, the thing that we're hunting is Fae.  Most of these guys have never scented a true fae before so they might not be able to tell you from whatever is stalking our halls.”
 
   Irulan smiled, letting a touch of power creep into her eyes.  “I can take care of myself, Tam. Don't worry about me.  I’m not sitting out.”  She kicked off her pumps and the tingle of magic enveloped the room.  Her grey business suit darkened and began to change.
 
   The pressed cotton melted into leather until she stood in a black suit similar to our own.  Valerian had a lopsided grin on his face.  “That was so cool.”
 
   I looked down at her bare feet and frowned.  “Um, I was kidding about running around in bare feet, Ire.  Why didn’t you transform the shoes into something more appropriate?”
 
   She looked at me like I’d slapped her.  “I’d never.  Those shoes are my favorite.”  She called Rowan over.
 
   “Yes, Mrs. Trumaine.”  I almost corrected her, but Irulan shook her head, no.  She slid her foot next to Rowan's and smiled.
 
   “Mind if I borrow your shoes, dear.  I promise you'll get them back.”
 
   Rowan kicked off the dainty slides, and Irulan stepped into them.  Magic slid down her body and transformed them into a pair of sturdy, black, thick-soled sneakers.
 
   Rowan was visibly surprised, but it wasn’t in the way I thought.  She tapped Irulan on the shoulder and pointed down.  “Um, Mrs. Trumaine, those were my Steve Madden's.”
 
   Irulan held up a heel and admired her handiwork.  “Oh…he'll do, but he's no Manolo.  No worries, I’ll get you a pair of real shoes when this is all over.”  Irulan shooed the shocked child back to David and Dante.
 
   “Are we all good?”  Tamerlane asked.  Everyone nodded, and we divided into groups.  I was leading Irulan and Gridlock.  Thade had Tam and Ballistic.  The plan was to work our way out in either direction, searching each office as we went.
 
   Constantine and Valerian both coughed.  “What about us, Tam?” Valerian asked.
 
   Tamerlane looked past him and winked at David.  “What about you?  You're a lawyer, and he's an anthropologist.  What are you going to do?  Throw a briefcase and a textbook at our perp?”
 
   Valerian looked hurt, and Constantine looked pissed.  Tamerlane shrugged his shoulders.  “What?  I didn’t stutter.  Don't look so shocked.  What did you expect me to say?  Pick up a gun and join us.”
 
    “Listen; I know you can fight, especially you, Constantine, but warfare is different now.  We aren't dealing with swords and catapults, and you don't have the training that we do.  The best way you can help us, is to stay here and protect them,” he said, pointing at the teenagers. 
 
   “We don't need protecting!”  They called out in unison.
 
   “The fact that you think so proves my point.”
 
   Tamerlane went to the console near the door and began the override sequence that would unlock the door.  While he procured our exit, Thade stripped down to his tidy whities and began shifting.  Once he was done, the almost pony-sized, grey wolf padded over to my side and sniffed my pants leg.
 
   He looked up at me with his wide, intelligent gold-eyes and whined.  I looked down and jumped inside his head.  “Is that what we’re looking for?” He asked.
 
   “Yeah, that’s the scent that I caught outside my home and in the Baker house.”
 
   Thade snorted and trotted over to Tam, eager to get going.  Tam touched a finger to his lips, and we got quiet.  Irulan and I raised our power levels, and Gridlock lifted his mini-assault cannon.  We moved into the hallway, waited for the door to lock, and got down to business.
 
   Irulan and Gridlock formed a triangle formation behind me as I moved to the first office.  I scented both the doors on either side of the hall before I let them go anywhere near them.  Gridlock moved to the adjacent door, and we began the override sequences so we could get inside to look for employees.
 
   Irulan and I went together, quickly searching under the desk and inside two small closets.  Everything was clear.  One room down.  When we met Gridlock in the hall, there were two, scared-out-of-their-minds; looking women huddled on either side of him.
 
   “What do you want me to do with them?”  He thought as he looked down at the near-hysterical women as if they were carriers of a new age, bubonic plague.  Men are such wusses when it comes to a crying female.
 
   “Take them back to Daddy and the boys, and then catch up.”  And so it went.  We searched the rooms, taking any employees back to the conference room with the others.   We moved as fast as we could, but it still took us thirty minutes to search ten rooms.  There were thirty two on the floor.
 
   At the rate we were going, it would take hours to search the entire building, and that was only if everyone was moving at the same pace we were.  It was already close to dawn.  Any deadborns that Marcus had on his teams were going to fall victim the day sleep soon.  We got to the second conference room on the floor and decided to go in together.  I scented the entrance as best as I could and Gridlock released the door.
 
   I felt a cache of fear and knew we’d found a large group.  As soon as we were spotted, they rushed us.  Some pleaded for us to get them out of the building.  Others asked us what they could do.  They were all loud, when I needed them quiet.  I pressed a finger to my lips and screamed 'silent' as loud as I could, jabbing it into their minds.
 
   I counted heads and sighed.  There were twelve of them.  Too many for Gridlock to lead back and keep quiet at the same time.  I looked at Irulan.  “I need you to help Gridlock get them down the hall as quietly as possible.”
 
   She nodded and together we herded them to the door.  Gridlock took point, and Irulan brought up the rear.  We paired the four men with a female each and Irulan grabbed the hand of the woman that was the most shaken.
 
   As they went back down the hall, I pushed on.  I searched one room...completely empty, on to the next.  As I moved closer to the last room on the hall, I felt the unmistakable rush of something 'Other'.  I gathered a ball of black energy in the palm of my hand and inched my way to the door.
 
   The foreign scent was all over the place.  I moved to the override panel and began locking in numbers, but looked down at the door I saw that my efforts weren't needed.  The stainless steel door was cracked.  I raised my energy level another notch and pushed the door open with my toe.  At first I saw nothing, but as the door slowly swung open, I saw someone sitting at a computer with their back to me.
 
   I brought my hand up, poised to throw the ball of energy if needed, and stepped into the room.  “My name is Valeria Trumaine.  I’m a member of the security detail.  I need you to slowly back away from the computer with both hands in the air."
 
   The intruder laughed. It was a high pitch tingle that could only belong to a female.  As she slid away from the desk, her silver hair swirled around her as she gathered magic.  Fae Magic.
 
   “You really do not want to do that,” I called out as I fed more power into my orb.
 
   “I know exactly what I want to do.”  Her voice sounded like a song, a malevolent symphony that tried to wrap itself around my mind and make me give myself to her.
 
   I shook off the suggestion, and my world began moving in slow motion.  She stood to face me at the same time Irulan called my name.  When she lifted her head, I looked into her eyes, or her lack of eyes.  Where her eyes should be there was nothing but blank sockets; hollow pools of nothing that seemed to go on forever.
 
   I hurled the ball before those eyes pulled me into them, because I was scared if they did; I’d never be able to find myself again.  The woman, if you could call her that, sidestepped the volley and laughed.  Her laugh taunted me.  'You’re too slow', it said, 'you’ll never be able to hit me'.
 
   Irulan yelled again, her voice getting closer as she came flying down the hallway toward me.  I gathered another ball of black energy and hurled it.  That was a mistake.
 
   The Fae opened her mouth and began to scream.  Wait-no.  To say she screamed was a far cry from what actually happened.  The wave of sound that came from her mouth was as different from a scream as I was to leeches.  Whatever it was, it was enough to redirect my energy ball and send it flying toward my head.
 
   Unluckily for me, I was now a moving target and my attention was divided between watching my opponent and trying to anticipate what she was going to do next; while I dodged my own attack.  Which, it turns out, wasn't a problem. While the force of her wave sent my orb flying back at me, it also lifted me off my feet, knocking me backward through the air.
 
   I slammed into a door behind me; it caved around my body, wrapping me in a steel shell.  The Fae sneered as she took a step in my direction.  Another blast had the potential to do serious damage, and she knew it.  What she didn’t know was, I could funnel the power behind her blast and let the worst of it pass right over me.
 
   As she inhaled and prepared to let loose another volley; I fought to open the funnel inside.  The blast came before I was ready, but amazingly enough it never hit me.  Irulan slid into place beside me, gliding across the slick surface on her knees, with both of her hands in front of her.  Thank God for her shields.  Thade’s furry body hunkered down in front of me, protecting me just in case anything got by Irulan.
 
   Irulan screamed again, yelling for Gridlock, Tamerlane, and Ballistic not to engage the enemy, but they were already committed.  The bears slid to a halt just outside the door and opened fire.  Tam dropped to one knee between them and followed suit.
 
   “Stop it, you idiots!” Irulan screamed.  “You’re not a match for her.  You're going to get yourself killed!”
 
   They fired round after round.  More than half of them made contact, but they didn’t faze her.  She laughed like the bullets were nothing more than feathers tickling her skin.  She was fucking with them.
 
   She looked past them to gaze into my eyes, and nodded.  Son of a bitch.  In all the confusion, I was broadcasting my thoughts like network t.v..  She smirked, and I knew she was tired of the games.  I fought with the twisted metal around me, but I couldn’t find purchase on my own.  I wrapped my arms around Thade’s neck and let him drag me free.
 
   Once I was able to move freely, I shoved Thade behind me and struggled to my knees, pouring my own energy into Irulan’s shield.  I was just in time.  She let loose another one of her killer, screams from hell.
 
   The scream blasted all three men into the air, sending them barreling toward me and Irulan.  If it wasn’t for the shield, they would have slammed into us.  As it was, they bounced off of it and slid to the ground in a heap.
 
   “What the fuck is that thing?”  Ballistic huffed, as he dragged himself back toward us.
 
   “Death," said Irulan before she powered her way to her feet, dragging me along with her.  We moved forwards as one, pushing the shield ahead of us, refusing to let her gain any ground.  “Don’t try to fight her, Val, just push her back.”
 
   The creature hissed and pitched her body forward in a fluid, animalistic movement.  “Stay out of this, Tuatha.  This is none of your affair.”
 
   “They’re my family,” Irulan responded her voice carrying the timbre of power that only a Fae could produce.  “That makes it my affair.”
 
   A door banged open at the far end of the hall, causing us all to turn toward the noise.  The cavalry was here, finally.  The woman gasped and turned toward the window, taking advantage of our momentary distraction.  Whatever was coming through the door got her attention where we had failed.  I turned and saw the last thing I would have expected.  Two griffins came charging into the hallway and the creature let loose an ear-splitting scream.
 
   The scream wasn’t directed toward us; but rather at the steel covered windows surrounding her.  The waves of energy cut through the steel and glass, sending a bolt of sunlight flooding into the room and out into the hallway.
 
   The half-lion, half-eagles slid past the door and into the room as Tamerlane and I scrambled away from the sunlight.  Odds were the sun wasn’t high enough in the sky to hurt us, but we weren't taking any chances.
 
   Whatever type of Fae the woman was, she wasn’t afraid by us in the least, but the griffins had her spooked.  She leapt through the opening she created and escaped into the daylight.  The charging creatures didn’t hesitate.  Both jumped out of the window after her.
 
   I don't know where they came from, but-Go Griffins!  Although the entire order of events happened in the span of a few minutes, it felt like more.  None of it seemed real.  Aaaaand neither did the group of Manticores that came marching through the door behind Irulan’s cousin Fazion.
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   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Son of a bitch!  Of all the people I expected to walk through that door, he was the last.  The smarmy Fae strode down the hall as if he owned the place.  When he reached us, he paused to smirk at Tamerlane, Gridlock, and Ballistic as they pulled themselves up from the floor.
 
   “You should have listened to the princess.  She knows a sight more about the being you unsuccessfully tried to apprehend than you do.” 
 
   “What the hell are you doing here?”  I all but screeched.  I was tired of the Fae and their interference in my life.
 
   Fazion ignored me and pointed toward the sun drenched opening.  “There, Stryfe, go after her!”
 
   The tall guard at his side motioned for two of the men behind him to do as their king ordered.  They ran toward the gaping hole and jumped out, phasing mid-air, into the largest birds I had ever seen.  Both were a mixture of crimson and fire and their tails, living flames that whipped around them as their wings carried them away.  I stood in awe as I realized I was looking at Phoenixes.
 
   “Sire, Malice and Discord will have to suffice, as I refuse to leave you without more of your guards.”
 
   "Very well," Fazion nodded and turned his attention to Irulan.  “Is there somewhere we can talk, cousin?”
 
   “Hold the fuck up,” Tamerlane grunted and took a step toward Fazion.  He barely moved an inch before the Manticores took action.  They shifted, forming an impenetrable wall of armor-covered-muscle, in front of their monarch, refusing to let Tamerlane pass.  My brother wasn’t impressed.  “Who in the hell do you think you are?  And what do you know about that thing that just tore a hole in the side of my building?”  He roared at the top of his lungs.
 
   Stryfe pulled a long sword from a sheath on his back and pointed it at my brother.  “Watch your tongue when you talk to King Fazion, you filthy blood-sucking parasite.”
 
   Tamerlane’s eyes faded to black, and he leapt at Stryfe with his clawed hands outstretched and aimed toward his neck.  Irulan yelped and jumped out of the way, but Gridlock and Ballistic stopped him before he made contact.  “Listen, Tam,” Gridlock huffed as he struggled to hold onto my brother.  “These guys just ran off that psycho bitch that was handing us our asses.  I don't know about you, but that makes them the good guys in my book.”
 
   While they wrestled Tamerlane down the hall, I stepped forward and smiled at Stryfe.  I pointed at him but directed my question to Fazion.  “Do you mind?”
 
   If he knew what I was about to do, he would have said no, but he didn’t, so Fazion nodded.  I snapped my arm through the air, aiming my fist at the loud mouth's cheek.  The moment I socked Stryfe and laid him out on his ass, he regretted his decision.  Thade rushed to my side, dancing on his front paws in anticipation of a fight.  I stood over the Manticore and offered him my hand.
 
   “You’re crazy,” he hissed, but he took my hand and let me help him up.  As he stood there holding his bruised chin, I cleared up a few things.  
 
   “My brother is no parasite.  He's a prince of the Fomori, and entitled to the same level of respect that I am.  Don't talk to him like that again.”
 
   Fazion humped.  “Are you children done so we can deal with the problem at hand?”
 
   I rounded on Fazion, ready to deck him.  Irulan rushed to grab my hand and prevent a total Sidhe political disaster.  “I should have known you were involved when Irulan told me it was a Fae.  This is your fault,” I hissed and turned to walk away.  Fazion grabbed me by the arm and jerked me around to face him.  Thade wedged himself between us, bared his teeth and issued a warning growl.
 
   Irulan let of me and pulled Fazion's hands free.  “I refuse to play referee!  You two need to calm down.”
 
   Fazion threw his hands in the air and huffed.  “You think this is my doing.  That's rich.  Believe it or not I’m trying to clean up the mess that you two made, before it causes a full out war between the courts. And that’s the least of our problems.”
 
   That got my attention, and my father's.  He waltzed past me and held out his hand to Fazion.  “My name is Hadrian Trumaine, I’m Valeria’s father.  I am very pleased to make your acquaintance.”  Daddy’s voice oozed with a special brand of charisma that only he was capable of.  With just a few words, he had Fazion eating out of his hand.
 
   Fazion shook my father’s hand and sighed, “Finally someone with some wits about them.  Do you have somewhere we can talk?”
 
   Father held up his hand and paused before putting it on Fazion’s back, “If I may, Your Highness?”  Showoff.
 
   Fazion smiled and let Daddy lead him to an empty office.  As we filed inside, I stopped long enough to send Thade after Marcus.  No need to let them finish searching the building when our hostile was long gone.
 
   Tamerlane, Gridlock, and Ballistic, joined us, my brother having cooled off considerably.  Fazion took a seat; and Daddy leaned against a desk while the rest of us stood.  “Now,” Daddy began.  “If you wouldn’t mind telling us what's going on.”
 
   Fazion’s pompous demeanor wavered, and for a brief moment I felt the truth of his feelings.  He was worried, more than he'd been since being freed from Tristan’s manipulations.  He shook his head, and the ‘asshole’ mask slid back into place.
 
   “I’ll tell you exactly what's going on.  Your lovely daughter and my dear cousin have solidified the joining of the courts in more ways than one, and all hell has broken loose in the FaeLands.”
 
   Irulan shook her head, “What are you talking about, Faze?”
 
   “I’ll tell you what I’m talking about.  You two come to the FaeLands flaunting your relationship before the courts and thought that just because FaeVar and I could accept it, everyone else would.  Life doesn’t work that way.”
 
   He stood up and grabbed Irulan by the shoulders.  “I love you, and I’m eternally grateful for what your wife did for the Tuatha, but while I tolerate your union and make is so that no one in our court harms her, I cannot speak for the other Light Kings.”
 
   “What about Uncle Kent?  A decree from him would encompass all the Light Lands.  Won't he speak for me?”
 
   Fazion pulled Irulan into his arms and ran his hands down her hair.  “I’m afraid Father refuses to act.  He says you’ve made your bed now you must lie in it.  Besides, the good king has more pressing matters to attend to at the moment.”
 
   Irulan’s teeth clamped down on her bottom lip as she fought to control her emotions.  I pulled her away from Fazion and into my arms.  “Finish your story, Fazion,” I said softly, afraid of where it was going, but having no other choice, but to face it.
 
   He sighed then he started again.  “The remaining Light Courts sought allies within two of the Dark because of you, Valeria.  You've brought them together in a way your union never could have accomplished.”
 
   “What in the hell did I do besides get rid of Tristan for you?”  I was tired of getting ragged on by these damn uptight Sidhe.
 
   “Do you remember the guards you killed outside your grandfather’s castle?” 
 
   “Yeah, what about them?  They attacked us first.”
 
   “Like my Manticores, your grandfather’s Chimeras are the best warriors that each Dark Kingdom has to offer.  When you killed them, their individual kings demanded justice for their deaths.  FaeVar refused and ordered no one lift a hand against you.”
 
   “They attacked us first,” I cried.  “What the hell was I supposed to do?”
 
   “It does not matter.  In the eyes of their kings, they were within their rights as it is their duty to protect the High King.”  He shook his head and cleared his throat before he pressed on.  “The Dark Kings cannot act against you or they will face FaeVar and Mikilos.  But once they learned of the Light Kings that weren't too thrilled with you either, correspondence began.”
 
   Irulan turned and pulled away from me.  She rushed to her cousin and dropped to her knees in front of him.  “Please tell me they didn’t.”
 
   “I can't, Ire, because they did.”
 
   “Did what?” I yelled.  “What in the hell is going on?”
 
   “I thought it was just the Banshee,” Irulan mumbled.  When she looked up at me, there was a wild look in her eyes that I’d never seen.  Fazion took her hand in his, offering what little comfort he was capable of giving.
 
   “The kings have come together and summoned the Harbinger under the guise of justice.  In truth they fear the power you give the Fomori.  They want you and everyone in your family that bears Fomori blood, dead.”
 
   My father’s cool attitude warmed considerably.  “Over my dead body,” he hissed.  “How do we kill that thing?”
 
   Fazion slapped his hand against the armrest.  “You’ve got to understand it before you can kill it.  I’d suggest you get all your people in one area that’s easily defendable, because the Harbinger is not alone.  She has an accomplice, and they will divide and conquer if all else fails.”
 
   On cue, Daddy’s pocket began ringing.  He pulled his cell out and his eyes widen in terror as he looked at the display.  He jerked away from the desk and began pacing back and forth in the tight area as he listened to an animated voice on the other end.
 
   Daddy’s panic brought Constantine and Valerian rushing into the room, both afraid for the unknown that was causing our father so much pain.  When the call ended, Daddy yelled and smashed his phone into the ground.
 
   “What’s wrong, Father?” Tamerlane asked with a note of fear in his voice.  Tears fell from my father’s eyes, as he began ripping his jacket and shirt away from his body.
 
   “Daddy, please, talk to me.”  I rushed forward and wiped away tears.  He didn’t even realize I was there.
 
   Fazion swiped a hand down his face and when he spoke his voice was full of sorrow and compassion.  “It’s begun,” he said and squeezed Irulan’s hand harder.
 
   “What the fuck has begun,” Constantine yelled.  He grabbed Daddy by the shoulders and shook him.  “Father, damn it, what the hell is going on!”
 
   Daddy shook his head and headed for the door.  “I’ve got to go, son.  I’ve got to go,” His voice a measured whisper that sent chills through me.  He tried to push his way by us, but we rushed him together.  Valerian jumped in front of him and forced him to look at him.
 
   “Dad! Please, you’ve got to talk to talk to us.”  Daddy looked down at the ground before taking a deep breath.  His head shook back and forth as he told us what was wrong.
 
   “That was a lifeborn in the service of my mother.  Something just attacked her home.  It's burning as we speak and untold numbers of her deadborns have been destroyed trying to protect her.”  We fell away from him, and he flashed out of the door.
 
   “Daddy, wait!”  We took off after him, with Fazion hot on our heels.
 
   “It’s the Harbinger!  She's trying to separate you.  Don't leave!  It's probably already too late!”
 
   Daddy’s entire body shifted, and he hurled Fazion fifty feet before we'd even seen him move.  “It’s my mother!” Daddy roared.
 
   My brothers began stripping off their shirts preparing to shift and follow him, but Daddy stopped them.  “No!  The sun is too high in the sky.  You're all too young; you'll never make it.”
 
   I pushed my way through my brothers, letting my jacket slide from my shoulders as I went.  “I can go with you, Daddy.  The sun won't be a problem for me for at least another few hours.”
 
   My father shook his head.  “No princess, I won't risk you.  Take care of each other and get your mother here as soon as the sun allows.”  Daddy flashed through the building and soared out of the same hole the Harbinger used to escape.
 
   My brothers and I slowly turned to face Fazion.  He took one look at our shifted faces and took cover behind his guards.  Tamerlane strode forward and growled.  “How do we kill that bitch?”
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   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Fazion so totally rubbed me the wrong way seventy-five percent of the time, but he was right about one thing.  We couldn’t fly off the handle.  The attack on my grandmother unified us in a way nothing has before.  No longer was it Valeria, Tamerlane, Constantine, and Valerian, as individuals consumed with our everyday lives, it was we, us, and we were working to ensure our family’s continued existence.
 
   The Harbinger had orders to eradicate every vampire that originated from Mikilos; me, my brothers, my mother, grandmother Catherine, our uncles and cousins, all of us.  We were all marked for death because the Light Court was afraid of the power we represented for the Fomori, and the Dark Courts were pissed with me.  
 
   Fazion explained to us that may have been the reasoning behind Fee’s murder.  The Harbinger was aware of Constantine’s relationship with the human.  She was killed because she represented the possibility of children.  Despite her age, she was exterminated to keep her from bearing my brother’s child.
 
   The Harbinger didn’t know the first thing about human biology.  To one of the Fae, sixty years was nothing.  Fae women are able to bear children for who knows how many years.  For a moment, Constantine was beside himself, blaming her death on his inability to live without her, but he pushed his grief aside and focused on the now.  He had a work crew already on the way to repair the damage to the tower.
 
   Tamerlane worked with Marcus to clear the building.  Everyone was sent home and given the next few days off.  For the first time since our doors opened, the Trumaine Complex was closed for business.  We vacated the above ground offices and settled into The Vault, the lowest level of the main tower, more than three thousand feet underground.  The Vault was the section of the building where we tested new products and kept them away from the public until they were ready for launch.
 
   The space was the most secure in the building, and with over sixty thousand square feet of space, it was also the largest one area.  The walls surrounding The Vault were six-feet-thick, sheets of solid steel. There was a full cafeteria, bunk areas, showers, and no sunlight whatsoever.  It was the easiest spot to defend and big enough to house us all until this mess was over.
 
   Valerian was busy organizing our mother’s pickup and the evacuation of the main house.  A sun-proofed limo, driven by Ballistic was leaving the parking garage, en-route to my parent’s home.  Four passenger vans driven by Sentinels flanked the limo.  All the windows had been hastily painted black, and camera systems installed so the drivers could see where they were going. 
 
   Every vampire that lived at the mansion was being brought to the grounds.  On top of that, helicopters were being sent for my grandmother Catherine, and my uncles Theodore and Gavin.  If they had Fomori blood running through their veins and lived in the U.S., they were coming here.  We weren't taking chances.  My five cousins, all of whom were living outside the U.S. were called and ordered to go to ground until we were able to get to them.
 
   We were doing everything we could during the daylight hours, but it still felt like we weren't doing enough.  Our efforts were hampered by the sun, but as soon as we were able; we were hitting the streets.
 
   Marcus took some time off of work and vowed to stand by us until the whole ordeal was over.  He already had Thade leading a group of pack members searching the city.
 
   Part of me would like to think it was because of me and the mostly positive work relationship we had for so many years.  The truth was; he knew Thade would never abandon me, and he wouldn’t abandon his nephew.  On top of that, Thade’s older sister Casey was dating Tamerlane.  If Fee was killed because of Constantine, she was a potential target also.  She was already here, helping organize The Vault into living quarters for all the bodies that would soon call it home.
 
   Fazion sat in the break room, which was now our modified command central and waited for us to finish our arrangements.  One by one we filed in, and took a seat around the long table that filled the room.
 
   “Has everyone involved been accounted for?”
 
   Valerian leaned forward on his elbows and looked down the table toward the head where Fazion sat.  “Our mother will be here in less than an hour and our grandmother shortly after that.  Our uncles should be flying in within the next few hours.”
 
   Fazion blinked his eyes, and for a moment his glamour faded.  The light that surrounded him was dim.  “Are you okay, Fazion?”
 
   He sighed and shook his head yes.  “Don’t worry about me.  I’ll be fine as soon as I’m back in Tir Na Nog.”  He tapped his fingers against the table before straightening his back and leaning forward.
 
   “I am truly sorry for the attack against your grandmother.  It was never my intention to appear callous.”
 
   I waved it off.  “We’re good, Fazion, right now need you to tell us how to kill those things.”  I didn’t want to think about what was happening in Virginia.  I couldn’t afford the distraction.  If I let my mind wander, my control would soon follow.  Both Uncle Seth and aunt Amina were on their way to meet Daddy.  They would have to be enough while we dealt with home.
 
   Fazion stood up and began slowly walking around the table.  “A Harbinger begins its existence as an ordinary Fae.  Once the decision is made to summon the powers of the Harbinger, a specific Fae is chosen to suit the task at hand.  Being a Harbinger means not only are her powers enhanced, but she now heals faster than a normal Sidhe.”
 
   Constantine frowned.  “What’s so special about the woman that’s after us?  Why was she chosen to come after Val and not something else?”
 
   Irulan opened the heavy book that was sitting in her lap and slid it across the table to Constantine.  “She’s a Banshee.  I have to admit it was an excellent choice.”
 
   I jerked my head toward her with my mouth hanging open in disbelief.  She shrugged her shoulders.  “What?  I was just stating a fact.”
 
   Fazion chimed in.  “A mature Banshee can control her scream and bend it to their will in a number of ways.”  He pointed at me.  “You absorb energy, the Banshee deflects.  It will be almost impossible for you to hit her with an energy based attack.”
 
   Fazion stopped behind Tamerlane and placed his hands on his shoulders.  “Absorbing the energy behind the Banshee’s scream is also out of the question.  She can make her scream as solid as a fist to the face.”  He turned his head in my direction.  “That’s why Irulan erected her shield, which, by the way, is the only form of energy that’s of any use.”
 
   Tamerlane grunted and slapped his palm against the tabletop.  “This is all well and good, but you're still not telling us how to kill the damn thing.”
 
   “Sheer brute force, you're going to have to overwhelm her with numbers and hope that one of you gets in a lucky strike.”
 
   Tamerlane smirked.  “It must not take that many numbers if you only sent four of your men after her.”
 
   “My men can take the form of griffins and phoenixes.  What can you change into…a flying mouse?  Either you want my help or not.  My Manticores and I can do this without you.”
 
   “I don't think you can.”  I pushed away from the table and slowly made my way around it to stand a few feet from Fazion.  I concentrated on the power inside me and pushed it into my eyes.  The world turned blue and I looked to Fazion, right through his glamour.  The natural glow that surrounded him looked like a pair of headlights on dim, instead of the normal, sun worthy rays that it should have been.  “I see through your glamour.  You’re not looking to hot, Fazion.”
 
   Fazion glared at me, looking like one of my brothers when they’d had enough of my shit…or at least the expression on his face did.  Irulan rolled her eyes and got up to stand between the two of us.  “Come on Valeria; he came here to help.  Leave my cousin alone.”
 
   He’s here, and the end results have forced him to work with us, but I didn’t believe for one minute that he'd done it all out of the goodness of his heart.  His love for Irulan pushed him into accepting our relationship.  He didn’t want to lose a sister, but it was obvious he didn’t like me.  The feeling was mutual.
 
   I crossed my arms over my chest and settled on my back leg.  “Why did you come here, Fazion?  I want the truth.”
 
   Fazion huffed and looked at Irulan for help, but she knew when and when not to get in the middle of us.  As long as I didn’t look like I was about to deck him, her small request for me to leave him alone, was the most I was going to get.  “I asked you a question, I expect an answer.  Why are you here?”
 
   Fazion huffed and pushed by me, heading toward the counter behind us.  He pulled a cup from a cabinet and reached for the faucet.  Irulan moved to block our view as he reached for the metal knob, but I side stepped around her.  “Don’t-just don't,” I quietly hissed.  I held up a shaky palm and pressed it to her chest.
 
   “You can't cover for him.  Something’s wrong and I’m going to find out what.”  I stood there and shook as I teetered on the edge of the chasm that led to a loss of control.  When Daddy learned about the attack on our grandmother, I went numb.  My feelings checked out completely.  Now wasn’t the time for them to make a reappearance.   I took a deep breath I let her go and focused on Fazion again, “All I want is the truth.”
 
   His hand hovered above the knob like he was scared to grab it, until he finally forced his fingers around the shiny metal.  Fazion grimaced as the cool water ran into his cup.  The hand that was wrapped around the metal knob was slowly shriveling and turning a funky shade of purple.
 
   His hand was drying out like a damn prune.  Once the cup was full, he jerked his hand free.  Away from the metal, it slowly began to fill out and gain its color back.
 
   “You’re right, Princess.  We can't do this without your aid, not in the time your grandfather has given us.  I thought we could, but I was wrong.”
 
   Constantine pushed by us with a first aid kit and began riffling through it looking for something to wrap the monarch's hand with.  Stryfe in turn pushed by Constantine and looked down at him with a sad smile.  “Thank you for your kindness, but it’s not necessary.  I will take care of my king.”
 
   While Fazion’s hand looked normal again, there was sick pallor to his skin that wasn’t there before.  Stryfe wound his fingers behind Fazion’s neck and tilted his head.  Before I could ask ‘what the hell’, he lowered his mouth to Fazion’s and claimed it in a kiss.  At first Fazion resisted his guard, but soon his hands gripped Stryfe’s heavy leather coat and pulled the tall man closer.
 
   Irulan’s hand fell limply to her side, and she looked none too happy with me.
 
   “Are you satisfied now?”  She moved to stand beside her cousin.  I watched as Stryfe fell away from Fazion with his hand pressed to his mouth and his own color less vibrant than it was before.
 
   “You gave him energy.”  Stryfe nodded and went back to his perch against the wall as if nothing happened.
 
   Irulan moved to contribute to the cause.  I reached out to grab her, but Fazion stopped her.  “No, Ire.  I’m recovered.”  He leaned against the counter and sighed. “We are here to stop the Harbinger.  My Manticores and I have been tracking it for almost a week, but we aren't going to be enough.  I am not going to be enough.”  He held up his palms and shot me a weak smile.
 
   “For the most part, I can move freely among the metal trappings of this realm.  My men, on the other hand, cannot.  Without my energy to sustain them, they would have succumbed to iron poisoning within a few hours of being here.”  He waved his hands; frowning.  “The damn stuff is everywhere.”
 
   “Why would you willingly come here if you knew this was going to happen?”  He was here, but I still wasn’t convinced it was out of the goodness of his heart.
 
   “Your grandfathers didn’t give me much choice.”  He looked sheepishly at Irulan.  “Neither did my own father.  Once the kings banded together and summoned the Harbinger essence into that Banshee, FaeVar called on him in Hy-Breasail.  He blamed the Harbingers summoning on the Light Kings. He said his decree would have kept the Dark in line, but the Light kings gave them an out, allowing them to strike at his children without raising a hand in anger.”
 
   Fazion took a drink of the water and rushed to spit it out in the sink behind him.  “By Danu, even the water carries the taint of iron.  How can you survive here?”
 
   Irulan shrugged her shoulders.  “I only drink filtered water.”
 
   Fazion grimaced as he shook his head.  “Brilliant, you could have warned me.”
 
   “You could have asked,” Irulan countered with a giggle.
 
   “Can we please get on with it?” Tamerlane’s patience was just as thin as my own.
 
   Fazion’s lips curled, but whatever snide remark he was prepared to make, he swallowed when he saw the look on me and my brother’s faces.  “FaeVar has promised war with the Light Courts if anything happens to you, alright.  Not only has he promised war; he's threatening to call a tribunal with the Morrigan.  If FaeVar did that, and the Light Kings are found to have summoned the Harbinger unjustly-which we all know they would; it would throw the Light Lands into chaos.”
 
   Valerian’s finger inched into the air as he got ready to pose a question, but I gave him a mental poke, and he let it fall. "Don't interrupt."
 
   Fazion’s gripped the edge of the counter behind him as he pushed on.  “Father didn’t believe he would go that far, until he learned that FaeVar had already called the Morrigan on his own kings.  The two that went against him were forsworn for breaking their vows to their High King, and the Morrigan claimed their lives.  FaeVar has finally taken up residence in Avalon and moved the entire court to be closer to this family.  Mikilos now rules Mag Mell, and two other sons replaced the rulers that were destroyed.”
 
   Fazion sounded like a man one the verge of losing his mind.  “Not only will Father will lose everything if the Morrigan is called, he's being forced to claim the throne, so he sent me to clear up this mess before anything happens.”
 
   Irulan shook her head and held up a finger.  “Wait a minute.  You said that Uncle Kent was being forced to take the throne.  Do you mean ‘the throne’?  I don't believe it.”
 
   Fazion nodded his head, and Irulan looked like her eyes were going to bug out of her head.  “Believe it, Sister.  One can't exist without the other.  He has no choice now that FaeVar has claimed the throne in Avalon.  FaeVar claimed it was the only way he would be strong enough to kill the Harbinger if I failed.  He means to come to the mortal realm himself.”
 
   “When will Kent take the throne?”  Irulan asked.
 
   “I have no idea.  He may already have,” Fazion replied.  
 
   “Why did you wait so long to come to us for help?” Irulan almost shouted.  “You and your damn pride; you're no better than your father.”
 
   The Fae in the room didn’t look the least bit lost, but the rest of us had no idea what in the hell they were talking about.  Their back and forth had gone on long enough.  I threw both of my hands up and stepped in between the two.
 
   “Would the both of you stop going on like everyone knows what you're talking about.”  I turned to Irulan and laid a hand on her shoulder.  “All of the color drained out of your face when the two of you began talking about my grandfather.  What’s going on?”
 
   Fazion ran a clawed hand down the side of his face and sighed.  “Your grandfather has placed an impossible deadline at my feet and now thousands, maybe hundreds of thousands of people are going to die because of it; both here and in the FaeLands.”
 
   “I don't believe you,” I quickly tried to protest but the snarl that Fazion sent my way shut me up.
 
   The look on his face was beyond serious.  “Don’t presume to think you know FaeVar because you’ve spent a few days in his presence,” he barked.  “He is the Dark High King for a reason.  The UnSeelie know nothing of the needs of the many outweighing the needs of the few.  The only things important to the Dark Court are the fulfillment of their wants, no matter what the cost.”
 
   “I don't believe you,” I said again through clenched teeth.  I know it wasn’t much because he had a point about me not knowing my grandfather that well, but I couldn’t believe that the man I’d spent so many hours with would be willing to commit genocide.”
 
   It was Irulan who took my hand and spoke next.  “He’s telling the truth, Val.  FaeVar would lay waste to this realm and sacrifice thousands of mortals for the life of one of his ilk, if the situation demanded it.  Now that he's claimed the throne at Avalon, that’s exactly what will happen if he sets foot in Tir Nam Beo.”
 
   They were saying the same thing over and over and not really explaining why it was so dangerous for my grandfather to come to the mortal realm.  I was so wrapped up in trying to keep my skyrocketing emotions under control that I was at a total loss for words.  Thankfully Constantine wasn’t.
 
   “What’s so important about our grandfather taking this throne that you keep talking about?”
 
   Irulan turned to my brother and unsuccessfully tried to keep the fear out of her voice.  “Avalon is not just the home of the Dark High King; it’s the traditional home of the Winter Court.  When the last of the Great Fae Wars were fought, the Summer and Winter Courts agreed that no longer would the High Kings claim the thrones and take upon themselves the Mantels of the Seasons.  Now that FaeVar has claimed the throne, the Winter King will rise again.”
 
   “And this means what exactly?”  Valerian asked.
 
   “It means that once his body finished the transformation, FaeVar will be the living embodiment of winter,” Fazion said.  “And outside of the FaeLands, his presence will bring a winter so harsh, the like of which mortals have never seen before.”
 
   “So you're saying,” Valerian edged him to continue.
 
   “That wherever FaeVar goes, the area around him will change to match the raw power of winter that he radiates; the land will turn to ice and bear no more; livestock will freeze and die in the fields, and humans, unaccustomed to the full power of Fae, will frost over and shatter where they stand,” he answered.
 
   I was at a loss for words and judging from the looks on my brothers' faces, so were they.  Fazion took a deep breath and grabbed Irulan’s hand.  “The old fool will destroy this entire continent if he has to in order to find and kill the Harbinger if my men and I fail.”
 
   Stryfe cleared his throat and threw in his two cents.  “While the Winter King wreaks havoc with this realm, Mikilos will be leading the Dark Courts in a full assault against the Light Courts.  Together they will bring war back to the FaeLands.”
 
   “The death toll in both realms could top the hundreds of thousands if we don't find the Harbinger before FaeVar gets here,” Fazion sighed.
 
   “How long do we have?”  I whispered, afraid to ask but knowing we had to have the answer.
 
   “Two, three days at best,” Fazion said.  “No one really knows how long it last because it’s been so long since there was a Winter King, but most of the elders agree it will take about half a fortnight.  My people tell me he ascended four days ago.”
 
   The collective ‘fuck’ that went around the room was simultaneous.  Tamerlane looked like he was at the end of his rope.  He pounded his fist against the table and let his eyes bleed to black.  “All this is nice and dandy, but at the risk of sounding repetitive, how do we kill it?  The sun will be low enough in the sky for us to go out soon, and you have yet to tell us how to kill the damn thing.  With everything you’ve said we don't have time to waste, so somebody needs to start talking.”
 
   “Very well,” Fazion cleared his throat and began.  “What you must first understand is the Harbinger once summoned, has no other purpose but to fulfill the reason it was called into being.  This single mindedness could be used against it, if we’re presented the opportunity.”
 
   He pointed at me and my brothers one by one, until his finger hovered at Constantine.  “Every single one of you could be used for bait, but the Harbinger has chosen you first.  We should use you to draw her out.”
 
   Valerian hissed.  “Nope, there’s got to be another way.  We aren't using my brother as bait for that thing.”
 
   Fazion raised an eyebrow.  “Are you volunteering?”
 
   Valerian frowned.  “None of us are.”
 
   Fazion scoffed at my brother’s reply.  “Then you really don't want to catch her do you?”
 
   Valerian slid back his seat, and Stryfe pushed off of the wall, but I held out my palms to halt them both.  “What if I were the bait, what would we need to do?”
 
   Fazion’s eyebrows came together as he spoke.  “It will take more than we have in this room since my men are weakened.  Remember the Harbinger has an ally.  If our numbers are better than thirty, we may have a fighting chance.”
 
   Tamerlane smiled for the first time since Fazion started talking.  “We’ve got deadborns that we can add to the numbers, and Marcus and Thade have wolves.  We've got thirty and then some, if we need more.”
 
   Fazion looked hopeful.  “More is good.  We attack in numbers and pray one of us gets close enough to take her head.”
 
   Tamerlane laughed as he pulled out his cell phone.  “We have to cut off her head.  That’s it?  I thought it was going to be harder than that.”
 
   There was a soft knock at the door.  I looked through the glass wall surrounding us and saw Dante.  The teenager looked like he was about to lose his lunch.  His face was drawn and tight, and his fists were clenched so tight, they looked like they would crack from the pressure.
 
   David.  My heart jumped into my chest and my control snapped.  “IRE!”  I flashed through the door and grabbed Dante by the shoulders.
 
   “What is it, Dante?  What’s wrong with him?”  Heavy tears slid down Dante’s face as he pointed toward a small room across the wide circular expanse.
 
   “He’s there.  I don't know how much longer Rowan can hold him without me.”
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   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Ididn’t move, or rather; I didn’t realize I’d moved.  One second I was talking to Dante, then I was there, in the doorway hundreds of feet away, watching Rowan struggle with David.
 
   I crossed the room and grabbed his arms above Rowan’s hands, forcing his shoulders back onto the bed.  David’s face was in a full shift, his eyes black as midnight as he snarled and jerked forward, trying to bite me.  “Let me go!”  He wailed and tried to buck us off of him.  Tamerlane and Valerian pushed past the growing crowd at the doorway, forcing their way into the room.  Irulan pulled Rowan from her perch atop our son so they could grab his legs.
 
   The child backed herself into a corner, crying and shaking her head as she watched us fight to keep him on the bed.  “I’m sorry,” she said over and over again.  “I never meant for this to happen.  I just wanted to be with David.”  Blood red tears slid down her face as her back hit the wall.  With nowhere else to go, she wrapped her arms around her stomach and continued crying.
 
   We all knew what was happening.  David was a deadborn; there are very few things that can pull him out of the day sleep.  Thomas was calling him.  David continued to fight us, twisting and turning underneath me, trying to get free and go to Meriwether.
 
   “What the hell happened?”  I screamed, not quite sure who to ask, but needing an answer.  “What happened to change Thomas’s mind?”
 
   Rowan shook harder as sobs wracked her body.  “It must have been me, when they did rounds this morning, they would have called him because I was missing from the dorm.  I’m so sorry…”
 
   Dante appeared out of nowhere.  “No, it’s something else.  They would have called your father, but how was he to know you were with David.”
 
   “SON OF A BITCH!”  Constantine swore and was the next person to push his way into the room.  “You guys have got to see this.”  He turned on the flat screen mounted on the wall and surfed through the channels until we were looking at a picture of Trumaine Complex.  No, no a picture, a video.  The camera was zoomed in on the scaffolding the repair men were perched on, as they replaced the shattered window on the twelfth floor.
 
   As if we didn’t have three crises too many to deal with already, now the media is camped out at the outskirts of our property.  Thank god for the privacy laws or they'd be banging at the doors begging for an interview.
 
   “Valerian, get on the phone and get those cameras out of here.  There’s got to be some law you can site.”  Tamerlane growled as he dodged David’s knee and forced his leg back down.
 
   Valerian shook his head.  “There’s nothing I can do.  The E.P.Ls might give us a little space, but we're still fair game from a distance.”
 
   David’s struggles continued.  He yelled and cursed, called out for Thomas.  I looked to Irulan.  “Can you keep him here with a shield?”  I was too afraid to use my own.  What if I put too much energy into it?  I couldn’t risk hurting him.  I felt Irulan at the edge of my thoughts.  She read my fears and gave me a small nod.
 
   She moved closer to David’s head and ran a hand down the side of his face.  “It’s okay, baby.  We're going to make everything alright…don’t worry.”  She looked up at me with a heartbreaking mix of terror and rage in her stormy, green eyes.
 
   “I could, but that wouldn’t stop him from hurting himself,” she motioned toward his hands and I twisted my head to see what she was talking about.  I looked back and saw both of his hands were bloody.  His nails were dug into his palm.
 
   “Someone get his hands.”  Purebloods are the strongest of our kind, and I was stronger than most, but it took all four of us to hold David in place as he fought to get to Thomas Meriwether’s side.
 
   Irulan sank against my shoulders and wrapped her arms around me.  Our tears ran together and fell on the soft cotton of David’s black t-shirt.  “Baby, you’ve got no choice,” she said after a few moments.
 
   Her voice cracked as she made the suggestion.  She didn’t want me to have to do it, any more than I did.  I shook my head no, mirroring what I wanted to do, but carefully scooted over so Irulan could take my place.  “Constantine, get one arm while Ire gets the other.”  I didn’t have a choice.  It was the only way to keep him here until we figured out what to do.
 
   They moved into place and I got up on the bed and straddled my son’s waist.  David bucked beneath me and hissed.  “Get the fuck off me bitch!”  Even though I knew it wasn’t him, the words stung.  I grabbed the sides of his face and held it still as I leaned forward.
 
   I easily pushed past his shields and slipped into his mind.  “David can you hear me?”  I worked my way through his mind, but the only thing I heard was the sound of Thomas Meriwether’s voice urging David to his side.  “You’re going to pay for this, Thomas.”
 
   He sneered inside my David’s mind.  “You started this, Trumaine.  You should have kept that corpse away from my daughter.”  His voice got louder, and David put more force into the fight.  I ignored Thomas’s call and kept looking for the spark that was David and David alone.
 
   I found him, a tiny mental image, huddled in a dark corner of his head, with his arms wrapped around his knees.  He took one look at me and flew into my arms.  “Help me, Ma, please.  I don't want to go, but I can't help myself.”
 
   I held him in my arms for as long as I dared and rubbed his back.  “It’s okay,” I said, not sure if I believed it or not.  “I’m going to make it all go away, David.  You've got to trust me.”
 
   He nodded his head against my shoulder.  I eased him the floor and kissed him on his forehead before I touched a finger to his image and turned my son’s mind off.
 
   I fell out of David’s mind and off of the bed entirely.  I hit the ground, but it felt like I was still moving-spiraling out of control.  Just when missing pieces in my life had started falling into place, I was about to lose everything.
 
   I felt hands around me, pulling me up off the ground.  I could smell roses and pomegranate under my nose, and knew Irulan had thrown herself against me.  I just couldn’t make my arms move to hug her.  It was too much.  We were being attacked on too many fronts, and I was accustomed to that, especially after the Tristan fiasco, but this, going after my son was too much, especially when it was a battle I couldn’t physically fight.
 
   I felt my mouth open…could vaguely hear the sobs that came out of it, but I didn’t know I was screaming.  My knees went limp and together Irulan, and I fell to our knees.  She held me, crying her own grief.  I knelt there, wrapped in her arms and just screamed.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   I sat alone in the break room in total darkness.  I’d been there for the better part of an hour.  Once I stopped screaming, I didn’t want to be near anyone.  My pain was enough; I couldn’t handle theirs.  It was a complete miracle that I hadn’t blown my cool already.  But the numbness was back, and my shielding was locked down tighter than Fort Knox.  I was an island unto mine own self, until the darkness wasn't dark anymore.
 
   A thin streak of light broke through the blackness, and I heard the door open.  I didn't bother looking up.  “Ire, I don't want to talk baby.  I’ll be out soon enough.”
 
   “It’s not your wife,” my mother called out softly.  She pulled out a chair and sat down beside me.  “What are you doing in here all by yourself in the dark?”
 
   Fresh tears began to fall.  I shook my head, trying to will them away, but it was no use.  “I can't let them see me like this, Mama.  I’m supposed to be this new kind of vampire, stronger, more powerful, but so much is happening and all this power hasn’t helped me stop it.”
 
   I leaned forward and let my head bang against the table.  “All of this is because of me.  I can't go out there and face them just yet.”
 
   My mother pulled my hair out of my face and pulled me to my feet.  “Baby, no one is expecting you to handle this alone, and no one is blaming you, but they are worried.”  She pointed toward various people walking by and sighed.
 
   “Do you see any of your brothers?  Everything has come to a standstill.  They're all in David’s room watching over him and trying to comfort your wife, my best friend, which is what you should be doing.  Shutting yourself off alone isn’t going to make the problems go away.”
 
   I tried to shrug out of her arm, but she tightened her grip.  “Your father and I didn’t raise you to run from your problems.  What would he say if he were here?”
 
   Probably some aggravating, gung-ho bullshit about what it means to be a Trumaine and how…much…he believed in me.  My mother gave me a soft shake before kissing me on the cheek.  “That’s my girl, now come on.  There is a young man that's been standing outside this door for almost an hour, patiently waiting to speak with you.
 
   It had to be Dante.  My mother and I walked out hand and hand to see what Dante needed.  He stood there with his head facing the floor.  His inky black hair was just a tad too short to be called long, but it had enough length to cover his eyes.  When he looked up at us, I saw that his face was etched with so much worry.  Too much for one so young, but aside from the worry that marred his face, there was a twinkle of hope in his eyes.
 
   He gave a formal bow to my mother, whom he'd never met, then turned to me and relaxed his posture.  “I have been waiting to speak with you, Ms. Valeria.”
 
   The teenager had to be scared to death with everything that had happened.  His friendship with my son was proving to be quite a hazard to his health.  “What’s up, Dante?  Are you worried about what the administration at Thorston's is going-”
 
   He hurriedly waved his hand through the air, cutting me off.  ‘Nu…no, I’m not worried about them.  My father gives generously to the academy.  I wish to speak with you about David.  I know of a way you can help him.”
 
   I shook my head; unsure I’d heard him right.  “I’m sorry, what did you say?”
 
   “I know of a way to break the bond Rowan’s father has with David, but it is dangerous.  It is a very old custom, but very dangerous.  If he isn’t strong enough, he may die.”
 
   I thought about him lying there, looking so much like a real corpse and knew there wasn’t even a choice.  Of course, I would talk it over with Irulan.  The vampire Council may have placed him with me, but he was our son, so much a part of the both of us.
 
   “Come on.  You need to tell Irulan what you just told me.”
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   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   My mother may have pulled me out of my funk, but it was Dante Dobra that kept me from falling back in again.  The precious little outcast had turned to books to ease the loneliness of the isolation his father put upon him.  The knowledge that he'd gained from the vast libraries of his family’s home was now going to help us break the hold that Meriwether had on David.  If everything went well, he would soon be ours in every way.
 
   Irulan, my mother and I sat in the small gray walled room around David listening to Dante.  Thade and his wolves were back, albeit far from happy.  They lost her scent in McAuthor Park where she took to the water and couldn’t pick it up again.
 
   The Manticores luck wasn't any better than the wolves.  They tracked her by the traces of magic left in her wake, as it zigzagged across the city until it disappeared.  Neither group was thrilled about coming back empty handed.
 
   Both groups were with Tamerlane and Fazion in our make-shift command center planning our next move.  Irulan and I trusted them to make the right decisions.  All we needed them to do was tell us our roles once the time came.  Until then, we weren't leaving our son.
 
   I leaned forward and rested my elbow on my knees.  “Hold up, so you're telling me that we can bond him to our family, like he was a Trumaine turn.”
 
   Dante smiled and nodded his head.  “That is exactly what will happen if the procedure is performed correctly.”  Dante’s hands danced through the air, animating his every word.  “Deadborns were no better than slaves in the old days.  Lords at times bartered in bodies, but their merchandise didn’t always like their new homes.  Some turns were constantly running back to their masters until it was discovered that blood ties could be broken.”
 
   My mother smiled.  “Wait until Constantine hears about this.  He's going to absolutely wet his pants with excitement.”  She turned and frowned as a thought entered her mind.  “If this were common practice, then why have I never heard of it?”
 
   Dante dropped his head and sighed.  “Because Mrs. Trumaine, the practice was outlawed by the vampire Council eight millennia ago; they feared the practice would become common and under mind the authority of lesser lords.  What was to stop stronger lords from attacking their weaker counterparts and taking their deadborns?”
 
   After hearing Dante’s answer, my mother looked less than hopeful.  I don't know why?  Normally I would have been worried about upsetting the council, but this wasn’t one of those times.  I reached beside me for Irulan's hand.  Her strong fingers wove through my own and squeezed.  We were on the same page.
 
   “Explain the mechanics one more time for me, Dante,” Irulan said.  “I want to make sure I didn’t miss anything.”
 
   Dante nodded; his hands whirled to life as he began again.  “There is a small window during the death of a deadborn that the body reverts to its human self, before it goes to ash.  It's similar to when a were’s body returns to normal after it dies.  It's a very, very small window, the span of a single heartbeat, maybe two.  During that time, if all the blood is drained, new blood may be introduced.”
 
   He looked down at David and smiled before turning back to us.  “The new blood will erect new blood ties.”  It sounded too good to be true and too simple to work the way we needed it to, but it was the best shot we had at getting David back.  Hell, it was the only chance.
 
   “Are you sure we want to do this?” I asked as I turned and took Irulan's other hand.  I gazed into her eyes hoping that she didn’t say no.  I was willing; anything was better than him being nothing more than Thomas Meriwether’s do-boy.
 
   “Do you even have to ask,” she replied as she leaned forward and wrapped her arms around my neck.  “If this is the only way we can get him back then we need to do it.”  She pulled back and pressed her lips to mines in one of sweetest kisses I’d ever had.  Whatever lingering doubts I was holding onto, faded by the time she pulled away from me.
 
   My mother leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs.  “There are impressionable teenagers in the room.”  There was a touch of both humor and discomfort in her voice.  She was beside herself when we came back from the FaeLands a mated pair.  We had given her no time to accept us as a couple, much less a married couple, but she was trying.
 
   Dante smiled as his face turned three shades of red, and began tripping over his words.  “Oh.  They are fine.  They don't have to stop anything on my behalf.  Half of the males in my year would kill to be here in my shoes.”  I rolled my eyes and sighed.  They started young.
 
   “Dante…don't get banned from my home once this is over.”
 
   I didn’t think it was possible for his face to get any redder, but it did.  As I stood and moved toward the bed, he hurriedly shook his head.  “Yes, Ms. Val.”
 
   I dropped down to my knees near David’s side and kissed his cheek.  “I’m going to make everything all better, just like I promised.”  I motioned for my mother to join me as my face shifted and fangs dropped.  “Mama, I need you to help me drain him.  It'll go quicker if the two of us do it together.”
 
   My mother stood up, but Dante stepped in front of her.  “What are you doing?”  He asked as he turned to face me.
 
   “I’m going to break the Meriwether hold on my son and give him my blood.”
 
   Dante shook his head and gently pulled me away from David’s side.  “You can't.  I’m sorry, I thought you understood.”
 
   I frowned and shook my head.  “I listened to everything, you said Dante.  I know what I have to do.”
 
   “No, that’s just it.  You can't do it; you might kill him.”
 
   “Come again.”  I was well on my way to being pissed again, not with Dante, but with everything period.
 
   “Ms. Valeria, I know the peculiarities of your heritage are not displayed to outsiders, but I have been a friend to David for months, and a guest in your home.  I know that you are more than vampire.  You may do more damage than good.”
 
   He looked past me and smiled sadly at my mother.  “The two of you are eager to do something, but it would be better if someone else performed the task.  Someone elder than Meriwether will also be better.  They will need strength to break the bond.”
 
   I slumped back against Irulan and let my face slip back to normal.  No matter how bad I wanted to move forward, there was no way I was going to put him in any further danger.  My mother retracted her fangs and came to stand in front of me.  “I’d do it if I could, honey.  The best thing we can do right now is wait for your father.”
 
   There was no telling how long he would be gone.  The butterflies in my stomach morphed into knots.  I was going to go crazy if something didn’t happen soon.  “I can't sit here and do nothing while we wait.”  My stomach lurched again, my face twisting in discomfort as I wrapped an arm around my midriff.  I reached back and took one of Irulan’s hands with my free hand.
 
   My mother leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek.  “When was the last time you ate?”
 
   I shrugged my shoulders.  “I don't know, Mama. I’m not exactly on the 'I-want-food' page.”  My mother hissed and jerked her head toward Irulan.  The small flash of anger that was in her eyes faded when she saw the blackened clouds that filled Ire’s eyes and the dark circles underneath.
 
   She took a step closer to Irulan and cupped her chin.  “Irulan, my God.  Have you seen yourself?  You look almost as bad as Val.”  My mother cast a quick glance back at David’s seemingly sleeping form.  She was torn.  My mother’s love for David was evident in every move she made.  She leaned toward us as if she wanted to follow us out of the door, but her feet were glued to the floor.  She didn’t want to leave his side any more than we did.
 
   “It’s okay, Mama, Ire and I are big girls.  We can take care of ourselves.”  She didn’t look convinced, but her posture relaxed all the same.
 
   “Both of you need to eat something and get some rest.”
 
   I smiled as we eased by her to the bedside.  We each gingerly kissed David on the forehead and turned to leave.  “Call me if anything changes.  Dante…thank you.”
 
   “You know I will.”  Mama replied as she threw her arm across Dante’s shoulder.
 
   Irulan and I reluctantly walked out the door.  I didn’t want to leave, but I had to immerse myself in something I felt like I could actually make a difference in.  The first thing I saw was Rowan sitting in a corner alone.  Her back was to us, but judging from the soft shaking of her back, she was in tears.
 
   I kissed Irulan on the cheek and pressed my hand to the small of her back, directing her toward a group of bodies that were getting off of the elevator.  “My grandma Catherine should be with them.  How about taking her to Mama, I need to talk with Rowan.”
 
   A small furrow creased Irulan’s head as she frowned.  “Baby, she's just a kid.  She has no control over what her father does.”
 
   If I weren't so bone weary, I would have been offended, but I just didn’t have it in me.  I simply nodded and shooed her away.  On my way over to the teenager, I snagged a chair and drug it behind me.  I got within a foot of her and set the chair right so I could sit next to her.
 
   When Rowan looked up, fear flashed through her brown eyes, before she got control of herself.  She reached up to wipe red tears from her cheeks, but the tracks were still there.  She had to have been crying for an awfully long time to leave such deep stains.  “I’m so sorry, Ms. Trumaine.  I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”  She shook her head back and forth as her voice began to crack.  “If I had known…I never thought…”  Her head dropped, and she slid as far away from me as she could.
 
   I wasn’t angry at the child, not in the least.  I was actually quite in awe of the girl.  Never in a million years would I have stood up to my father at her age, especially for a boy.  I’m not sure if she realized it or not, but she loved my son.  I couldn’t be mad at her.
 
   “Rowan,” I said softly, leaning forward to brush the soft curtain of black hair back from her face.  “Child, it’s okay.  I’m not angry with you.  I’m worried about you, but not angry.”
 
   Rowan dug her teeth into her bottom lip as she shook her head.  “Why would you worry about me?  I’m fine.  It's David you need to be worried about.”  She looked toward the door that led to David, and fresh tears began building in her eyes.  “I’ll be o.k,” she sighed as she rubbed a small gold band that was on her thumb.
 
   “When was the last time you ate?”  I asked, sounding like my mother.
 
   Rowan hiccupped and slowly shrugged her shoulders.  “I couldn’t even tell you, Ms. Trumaine.”
 
   I threw an arm around her shoulder and pulled the both of us to our feet.  “We’ve got a plan to keep David away from your father, so there’s no need for you to sit out here by yourself crying, still believing the worst.  Come on, we’re going to get something to eat.”
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   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   With Rowan fed and the sun approaching the horizon, it was time for us to come up with an absolute game plan.  Tamerlane was ready to bomb half the city if that's what it was going to take to destroy the Banshee.  He even went so far as to pull weapons from the Vault’s safes that were being developed for the company’s military contracts.  He also called every Trumaine turn within a fifty mile radius to add to our numbers.  Thirty seven vampires were now on their way to join us.
 
   Constantine sat quietly in a corner wrestling with his conscious.  My brother wasn’t always a teacher.  He was born in a time where all sons were expected to serve the vampire Council in some capacity.  He'd fought his share of battles and taken more lives than he was willing to admit, but that wasn’t the person that he wanted to be.
 
   When the bloodshed became too much for him to stomach, he reinvented himself; choosing an occupation that was almost guaranteed to involve no fighting whatsoever.  The fight before us was unlike anything he's come up against in his past, but it wasn't the challenge that was weighing so heavy on his heart.  Constantine’s eyes burned with anticipation.  Part of him was eagerly awaiting the chance to kill; the opportunity to lose control, and it scared him.  I know.  I’ve been where he is.
 
   Valerian was getting a refresher course from Thade on the weapons at our disposal.  His eyes pored over the wide assortment of ordnance as he committed every word from Thade’s mouth to memory.  He was determined to learn years’ worth of weapons training in just a few hours.  At the rate he was going, I wouldn’t be surprised if he succeeded.
 
   “Where’s your cousin?” I asked Irulan when she walked into the room.
 
   She sat down the box of food that she was carrying and called over the Faeries.  “Come and get it boys.  I guarantee you’ve never tasted anything like this.”  She laid out pizza after pizza until her box was empty before she came and sat beside me on the cushioned bench.
 
   “Fazion is resting in one of the bunks.  He likes to pretend that he's got everything under control, but has no idea how to stop the Harbinger.”  She shrugged her shoulders and sighed.  “I’m worried about him, Val.  My cousin is many things, but he’s not equipped to handle a situation like this.”
 
   I’d come to that conclusion that moment he admitted that he needed our help.  Fazion is an arrogant prick who would sooner cut off his own nose to spite his face.  If he were asking for assistance with catching the Banshee, he didn’t have the first clue as to how to capture her. 
 
   “You need to be there when I tell him that he and his Manticores are no longer in charge of the hunt for the Banshee.”  There, I said it.  I didn’t question his authority or insult his capabilities.  I just told it the way it was.
 
   Irulan lifted my hand to her lips.  “I was hoping you were going to say that,” she whispered before kissing me.
 
   “I was trying not to step on Fazion’s toes and cause a Fae political disaster, but we don't have the time to chase his guards all over a city, they know nothing about.”
 
   I got up, pulling Irulan with me toward my brother.  “Did you hear that?” 
 
   “Every word,” Tamerlane answered.  “I was wondering how long we were going to let the rookie run the show.”
 
   “Diplomacy first, Brother, now that it’s failed, the professionals can take over.”  I gave my brother a quick hug and headed for the makeshift command center.  “Ire, wake Fazion and meet me in the office. Tam, Vedo, Tino; come with me.  I have an idea.”
 
   A few moments later we once again convened in our makeshift command center but this time things were different.  I had the perfect bait to lure the Harbinger with, but I could almost guarantee that my brothers and wife were going to flip when I told them my plan.  Better to say it once in front of everyone and just get it over with.
 
   Fazion leaned forward and sighed before he started talking.  “My sister tells me that you’ve come up with an idea to solve our Harbinger problem.  I’d very much like to hear this insane notion of yours.”
 
   I gritted my teeth and smiled.  I was not going to let his attitude throw me off my game; especially when I know it’s a front.  Fazion isn’t thriving in the Mortal Realm the way that he should be, and he was scared.
 
   “My notion isn’t as insane as you might think, Fazion.  We have something that you and your Manticores don't.”
 
   “And what pray tell is that, besides warriors that are nowhere near as superior as my own,” he smirked.
 
   I might have understood his situation and all, but that was the last jab I was going to take.  I leaned forward and folded my hands across my chest.  “Well you mentioned using bait earlier.  You didn’t have me before, now you do.  We’ll use me to draw them out.”
 
   A collection of yells and snarls erupted from my brothers and Irulan; Fazion, on the other hand, was smiling.
 
   “That might actually work,” he mused and turned to his guards, “We’ll have the tactical advantage if we can corral the Harbinger into an area of our choosing.”
 
   “The hell you say,” Irulan damn near screamed.  “There’s no way I’m letting Val do something so dangerous.”
 
   I spun around and glared at her a little harsher than I should have.  “I don't recall asking your permission.”
 
   “I don't give a damn if you asked her or not, you're not using yourself to draw this thing out.  Father would kill us if we let you place yourself in harm’s way like that,” Tamerlane spat.
 
   “Daddy isn’t here.  By the time he gets back we could have this situation under control, but it’s not going to happen if the objects of her hunt, i.e. us, are all locked away here.  We're not going to catch her if we don't take a risk, Tam.”
 
   “What you're proposing isn’t a risk, Sis, it’s a suicide mission,” my twin interjected.
 
   “One life for the survival of an entire family is a small price to pay,” I said, with unwavering conviction, despite the harsh glares that bore down on me.  I knew exactly what I was proposing, and it was a price I was willing to pay, to make sure my family was safe.
 
   “Screw that, woolybooger,” Constantine, spat.  “I’m not losing anyone else that I care about to this thing.  We'll find another way.”
 
   Fazion, who had been quiet while my brothers and I argued back and forth, stood up and slapped his palm against the table.  “If you're done arguing like a group of children, I’d like to say something.”
 
   Tam turned with his meaty arms folded across his chest.  “You’re welcomed to talk as long as it has nothing to do with using my sister as bait.”
 
   “Why not?  I think what your sister said is an excellent idea,” Fazion countered.
 
   Irulan lost it and leaned across the table to grab her cousin by the collar.  “The Harbinger is the perfect solution to your problems isn’t it, Fazion.  You’d love to see her dead and out of my life, wouldn’t you,” Irulan yelled.
 
   While I struggled to pull her away from Fazion before she did something she'd regret, my brothers began to spread out, blocking the only exit.  From the looks of it, if Irulan didn’t do him in, the Trumaine brothers would.
 
   “Don’t be foolish,” Fazion warned.  “My guards will make short work of you before you get close enough to hurt me.”
 
   Thade pushed his way through the crowd of bodies and helped me pull Irulan back.  After that deed was done he pushed each one of my brothers back a few paces, and turned to face Fazion.
 
   “With all due respect monarch, your guards wouldn’t scare a newborn pup in the condition they're in.  You can't afford to throw around threats that you can't back up.”  He took a deep breath before turning to face me and my brothers.
 
   “As for the three of you, you're looking at the situation as her older brothers.  You need to pull back and look at it from a tactical standpoint.  If you did, you’d realize that Valeria is right.”
 
   Instead of the roar of protest I was expecting, all I heard was stunned silence.  Valerian shook his head and looked back and forth between Thade and me before he found the words he was looking for.
 
   “But she's your best friend.  You can't stand there and tell me that you agree with what amounts to sending her to her death.”
 
   “We must do what it takes,” Fazion threw in with a smirk plastered to his face.
 
   Thade cut his eyes toward him and growled.  “I don't want to hear a word from you.  I can smell the anticipation that began rolling off of you the minute Ire mention Val getting hurt.  She's right.  You wouldn’t be fazed if Val died trying to kill this thing.”
 
   “That’s what we’re saying,” Constantine interjected.
 
   Thade threw up a finger and shook his head.  “But if we do this right, plan for any possible fuck up or oops, then Val won't have so much as a hair knocked out of place.”
 
   “The answer is still no,” Tamerlane said with an air of certainty as if I were still a little girl that needed her big brother's protection.
 
   “I’m a grown woman, Tam and I’m doing this,” I said my voice a few steps up from a whisper.  I’d found my calm and was certain that using myself as bait was not only the right thing to do, but probably the only way we were going to capture the Harbinger.
 
   My calm was short lived.  Tired of standing in the sidelines, Stryfe pushed away from the wall and began putting his two cents in.  Stryfe’s tirade about my brothers’ inexperience led to the threesome jumping to the defensive.  Soon the room was filled with enough noise to make the crowds at a football stadium look tame.
 
   The wolves and shifters had their hands pressed over their ears as they yelled.  Each person in the room was screaming louder and louder every second, striving to be the one voice heard over the crowd, but it didn’t do any of the males any good.  Irulan’s voice was paramount; that is, it was until my mother threw open the door and stalked into the room.
 
   Anya Trumaine waltzed into the room like she was Queen of Sheba, sporting a scowl deep enough to make Fazion frown and shake his head.  My brothers turned, saw it was our mother, and immediately got quiet.  Thade dropped his head and back-peddled until he was lost to the crowd.  Irulan sighed and threw her hands in the air.  Her voice died down until it was only the Manticores yelling, and that didn’t last for long.  Once they realized they were arguing amongst themselves, Stryfe’s voice trailed off and he turned around to face my mother.  The others followed suit and soon the room was quiet.
 
   My mother narrowed her eyes at Fazion before taking the few steps to situate herself between me and Irulan.  “I don't know how you do things in the FaeLands, but this is my husband’s building, and in his absence my children are in charge.”  She made eye contact with every Fae in the room as she talked before turning to my brothers.  “You will be quiet and hear what your sister has to say.”
 
   “But, Mother,” Tamerlane began, but a click of her teeth and her eyes fading to black, stopped his protest.
 
   She squeezed my hand and nodded her head.  “Go ahead and say what you have to, Val.”
 
   I silently thanked my mother before taking a breath and began.  “First things first, I need to ask you a few questions, Fazion.”  He nodded his head, and I continued.  “I know that you and Irulan have an immunity of sorts to iron.  Does the Harbinger?”
 
   “She can travel in this realm, but it is costing her.  We've been chasing her back and forth between the realms as she goes home to renew.  We believe that is why she hasn’t come after you sooner.  The last time she spent three days in the FaeLands before returning.” 
 
   “So that means we can use her weakness to our advantage; like maybe trapping her in an iron prison.”
 
   Fazion’s brows came together as he thought my statement.  “It could possibly work, if your prison has walls thick enough and she's already weakened.  She's already shown you that her cries can obliterate certain metals.”
 
   “Eh,” I huffed, waving a hand through the air.  “So correct me if I’m wrong, but you're saying that, with enough numbers, we can possibly take out this bitch or that if we have a strong enough prison, we could possibly contain her in iron.”
 
   Irulan flinched beside me and thoughts of Carrie popped into my head but I pushed them aside.
 
   “You’re correct,” Fazion said.  “Either option has a high possibility of success, but only if we can find her.”
 
   “And using me as bait is the solution to that problem.”
 
   “Unacceptable,” Irulan spat.
 
   “Let’s hear her plan before we make any decisions,” my mother countered.  “From this line of questioning I assume you have a plan Valeria.”
 
   I let her hand go, grabbed a small remote from the conference table and moved to the center of the room.  “I definitely have a plan, Mother. But it counts on us containing the Banshee while she's separated from her sidekick.”  My brothers looked like they were about to burst at the seams, but they kept their mouths shut.
 
   I aimed the remote at the ceiling, and a large, clear display began to drop from a small opening.  Once it was within reach, I pressed my thumb to a corner and it came alive with the Trumaine Industries logo shining in its center.  A virtual keyboard appeared in front of me, and I used it to pull up layouts of the complex.
 
   “There,” I said pointing to an octagonal shape at the rear of the compound.  “We can use this as a prison if we can draw her back to the grounds.”
 
   Constantine leaned forward and frowned at the image.  “What is that?  I’ve never seen a building like that in any of my visits here.”
 
   “That’s because it’s underground, and a pretty good distance away from the main complex,” Tamerlane said, answering him before I could.  “I’m surprised you know about that place, Val.  I didn’t think you kept up with things on the home front while you were a Sentinel.”
 
   “No matter where I worked, I’m still a Trumaine, Tam.  I may not know where the Requisitions Office is located, but if something major went down, Daddy made sure I was informed.”
 
   “Nice to see he kept someone in the loop,” Constantine muttered.  “What is it?”
 
   “The original Vault,” Tamerlane said.  “When we opened the weapons division thirty-five years ago we needed someplace secure for product development and storage.  The walls are constructed of solid iron, ten feet thick and there’s only one way in.  That door is another two feet thick, has magnetic and pneumatic locks that are now controlled from my office alone.  It's separated from the main buildings; that’s why we eventually abandoned it for this one.”  He cut his eyes at me and frowned.  “As much as I hate to admit it, it’s perfect for what we need.”
 
   “Do you have a picture of this structure?”  Stryfe asked as he pointed at the display.
 
   A few clicks and I pulled up the pictures that he requested.  “Not only is it underground and secure, it’s isolated and under our watch,” I said as I manipulated the images to show off multiple angles of the old Vault.  “And here is the tunnel that we have to use to access it.”  I picked another picture and zoomed in on it.  “That’s a two hundred foot walkway that leads underground.  Once we've got her trapped we can fill it with concrete as added protection.”
 
   Constantine shoved his hands in his pockets and sighed.  “Alright I’ll admit that using this space as a prison is an excellent idea, but why does it have to be you.  She came after me first, so I’ll do it.”
 
   “Not about to happen,” I said shaking my head.  “I’m strongest until the rest of you decide to go to the FaeLands and take blood from FaeVar.  So it’s got to be me.”
 
   “The Dark Princess has made a valid argument my King,” Stryfe said.  “I believe that we should try her way.”
 
   Fazion didn’t put up an argument he just nodded his head and pressed a finger to his chin.  “Her plan needs to be fleshed out a little but I’m inclined to agree with you, Stryfe.”  He leaned forward and let one arm rest against the table while he pointed to the display.  “She isn’t going to willingly walk into a metal prison.  If we station men along this path try to make it look like an ambush that failed, I believe she will more readily follow Valeria into the passage.”
 
   Tamerlane and Constantine came forward and began adding to the conversation.  And like that six of us, Tamerlane, Constantine, Thade, Fazion, Stryfe and I, began hammering out the details of our plan to capture the Harbinger.  Valerian and my mother stood quietly to the side and took everything in as we talked.  Their eyes darted back and forth as we pulled up pictures of locations around Charlotte that were less populated, and therefore better places to engage her.  We had to put up a fight so it wouldn’t look like a set-up.
 
   Every now and then one of them offered their input and we adjusted our plans accordingly.  By the time we were done, there were two plans intact.  If we didn’t have the numbers to stop her, we would use the original Vault as a backup. Irulan was the only person that hadn’t offered her opinion on either one.  I picked up my head so I could take a look at her but didn’t find her anywhere.  “Where’d she go,” I asked my mother as I pushed away from the table.
 
   She titled her head toward the door.  “She left the room about twenty minutes ago.”
 
   With the foundation of our offensive lain and secondary planning ensuing, no one noticed when I slipped out of the room to find Irulan.
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   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   I found her standing in the doorway to David’s room.  Rowan and Dante were on either side of him; each slumped over in the most uncomfortable looking chairs, sleeping soundly.
 
   “Look at him, Val,” Irulan softly ordered.  “Are you so hell bent on dying, that you're going to walk out on him when he needs you the most?”
 
   “I’m doing this because of him, Ire,” I answered, trying to contain my anger.  I understood her position, but to use David to try and guilt me into changing my mind.  That was low.  I pinched the bridge of my nose and exhaled, then grabbed her hand.
 
   “Come with me,” I had to fix this before it drove a wedge between us because I didn’t think that I could do it without her.  I pulled her to the closest storeroom and prayed that it hadn’t been turned into a makeshift bedroom.  “Empty.  At least something is going right,” I mumbled and closed the door behind us.
 
   The instant I turned to face her, Irulan pinched my lips closed and shook her head.  “Nothing you can say is going to make me feel any better about what you're planning, Val.”
 
   “I don't expect you to feel any better about the situation, Ire,” I said as I tried to pull her into my arms.  She tugged against me, making it impossible, so I let her go and threw my hands in the air.  “But I am asking for your support.  Or at the very least, try and pretend that you have a little faith in me.”
 
   Irulan’s face dropped, and she shook her head. “I don't-”
 
   “Don’t what-have faith in me?  That much is evident from the way you're acting.”  I murmured.
 
   Irulan’s green eyes blinked to their original coloring, and she turned away from me.  “You don't realize what we’re up against Val, the level of danger that you're placing yourself in.  And what about your plan-b, what happens if they have to collapse the tunnel leading to the Vault, with you inside?”
 
   “Then my family is safe,” I answered without hesitation.  It wasn’t the best backup plan that I’d ever concocted, but it was all that we could come up with.
 
   “I’m sorry, Val.  That's not good enough.”
 
   “It has to be, unless you’ve got a better idea.”  Irulan didn’t utter a word in response.  We stood there for a few minutes in awkward silence, until I couldn’t take it anymore.  I reached around her and lifted her chin, turning her to face me.
 
   “I know you're scared, baby, hell, I know I am, but somebody has got to stop these things before anyone else dies.  If we don't, then who will?”
 
   Irulan lifted a hand and pulled a stray, burgundy lock of hair, away from my face.  “If you're doing this, then I’m going to be right beside you.”
 
   As much as it pained me to say the words, I nodded my head, agreeing with her.  “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 
   When I pulled her toward me, this time there was no resistance.  She slipped into my arms, and I laid my head on her shoulder.  The scent of her strawberry and pomegranate body wash filled my head and I growled.  What a time for my libido to kick in.  I smiled and lifted my head to press a kiss to the side of her neck.
 
   “I know a couple of tried and true relaxation techniques,” I murmured against her skin.  “It would probably be better for both of us if we headed into battle with clear minds.”
 
   Irulan laughed in-spite of my god-awful timing and jerked out of my arms, but not before she slapped me on a shoulder.  “Seriously, Val, sex in the janitors’ closet is so cliché.  We’ll look like a bad soap if we get caught.”
 
   “So let’s not get caught,” I purred and reached for her.  A solid knock on the door made me skip in my tracks.  A second later Valerian called my name.
 
   “I know you're in there, Sis.  Tam needs the both if you.  We've been monitoring the CMS and nine-one-one systems and think we may have a few sightings.  Some kids ran across what they thought was a dead body, but when they went to check it out, they claim a woman with no eyes attacked them.  And we've got a few after hours break-ins at two different botanical gardens.”
 
   So much for a quickie.  “How long ago?”
 
   “About fifteen minutes on one break-in.  Around twenty for the other one, and the kid’s report,” Valerian answered as I pulled the door open.  “The police took statements at all three, searched the areas, but found nothing.”
 
   “Are the teams loaded and ready?” I asked as we followed my brother.
 
   “Everyone is geared up and ready to roll as soon as you are,” Vedo nodded.  We followed my brother back toward the command center but were met halfway there by Thade.
 
   “They’ve already headed for the loading dock,” he informed us with a nod of his head.
 
   “How are we on numbers,” I asked no one in particular.
 
   “Uncle Marcus is there with sixteen wolves,” said Thade.
 
   “And twenty three of our guys have arrived,” Valerian offered, “Tam has already text the others with their locations.  We should have the full thirty-seven by on deck when we need them.”
 
   We rounded a corner and entered the Vault’s loading area.  Every head turned toward me.  Some of the Manticores looked at me with respect, while some of the wolves, ones that I knew personally, looked like I was about to walk the Green Mile.  Both of my big brothers looked like they were one the verge of losing it at any moment.  And Valerian, well my twin had donned the Trumaine Gaze.  His face was void of emotion, unreadable.  That was definitely not good.
 
   There were no less than thirty people gathered before me, and every one of them was radiating mixed emotions like a radioactive core in a nuclear meltdown.
 
   I clamped my eyes closed and sighed.  “You guys really need to tone it down a little,” I said between clenched teeth, as I tried to control that part of me that wanted to feed on the dour emotions filling the area, “Half of you look like you're on the way to a funeral and the other half look like you just left one.”
 
   I walked into the group and threw my arm across Gridlock’s wide shoulder.  “And all of you look like we’re about to head to the gallows.  We’re never going to accomplish what we set out to do, if you’ve already made it up in your minds that we’re going to lose.”
 
   Gridlock coughed and rested his large hand over my smaller one, “We can't hide our worry, Val.  You may be a smart-mouthed, pain in the ass, but you're our pain in the ass, and we don't want anything to hurt you.”
 
   I smiled and winked an eye at a Ballistic.  “It’s going to take more than a psycho bitch with dragon breath to take me out guys.”  That declaration got me a few half-hearted smiles, so I kept going.
 
   “Anybody got any Orbits or Mentos?  Maybe we can throw them at her and hope that they'll work like Kryptonite.”
 
   That one got me a few honest to God laughs.  I waited until the room was quiet before I took Irulan’s hand and moved to the center of the crowd.  “I can't be mad at you guys for loving me, but I am asking you to remember why we’re doing this, and to set aside those overprotective feelings long enough for us to trap this thing.”  There was a collective nodding of heads, but the mood didn’t lighten, one bit.
 
   I made contact with each one of my brothers as I talked before settling my gaze on Tam.  Constantine may be the oldest, but Tamerlane was the boss, everyone was taking their cues from him.  “Tam, please help me out here.”
 
   My brother exhaled before brushing away an un-shed tear that was clinging to an eyelash.  “Alright fellas,” he barked, “Let’s get this show on the road before those clowns at the CMPD does something stupid, like assume that they can handle this on their own.”
 
   He began herding them toward the vehicles that were waiting.  “Move it ladies.  We don't have all day.”  With the exception of Fazion, and his Manticores, everyone was loaded and ready to roll, a minute later.
 
   “We’ll follow from the air,” Fazion said.  “If it comes to plan b, spare nothing in your efforts.  She's got to believe your ruse or she won't follow you back onto Trumaine territory.”
 
   I nodded and sighed.  “Fight like hell, got it.”
 
   “Let’s get this over with,” Irulan called out to Hank; the were behind the wheel.
 
   He started the engine of the modified Hummer and fell in line behind the vehicle that held my brothers.  As we drove up the long, winding, darkened incline that led to the surface, I thought of David lying so still back in the Vault, and prayed that I would get to see my son again.  “How did things get so screwed,” I wondered aloud to no one in particular.
 
   Irulan shifted behind me and put her arm around my shoulder.  “I don't know, baby, but I do know that life with you will never be boring.”
 
   Hank chuckled and spared me a glance.  “You know, I remember the alpha saying something just like that.  I think it was right after he became your CO.”
 
   We drove through the gated tunnel and into the night.  Will, a deadborn and member of the security team, began pressing buttons on a console.  A few seconds later he turned to look back at us.
 
   “Alright ladies, all the vehicles are patched into the C.M.P.D.’s systems.  We’ll hear everything they do.”
 
   “And Marcus has clearance to pull rank on any human officers that we might run across,” Hank offered.  All the small details of our operation were falling into place.
 
   I nodded but didn’t say a word.  I was lost in thought, going over everything that I knew about the being that we were about to face.  I had to give credit where it was due.  Using a creature that could deflect energy based attacks, was a smart move.  Aside from my augmented senses and ability to feed on negative emotions, most of the changes that I’d gone through since taking blood from my grandfather; were energy based.
 
   They thought that they would cripple me by taking those options away from me.  But I’m more than the Fomori blood that runs through my veins.  More than the spoiled, smart-mouthed, brat that people think I am, or rather I’m trying to become more.  I thought back to that day in the FaeLands and the fight that got us into all this.
 
   If I hadn’t acted so rashly and killed those men, we wouldn’t be in this mess.  I tried to replay the fight.  Maybe see if there had been another way to diffuse the situation without the loss of life, but those memories weren't reliable.  I was half-dead, in pain and Irulan was in danger.  I did the only thing I could do to save her, and at the time, I didn’t even realize what I was doing.
 
   I coughed and pulled myself out of my thoughts.  “This is my fault.”
 
   “What,” Irulan said, “I don't think I heard you right.”
 
   I stared out of a window, at the night sky and frowned.  “Everything that’s happened because of the Harbinger is my fault.  If I hadn’t killed those men that day, the Fae Kings would have never had a reason to summon her.  The attack on my grandmother, Fee Baker’s death…it's my fault.”
 
   “If you hadn’t killed those Chimeras then I would probably be dead, Val,” Irulan said.  “They were fully engaged in battle, with intent to kill, not capture.  Your actions were justified.  Those kings acted out of fear, not a desire to see justice served.”
 
   The vehicle rolled to a stop, and Hank turned to look at us.  “We’re here, Valeria.  And for what it’s worth, none of the wolves blame you for any of this.  You did what you did to protect your mate.  Any one of us would have done the same.”
 
   “It’s worth a lot, Hank,” I smiled.  “Thank you.”
 
   A knock on the window pulled our focus to our surrounding.  We slipped out of the hummer and took a look around.  Instead of the lights and congestion of traffic I was expecting to find, we were parked inside a park.  It looks like we drew the straw that led to the kids.  I nodded at my brothers, and we walked over to Fazion, who was standing with Stryfe, near a small gazebo.
 
    “At least she chose someplace deserted,” Tamerlane said, as he looked around at the deserted park, “Maybe.”
 
   “And one that’s almost iron-free.  That's twice we've tracked her to wooded areas,” Stryfe added, “If the humans were right about her appearance, she's severely weakened.  That attack on your family’s building cost her dearly.”
 
   “This just may work,” Fazion said.  “She’s probably resting.  If we can find her before she gathers her strength, we stand a good chance at destroying her.”  He turned to Irulan and tipped his head.  “Valeria might not have to play bait after all, Sister.”
 
   Irulan’s green eyes sparked with power, and she flexed her fingers.  “Then by all means let’s find the bitch and get this over with,” she said.  Her old-world-accent was thicker than it normally would be if the situation were different.  My wife meant business.
 
   That was my cue.  I stepped into the center of our gathering and waved Tamerlane to my side.  “Alright, people,” I said, keeping my voice low, “we divide into teams; each team needs at least one wolf and one Manticore.”
 
   “Between groups we are totally dark,” Tamerlane added.  “No radio contact, no text.  Don't speak any louder than necessary, amongst yourselves.  Val and I are in contact with the other two groups.  If something comes up we’ll know.  Valeria, Vedo, Constantine, Irulan and I, will monitor everyone’s thoughts.  We’ll all know the instant she’s found.”
 
   “And whoever finds her first, remember, do not engage her until you’ve got at least two more teams at your back,” I spoke up.  Everyone agreed and soon we were off.  I ignored the butterflies in my stomach as I watched Irulan head toward a darkened footpath, leading a team, with Marcus in wolf form, beside her.
 
   “The princess can take care of herself, Vampire,” the Manticore in my team offered.
 
   “Tell me something I don't know,” I countered, “knowing that isn’t going to stop me from worrying about her.  She's my wife.”
 
   “Worry is a distraction, and distractions will get us killed,” he said, “I willingly serve my king, but I’m not ready to die because your thoughts were elsewhere.”
 
   Fuck.  Where was my focus?  Thade’s furry body bumped against me, and I shook my head.  It was time to get my head in the game.  
 
   I pushed everything aside but the task at hand and willed my features into shifting.  If I were standing in front a mirror, I would have seen the whites of my eyes chased away, until both of them were completely black.  I released my control and retracted the films that covered them.  The darkened area became crystal clear.  I pulled back my lips as fangs dropped into position and flexed my now, talon-like fingers.  I ran a hand across my forehead, slightly saddened by the loss of the thick ridges that once graced it when I shifted to feral.  The Fae blood erased them. 
 
   I took a deep breath, taking in the scents that rode the air around us and looked down at Thade.  She had definitely been here, but it was faint.  “That way,” I pointed, toward a path that led to the lake that sat at the far end of Freedom Park.  Thade, nodded his fur covered head and we took off, in the opposite direction of the one Irulan had headed in.
 
   The night around us was colder and quieter than it should have been at this time of the day.  It was still fairly early, and there were no signs of humans anywhere, no joggers or old men making their way back to their cars after a day spent fishing.  I trained my ears on the world around me and didn’t even hear crickets chirping in the distance.
 
   “I’m suddenly feeling a deep sense of deja-vu,” I said softly, “Anybody know how to detect a dampening net?”
 
   “There is no magic at work, darkling,” the Manticore whispered.  “The Banshee’s presence has driven away all life.  She's still here somewhere.”
 
   Goody-goody-gumdrop, just what I wanted to hear.  Aside from Thade and the Manticore, there were two of my family’s deadborns bringing up the rear of my little search party.  We moved through the woods at a slow pace, checking every seeable inch of area around us, high and low, for signs of movement.  Every broken or bent branch was investigated.  If Thade or I caught so much as a hint of the Banshee’s scent, we adjusted our route accordingly.
 
   I reached out and touched my brothers’ and Irulan’s minds, checking their progress and informing them of ours.  So far only Constantine and I had picked up any traces of the woman.  Constantine’s scent trail was fresher than the one that we followed.  For a moment, I considered back-tracking and consolidating groups, but a whine from Thade changed my mind.
 
   He pressed his nose to the forest floor and sneezed.  I dropped to one knee and took a deep breath.  “This is fresh,” I almost gasped.  I turned to tell the others to begin searching, but they had already beaten me to it.  I watched them fan out, looking for any type of cover the Banshee might be using.  
 
   They searched under low-lying bushes and behind large boulders.  They scoured the tree tops and branches and trudged through drainage ditches.  There was a small, one room, bathroom nearby, but it was empty.  While they looked, Thade and I searched by nose.  In the end, none of us came up with anything.
 
   I caught a twinkle of moonlight reflecting off of water, through a patch of trees and pointed.  “Does she have some type of affinity for water maybe?”  I asked the Manticore, grasping at straws.  “This is twice she's chosen places with water to hold up in.”  I stood, ready to relay my theory to the others, but he shook his head no.
 
   “I don't think it’s an affinity,” he answered.  “In the FaeLands, gaining unhampered access to the elements is as simple as walking out one's front door.  No matter what abilities a Sidhe may possess, we’re all strengthened by nature and its connection to the Ether.  Here, where iron is so prevalent, she's clinging to these small oases.”
 
   Thade sneezed and pawed at the spot where her scent was fresh.  The wind shifted, and the Manticore stiffened.  “She isn’t manipulating the elements,” he said more to himself than us, “rather she's using them to her advantage…there’s a storm coming.”
 
   “What do you mean, storm, as in weather or shit storm?”
 
   “Rain, Princess, a storm, is coming.”
 
   “I don't think so.  The weather reports haven’t called for rain in weeks.”
 
   “Shh,” he whispered, as he turned back and forth, muttering as he searched the area.  For what, he'd yet to say, but whenever he found what it was, he looked at me and touched the side of his head.
 
   “You say another team found a fresher trail?”  I nodded, and he frowned.  “I believe the Banshee has anticipated your line of thinking, darkling.”  He dropped to one knee and pressed a hand to the ground as he looked up at the star filled sky.
 
   “She’s been watching us, waiting for the teams to be divided.  Now that we are, she will attack.  We need to regroup.”  He stretched to his full height and pointed in the direction that we came from.  “If she were counting on us searching near the lake, then she will pick the group that is farthest away from this position and use the coming rain to cover her scent.”
 
   That was Irulan’s group.  Panic seized my chest, and I reached out to her.  I got nothing; no response, no indications that her mind was active at all.  “It’s too late,” I choked and threw open the shields to my mind.  I tried to locate Marcus and the others, but again was met with silence.
 
   “I’ve got nothing, Thade,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm and even.  With no one to latch onto, we'd have to find them the old fashioned way, by tracking.  Thade shot off into the forest, searching for his uncle’s scent.  I slipped into a flash; moving faster than I ever had before, pulling off my leather jacket as I ran.  Once I was free of the constricting fabric, I rolled my shoulders and began to unfurl my wings.  The leathery appendages ripped my shirt as they stretched toward the sky.  With Thade covering the ground, that left air surveillance to me.
 
   I spared one glance for the rest of my party to make sure they were headed in the right direction, before I felt for my brothers.  What I found, when I touched their minds, made my blood run cold.  Constantine and his group were under attack.  There were no outward indications of the attack; no sounds of a fight, or cries of pain; and no call for help from my older, hard-headed, grief stricken brother.  I should have seen this coming.  I cursed and focused my mental attention on Valerian, the only person besides Irulan, that it took no effort to contact, while I tracked Thade below.
 
   “Vedo!”  I screamed inside my twin’s mind.  “You’ve got to get to Constantine!”  
 
   “I’m on it,” was the only reply I got.  I knew he would snag Tamerlane on his way to Constantine’s position.  With that taken care of, I focused on the world below me.  I raked my eyes over the ground, looking for any signs of Irulan, Marcus and their group.  The deadborns on the ground raced across the terrain, never once losing sight of me.
 
   I beat my wings, cutting through the air, covering hundreds of feet in less than a minute.  Still there were no signs of Irulan or anyone in her team.  My panic levels were through the roof.  I felt the thread-bare control over my emotions that I’d been desperately clinging to, begin to give.  One worse-case-scenario after another began flashing before my eyes.  Just as my imagination was on the verge of winning, Thade howled.  He found something.
 
   I whipped my wings back and entered into a dive.  Tree branches and thorns slapped me in my face as I dove through the foliage, but I paid them no mind.  I had to find her.  I was a few feet away from the ground before I threw out my wings to slow down my descent.  When I touched down, I hit the ground running, drawing my wings into me as I went.
 
   “Ire,” I called, out as I ducked under a branch.  Now that I was on the ground, I could smell Irulan’s pomegranate and strawberry body wash, all around me.  But I could also smell blood.   I rounded a tight turn and ended up in a small clearing.
 
   I found them as the first drops began to fall.  Irulan was lying on the ground, still as death.  There were fine streams of blood oozing from her ears and the corners of her eyes.  “Oh god, oh god, please baby be okay,” I gasped and slid to my knees beside her.  I gathered her into my arms and breathed a small sigh of relief.  Her heart was beating.  But my relief was short lived.  For a split second, I turned to locate the others in her group; scanning the area for bodies.  
 
   The deadborns were nowhere to be found.  Thade was next to Marcus’s still body; his face etched in agony as he forced the fastest shift that I’d ever seen.  Marcus, the toughest alpha I’d ever met, was still in wolf form, unconscious, with dark blood caked around his nostrils and covering his muzzle.  She'd taken out an entire group of Extras without so much as a sound and moved on to the next.  From the looks of it, neither Irulan nor Marcus knew what hit them.
 
   “Ire,” I called, and ran a hand down the side of her face. She didn’t move an inch.  I gave her a soft shake, hoping that that would do the trick, but she didn’t wake.  I pulled back and watched the slow, steady rise and fall of her chest.  She was alive, but whatever the Banshee did, had knocked her out cold.
 
   “Come on, baby,” I said, as I pulled her closer, “Wake up for me.” Still I got no response.  I tried rubbing her face, kissing her, shaking her head up and down, and in a last ditch effort, tickling her.  Nothing I tried, worked.
 
   Even Thade’s deep moans of pain less than a foot away weren't enough to rouse her.  “You’re starting to scare me, Ire,” I told her silent body over a clap of thunder.  “I need you to wake up for me.”  All out of options, and scared shitless for my wife, I threw my conscious away from me, reaching for my twin.  My concentration was so shot that instead of touching his mind, I leapt into it.
 
   The images in my vision became a mirror image of Valerian’s.  I saw vampires and werewolves being hurled through the air into trees and each other.  Tamerlane was crouched in front of Constantine, keeping the melee from reaching our fallen brother.  I heard Valerian grunt as he vaulted out of the path of a falling body and the ground with a thud.
 
   The world flew by in a blur as he jerked his head to watch a group of Manticores drop from the sky.  A good many were shifted into creatures of legend; griffins and phoenixes.  His line of sight was pulled upwards, and my brother gasped.  There, dropping through the trees was a large, green-scaled dragon.
 
   He looked around the field that they were in, and when he realized the creatures decent would place it right on top of him, Valerian scrambled away from the immense dragon.  Despite being afraid, he marveled at the iridescent, saucer-sized scales that covered its body, and the marbled wings that kept it afloat.
 
   Unlike me, Valerian had never seen Irulan in her dragon form, so the sight of the mythic creature, took his breath away.  He also had no idea that he dragon that he was watching, was Fazion.  It had to be.  Not many Sidhe could claim a dragon as their animal form.  Since Ire was a dragon, it was more than likely a family trait that her cousins also shared.
 
   I looked through my brother’s eyes, as a griffin got close enough to rake its thick claws through the Banshee’s arm and then everything went black.
 
   “Focus, darkling,” The Manticore ordered, pulling me back inside my own head.  I blinked and shook my head, again aware of my surroundings and Irulan that I was clutching to my chest.  I exhaled and turned to stare at him.
 
   “How long was I gone?”
 
   “About five minutes or so,” Thade answered with a voice raw from shifting.
 
   “I was beginning to think that the same fate that ills the princess had claimed you also.”  The Manticore admitted with a huff.  “I don't think I can spare the energy to revive one of you, much less two.”
 
   I looked from him, to Irulan and cocked an eyebrow.  “You mean like Stryfe did for Fazion back at my family’s building?”
 
   “Exactly,” he confirmed.  “Whatever she did to repel the Banshee used her stores.  Unless someone shares with her, the only way she's going to wake up, is to return to the FaeLands.  We need my liege-.”
 
   “I can do it,” I said, cutting him off and leaving it at that.  Fazion was busy, and I wasn’t about to risk losing the one person that could talk me through the power transfer.  Because if he knew that his king was actively participating in the fight against the Harbinger, I had no doubts that he would leave me and Irulan, high and dry, to go to Fazion’s aid.
 
   “I’m not sure that’s wise,” he said after a few seconds of thought.  The gleaming metal segments of his armor scrubbed together and screeched, as he dropped to one knee and held a hand over Irulan’s chest.  “The princess needs a strong influx of Ether to awaken her.  I’m not sure that your body is capable of providing what she needs.”
 
   I swallowed a snarl and pushed his hand away.  “I’ll be the judge of what I’m capable of.  Just tell me what to do.”
 
   While I may have swallowed my snarl, Thade didn’t bother trying to contain his growl of anger.  “Do as she says, Faerie, we’re running out of time.”  He pushed away from Marcus, stood and rolled his shoulders.  Thade was naked as a blue-jay.  If it was anyone else, I don't think the Manticore would have considered them a threat.  But Thade’s lack of clothing didn’t take away from the daunting figure that he was.  The tightened fist at his side, his wide-legged stance and squared shoulders, let anyone that saw him, know that he meant business.
 
   The Manticore took one look, reluctantly nodded his head and pressed a hand over his heart.  “You have to reach inside, to where the heart of the FaeLands rest and will it to her.  But you must be careful not to overload her senses.”
 
   What is it with the Fae and their mystical, Yoda, rain-man talk?  Why couldn’t they ever give cut and dry instructions?  “So you're basically telling me to gather my power and instead of forming an energy-ball or lightning bolt, somehow direct it through my mouth and hope I don't blow my mate’s head off.”
 
   He looked at me with a deep frown and nodded.  “As I said, maybe it’s best that we wait for my king.”
 
   “We don't have that kind of time,” I whispered as I lowered my lips to Irulan’s.  I focused on the cache of energy inside me and imagined slowly opening the virtual door that I used to keep them in check.  Whenever I tried to access my Fae powers I usually pulled too much, too fast.  Needless to say, this couldn’t be the case now.
 
   I ignored the urge to rush into the process and little by little, the warmth that I’d come to associate with the Fae energy, began to fill me.  Unsure of what else to do, I initiated a kiss, pressing my lips to Irulan’s and carefully parting them with the tip of my tongue.  Her soft, full lips were warm to my touch, but that was the only familiar sensation.
 
   They didn’t move against my own, nipping here and there-tasting, as she did whenever we kissed.  There was no passion behind the intimate touch, no conveyance of the love that we felt for each other.  I felt like I was kissing a freshly fallen corpse.
 
   The cache of energy faded as I pulled away from her and choked back a sob.  “There’s got to be another way for me to do this.  I can't…she feels so…”  I couldn’t find the right combination of words to describe what I was feeling.
 
   A loud piercing-howl cut through the air, demanding to be heard.  It was a call for help from one of Marcus’s wolves.  The sounds of the struggle had finally reached us.   Thade stiffened at my side, and Marcus finally began to stir.  His ears perked at the sound, and his leg began to jerk as his body fought its way back to consciousness.
 
   “I’m not trying to rush you, Val,” Thade said, “But that didn’t sound good.  We need to move.”
 
   He was right of course.  We should have already joined the others, but I couldn’t leave Irulan unprotected.
 
   “Go ahead without me,” I told them.  “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
 
   I fully expected the Manticore to take off, but to my surprise, he stayed.  “We leave as one.  After all, you are central to our plans.”
 
   I nodded and took a deep breath.  Irulan needed something from me that I had no idea how to give.  At this rate, half of my family was going to be dead before I got to throw the first punch.
 
   “Fuck it,” I sighed, and lifted my arm to my mouth.  My fangs dropped as I pulled back my lips.  If I couldn’t give her the raw energy, maybe my blood would work.
 
   “I don't think-,” The Manticore began, but I cut him off.
 
   “Neither do I but I don't know what else to do,” I said, before I slid my teeth into the flesh of my wrist.  I sucked at my arm until my mouth was filled with the metallic tang of my own blood.
 
   “But the princess is not a vampire,” He huffed, incensed at what I was about to do.
 
   “No, but she is mated to one,” I said as I pressed my bleeding wrist to her lips.  “Our mating gave her fangs.  Who knows what my blood will do.”
 
   I watched, hoping that she would start to swallow, but she stayed still.  My blood ran down the side of her mouth, adding to the gore that was already there.  I could hear the Manticore's stomach lurch, and he mumbled his disdain, but I was unwilling to give up; especially when I knew in my gut that this would work.  I lowered Ire to the ground and motioned for Thade with a nod.
 
   “Tilt her head for me, Thade.”
 
   He moved into position and raised Irulan’s chin, opening her mouth.  I held my bleeding wrist over her.  The blood dripped into her mouth and ran down her throat.  The Manticore made a sound of disgust and turned his back to us.
 
   When the stream of blood began to slow, I used my fangs to reopen the wound, and moved my arm back into place.  I had to repeat the process five times before I was satisfied that she'd gotten enough.  Once I was done, I fell back onto my ass and pulled my knees to my chest.  Now we wait.  “Just give it a minute,” I said, hoping that my gamble was going to pay off.
 
   Unfortunately for us, we were out of time.  An earth shattering roar filled the air, and Thade jumped to his feet.  “That in the dog hell was that?”
 
   “That was the sounds of my king in battle,” the Manticore yelled.  His head twisted back and forth between the directions the noise came from, to Irulan’s still body.
 
   “Go,” I ordered him. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”  The sounds of dry leaves rustling caused me to turn my attention away from the guard.  It was Marcus, struggling to his feet.  When I looked back to the Manticore, he was gone.
 
   Thade lifted an arm and placed it on the back of his pony-sized uncle’s shoulders.  “I’m glad to see you on four feet, Uncle.”
 
   Another roar sounded off, and Marcus turned his head toward the sound.  Marcus shook his wet fur and whined.  Thade frowned and nodded his head.  “They’ve found her, but we haven’t joined the fun yet.  Whatever that thing did to knock you senseless, did a bigger number on Irulan.  She still hasn’t recovered.”
 
   Marcus lowered his head and whined again before he lowered himself to the ground beside her.  He inched closer to Irulan, and dropped his head to rest next to hers.  Thade and I watched him sneeze and look off into the woods before he lowered his head again.
 
   Even without the use of words, his message was coming across loud and clear.  “We need to go, Thade.”  I said the words, but it didn’t sound like my voice at all.  My vocal chords had shifted without my noticing; which meant that the rest of me had also.  The Harbinger had taken one shot to many at the people that I love, and it was time to do my part in taking her down.
 
   “Take care of her for me, Marcus,” I said as I reached down and ran a hand through this fur.  He dipped his large, shaggy head before closing his eyes.
 
   “Go ahead, Val,” Thade grunted as he fell to the forest floor.  “I’d rather not charge into a fight wearing nothing but my birthday suit.”
 
   I slipped into a flash, running away from Thade’s cries of pain, and toward the sounds of the melee.  As I glided through the mud, my anger and frustration grew, until I was surrounded by swirling, crackling, blue lights.  I was on the verge of a breakdown, but this time I didn’t care.
 
   The Harbinger had almost killed Irulan.  It was time for her to pay.  I let my mind drift into Valerian’s. We had lost too many to overpower her.  Now I prayed that there were still enough people left, to put all of our planning into motion.   We had to get her attention and keep her from killing me while I fought my way back to my family’s compound.  That wasn’t too much to ask-was it?
 
   “I’m coming, Brother,” I conveyed as I got closer, “just a few more yards.”
 
   “About damn time,” Valerian, gasped inside my head.  “We’re getting pounded.  If it wasn’t for the Fae, we'd all be dead by now.”
 
   “Score one for Fazion,” I said.  And here I thought he was completely useless.  As I got closer, I noticed an orange glow, shining through the trees.  I ran over a stone bridge and skidded to a stop on the other side of the small lake.  There, in the center of an open area, was the dragon that I saw through Vedo’s eyes.  I threw a hand across my forehead, shielding my eyes, and stared in amazement.  The area was lit up like a light bulb factory, but it was quiet as the grave.  The massive jaws inside Fazion’s minivan sized-head, were stretched wide enough to swallow five of me, whole, and a plume of fire was erupting from those jaws.
 
   In the center of those intense flames was the Banshee.  Her hair whipped around her face in a whirlwind and her own jaws her were gapped open as she used her screams to keep the flames from consuming her.  The earth around her was blackened and scorched in a circular pattern, from the fire being redirected; the rain useless against the flames. Fazion had the bitch at bay.  Scratch what I said earlier about him being useless.  Right now the Tuatha King was fuckin’ awesome.
 
   Someone called my name, and I ran a wide arc around Fazion’s huge body.  There on the far side of the inferno, I found my brothers huddled together, surrounded by a circle of Fae guards.  Each one of them had their arms extended and wore looks of intense concentration.  That explained the circular pattern and the lack of sound.  They were holding a shield around them.
 
   “She came prepared guys,” Valerian called out, when he saw me in all my electrified glory.
 
   “Where are all our Deadborns?”  I asked, with tears streaming down my face.  The fire was definitely effective, but it was killing my eyes.  I turned my back to the scene and concentrated on lowering my films.  They slid into place, taking my night vision with their coming.  If it weren’t for the light of Fazion’s flames, the world would be completely dark.  God, how did humans survive for so long with all their weaknesses?  I squinted through the darkness and noticed the lack of furry bodies.  “And where are the wolves?”
 
   Valerian grabbed my shirt-tail and pulled me down to his level.  “She’s fast Val, and a lot stronger than we expected.  That damn woman tossed around our deadborns like they were Skittles.”  He looked back at Constantine and sighed.  “By the time Tamerlane and I got here with our teams, we had already lost the deadborns that were with Tino and two wolves.”
 
   “While they fought valiantly, my king did not want their deaths on his conscious.  He ordered the two-natured and the blood-drinkers, away,” Stryfe grunted.
 
   “I believe the king is weakening,” Another Manticore added.   “He won't be able to keep the flames for much longer.”
 
   My brothers stood, and I turned toward the showdown.  The cloud of flames surrounding the Banshee had died down considerably.  Her face was still contorted as she used her wail to keep the flames at bay, but she had managed to climb to her feet.  If Fazion’s flames give out before she does, he was directly in her line of fire.  As much as some twisted part of me would like to see him fall, the guy came through when it counted.  And I’m pretty sure Irulan will be pissed if I let something happen to her cousin.
 
   “Alright guys, it’s time for me to do my part.”  I focused on the light show that surrounded me and concentrated on channeling some of the dancing energy.  My hands began to tingle, and I held them in front of me.  Two, swirling orbs floated above my palms.  “On three, drop your shields.  I’ll make sure she doesn’t get near Fazion.”
 
   The Manticore nodded.  Stryfe began the countdown.  When he got to three, I flung both orbs at the Banshee, aiming for the ground in front of her.  With her attention still on keeping herself from getting roasted alive, she never noticed that the shield was gone, or my orbs, sailing toward her.  My energy-balls tore into the ground, inches from her feet and knocked her backward through the air.
 
   Fazion grunted and snapped his jaws shut.  The instant the flames stopped; his thick legs stumbled backward.  He was spent.  Stryfe wasted no time retrieving Fazion, who was quickly shrinking to his normal size and form.  The determined Manticore reached him just as the Banshee recovered.
 
   “You may have delayed me with your flames, Tuatha, but now that your dragon is spent, you're helpless against me,” she said as she waltzed toward us.
 
   “Oh, I wouldn’t say that we’re helpless,” I responded.  I moved to stand in front of everyone and held up my palms.  I had two more orbs at the ready.
 
   “You’ve got to know by now that you can't hurt me with those,” she sneered as she stopped in her tracks.  That's when I notice her voice was louder than it should have been.  It was almost as if she were shouting at someone hundreds of yards away, instead of a few feet.
 
   “Yeah, I know,” I answered.  She might be able to deflect them, but I threw them none the less.  Maybe she was shouting over the storm, maybe not.  I had a hunch and hoped that it would pay off.  One sailed straight for her and the other went wide, and disappeared in the trees.  She used her wail to knock the orb aimed at her off course and send it flying back.  I drew another one and hurled it.  The two orbs came together in a shower of sparks.
 
   “I hope you know what you're doing, Val,” Tamerlane whispered at my side.  So did I.  I jumped inside my brothers heads and relayed the gamble I was taking.  If we could distract her again, we might be able to mount a decent offence.
 
   The Banshee laughed and took a step forward.  “You’re going to have to do a lot better than that.”  Her voice was a little softer, but still much too loud for the distance between us.  That's when I knew I was on to something.  It looks like the shields did more than contain Fazion’s flames and her scream.  She may have kept Fazion from roasting her with his flames, but her ears suffered for it.
 
   I tilted my head and shrugged a shoulder.  “You would say that, but you seem to have forgotten about the other one.”  The sound of wood splitting and breaking echoed through the air, but she didn’t hear the far off sound.  I pointed toward the sky at the dark shape of a tree that was getting closer.  My orb had swung wide and struck the base of a massive pine.   That pine tree was speeding toward the ground, knocking other smaller trees down in its path.  Dominos anyone?  
 
   She cocked an eyebrow and spun around in time to see the trees right on top of her.   If we were going to act, now was our time.  She couldn’t avoid us and the falling trees at the same time.
 
   She leapt away from a smaller tree and into the path of Valerian’s claws.  The instant she began moving, he slipped into a flash.  His thick talons dug into the flesh of her arm, wrenching a scream from her lips.  The scream hit Valerian dead on, sending him careening through the air.  I launched myself into the air and caught my brother by the collar, pulling him to safety before she could launch another scream.
 
   “Thanks, Sis,” he huffed, but I didn't stand around to say 'you're welcome'.  Tamerlane was already rushing toward her with an oversized gun aimed at her head.  I had to keep her attention divided.  I pulled another energy ball into existence and threw it.
 
   What happened next was akin to a slow motion scene from an action movie.  Tamerlane fired but instead of ammo, there was a displacement of air, and circular ripples began rolling through the air, like a wave on the water.  The ripple moved toward her in a wave, getting larger as the closer it got.  In a few seconds, the undulating circle was as large as her body.  Now, aside from a barrage of trees and my energy ball to avoid, she also had whatever it was that Tam fired at her.  I just knew that we were about to put an end to the bitch, once and for all.  I was wrong.
 
   When Valerian said that she was fast, he wasn’t kidding.  She adjusted to the falling cluster of trees and nimbly avoided them; jumping out of the way of some and leaping onto others, riding them to the ground.  While somehow avoiding my attacks, she began using them to her advantage; twisting through the air, using her screams to knock some of the falling lumber into the paths of my orbs.
 
   I was about to question her using my orbs to destroy the falling trees instead of doing it herself, when I saw the discharge of Tamerlane’s gun finally dissipate.  The undulating circle contracted and seemed to disappear.  In its place was an ear shattering noise was so loud it brought tears to my eyes.
 
   I’ll be damned if Tam wasn’t armed with a sonic pulse rifle.  I thought the damn thing was still in the design stages, but apparently I didn’t know jack.  Constantine, Valerian and I dropped to our knees and pressed our hands to our ears as wave after wave of the decimating sound crashed into us.
 
   The Banshee was pushed back a few feet, but otherwise Tam’s efforts had little effect on her.  Her screams negated any advantage the wave may have given us, causing them to disrupt before they did any substantial damage.  She shook her head and made a ninja-worthy somersault off of a downed log.
 
   “You three remind me of dogs too stupid to come in out of the rain,” she hissed as took a step toward us.
 
   “Yeah well, these dogs just gave you a run for your money, bitch,” I spat as I tried to stand up.  That proved to be a little tricky.  Besides slipping around in the mud, my head swam, sending me stumbling sideways.  I held up a hand and saw both of them covered with blood.  Shit.
 
   “And look at you know,” she laughed.  The sound was one of those cackling; mad scientist laughs that irk the hell out of you.  The crone had already counted us out.
 
   “Don’t come any closer to the princess and princes,” a nearby Manticore yelled.  I had almost forgotten about them.  Some of them had left to take up position around the entrance to the Vault.  From the looks of it, they took Fazion with them.  The three that were left formed a loose semi-circle around us.  All of them had some wicked looking swords at the ready.  Go team Fae.  I somehow managed to pull myself straight and rolled my shoulders.
 
   “Look at us,” I spat, pissed all over again at the situation and the circumstances that placed us here.  For all I knew, Tristan was dead, sentenced by the CMS to die for his actions a few months ago, but in this way, he was still fucking with my life.  It was because of him that I’d ended up in the FaeLands in the first place.
 
   I pointed a finger and took a few steps toward the Banshee.  “This is between you and me.  My brothers and these men have nothing to do with what happened to those guards.  Let them go and the two of us will settle this like women.”
 
   “Your suicide won't save them,” she frowned, “Merely delay the inevitable.”  She reached behind her, and when she brought her arm around, there was a large sword clutched in her hands.  “But if choose to die with dignity, the least I can do is grant you a warrior's death.”
 
   Gee thanks.  Any other time I would be elated at the opportunity to show off my skills with a sword, but not now.  My swords were all back in the forest strapped to my discarded jacket. Damn it.  At least I wouldn’t be blasted to bits by her funky breath.
 
   She was on me before I saw her move.  The only thing that alerted me to her position, inches away from me, was the small glimmer of moonlight that reflected off of her sword as it headed toward my neck.  In a move worthy of Neo, I bent over backward, just avoiding being beheaded.
 
   The Manticores were a flurry of coordinated action.  They moved like a well-oiled machine, drawing swords and jumping into battle.  The clash of sword-on-sword made my overly sensitive ears ring with pain.  In spite of the pain, I itched with anticipation.
 
   Here were some of the best warriors the FaeLands had to offer, defending me and my family while we stood by like helpless children.  My hands curled into claws at my side, and I prepared to jump into the scuffle with nothing but my talons.  My baser, feral instincts, were overriding my rational mind.
 
   Constantine pulled me away from the danger zone and shook his head.  “I know you, woolybooger.  There’s nothing you can do right now except stick to the plan.  That means we need to get out of here.”
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   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   The idea didn’t sound so bad when I proposed it, but now that I was actually doing it, running away put a bad taste in my mouth.  I left good men fighting that thing while I turned tail and split.
 
   “Don’t think of it that way, Val,” Constantine called out as he ran beside me.  “They knew what the deal was when we left the complex.  And it’s got to look real, or she won't follow us.”  We were traveling down a side street, avoiding the interstate at all cost.  It may have been a more direct route to the Trumaine complex and the trap that lay in wait, but if she caught up to us while we were running down interstate seventy-seven, there was no telling how many humans could get caught in the crossfire.
 
   My oldest brother threw out a hand and began to slow down.  The three of us, Vedo, Tamerlane and I, came to a stop and gathered around him.  Constantine leaned forward on his elbows and closed his eyes.  “Give me a minute, guys,” he said.
 
   “Are you okay, Tino?” Valerian asked.  He threw an arm around our brother’s shoulder and pulled him upright.  “I don't know what that Banshee did, but you look awful, Bro.”
 
   Now that he mentioned it, Constantine was awfully pale.  His eyes were sunken into his head.  His fangs were extended, and a little longer than they normally were.  Tamerlane reached up and carefully grabbed one of Constantine’s ears.  The four of us were bleeding from our ears and noses, but Tino more than everyone else.
 
   “Blood loss,” Tamerlane, grunted.  “We need to get him back to the complex so he can feed.  If not he's going to pass out and we’re going to end up carrying him the rest of the way.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Constantine tried to argue, but the bags under his eyes and ashy tone that his cinnamon colored skin had taken on, said otherwise.
 
   “He’s out guys,” I said, pushing past my brothers to throw an arm under Constantine’s.
 
   “Like hell I am,” he tried to argue. “And what are you doing?”
 
   “Carrying you,” I replied.  “We can't afford more stops and leaving you isn’t an option.”  My mind jumped to Irulan, and I almost turned around.  I left my wife unconscious in the woods.  God knows what was going on back there.  Geez, this was so not how this night was supposed to turn out.
 
   “I’ll take him.”  Tamerlane grabbed my arm and tried to tug me away from Constantine, but I held my ground.  I felt Tam pulling at me, but he got nowhere.  Valerian sighed, and Tamerlane frowned.  It was the first time my brothers had an opportunity to see how much stronger I had become since taking FaeVar’s blood.
 
   “On second thought, you take him,” Tamerlane said.  I scooped up my brother and threw him across my shoulders.
 
   “Alright ladies and gents, let’s get the show back on the road,” Valerian said and took a few steps.  “If we take Allegany it should take us pretty close to the service road that runs perpendicular to the main driveway.”
 
   “Not so fast little brother,” Tam, said as he drew his phone from his pocket and pulled up a gps program.  “Mother text me earlier.  We can't take the main entrance.  It seems our failure to issue a formal statement, has caused a bit of speculation.  There are twice as many news crews camped out at the edge of the property.”
 
   A few finger swipes later he held up his phone.  “If we follow this path, we can gain entrance to the grounds through the woods at the southern end of the property.”
 
   “Isn’t that area protected by a thirty-foot electrical fence and laser weaponry?”  I asked.  I was all for protecting the public and keeping our Fae problem out of the news, but getting my ass fried trying to avoid the main entrance wasn’t on my bucket list.
 
   Tamerlane held up his phone.  “It is, but there’s also a small access gate there.  I’ve got the clearance codes to shut down the defenses for the gate and get access to it.”
 
   It looked like we were bound for another trek through the forest.  I rolled my eyes and jostled Constantine on my shoulders, trying to get him into a better position for running.
 
   “This is far from dignified,” he complained from his upside down perch on my shoulders.
 
   “Keep complaining, hard-head, and I’m going to tell Mama how you refused to call for help,” I warned Tino.  No, I was not above threatening one of my brothers with our mother.
 
   We broke into another run, and made it to the fence that surrounded our property without any sign of the Banshee, or the Manticores that we left fighting her.  I slid Constantine to the ground and looked toward the sky.  There was nothing, not even the rain that was falling so heaving a few minutes ago.  “Where the hell is everyone,” I wondered.  “They shouldn’t have been that far behind us.  We agreed upon a three minute lead at the most.”
 
   “Maybe the Manticores finished her off,” Valerian said as he scanned the darkened thatch of woods for the creature or signs of the Fae guards.
 
   “I’m not that lucky,” I mumbled as I closed my eyes.   “Come on, Ire,” I whispered.  I threw my mind away from me and searched for signs that Irulan had regained consciousness.  For a few tense seconds, I got nothing, and then her voice filled my head.
 
   “Are you okay?”  She asked me.
 
   “Me, you're asking about me,” After everything that she's been through tonight she was worried about me.  “I’m fine, baby.  Where are you?”
 
   “In the sky,” she said.  “Thade and Marcus have gathered their wolves and are closing in on the Complex.”
 
   “What about the Banshee?”
 
   “She killed two of the Manticores,” Irulan sighed.  “I got there in time to watch them fall to her blade.  I sent the remaining guard back to the FaeLands.  He's not in a position to help anyone.”
 
   That didn’t sound hopeful.  That meant there were only four Manticores left to help drive the Banshee toward the Vault.  I was confident in my abilities, but I’d be a fool if I failed to recognize they were a lot better at combating the Harbinger than we were.  I had one last question.  “How much time do we have?”
 
   The word ‘none’ popped in my head the same time the Banshee came into view.  Tamerlane didn’t have to deactivate the security measures.  The freaky, Fae bitch opened her mouth and began to wail.  We scattered; diving to the ground.  Her yowl took out an entire, twelve foot long section of the fence; along with it, the terminal that he needed to override the security system.
 
   Vedo and Tamerlane jumped up and began firing their weapons.    “No,” I yelled at them.  This wasn’t what I had in mind.  They were supposed to be back inside with Tamerlane, manning the panels that controlled the explosives we set.  I had to get her attention focused on me long enough for them to make it inside.
 
   “Come on, Brother,” I grunted, and grabbed Constantine by the collar.  “I gotta you guys out of here.”
 
   I tossed my oldest brother through the air, leaving Tamerlane and Valerian no choice but to drop their weapons and catch him.  He hit them with enough force to knock the two of them onto their asses.
 
   She belted out another scream, and I jumped into the air.  Her neck craned as she tracked my movements.  Now was my chance.  I slapped my hands together, and black lightning erupted from them.  Where the energy orbs required a little finesse to generate and were more controllable, the bolts were easily tapped and completely wild.  Ever since I almost fried my father’s Bentley, I’ve been hesitant to form them.
 
   The lightning shot toward the Banshee.  Of course, she used her wail to keep it from hitting home, but as long as I could hold out, the beam of energy would stay a constant stream.  If I didn’t let up, neither could she.  Here’s to praying that I could keep my hands touching a lot longer than she could hold her breath.
 
   I dropped to the ground with my hands on fire and the beam intact.  The Banshee’s eyebrows came together in a scowl.  She didn’t look happy at being put on the defensive.  Doubt me again.  I looked past her and saw my brothers running for the nearest entrance to the main building.  I breathed a sigh of relief and shook away a bead of sweat that had gathered on my brow.
 
   Keeping her away from me wasn’t that hard, now I had to get inside without getting torn apart.  That proved easier said than done.  The ground beneath me began to rumble, and I was forced to throw out my hands to balance myself.  There went my lightning.
 
   The Banshee used my momentary distraction to her advantage, inhaled, and let loose another volley.  I dug my heels into the ground and backpedaled as fast as I could, heading for the gap in the fence.  I got within inches when I heard a small whine.  I looked behind me and saw a crisscross pattern of blue lines beginning to fill in the missing links.  Lasers.  The backup defenses for the fence were powering up, and I didn't have an access terminal to shut them down.
 
   I stopped short and headed back in the other direction.  Bad move.  The blast hit the ground less than a foot away from me.  The impact knocked me into the air, sending me sailing toward the electrified section of the fence.  I screamed and unfurled my wings faster than I ever had before.
 
   The leathery appendages ripped themselves free of my back, catching the air, bringing me to a halt, but not before the smell of burnt hair filled my nostrils.  That was too damn close for comfort.  I twisted and whipped my wings back.  My body cut through the air.  I needed to find a tree big enough to offer some cover.  In my hurry to find it, I flew right into the Harbingers path.
 
   She smiled and threw open her jaws, unleashing a wail that hit me dead on.  I screamed as the force ripped through my wings.  The sensation was like nothing I’ve ever felt before.  I’ve been hit with energy attacks and bombarded with magic.  I’ve been shot, stabbed, punched and kicked.  The feel of her wail tearing away the thin, nerve filled membranes of my wings, made me long for a nice bullet to the gut.
 
   White-hot pain engulfed me, clouding my thinking as I began falling toward the ground.  When I hit, I hit hard; bouncing twice before coming to a stop on my back.  The crunch of bone filled my ears, and I groaned.  That was my leg.  I rolled onto my side and tried to lift it.  Fuck that hurt.  Yep.  It was broken.
 
   The ground beneath me shook again, and my mind scrambled to function through the pain.  The earth moving was significant, but I couldn’t remember why.  I heard laughter and the crunch of dead leaves.  She was coming to finish her kill.  That was all the motivation I needed to focus.  I shook a strand of burgundy hair from my face and took a deep breath.
 
   “Is that the best you’ve got, bitch,” I spat around a mouthful of blood.  Dear God, please let me sound more intimidating than I felt.  I forced myself onto my stomach and then to my feet.  My leg hurt like a hell, healing at a snail’s pace because of blood loss, but I’ll be damned if I was going to let her kick me while I was down.
 
   I lifted my head, and there she was, standing a few inches away from me.  Her bottomless, hollow eyes locked on my own, and she had me.
 
   “That’s more like it,” she crooned, her voice without the wail, just as effective a weapon.  She touched the gashes on her arm and drew away a bloody finger.  She reached out and ran that finger down the side of my face, leaving a trail of blood.  “It’s a pity you all have to die.  I’ve never had a quarry fight the way you have.  Your brother managed to draw blood,” the Banshee’s silver hair whipped around her as she circled me.  “Not many can claim that.”
 
   I should have wanted to shrug my shoulders, or come up with some smart-mouthed reply to further piss her off, but my mind was hers.  “No, it’s not,” a voice shouted.  I tried to turn my head to find it, but my body wasn’t cooperating.
 
   “I’m so close,” the voice said again.  The Banshee continued to talk, but her voice wasn’t as effective.  That other voice was pushing against it, fighting.  I could almost feel invisible fingers latched onto my brain in a tug of war for the control of me.  Is that what people felt when I took them over?
 
   “Val,” the voice screamed again.  This time I recognized it.  It was Irulan.  I caught the blink before my eyelids closed and stared into the night; trying hard not to let on that I wasn’t under her compulsion.
 
   The longer Ire talked; the clearer my mind got, no matter what the Banshee said.  Why is it the bad guys love to preach before they kill their targets?  Seriously, if they would just shut the fuck up, maybe they'd get something accomplished.  But who am I to point that out?  Her long-winded ass was the only thing keeping me alive until Ire got here…Or my brothers figured out a way to help me from inside.
 
   Looks like my brothers it was.  I looked past the Banshee and saw the small weapons launchers rising out of the dry ground.  Tam had activated the complex’s main defenses.  That wasn’t part of the plan either, but yay Tam!  For once I was grateful my brother was always of the opinion that there was no such thing as overkill. I did a quick count and saw four of the metal boxes, rotating toward us.
 
   The perimeter launchers were equipped with two small surface-to-air rockets and a mini-gun.  Both were strong enough to stop anything with a pulse and most things that weren't.  But I wasn’t about to kid myself into thinking they would have any effect on her.  When it came to defying death, the Harbinger would make Houdini look like a rank amateur.
 
   The Banshee was so enamored with the sound of her own voice that she failed to notice the launchers.  By the time she did, rounds of ammunition were flying through the air.  I dropped, twisting and dodging the hail of bullets, but I wasn’t successful.
 
   The gun was firing rounds faster than I could keep up with.  I was hit twice before I finally threw out a hand and erected a shield.  With all the energy I’d expended, it would be a miracle if I didn’t end up shot dead by friendly fire.
 
   Spurts of leaves and dirt hopped into the air, displaced by bullets riddling the ground.  More than one struck the Banshee, causing her to jerk with each hit.  My eyes were transfixed on the wounds.  They never bled.  She didn’t shed a single drop of blood.  There wasn’t enough time for it.  As soon they pierced her skin, the pale flesh knit itself back together.
 
   After getting hit a few more times, she turned with her mouth open.  She didn’t make a noise, but I could see the sounds emanating from her mouth.  There were small ripples hanging in the air before her.  The rounds struck her barrier and fell to the ground without doing any damage.  No, the rounds weren't going to kill her, but they did distract her enough for me to flash toward the nearest tree.  Any cover was better than nothing at this point, and I needed to force these bullets out of me so that I could heal, if I could.  My body was damn near exhausted from healing my leg.
 
   “I’m here, Val,” Irulan’s voice, called out to me.  I spared the shortest of glances, taking my eyes off the Banshee for a second and looked up.  There was my wife in all her fiery, Sidhe glory, dropping out of the sky.  Her waist-length crimson hair was swirled around her, and her green eyes churned with angry clouds.
 
   She landed beside me and cocked an eyebrow.  “You ready, baby?” 
 
   With her by my side I was ready for anything.  I nodded as I felt the metal intrusions slip from my skin.  If Irulan saw, she never said so.  From the moment, my brothers and I arrived at the fence, till now, were no more than five minutes tops.  But as I watched the Banshee taking her sword to the weapons launchers, it felt like more time had passed.
 
   “We need to move," I whispered.  “We’ve got about five hundred yards to cover before we reach the entrance to the Vault.”
 
   “So we've got to scale the fence while avoiding her and the security system, and then make it across fifteen hundred feet of open area,” she replied.
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “No problem,” she said and dropped to her knees.  I watched in silence as Irulan thrust her hands into the earth.   “As soon as she falls, we scale the fence and run like hell.”
 
   I peeked around the tree and saw the Banshee driving the blade of her sword into the last functioning launcher and frowned.  “There goes the last launcher for this sector.  What are...”
 
   I was on the verge of asking Irulan what she was planning, but as I watched the Fae assassin ride the twisting weapons launcher, I noticed the ground around the silo, was beginning to crumble and fall into the vacant hole.
 
   I looked at Ire, and I saw thin fissures in the forming in ground.  They ran from her hands to the launcher, opening the earth like a fault had been there all along.  The destroyed weapon had shaken loose from its mooring and falling into the widening hole beneath it.  The Banshee struggled to free her sword and get clear, but the chasm was opening too fast.  With a loud screech and even louder scream, the metal base crumbled.  Both the launcher and the Banshee were swallowed by the falling earth.  Her scream continued, but it was muffled by the mounds of dirt that covered her.
 
   “Move Val!” Irulan yelled beside me, as I stood there like a nut watching the pit get wider.  “She’s using her scream to dig herself out.  Without unbroken contact with the earth, I don't know how long I can keep up the shovel routine.”
 
   She didn’t have to tell me twice.  Together we darted around the scattered trees and headed for the security fence.  “Shut ‘em down, Tam,” I yelled and projected at the same time.  We could jump the fence, no problem.  The lasers positioned along the top were a different story.
 
   We were inches away from the fence, but I didn’t hear a thing from Tam.  Shit.  The Banshee’s screams were getting louder.  It was time for a leap of faith.  I bent my legs and pushed off.  Air whipped at my face as I flew upward.  I eyed the blinking lights on the battery packs and thought ‘red’.  Stay red, please stay red.  As long as those lights didn’t turn green, the lasers weren't powering up.
 
   I cleared the fence and dropped to the ground with a sigh of relief and thanks.  He heard me.  Irulan touched down beside me, a sight more graceful, floating on her column of air than I had been.
 
   “We’re heading around back, to the far left of the grounds,” I pointed.  The Banshee’s wail was no longer subdued.  I jerked around and saw her climbing out of the hole, her silver hair streaked with clumps of dirt.  With the moon high in the sky, I had no problem seeing the expression on her pale face.  The witch was pissed.
 
   “I’m going to save you for last,” she yelled, shaking free chunks of sod.  Her chest rose as she took a deep breath; then she unleashed hell.  Her wail hit the fence, totally obliterating the metal poles and links, as far as I could see.  Without anything standing between us, she charged forward.
 
   “Faster, Ire,” I croaked.  Since feeding from FaeVar I’ve gotten a lot faster.  I can outrun a Mustang doing one twenty and hold that speed for thirty minutes without breaking a sweat.  Right now as far as I was concerned that wasn’t fast enough.
 
   “Shields Val!” Ire yelled, as she ducked under a tree branch. 
 
   “I don't think I can,” I gasped.  Between giving Ire blood, all the healing I’d done, and the stunts I’d pulled to lure the Banshee into following me, I was quickly depleting my cache of energy.  When I ran out of juice, I’d be forced to feed. Now was so not the time for me to grab a quick bite.
 
   Irulan stopped running and threw herself in from of me.  She raised a shield large enough to cocoon the two of us and not a moment too soon.  The Banshee let loose a volley of wails that tore the ground apart around us.  She hammered the shield with so much force that Ire’s arms shook from the strain of maintaining it.
 
   “I need some help, Val,” she said through clenched teeth.  I held out my hand and tried to shape the remaining energy inside of me into something solid, but it was no good.
 
   “I can't,” I croaked.  Any abilities that I’d gained since taking Irulan’s blood were closed off.   “I don't have it in me.”
 
   “You’ve got it, Val.  We just have to find it.”  Irulan dropped her glamour.  The rose colored, crimson-haired facade that she normally projected fell like a curtain being swept away.  In its place was a woman made of fire.  Her red hair swirled with flames.  The light, rose-colored tones of her skin had darkened in shade.  And she was glowing as if a bonfire had been lit under her skin.
 
   Sidhe are born with one base-glamour firmly intact.  Manipulating glamour is second nature to the Fae.  But dropping it completely to reveal their true forms underneath, I’ve found out, is a learned skill.  Some Sidhe, less powerful ones, went their entire lives without dropping their glamour completely.  The ones that can don't make a habit of doing so, unless the situation called for the extra energy used to maintain the glamour.  I can count on one hand, the number of times I’ve seen Irulan in her true form.
 
   She is a sight to behold, but something was different.  Her green eyes void of pupils and swirling with tiny storm clouds, complete with lightning, locked on my own.  She stared at me with an intensity that I hadn’t seen in her eyes since our first visit to the FaeLands together.  But there was also a sense of unfamiliarity in her stare.  She looked at me like she was staring at a stranger.  Before I could process the reasoning behind her gaze, a stabbing pain lodged itself in the center of my head.
 
   The world around me came alive in a way that it never had before.  I was reading everyone inside the complex whether I wanted to or not.  Every thought, every feeling, and stray emotion, rammed into me with the force of hurricane.  I tried to pull back, but only succeeded in throwing my awareness farther away from me.  I touched the minds of the reporters camped out at the outskirts of our property and even farther.
 
   I jumped into the mind of a mother at a bakery in NoDa, telling her son that he couldn’t have another muffin.  I slipped into the thoughts of a man singing to himself as he walked through Concord Mills Mall.  I was a baby crying after having a bad dream, and a teenaged girl thrilled with herself for finding the courage to sneak out and meet her delinquent boyfriend.  I was everyone and no one, because all the things that made me Valeria were lost to the hundreds of voices inside my mind.  I fell forward, clutching the sides of my head.
 
   “What the hell,” I moaned.  “Ire, what did you do?”  I struggled to push all of the extra voices out of my head.  Little by little I shoved away every individual mind, until I was only reading my family.  Their familiar thoughts calmed me enough that I was able to turn my attention to what was going on around me.  I forced myself to look up at Ire.
 
   The faraway look that filled her eyes seconds earlier had faded.  She frowned, and I saw that I looked like shit.  There was a wild look in my eyes, and my hair was singed in places.  How the hell did my hair get singed again?  Oh yeah, the fence.  Furthermore, why in the hell was I looking at myself from the outside?  I squeezed my eyes closed and sighed.
 
   When I opened them, I could still see myself as if I were looking in a mirror instead of at the world around me.  With the opening of my eyes also came an understanding.  I was seeing myself through Irulan’s eyes.  We were linked, closer than we'd ever been.
 
   She thought the same thing.  I received the notion faster than she conceived it.  I was about to ask her how, but she shook her head.  She didn’t know.  I knew without her saying or fully thinking, the answer to a question that I didn’t have time to project.  We were finishing one another’s thoughts faster than we could think them.
 
   I read Tam’s frustration, coupled with Valerian’s abject terror that something was going to happen to me, and I pulled back my awareness.  I slipped out of my twin's thoughts and almost choked when I realized he didn’t feel my presence.  Valerian was the one person that I could never hide from.  We were too close.  Now I breached his shields and read him without notice.  
 
   Our joining had boosted my natural abilities.  Then there were our other gifts.  Those granted to me by the Sidhe blood that ran through my veins.  The combination of our energies felt like someone had shoved a power line up my ass.
 
   Another wolf leapt through the air toward the Banshee.  He never got close.  The ripples of a wail rolled through the air and struck him in the underbelly, not only knocking the wind out of him, but throwing the pony-sized werewolf off course.  He flipped through the air out of control, toward me and Irulan.  With our minds linked as they were, our movements were automatic, mirror images of one another’s.  Together we threw a shield and caught the werewolf in mid-air before he could hurt us or himself.
 
   Marcus shot by us and grunted his thanks as his subordinate tumbled down the firm shield, to the safety of the ground.  His breathing was deep and labored.  When he was close enough, I reached out and caught the pony-sized wolf as carefully as I could.  I eased him down, his face screwed with pain.  The impact did some damage, but at least he was alive.  He was out until his accelerated healing kicked in.  By my count that made three wolves that were now out of the fight.  That left four Manticores, two weres, and me and Irulan.  We were so close to the entrance to the Vault.  I just had to get past her and inside.  I searched the area, looking for anything that we could use as a distraction, but there was nothing.  A cool breeze lifted a strand of hair, and I glanced up.
 
   It looks like we had something after all.  Fazion was circling high above us in his massive dragon form.  I’ll be damned if he wasn’t about to save our asses for a second time.  Who would have thought it?  The instant Fazion’s image popped into my head; Irulan received it also.  In a few seconds, she had a plan.  I caught the thought and nodded.  It would work.  The Banshee could deflect energy based attacks as fast as I could absorb them.  She could also deflect projectiles, whether they are bullets or a flying fist.  But just because she could deflect them, that didn’t make her impervious to them.  We’d proven that.  If she was distracted and didn’t have enough time, she was as vulnerable to physical attacks as I was.
 
   I heard the clang of metal and looked up to see two Manticores swinging their swords toward the Banshee.  She met their blows with her own blade and pushed them away.  Marcus darted in from behind her and in a move no natural wolf would ever make, let his body fall sideways, into a roll.  His roll took him close enough to clamp his powerful jaws around the Banshee’s leg.  We were rewarded with her first cry of pain.  She dropped to one knee, fending off the Manticores with one arm.  With the other, she reached inside her tunic and pulled something free.
 
   I saw the glint of metal in the moonlight and yelled.  She was holding a curved dagger that looked large enough to some serious damage to Marcus.  He was so focused on keeping his hold intact that he didn’t even see it when she lifted the dagger in the air above him.  Thade howled beside me and took off, but he was too far away.  He would never make it in time.
 
   Irulan dropped to her knees and thrust her hands into the earth.  At the same time, I reached for the Manticores and the two werewolves.  I’d had plenty of practice forming shields and manipulating the stores of energy inside of me, but the control I had over my telekinesis left a lot to be desired.  It was easier in the FaeLands, but once I got home, I found that it required more than a casual wave of my hand to lift things.  Sure I could move small objects with little problem, but manipulating four living-breathing beings, was a far cry from floating a Pepsi across the room.  If I put too much into my hold, I could crush them.  I knew what Irulan was planning, and there would be no way for her to exclude them from her plans.  It was either move them or let them fall with the Banshee.
 
   The neatly cut grass came alive.  A thick column of dirt and debris punched through the earth, lifting her into the air.  At the same time, I pulled back, grabbing the werewolves and Fae in my invisible hold, pulling them away from her.  With Irulan and I connected the way that we were, I had no trouble controlling the action.  The Banshee threw out her arms to steady herself.  “You’ll have to do better than that, Tuatha,” she yelled.
 
   Irulan didn’t waste her breath responding.  She just nodded her head because she saw what the Banshee couldn’t. And that was Fazion dropping through the air.  By the time she took notice of him, she had no time to react.  He curled his talons around her outstretched arms and jerked her upwards.  With a small flick of what passed as his wrist, he threw her through the air, right for the electrified fences that surrounded the property.
 
   I took off for the Vault.  I ran toward the covered incline, throwing my mind toward Tam so he could unlock the door.  “I’m ready,” I projected as loud as I could as I ran.  Behind me, I heard an ungodly screech and knew that she'd recovered before hitting the fence.  Nope.  I wasn’t that lucky.  Rather than waste time looking behind, I dropped my head and pushed my body faster.  That's when I saw them.
 
   There was a pair of feet slapping against the ground, keeping almost even with me as I ran.  I jerked my head toward the owner of the feet and almost shit myself.  I was so focused on making it inside the Vault that I didn’t notice Irulan had broken our link and was right beside me.  “What in the hell are you doing,” I yelled.
 
   “What does it look like?”  She answered.  “I’m not letting you do this alone.”
 
   “The hell you aren't,” I pointed at a small hill, “There’s a utility shed, five hundred feet in that direction.  Go.”
 
   She shook her head and kept going.  “Either your plan is safe enough for the both of us, or we take a stand here and fight together.  Take your pick because I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   “That wasn’t part of the plan, God damn it,” I hissed inside her mind.
 
   “I’m not leaving you.  Deal with it.”  She responded.
 
   Someone yelled duck, and I snagged Irulan’s sleeve, dragging us both to the ground.  A Manticore sailed over our heads and bounced against the concrete walkway.  We watched him jump to his feet and point at the door.
 
   “Get inside, Princesses,” he ordered, “You’re almost to safety.  Don't give up now.”  His delivery was a little over the top, but the guy is a warrior, not an actor.  Irulan pulled me to my feet as he ran past us, going back to join his brothers in arms.
 
   “We’re almost there,” she said, loudly enough for the Banshee to hear.  “Once the doors are locked, she won't be able to get past them.” 
 
   “I won't believe it until I see it,” I grunted.  After seeing everything that the Banshee was capable of, I almost believed my lie.  
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   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   How we made it inside without getting our asses blasted to kingdom-come is anyone’s guess.  But we did.  The original Vault is thirty five hundred square feet and shaped like an octagon.  There are rooms situated around an open area in the center.  Right now most of the space was being used for storage.  I looked around the dark room, hoping that one of them was open.  “In there,” I pointed, “We can hide in there.”
 
   Irulan nodded, and I began to lead her through a maze of shoulder-high, metal and wooden crates.  My hunter’s eyes were better suited for the darkness than hers.  “Once she gets here, we've got ten minutes to get the hell out of here before Tam blows the tunnel.”
 
   “Sounds easy enough,” Irulan sighed.  She let her head fall back against the wall and closed her eyes.  I felt her presence roll through me as it spread through the room, but it quickly retreated into her.
 
   “I can't feel the FaeLands.  There’s too much metal here.”  Irulan has the strongest immunity to iron that I’d ever seen in a Fae being.  We lived in a building that was equal parts iron, brick, and wood, and she had no problems.  She also had some limited control over metal objects.  If she was feeling the effects of being surrounded in the Vault, then I made the right decision in choosing this place as our trap for the Banshee.
 
   “That’s what we want right.  It's a good thing.”  I leaned forward and peeked around the doorframe.  The entrance to the Vault was barely open, but I could hear the sounds of a fight right outside.  She was getting close, and the Manticores were doing their part in making sure it looked like they were trying to prevent her from reaching us.
 
   Not that I’d be quick to admit it, but the Fae guards were the best fighters that I’d seen.  The Sidhe warriors would give me more than a run for my money…if I fought fair.  I listened to the sounds of the struggle, waiting for Irulan to answer, but she never did.  “Well.”
 
   “Yes.  Judging on how I feel, this place should contain her just fine.”  Her voice, so commanding and full of power a few moments before, was weak.  I frowned and leaned forward to take a better look at her.
 
   Her glamour was intact, but there was an ashy pallor to her skin that shouldn’t be there.  She also had bags under her eyes, and her lips were beginning to crack.
 
   “What’s wrong,” I jumped to my knees and tilted her head to get a better look at her.  Her eyes weren't glamoured, but they were off.  Instead of the clouds that filled her eyes, I was staring into a sea of solid-forest green.
 
   Irulan shook her head and closed her eyes.  “I think I might be suffering from iron poisoning,” she whispered.  “Whatever that Banshee did to me isn’t helping.  I need to get home and recharge before my immunity kicks in.”
 
   And that one and all, is called a game changer.  Damn the Banshee and my grandfather FaeVar’s time constraints.  If he wanted her stopped that bad, he could come and do it himself.  “I’ve got to get you out of here.”  I almost lost her once because of the Harbinger.  I wasn’t going to risk her again.
 
   I stood and pulled her to my side, listening to the sounds of the Manticores giving their all.  Please let them kill the bitch, I prayed.  I had to get her into the open.   I slipped my arm under hers and pushed open the glass door.  The crates.  Instead of going through the maze, I propped Irulan against the wall and began shoving them out of the way.  I moved as fast as I could, kicking some as I worked to clear a path to the entrance.
 
   My phone began buzzing at my side, and I cursed.  That was the five minute mark.  Well, at least the Banshee hadn’t showed up.  With Irulan in the condition that she was, we'd never make it out in time if she did.  I rushed forward and threw my shoulder into the last crate blocking our path.  The metal box didn’t budge. 
 
   I tumbled backward, clutching my throbbing arm and wanted to cry.  There, standing in the open doorway, blocking our escape, was the Banshee.  Damn me and my ingenious plan.  Not only were we about to trap the Harbinger, Irulan and I were about to go down with her.
 
   “You thought that you could hide from me in this metal prison,” she sneered as she took a few steps inside.  “Silly girl, haven’t you learned by now that nothing you do is going to prevent your death?”
 
   Yeah, it would seem that way.  I was alright with dying if that meant the rest of my family was safe.  My watch vibrated.  Another minute was gone.  I had to get Irulan out of here before Tam blew the tunnel.
 
   “Alright,” I said, holding my arms out.  “You win.  I give up.  I won't fight you anymore.” 
 
   The Banshee nodded and reached for the sword that hung on her hip.  “I will tell the Dark High King that you died an honorable death.”
 
   “Wait.”  I threw up a finger and took a small step away from her.  “Before you do this, I want my wife out of here.”  I looked behind me and pointed to Irulan.  “I don't want her to watch me die.”
 
   The Harbinger leaned past me and stared at Irulan for a moment before shrugging a shoulder.  “The Tuatha may go.  She'll be dead soon enough.”
 
   “No.  I go without a fight only if you can promise me she'll be safe.  You have to swear that you won't go after her when I’m dead.”  My wrist vibrated again, and I cursed.  There were only three minutes left.  Irulan wasn’t going to be able to clear the blast area without help.  I tilted my head and focused on the world outside.  There above all the mayhem was the sound of wings flapping.
 
   “The Tuatha will not die by hands,” the Banshee said.  I nodded and yelled for Fazion.  As soon as his name left my lips, the bitch cocked an eyebrow and dipped her head toward Irulan.  “But suffer no misconceptions; she will die before this night is over.”
 
   The fuck you say.  Fazion’s massive body landed at the mouth of the tight passageway.  “Get Irulan out of here,” I yelled.  The Banshee twisted to look behind her, giving me the best window I’d had all night.  I flashed forward and jabbed an elbow into her chin; catching her before she could level me with her scream.  Her head snapped back.  At the same time, she reached for her sword.  Her reflexes were as good as my own, but I had more to lose.
 
   I gripped the pommel before she could and pulled.  Unwilling to let go of her weapon, the action jerked her body downward.  Her head pitched toward the floor, and my knee was there to meet it.  The momentum threw her backward, but I grabbed the back of her head and pulled her body toward me again.  This time I shoved a knee into the center of her stomach, knocking the wind out of her.  Try and scream through that.
 
   My wrist buzzed.  One minute.  There was one minute left.  I wanted to look for Fazion to make sure that he'd gotten in and out with Irulan, but I couldn’t risk it.  The Banshee swung a fist toward my head.  I ducked, avoiding the blow, and tackled her around her mid-rift.
 
   I felt her tense, trying to draw air in to her lungs.  Couldn’t have that, now could I.  I tighten my arms, preventing her from drawing in the breath that she needed to scream.  She lifted her arms and brought both elbows crashing into the small of my back.  “Fuck,” I hissed, almost releasing my hold, but somehow I held on.
 
   The click of the Vault’s door closing echoed through the room, and I laughed.  Whether the Banshee killed me or not, I was as good as dead now.  I reared back and threw the Banshee away from me.  She crashed into a wooden crate, breaking it with the impact of her landing.
 
   The first charge went off, shaking the ground with enough force to knock me off of my feet.  The empty pits that should have been the Banshee’s eyes stretched with what I guess, was surprise.
 
   “That’s right, bitch,” I laughed as I struggled to climb to my feet.  “You’ve been played.”  Another charge went off, and I fell again.  “I might die of starvation but you'll go from iron poisoning.”
 
   She tore her eyes away from me and began searching the room.   I hiked my thumb toward the entrance.  “What you just heard was the sounds of explosives.  They collapsed the tunnel that led to this place.  In case you're wondering, that was the only entrance.  Meaning there’s no way out.  These walls are ten feet thick and solid iron.  So chew on that.”
 
   I’m not sure what I expected, maybe an over-dramatic declaration of defeat or a last ditch effort to escape, a fight even.  Either one of those would have worked for me.  They fit the situation.  So when she climbed to her feet and lifted her head with a smile plastered to her face, I was a little thrown.  Did she not understand that she just lost?
 
   Someone coughed, and my heart almost stopped beating.  It couldn’t be.   But it was.  “Allow me,” said the Banshee.  With a touch of flair, she threw out her arms and stepped aside so I could see behind her.  There, shielded under Fazion, was Irulan.
 
   I jerked, wanting to go to her, but getting blown across the room wasn’t going to help anything.  The Banshee’s smile got even broader, and she took a few more steps away from me.  “By all means go.  Say your last goodbyes.”
 
   I inched my way past her and made my way to Irulan and her cousin.  Fazion leaned away from her and shook his head.  “I wasn’t fast enough,” he apologized.  I moved to take position in front of them, but Fazion rose to stand by my side.
 
   Unusually quiet up until this point, the Banshee took a few steps toward us and smirked.  “It doesn’t matter what you do, she, like the vampire, has been judged.”
 
   “Shut your damned mouth, Banshee,” Fazion hissed, cutting her off.
 
   “No.” I held up a finger and pointed at her.  “That’s twice she's declared Irulan has to die.  I want to hear what she has to say before I rip her heart from her chest.”
 
   “Bold words, vampire, I’d like to see you try.”  She drew her sword and let it rest on her shoulder.  “And you, young, lazy king, should know by now that you can't avoid fate.  She is forsworn.  You know what that means.”
 
   “It means you talk too much,” Fazion spat.
 
   “No,” Irulan coughed, “It means exactly what Val said.  Start talking, Harbinger.”  She snapped her fingers and held up a hand.  I wrapped my fingers around it and pulled her to her feet. I gave her a quick once over and let go of the breath I didn’t realize that I was holding onto.
 
   “You look a lot better than you did a few moments ago.” 
 
   She looked at Fazion and frowned.  “My cousin shared energy with me.  The blood you gave me was only part of the solution to whatever she did to me.”
 
   “I wasn't trying to kill you,” the Banshee offered.  “I simply incapacitated you until my partner could come and take her due.”
 
   “Your partner is dead by now,” I said.  “And if she isn’t, she will be soon enough.  You fucked up royally when you went after my grandmother.”
 
   The Banshee tilted her head and raised an eyebrow as she stared at me.  “I don't know whether you're that confident, that arrogant, or better yet, just plain daft.  No vampire is going to stop the partner that was chosen for me; her will to see that one dead is too strong.  When she gets here, we will dispatch the two of you together.”
 
   “Dead or not, no one is getting in here without a backhoe to dig us out and access to the controls in Tam's office.”  I sighed and leaned back against the wall behind me.  “Face it, both of us failed.  You didn’t kill me, and I didn’t trap you…well, I kind of did, but the execution leaves a little to be desired.”
 
   “That’s an understatement,” Fazion, sighed.  Now he starts with the smart mouth?  I turned toward him, but Irulan threw out her hands and stepped between us.
 
   “Not now.”  The familiar clouds were back in her eyes, and they flashed with small bolts of lightning.  “You need to start talking,” she said to the Banshee.  “You said that I am forsworn, but I stand before you and claim that no oaths have been broken.  Any vow that I, Irulan Delphine Nightingale, made, I honored.” 
 
   “I beg to differ,” the Banshee laughed.  “Anyone found bringing a false claim forfeits their life.  I can assure you; your accuser is very much alive.  You are forsworn, Princess.”
 
   “We had a deal,” Fazion stepped in front of me and yelled.  “You were going to find a way to keep Irulan safe if I led you to the vampires that you sought.”
 
   “You dirty little son of a bitch,” I growled and turned to lay one on the little turncoat, but Irulan beat me to the punch.
 
   She turned with both hand cupped before her. Tiny, red, swirling particles of energy began gathering out of the air.  Fazion threw both of his palms up and shook his head back and forth.
 
   “Hear me out before you act rash, Sister-Irulan!”
 
   The blast hit him in the stomach and sent him crashing onto a stack of metal crates.  Being of royal blood meant that Fazion should have been able to withstand close proximity to the metal, but unlike Irulan, he isn’t accustomed to spending long amounts of time around the stuff.  Combine that with the fact that he's been keeping his guards on the feet by sharing his energy, then add the blow from Irulan and you get one funky looking monarch. 
 
   Irulan drug a hand across her face to wipe away a tear and moved toward Fazion.  As much as I would have loved to see the guy get some act-right, now wasn’t the time for us to be fighting amongst ourselves.
 
   “This is what she wants, Ire,” I said and took her by the arm, “She’s the enemy, not Fazion.  As much as I hate to admit it, he was trying to keep you safe.  I can't fault him for that.”  The words left a bad taste in my mouth, but it was the truth.
 
   “Are you listening to yourself, vampire,” the Banshee interjected.  “This man bartered for the life of his kin, by leading me to your family.  Your father’s building, your grandmother’s house, the home that you share with the Sidhe and young vampire that both of you call son.  I found all of you, because of him.”
 
   I may be trying to evolve and become a more mature Valeria, but there is only so much I can take.  She had to die and a slow, withering death by iron poisoning, wouldn’t do.  I needed to be the one to take her life.  I had to be.
 
   I flashed toward her so fast that her lips had barely parted by the time I reached her.  She tried to catch my fist as it zeroed in on her face, but she had no such luck.  I landed a punch to her chin with one hand and followed with another.  She dodged out of the path of one fist and directly into the path of the other.  The blow found its mark and knocked her to ground, minus a few teeth.
 
   She hit the ground with a twist, swinging her legs through the air and tried to wrap them around my own.  Not a chance.  I pulled back my leg and planted a kick to her side before she could touch me.  The Banshee grunted and tried take a breath, but I kicked her again before she could do so.  I kicked her again and again, forcing her across the floor with each strike.
 
   I kicked until my leg hurt and then I kicked some more.  Now that I finally had the upper-hand, I wasn’t going to relinquish it until she was dead.  Or that was the plan.  My last blow sent her skidding across the floor into the Vault door.  Damn that felt good.
 
   I flexed my fingers and started after her but something knocked me back.  I frowned and pushed against the air in front of me.  There was a shield blocking my path.  “Why,” I hissed when I turned and saw both Irulan and Fazion with their hands extended toward me.
 
   “Because of that,” Irulan said, and pointed at the top of the doorway.  There, seeping through impossibly tiny cracks was what looked like molten metal.  You don't see that every day.  The Banshee began to laugh and push herself from the floor.
 
   “I think we’re going to need your help,” Irulan whispered as we watched more of the stuff drip to the floor.  I joined them and added my energy, strengthening the barrier between us and the mystical goo that was pooled at our feet.
 
   “What the fuck is that,” I asked Irulan then looked at the Banshee, “And why are you not surprised?”
 
   Irulan, an expert on all things dealing with the arcane arts and magic, looked as lost as I was.  “I have no idea,” Irulan said.  Those four words sent chills down my spine.  If she didn’t know that meant she couldn’t tell me how to fight it.
 
   Fazion pushed Irulan behind him and snarled at the Banshee.  “You will not have her.  We had a deal, Harbinger.  Honor our commitment or I will summon the Morrigan.”
 
   The Banshee sighed and shook her head.  “How do you think the Triad will react to your bargaining for her life with those of an entire family? Your drive to protect your kin is admirable but are you willing to wager your life on a gamble?”
 
   That was an interesting question, but one that I couldn’t let him answer.  Whatever he had to say, it didn’t matter.  The pool of molten goo was beginning to take a shape.  If I didn’t know better, I’d say it looked like a woman.  “This isn’t the time for twenty questions,” I said, “The goo is starting to look like she.”
 
   Irulan and Fazion frowned and pushed more energy into the barrier.  I followed suit and turned it up a notch.  The barrier was strong enough, but most of the energy was coming from me, thanks to the recharge I’d gotten from Ire.  If I’m forced into a fight, it wasn’t going to last long; time to try out some of my Trumaine negotiating skills.
 
   “What’s it going to take to get you off of my family's back?  The Fae kings have their panties in a bunch because they think we represent some kind of new power for the Fomori.  How about we promise never to set foot in the FaeLands again?  That will eliminate any threat my family poses to the other kingdoms.”
 
   “You can't do that,” Irulan damn near screeched, “If you don't recharge you'll fade.”
 
   “One life for the many, Ire, it's worth it.”
 
   “Not to me and not to David,” she countered.  She willed away her glamour and for the first time that I can remember, let her crown manifest in the mortal realm.
 
   “On my order as a princess of the realm, you will tell me who brought false accusations to the Morrigan and you will refrain from attacking my wife until I call a tribunal with the Triad.”  She spoke in old world Gaelic with the accent to match.
 
   The Banshee lifted an eyebrow and to my utter amazement, sheathed her sword.  “I can't undo what the kings have done, but I can answer your other question.”  She looked to her right at the woman that was forming and nodded her head.  “This is your accuser, Tuatha.”
 
   Irulan stepped to the edge of the barrier and titled her head as she stared at the fiery, golden-yellow shape and its delicate features.  She had spindly arms and legs, and pointed ears.  Its face was lean and angular, with an aquiline nose.  Whatever it was, it was definitely Sidhe. 
 
   “I don't know who or what you are, but whatever quarrel you have with me, you could have brought to me, and not involved the Morrigan.”
 
   “I beg to differ,” the thing said as it opened its eyelids and looked at us with ash filled eyes.  “Your farce of a union with this thing is an affront to the pledge that you made to me.”
 
   What?  What the fuck was this chicky-thing talking about?  I looked to Irulan and almost swallowed a cow when I saw the look on her face.  Irulan, MY Irulan that I was happily married to and raising a son with, Irulan, who I’ve know my entire life, was wearing a look that I had never seen before.  It was scary; odd mixture of disbelief, terror, amazement, and I’ll be damned if there wasn’t a twinge of love with a dash of longing thrown in there.
 
   I had no words for what that look invoked in me. I wanted to grab her by the shoulders and shake her; rattle that look right off of her face.  I almost dropped my hands to do so, but Fazion grunted, no.
 
   “That would not be a wise move, vampire,” he said and stepped to my side.  “I know that I didn’t make the best first impression and offering your family for Irulan’s life didn’t win me any brownie points, but everything I do is driven out of wanting what’s best for her.  I look at the two of you together and realize that is you.”
 
   “Your point?”  I was trying to ignore him so that I could pay attention to the conversation that was going on between Irulan and the liquid tramp, but Fazion refused to be tuned out.
 
   “You will hear things; Irulan may act out of character, but you hold tight to the bonds that you share and the knowledge that she loves you.  If you lose sight of that, you will lose her.  Do you hear me?”
 
   If that’s what passes as a pep-talk in the FaeLands, I was in serious trouble.  Instead of shooting down his attempts at reassurance, I nodded and called Irulan’s name.  It fell on deaf ears.  Ire had a hand pressed to the shield and tears were pooled in her storm-ridden eyes.  She looked like her heart was breaking, and in turn, I felt my own crack.
 
   I pulled my attention from her, to the woman she stared at and saw that she had lost the melted-metal look, and pulled a soft-lilac glamour.  The memory of a picture that I had seen only once jumped into my mind.  Everything clicked into place.
 
   “Who is she, Ire,” I asked.  In the pit of my stomach, I knew.  There is only one person that could lay claim to my wife.  One person that could put that look on her face, but I needed to hear confirmation. 
 
   “She is but illusion, so it matters not,” Ire said through clenched teeth, her Americanized accent forgotten.  “What type of magic is this?”  She asked the Banshee.  “What daemon did you invoke to suit your needs?”
 
   “I assure you I am not the product of magic, demonic or otherwise,” the female answered.  “I am the same Carrie that shared your bed for so many years, and the same that you pledged your undying devotion to.” 
 
   Irulan choked on a sob and another piece of my heart broke away.  Her hand began to shake, and I felt the barrier quiver.
 
   “She is not the same woman that you loved, Irulan,” Fazion called out.  “Your bonded wife and sworn mate, is here beside me.”  He held out his hand and urged Irulan to take it.  “And she needs you to stand with her.”
 
   Another tear slid down Ire’s face.  Then she did the unthinkable and dropped her hands.  The pull of the barrier readjusting was unimaginably strong.  It needed energy to maintain its structure and so it took from the strongest source available.  Me.  It like a freight train was trying to drag me away. 
 
   “Irulan listen to me.  The Carrie that you knew died in my father’s dungeon’s almost three centuries ago.  If you do not add you energy to ours, all your efforts to keep Valeria alive, will be for nothing,” Fazion yelled.
 
   Instead of coming to join us, Irulan did the exact opposite and stepped through the damn barrier.  Once that happened, it didn’t take a genius to figure out what was coming next.  Fazion broke his concentration and ran to grab her.  The barrier’s pull got even greater.  I tried to compensate for the loss but couldn’t keep it together.  I’d been shot, beaten, broken, blasted and burned, and healed it all without taking blood.  After using so much energy to get the Banshee inside our trap, I was spent.
 
   The instant the shield fell; the Banshee hit me with a wail the knocked me for a loop.  I felt like I was in a Tilt-A-Whirl as I flipped through the air.  I crashed into a stack of wooden crates, obliterating them as I came to a stop.  “Shit,” I groaned as my head bounced against the floor.  My shoulder was on fire, and my back felt like a pretzel but I wouldn’t have time to access the damage.  The Banshee was standing on top of me with her sword drawn and aimed at my throat.
 
   “I hope you’ve prayed to whatever god you believe in,” she said as she drew the sword behind her head.
 
   As a matter of fact, I was praying harder than I ever had before.  Whatever happened to my shoulder guaranteed that I wasn’t going to be able to fight my way out of the current situation.  I was going to have to rely on my fledgling abilities to save my ass, and my batteries were damn near empty.
 
   The gleaming metal cut through the air, on a direct path with my neck.  I stretched my fingers and prayed like hell that I had enough juice for one more blast.  The sword was so close that I could count my eyelashes in its reflection, before I felt my palm begin to tingle.  Score one for the big guy.  I let go of the energy, flooding the Vault with light.  The blast hit the Banshee’s wrist, knocking the sword free from her grip.  It clanged to the floor, and I smiled at her.
 
   “I guess he heard me,” I coughed around a mouthful of blood.  That wasn’t good.
 
   The Banshee sneered and kicked the sword skittering across the floor.  “I don't need a sword to finish you.”  She reached down, grabbed me by the throat, cutting off my airway.  I sputtered and tried to cough as she hauled me into the air.  “Care to find out what I did to the Tuatha-bitch?”
 
   “Call her a bitch again and you'll find out what happens to people that piss me off,” I growled as best I could.
 
   “Defiant to the end aren't you?  I think I’m beginning to respect you, Halfling.”
 
   “I’m flattered,” I spat.  My shoulder was useless, and my magic was tapped.  My mouth was the only thing I had going for me so I might as well use it. 
 
   “As you should be,” the Harbinger answered.  Her chest expanded as she took a deep breath.  Then she began to puckered her lips as if she was about to whistle, but instead of a melody, out came a high-pitch, mini-wail.  It came out in a tight stream that hit me in the center of my forehead.  My head snapped backward, knocking my teeth together.
 
   My head began to throb.  I could hear the steady thump-thump, thump-thump of blood as my head pounded.  It felt like my brain was going to explode from the pressure.  I tried to moan, but nothing came out.  I flexed my jaw to make sure it was still working and tasted blood on my lip.
 
   The Banshee began to talk around her wail.  “First the blood vessels in your nose burst and then those in your ears.  Your eyes will be the last to go.  By the time I’m done, all of your senses will be destroyed.”
 
   I was getting beyond tired of having, ‘life-flashing-before-my-eyes’, moments, but damned if I wasn’t having one again.  I thought of David lying on that cot and what my death would mean for him.  The Harbinger was out to destroy everyone that had FaeVar’s royal blood running through their veins.  That meant my mother and brothers were next in line and daddy would die trying to protect them.  Without Trumaine protection, as Tristan’s turn, he would go to Eric Meriwether.  I promised him that would never happen.
 
   “Ire,” I croaked.  “Baby, please.”  I couldn’t see past the bitch in front of me, but I knew she was there.  I could feel her confusion and shock, hear her crying…and that woman (I use the term loosely), talking.  I didn’t have time for her to work through her blast-from-the-past issues.  I needed her now.  David needed her.  I called again but still there was no answer.  Just the Banshee’s continued wail as she tried to vaporize my brain.
 
   “By the goddess, you’ve got to listen to me, Irulan.  The past is dead and buried.  If you don't leave it that way, your wife will be the next thing you bury.”  Fazion pleaded with her.
 
   “The damned can't help the dead,” the Banshee laughed.  Her voice sounded far away and muffled.  Looks like my ears were making their exit.  I forced another breath through my pinched airways but didn’t get much.  My head was spinning from the lack of oxygen.  It was becoming harder and harder for me to keep my eyes open.  At this rate, I was going to black out at any…
 
   What the hell?  There was a moment of darkness.  It only lasted a second, but when it was over I was looking at the Banshee holding my body in the air.  What the shit, I thought and tried to lift my hands to look at them.  Whatever was going on, the hands weren't responding the way that they should have.  And wait a minute...How did I have a body if I was looking at myself being handled by the Fae that was doing her best to kill me?
 
   I looked up and saw the interloper, Carrie staring back at me with longing.  Her lips were moving, but I couldn’t hear a word that she was saying.  Shit.  I was back inside Irulan’s head.  OKAY.  How do I fix this?  I focused on Carrie’s lips.  At least I could read them.
 
   “I knew my father was of noble blood, but I never knew he was the grandson of a Metal Mage. When Kent locked me in that cage, I thought I was going to die.  I spent six days in that iron prison with my skin burning- the life being sucked out of me.  Just when I thought I was going to die, the blackened skin began to flake away.  Underneath I was something different.”  She ran a hand down the side of her face and smiled.
 
   “Your uncle didn’t kill me; he gave me a new life.  I escaped a week later and hid in the BadLands.  I was going to come back for you, but first I had to learn how to control my new magic.”  She took that same hand and cupped Irulan’s chin.  I felt her lean in to the touch and snarled.  She had no right.  “When I was ready to come for you, I heard word that you had left the FaeLands…that you had abandoned me.”
 
   My heart-Ire’s heart lurched in her chest.  “I didn’t know,” Ire said.  “If I had known, I would have moved heaven and hell to find you.”
 
   Carrie caught Irulan’s face between both hands and leaned forward with a sneer.  “I don't believe you.  I felt you, always knew that somewhere in the realms, you were alive.  If you truly loved me that way that you said, you should have felt me.”
 
   “Carrie you don't,” Ire started but Carrie shook her head, cutting her off.
 
   “I don't want to hear your half-truths and empty words.  You promised to love me forever.  You broke that vow and now you are forsworn.  I claim your life, Irulan Delphine Nightingale.”  
 
   Like hell.  “God Damn it, Irulan!  Shake the fuck out of it!” I yelled inside her head.  “You’ve got to do something or we’re both dead!”
 
   Irulan flinched.  “Val?”  She turned.  Together we watched the Harbinger drop my limp body to the floor.  “NO!”  Ire screamed.  She shoved Carrie away from her and pressed a hand to her chest.  “She’s dead,” Irulan whispered.
 
   “No, I’m right here, inside your head.” I called out.  Irulan never acknowledged my presence.
 
   I watched the room spin by as she turned toward Carrie.  “You helped do this,” she said.  Her voice sounded hollow and far away.  Irulan cut her eyes toward Fazion and directed her thoughts.  “Shift forms,” she instructed inside his mind.
 
   “No need to look to your kin.  You can't fight this,” Carrie said as her glamour faded, revealing the molten form underneath.  “You tried to use this place as an iron prison so it shall become the instrument of your death.” 
 
   Irulan cut her eyes toward a wall.  The smooth wall looked like it was sweating.  Portions of the thick walls were melting.  Rather than argue or panic, Irulan directed the same order at Fazion.  This time he listened.  His skin began to stretch and glisten with iridescent scales. Bones popped with transformation as his body took on mass at an alarming rate.  The Banshee grunted and moved past Ire to stand beside Carrie.
 
   “Your dragon will not suit you in this small space, Tuatha.  Stand down and accept the female’s fate, lest you share it with her.”  Her expression oozed confidence, but the tremble in her voice gave her away.  She was wary of Irulan and Fazion.  What they were capable of.  They should be.
 
   “This is a fruitless endeavor, Fazion,” Carrie said.  Her voice had the same tremor that the Banshee’s did.
 
   Fazion continued changing, doing as Irulan asked.  Ire moved away from the terrible twosome until her back was against her cousin.
 
   “You should have stayed in the FaeLands, Carrie.  Run while you still can.”  It was the only warning that Irulan gave her.  The Vault began to tremble beneath our feet as Irulan called on the lingering magic within.  What the hell was she planning?  The Banshee threw out her hands to steady herself.  Carrie frowned and lifted an arm into the air.
 
   Thick rivets began to spin as they were forced out of the walls.  Soon the air was filled with the small spikes.  They came from everywhere, flying like tiny missiles.  Irulan swiped an arm through the air, and the projectiles changed course, falling to the ground before they could reach us.
 
   If Carrie were surprised she didn’t show it.  The Banshee, on the other hand, looked like she had just swallowed a cow.  “Oh, she didn’t tell you,” Irulan laughed.  “Carrie isn’t the only Metal Mage.  I might not be able to melt the stuff, but I can make up for it in other departments.”
 
   Carrie screamed, and melted cords of metal began to twist and writhe as if they were alive.  Not to be outdone, the Banshee’s mouth slip open and she began to wail.  Irulan and Fazion’s response was so automatic it made the whole scene looked rehearsed.  Ire threw both of her hands behind her head, ripping part of the floor free, while Fazion pulled back his massive lips and blew a stream of fire toward the women.
 
   The thick sheet of metal curled in front of us, blocking the attacking cords, while Fazion’s fire distracted them both.  The wail changed pitch, shifting from offensive to defensive.  None of us could see either woman past the piece of flooring, but Carrie’s growl was clear as a bell.  The sound of metal shearing came from behind.  Ire turned and saw another part of the floor rising toward us.
 
   She threw out a hand and pushed it back into place.  Carrie snarled, and sections of the walls began to peel away as if they were made of paper instead of solid iron.  Irulan dropped to her knees and pressed her palms to the floor.  I felt the wave of power wash over me as she tried to force the metal to bend to her will.  I have no doubts that if she were at full strength she could have done so, but as it stood now, Ire was lucky to be having any effect at all.
 
   Around us, sheets of metal were ripping themselves free from their mooring.  The metal screeched and swayed back and forth as it tried to come together, Carrie pushing and Irulan shoving back.  Fazion clamped his mouth closed, shutting down his fire and began to shrink.  Flames weren't going to keep us from getting crushed.
 
   Once he was in his natural form, he threw out his hands and formed a shield around us.  “I’ll help push as much as I can, but I’m sorely in need of a recharge,” he called out.
 
   Ire nodded and cast a quick look at my body.  “I’m not going to hold out much longer, and I’m running out of ideas.  I don't know if we’re going to make it out of this.”
 
   Fazion looked worried, but his nonchalant laugh didn’t show it.  He looked down at Ire and smiled.  “This is nothing, Irulan.  We got ourselves out of tougher scrapes as younglings.”
 
   I highly doubt it, but he was trying.  The iron cocoon screeched and moved another inch closer.  Damn this.  I had to help and that meant getting back inside of my own body.  I didn’t have time to fumble my way through trying to figure out how to accomplish the feat, and Ire was not in a position to help me.  The best I could do was cross my proverbial fingers, throw my awareness toward my body, and hope for the best.
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   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   I opened my eyes with a gasp and reached up to feel my face…dried blood everywhere thanks to almost getting my brain fried-check.  My hands and arms worked.  That was definitely a plus.  I was back.  Now what to do about getting us out of the current mess that we were in?  I was fresh out of Fae juice.  I needed to feed so-wait a sec.  That's it.  I had been relying so heavily on my other abilities that I’d forgotten one of my best weapons.  Me.  Valeria Trumaine, not the long lost granddaughter of a Fae king, but a member of the Fourth Great Vampire House.
 
   "Fazion, drop your shield,” I said inside his mind.  If he was surprised at my awakening, he didn’t show it.  He looked back at me, smirked, and lowered his arm.   The metal screeched, and the sections got closer.  Irulan grunted and pushed harder.  The small bit of ground that it gained was taken away.
 
   I flashed to my feet and slipped through the crack before there was no opening left.  Carrie was standing on the opposite side of the barrier.  A thin sheen of sweat covered her face as she concentrated on delivering us to an early demise.  Sorry chick.  I wasn’t up for getting squished today.
 
   I moved as fast I could.  When either woman saw that I was not only alive, but outside of Carrie’s trap, it was too late for them to stop me.  I was on Carrie and had my fangs deep inside of her neck before the Banshee could open her mouth to blast me.  Carrie screamed, and the Banshee took a small step toward us, but I pulled Carrie in front of me.
 
   “Go ahead.  I’ll snap her neck before you take another step,” I warned.  The Banshee stepped back but kept a hand wrapped around the hilt of her sword.
 
   “Hands away from the blade,” I ordered as I jerked Carrie’s neck into an awkward angle; making room for me to settle in and get comfortable.  For all the trouble that the two of them had caused my family, I planned on draining the bitch dry.  Too bad my other half didn’t feel the same.
 
   Without Carrie’s powers holding the metal sheets in place, Irulan had no problem pushing them away from her.  When the last sheet clanged to the floor, a second later I felt her cool fingers dig into my shoulder.  “Val, this isn’t the way,” she said.
 
   “Listen to your bride, vampire,” the Harbinger called out.
 
   “I think Val is spot on,” Fazion grunted at them both, and moved to stand in front of me.  I cut my eyes toward him and saw that he had both arms extended.  My threats must have not been enough to keep the Banshee at bay if he needed to erect a shield.
 
   “Not helping,” Irulan spat.  She dropped to her knees and pressed a hand to the side of my face.  Wife or no, I wasn’t going to let her stop me from doing this.  I snarled around Carrie’s neck and began to take longer draws of blood.
 
   “Damn it, Val, stop.  This isn’t who you are.” Irulan tried again. 
 
   Fazion stomped his foot and frowned at her.  “This is exactly who she is, and it’s working, in case you haven’t noticed.”
 
   Irulan dropped her head and took a deep breath.  I glanced at her and saw tears in her eyes.  The question hung in the air between us.  It was as palpable as the nose on my face.  Against my better judgment, I drew my fangs out of Carrie’s skin.  I opened my arms, and her unconscious body rolled to the floor.
 
   “There,” I said as I stood up and backed away from both of them.  “That’s the same person that wants you dead and set fire to my grandmother’s home.  You wanted her spared, you’ve got her, but you're going to be the one to explain to my parents why she's still alive.”
 
   Irulan flinched but nodded.  She looked Carrie over before standing to face me.  “What we had is my past.  I love you, but it’s because of me that she turned into this person.  I can't see her dead.  I owe her that much.”
 
   Hello, she tried to kill you.  As far as I was concerned that wiped the slate clean, but Irulan had made it painfully obvious that my opinion didn’t count for much.  Not where Carrie was concerned.
 
   The Banshee, silent up until that moment, hissed at us and began pacing back and forth.  “I can see why your bloodline is a dying one, Princess.  You should have listened to your bride.  Unlike you and I; my friend does not need to return to the FaeLands to restore her abilities.”
 
   Crap.  I didn’t need to look to know that Carrie was gone.  Fazion fell back, knocked on his ass as she shoved her way past.  Irulan grabbed for him, catching her cousin before he hit the floor.  I was not ready for round two; we barely survived round one.  I slid a foot back and settled into a defensive stance, preparing myself for anything.
 
   Fazion and Ire formed their shields.  Together we waited for them to attack.  It never came; at least not directly.  Carrie and the Banshee turned and in unison, aimed their volley at the door.  Carrie, concentrating her attacks on the welded hinges, caused the metal to crack and darken, making it look rusted far beyond its years.  The Banshee used her wail to destroy the weakened metal.
 
   They were doing a bang up job at getting the Vault opened.  I’ll give them that, but iron and hundreds of thousands of pounds of concrete and earth were two…well, three different things.  Once she got the Vault opened there was still the possibility of getting buried alive.  If karma were a real person, I would be awfully tempted to track her down and ask her what the hell I had done to piss her off.  I swallowed the knot in my throat and threw up a finger.
 
   “If I may make an observation,” I called out.  Ire and Fazion both frowned at me.  I ignored them and took a few steps forward.  “Maybe I should have said hello first.  Either way I need you to stop what you're doing, and listen to me for a moment.”
 
   The Banshee clamped her mouth closed and turned to face me.  “Do you ever shut up?”
 
   “Every once and awhile, but now isn’t one of those times.”  I pointed to the door.  “There’s a few tons of dirt and rock resting against that door.  What are you going to do with it once you get the door opened?  Carrie can turn all gooey and slither through the cracks, but I don't think you can displace that much earth, fast enough to dig your way out.”
 
   Carrie twisted her head to look her partner, and the Banshee cocked an eyebrow.  “What do you propose we do?”  She asked in her dead, hollow voice.
 
   “Work together,” I said before I came to my senses and decided that dying a slow agonizing death would be preferable to partnering with them.
 
   “Have the both of lost your minds,” Fazion howled.  “They need to die, and they need to do it now!  My father-”
 
   “Isn’t here, Faze,” Irulan interrupted.  “I have a son that needs me and his mother to come back to him.  If working with the two of them will get me back to David, then that’s what we’re going to do.”
 
   “Now that that’s settled,” Carrie sneered, “What how do you suppose we handle the predicament that we’ve found ourselves in?”
 
   I nodded my head at the door and looked to Irulan.  “You missed the Captain Planet show that Irulan did earlier.  With her powers over the elements, loud mouth’s wail, your metal mojo and the two of us backing you up by pushing with our shields, we just may get out of here alive.”
 
   “That sounds like a wretched idea,” Fazion mumbled.
 
   “No one asked you,” I spat.  “I don't need you to agree with what we’re doing, just your shield.”
 
   My watched buzzed, and every eye in the room settled on my wrist.  “What,” I said and pulled my arm to my chest.  “It’s time for Lost Girl.  How was I supposed to know that my day was going to go to hell in a hand basket?”   I shook my head, brushing off their looks.  “Roll with it, Ire,” I projected.
 
   "I was hoping you were going to say something like that.  I don't have anything else to pull out of my hat,” she sent back.
 
   Since my watch didn’t appear to be a threat, Carrie and the Banshee went back to work on the door.  Fazion looked as lost as they did, but lifted his arms to form his shield anyway.  I did the same while Ire rolled her eyes and dropped to her knees to lower her hands to the ground, “Only you, Val.”
 
   Yup, only I would have a back-up plan for getting stuck in an underground Vault with her wife, her cousin, and two arch-nemeses.  It was the only way I’d managed to keep my cool while I was getting my ass kicked.  And that plan needed the Banshee and the bitch as close to that door as possible in five-four-three-two.  Boom baby!
 
   Compared to the first explosion that buried the Vault, this one was ten times worse.  Just what the doctor ordered.  With the hinges already weakened thanks to Carrie’s metal mojo, the door was blown backward.  I made sure my get-along gang was prepared; can't say the same for Carrie and the Banshee.
 
   The large disk collided with both women and knocked them backward.  The Banshee was sent crashing through the glass walls of an office behind us.  It was a little harder to see which direction Carrie went sailing in.  There was a thick cloud of dust and debris floating in the air.  Visibility was zilch, even for my eyes.  I squinted through the haze, looking for any signs of my brothers.
 
   At first there was nothing but then the green laser of a sight cut through the muck.  Valerian’s voice came next.  “Val!”  His voice was muffled but it was him, and it was music to my blood caked ears.  I wanted to run through the shield and jump into his arms, but the last time I checked even vampires (well purebloods anyway) needed to breathe.  I waited none too patiently, for him to make his way through the cloud.
 
   When my twin stepped through the haze and pressed a gloved covered hand to the field, I wanted to cry.  Even though I could barely see his face past the gas mask he wore, I knew he had tears in his eyes also.  “You are never doing anything like this again,” he barked, trying to sound tough.
 
   “Whatever you say, Vedo,” I agreed.  When I didn’t put up an argument, Vedo turned toward the entrance and begin to yell.
 
   “It’s worse than we thought, Tam!
 
   “Ass-phat.”
 
   “Never mind!”  Vedo yelled.  “You had me worried, Val.  The psi dampeners that were built into this place worked a little too well.  Once the door was closed I couldn’t feel you at all.  I didn’t know if you were alive or what was going on.”
 
   “I’m here but it’s, not for lack of trying on the Banshee’s part,” I sighed.  “Speaking of which, she's here with her partner.  Be careful.”
 
   “We’re already on it,” Tam grunted from somewhere in the muck.  I looked past Valerian and saw at the green lasers of at least twenty other guns, zooming back and forth through the room.  “Where are they?”
 
   “If I knew that don't you think I would have told you already?”  I barked.
 
   “They flew that way,” Fazion offered with a wave of his hand.
 
   “Stay inside your shield.” Tam ordered when he finally appeared.  He had an assault rifle, complete with its own grenade launcher, cradled in his hands.  “I’m going to put a few rounds down her throat and see how loud she wails after that.”
 
   “Good luck, big brother.”
 
   “I don't need luck; I’ve got this,” he smiled and patted the top of his launcher.
 
   “Which isn’t much,” I offered.  “She made minced meat out of the launchers at the edge of the grounds.  What do you think she's going to do with those?”
 
   “She wasn’t weakened by an iron cage then, was she?”
 
   He had a point, but I wasn’t ready to count her out just yet.  She was too resourceful to be taken out that easily.  It took them the better part of an hour to scour every inch of the Vault and another twenty for the air to clear enough for us to lower the shield.  The instant it came down, Vedo jerked me into his arms.  I threw my arms around his neck and stood there for a few moments.  Obsession had never smelled so good.  I felt the brush of bodies go by and pulled away from him.
 
   A group of Manticores were gathered around Fazion, looking him up and down as if they thought the man was on the verge of falling apart.  “I’m fine,” he barked and pushed a hand away from him.
 
   Stryfe nodded and folded his hands behind his back.  “Yes, Sire.”  The others followed his lead and fell into place behind their captain.
 
   Gridlock came from the rear of the Vault and threw his weapon onto his shoulder.  “I don't understand where they could have gotten to.  We had the entrance covered.  There’s no way that they could have gotten past us.”
 
   “Never say never when it comes to the Fae,” Irulan sighed.  “We’re quite a resourceful people.”
 
   “So I’m beginning to see,” Tam frowned.  “All we’re got to show for our efforts are hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of damage to the property, and who knows how much to some of the tech that was stored in here.  Top that off with almost getting his only daughter killed…father is going to have a cow.”
 
   “It was my idea, Tam.  I’ll take the blame,” I sighed, then added.  “Is he back yet?”
 
   Tam threw an arm around my shoulder, “I’m afraid so, woolybooger.”
 
   Ask me to face a Banshee that had the power to melt brains with her wonder breath, no problem.  Ask me to go tell my father that we were about to give our insurance adjuster enough work to last for weeks, I’m shaking in my boots.
 
   Irulan took my hand, and we headed for the outside.  “I’ll stay with you the entire time,” she promised.  It was a nice gesture, but I was still nervous.
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   Chapter 22
 
    
 
   We limped through a back entrance and boarded the elevator that led to the lower levels.  I’d never felt so tired in all my ninety-eight years.  My body ached in places that had no business aching, and my head felt like it was one throb away from exploding.  I squeezed Irulan’s hand and leaned to look past her at Fazion.  Both of them looked as bad as I felt.
 
   Day one was a total bust. Or was it?  We exited the elevator and David’s aura was the first thing I felt.  I jumped out of the elevator, dragging Irulan behind me.  “What the hell, Val,” she croaked as she stumbled to keep up with me.
 
   “That is what’s up,” I said, pointing toward our son.  David was up and walking.  Some had gone inside his head and pulled him free of the sleep I’d placed him in.  We both started running and reached him at the same time.  David was walking with his head facing the ground and had no idea we were there until he was wrapped in our arms.
 
   “How,” I croaked while Irulan asked who.  In our current state of mind, we failed to remember that Daddy was the only one that could have accomplished the minor miracle that was standing, enveloped in our arms.  
 
   I pushed my horribly unsuccessful attempt at capturing the Banshee out of my mind, but only for a few moments.  That's all the time that Daddy allowed me with David before I felt his aura wash over me.
 
   “You need to give report, Valeria,” my father grumbled and laid a hand on my shoulder.  “Let my grandson go.  I assure you he isn’t going anywhere.”
 
   Those words were music to my ears.  The best that I’d heard all day.  David stepped out of our arms and kissed us both on the cheek.  “I’ll talk to you later,” he said, then eased by us, continuing on whatever mission he was on before we stopped him.
 
   With David gone, there was nothing left to do, but fall in line behind Daddy as he walked toward the small conference room.  Everyone else was waiting for us, but I needed a few moments with my father.  I waved Irulan by and closed the door.
 
   “Before we go in, Daddy, I want you to know that it was my fault.  Everything that happened while you were gone was because of my idea.  Don't be mad at the boys for agreeing to go along with my plans.  I didn’t leave them much of a choice.”
 
   “I knew the moment that I left the building that you were going to try something, Val.  You wouldn’t have been you if you hadn’t.”  He brushed a finger across my cheek and cracked what passed for him, as a smile.  “But just so you know, you will never do anything like that again.  Am I clear?”
 
   “Daddy?”  I couldn’t make that promise.
 
   “It was worth a try,” he frowned and opened the door.
 
   The mood inside the room was past somber.  Everyone that turned to face me looked like they had lost their best friend.  Some of them had.  Good vampires, werewolves, and Fae had lost their lives tonight and for what.  We had nothing to show for their sacrifice.
 
   “I am so sorry,” I stuttered, unsure of what else I could say to ease everyone’s spirits.
 
   Stryfe was the first to speak.  He pushed away from the table and stood up.  “You fought as hard as any man that was there.  Your actions were quite a commendable performance.  What are you sorry for, Princess?”
 
   Constantine nodded and cracked a slight smile.  “You don't have anything to apologize for, woolybooger.  We tried a plan, and it didn’t work.  We didn’t have all the variables.  Now we do, so we can come up with a better one.” 
 
    “Do sit down so we can get this little pow-wow under way, Blood-Sucker,” Fazion groaned and leaned back in his seat.  In true Fazion fashion, he was seated at the head of the table, snapping his fingers and pointing at the only two empty seats that were on either side of Ire.  “Right there with you now.”
 
   Daddy looked at me and sighed.  “There is a time when diplomacy will only get you so far.  Sometimes one must remind the guest that they are on your property and if they don't get the hell out of my seat I’m going to remove them myself.”  When Daddy was done, Fazion rolled his eyes and stood up.
 
   “If you wanted the chair all you had to do was ask,” he mumbled as he got up and moved to a seat on the opposite side of Irulan.  Fazion wasn’t fooling me.  He used his pampered prince attitude to cover up his fear.  That was fine with me.  I was scared also.  I took the last chair and Daddy moved to his newly vacant seat, only to stand beside it.  Typical.  Everyone turned to look at Daddy who nodded his head and pointed at Fazion.
 
   “From what I understand you knew about the nature of this Banshee’s partner.  Tonight’s blood is on your hands.  I should kill you now.”  Stryfe bristled in his seat and leaned forward.  Tam and Constantine responded in kind, tilting their heads to stare at him.  Unless someone did something, this was going to go south really quick.  That someone was Valerian.  My brother, the mediator, stood up and cleared his throat.
 
   “Pointing the blame isn’t going to solve our problem, Father.  We need to find a way to contain or destroy these things, and we’re running out of time.”
 
   Daddy wasn’t easily assuaged.  He narrowed his eyes at Vedo and gave him the scariest Trumaine Stare that I had seen in a while.  Vedo looked into our fathers steel gaze and shook his head.  “I’m not scared of you, Father.  When you're wrong, you're wrong.  You didn’t see them fight out there.  They don't deserve to be brow beaten when they've lost people also.”
 
   Daddy hissed and curled his hands into fists.  He didn’t like being talked back to by any of his children.  To do it in a room full of people was a no.  Ballsy or no, Vedo was bartering trouble by standing up to him right now. 
 
   Irulan, who knew my father as well as well as I did, pushed away from her seat and stood, “Everyone has been through a lot, Valerian, Hadrian isn’t pointing fingers.  His nerves are raw, as are everyone else’s. Isn’t that right, Hadrian?”
 
   She gave Daddy an out that wouldn’t make it look like he backed down from his son.  His nostrils flared; he dipped his head and then sat down.  For a brief moment, the room was quite.  Then Tamerlane solved that by picking up where Daddy left off and flat out accused Fazion of setting us up to fail.  My brother didn’t know how right he was, but I couldn’t admit that.  Instead, I sat back and watched him and Stryfe go back and forth. All the camaraderie from earlier was gone. 
 
   When Tam was done shouting accusations, he switched to calling them incompetent and over confident.  He had a point about them being over confident, but again, my saying so wasn’t going to help the situation.  I took the arguing for as long as I could.  When the Manticores began to question my performance while we were locked in the Vault, I’d had enough.  
 
   “I’m done with this,” I shouted and stood up.  I turned for the door and held my hand out for Irulan.  “You’d rather beat your chests and try to establish dominance while the clock is ticking.  The lot of you can get bent as far as I’m concerned. Come on, Ire.”
 
   Irulan shook her head at the men of our family and joined me.  “What has the world come to when Val is the one making sense,” she sighed.  Valerian’s mouth dropped, and Constantine looked like someone had poured a bucket of cold water down over his head.  When we walked out the room was silent.
 
   I waited until we put some distance between us and the room before squeezing Ire’s hand and bringing it to my lips to kiss it.  “Nice job, but did you have to make me the butt of your joke.”
 
   Ire shrugged and kissed me back.  “Whatever works,” she said, and pulled me in the direction of a door at the far end of the room.  “Come on.  I’ve got an idea.”
 
   When we got to the room, it was nothing more than a table and a row of chairs.  I looked frowned at Irulan and shook my head.  “I thought making out in the broom closet was tacky and totally out of line considering everything that was going on?”
 
   Irulan laughed and reached by me to flip a light switch.  “I needed that,” she chuckled and motioned for me to take a seat.  “We’re here because I can't get a word in edgewise in the room full of testosterone.  I don't think killing them is going to be the hardest part of our problem anymore.  I saw fear in both of their eyes.  That means we were close.  Our biggest problem is going to be drawing them back out.”
 
   Ire closed her eyes and began to speak in Old Elvish.  When she was done, the air around her hand began to ripple and churn.  Before I could ask what she was doing a thick, leather clad book appeared in her hands.  Ire eased the book to the table and conjured another.  “Here,” she held it out for me and sat down.  “There was once a time, right after the Great Divide, before the doorways were discovered, when people used Summoning spells to call one another through the barrier between realms.  Its old, wild magic and very volatile but we might be able to bend it to work for us.”
 
   I flipped open the cover and frowned at the gibberish that filled the first page.  “How am I supposed to read this?”
 
   Ire pulled the book around to and pointed to a symbol.  “It’s not that much different from the language that we use now and you can read it just fine.”
 
   “Finally,” I balked.
 
   “Look for the spell, Val.  It should say, ‘To call a soul’, or something like that.”  Ire turned to her book and slowly began flipping through the pages.
 
   I sighed and began to decipher to small symbols before me.  “Haven’t your people every heard of a table of contents,” I grumbled after thirty minutes of slow reading.
 
   “They’re your people also, Val, and no, not when these spells were recorded.  These books were written just a few years after the realms were born, making them hundreds of thousands of years old.”
 
   We went back to reading and weren't interrupted for over two hours.  When we were, it came in the form of a knock at the door.  I stretched, grateful for the diversion and twisted my head so I could see my savior.  “Come in,” I called out.
 
   The door swung open and David, Rowan, and Dante were standing on the other side.  There were slight wrinkles under David’s eyes, and he looked tired, but that was understandable after all that he had been through.  Rowan peeked at me around his shoulder.  She looked sheepish and afraid, not the way that a daughter of a Great House should ever look.  I went to them and threw my arm around David’s shoulder.
 
   “Hey, you, I’m glad that you came to find us.  I needed a break.”  I reached behind him, took Rowan’s hand and pulled her to my other side.  I was the middle of a teenage sandwich.  I’d take that any day over the crap-fest that I was currently neck-deep in.
 
   “Stop beating yourself up, Rowan.  David is fine; everything is okay.”
 
   Rowan squeezed my hand and a tear slid down her face.  “I am so sorry, Mrs. Trumaine.  I never meant for any of this to happen. If I had known…”
 
   I gave the girl a small shake, cutting her off.  “How many times have you said that today?  We know and I don't blame you. Your father, on the other hand, he's on my shit list.”
 
   “My father is going to send me to Romania once all this is over,” she croaked.
 
   “I won't let that happen,” David declared.  He said it with such conviction that I gave him another squeeze.
 
   “Spoken like a true Trumaine.”
 
   “I mean it, Ma.  She's not going anywhere.”
 
   My boy had it bad.  I gave them both a kiss on the cheek and led them to the table.  “Have a seat kids.  Join the fun.”  Dante had already beaten me to the table and had taken my spot in front of the Elven tome.
 
   “This is fascinating,” he mumbled to himself.  Irulan lifted her head from the book and frowned at Dante.
 
   “What’s fascinating and when did you get here?”  She asked and turned in her chair.  Her eyes lit up when she saw David standing beside me.  “Come here, youngling.”  Irulan pulled David into her arms and squeezed him so hard that I believe I heard a few ribs crack.  David didn’t utter a word; he just threw his arms around her and let her have her moment.
 
   When she let him go, he moved to Dante’s side and looked over his shoulder.  “What’s with the book full of chicken-scratch?”
 
   Irulan sighed and opened her mouth to answer but Dante beat her to the punch.  “This is no chicken scratch, David.  This is one of six written languages of the Fae.  I believe the oldest.”
 
   Irulan elbowed me in the side and pointed at the boy.  “Take notes, Val.”
 
   “Get off me,” I grumbled and gave her a light shove.
 
   David laughed and poked me in the side.  “I think she's right, Ma.”
 
   “Et tu, Brute?”  I placed a hand over my heart and swayed backward before moaning, “not my son also.”
 
   That earned me a giggle from Rowan.  “Your mom is cool, David.”  While I wanted to sit and bask in the declaration that I was indeed a cool mom, Irulan had her, ‘I’m thinking’, face on.
 
   “What is it, Ire?”  She was standing over Dante, her head swaying back and forth between the two books.
 
   “Those sly old fuckers,” she spat and reached by him to grab the spell book.  She slammed it down on the table next to the one that she was reading and tapped a page.  “Dante take a look at this and tell me what you see.”
 
   He nodded and repositioned his chair to inspect the pages in question.  After a few moments of intense scrutinization, Dante laughed and pointed to a line of symbols in one book and then to another line in the second.  “They are parts of the same incantation.”
 
   He pulled the books together, positioning them so that the edges overlapped and waved me over.  “See this, Ms. Valeria.  Even though they are parts of two different spells, if you read these lines one after another, they serve a completely different purpose.”
 
   I fumbled through the symbols and shook my head.  I wasn’t an idiot by any means, but magic wasn’t my strong suit.  “Correct me if I’m wrong, but when you put them together it calls a person from, Tirn Aill.  Isn’t that hell?  We want the Banshee, not a daemon.”
 
   Irulan wrinkled up her nose and sighed.  “To the Fae that wrote these spells, this realm was hell.  I don't think that there was much differentiation after the Great Divide.”
 
   “This must be read aloud,” Dante mumbled, “While this one is silent and this one requires a focus.  This spell is very elaborate.”
 
   “Travel between the realms was forbidden for centuries.  They had to be secretive or risk punishment from the High Kings, or worse,” Irulan said and leaned forward to rest on her palms.  “Let me see that,” she motioned to one book.  Dante complied, and she studied the pages, her head darting from one book to the other at least twenty times before she turned to another and slid the book back to him.
 
   “What about that?”  She tapped a symbol and smiled.
 
   “That would…warp the first spell, calling someone inside this realm, maybe?”  Dante sounded a tad unsure, but Irulan had a wide smile on her face.
 
   “Brilliant.  I’m going to have to show you my library one day.”  Ire said before slapping the table.  “I can do it.  I can get the Banshee wherever we want her.”
 
   Dante grabbed a book and held it to his chest.  “Wait a minute.  This is for practical application?  I had no idea.  Mrs. Trumaine you can't.  The magic is…”
 
   “I can handle the magic, Dante.  Why don't you and David take Rowan and get something to eat.”
 
   “We’re not hungry,” David spoke up.  “I know something is after our family.  We came to help.”
 
   “Are you crazy,” I yelped before I could stop myself.  “You have no idea what you're talking about.  You're just a kid!”  There was no way in the hell either one of them was setting one foot outside of the Vault until both of those things were either pushing up daisies or back in the FaeLands, permanently.
 
   David squared his shoulders and frowned at me.  “I’m not just a kid; I’m a vampire and your son.  I won't stand by while something threatens our family.  I want to help.”
 
   I couldn’t be angry with him for wanting to protect us, but the answer was no.  I wasn’t going to be diplomatic in my delivery to spare his feeling.  But Irulan was.  She stepped between us and rests her hands on his shoulders.  “You’ve already helped. The best thing that you can do for us is stay safe.”
 
   “That’s not good enough, Ma,” he shook his head.  David folded his arms across his chest and frowned at me and Irulan.
 
   “It’s going to have to be, young man,” my father announced out of the blue.
 
   Everyone in the room looked toward the door.  Daddy was there, flanked by my three brothers and my mother.  “We need to talk.”
 
   “So do we,” Irulan offered.  “I think we've come up with a way to bring the Banshee to us.”
 
   “But, Ms. Trumaine,” Dante started, but a stern glance from Irulan made the young vampire clamp his mouth closed.
 
   My mother frowned and pointed a finger at Ire.  “What’s going on with the boy, Ire?”
 
   “Hadrian first,” Ire said.  She was stalling that wasn’t a good sign.
 
   Everyone stepped into the room, the entire lot of them frowning.  “So what’s going on?”  She asked.
 
   Daddy looked to Irulan and sighed.  “Your cousin has received some rather disturbing news from the FaeLands.  It seems my wife’s grandfather has completed the transformation to the Winter King.  A messenger says we have less than twenty four hours before he will arrive in this realm.”
 
   “That explains the freak; isolated storm earlier,” Ire chimed in. “There was no rain here.”
 
   Isn’t that just dandy.  “What do you need to call the Banshee, Ire?”
 
   Dante opened his mouth to talk but Ire threw up a finger.  “I’m not actually going to be calling her.”
 
   “What are you talking about?  You said that it was a Summoning Spell and that you could use it to bring the Banshee wherever we wanted.”
 
   “It is and I can, but I’m going to have to go about it in an-an indirect manner,” she sighed.
 
   “How indirect?”  My mother asked.
 
   “Through Carrie,” she chirped.
 
   Here goes this bitch again.  I should have drained her dry when I had the chance.  “Pray tell, why?”  I asked through clenched teeth; resisting the urge to scream and shout at my wife.
 
   My mother slipped her hands into mines and squeezed.  Ire and I still hadn’t had the chance to discuss Carrie’s miraculous return to the land of the living and what impact it was going to have on our lives.  Instead of getting into an argument, I filed the issue away for a more appropriate time.  It looked like Fate was bound and determined to make me talk about this woman.
 
   Irulan shook her head and sighed.  “The spell was meant to call loved ones to one another.  To safeguard the users from discovery, a focus is required…someone close to the caster.  There’s no one here that can act as a focus for the Harbinger, so that leaves Carrie.”
 
   “So what are you saying, Ire?”  I could feel my anger rising like a living, palpable-thing that was trapped inside of me.  As far as I was concerned there was no on here that would classify as being close to that woman either.
 
   “I’m saying that someone has to act as a focus for this to work and it’s the only option that we have, especially since we’re working against the clock.”  Irulan grabbed the book from the table and shoved it into my arms, “The energy that the spell generates will gather inside of the focus and pull the object of the spell to the focus.” 
 
   “So you're saying that you'll literally be the spell?”  Yup I was definitely pissed.
 
   “That is exactly what she's saying, Ms. Valeria,” Dante spoke up.  He shot a quick peek at Irulan and took a few steps closer to me.  “She will have to channel wild magic inside of her and hope that this person still has a connection with her.  If there is no connection, the magic will have nowhere to go.”
 
   “Meaning?”  My father asked.
 
   “It could kill her if she's not strong enough to claim it,” Dante reluctantly admitted.
 
   “Hell no, it’s not happening,” I barked.  “You’re not using yourself like some kind of mystical bug zapper!”
 
   “I don't think I need your permission,” Irulan frowned.  “The last time I checked I was my own woman.”
 
   “Newsflash, you're not!  You're my mate and I’m not letting you risk yourself like that.”
 
   “Funny, I think I said the same thing earlier today,” Irulan sighed.  “Doesn’t feel good, knowing the person that you love most is willingly marching into harm’s way.”
 
   She had me there, but I still wasn’t having it.  “It’s not the same thing,” I tried to reason, even though it sounded a little weak.
 
   “It’s exactly the same thing, Valeria,” My father said, taking Irulan’s side.
 
   “No, it’s not, Hadrian,” my mother said, coming to my defense.  “What Val did left room for others to come to her aid.  What Irulan is proposing leaves no room for error.  I say no.”
 
   “This isn’t a democracy!”  Irulan shouted. “This is my family also and I’m going to do whatever it takes to make sure we’re safe.”
 
   “By the Gods, the whole lot of you sounds like a broken wreck!”  Fazion shouted from somewhere outside of the door.
 
   “Who asked you?!” I fired back.
 
   “I think you mean record,” Rowan said out of the blue.
 
   “What?”  Everyone said in unison and turned to look at her.
 
   Rowan shrugged her shoulders and pointed at Fazion who had made his way inside.  “He said you sounded like a broken wreck.  I think he means record.”
 
   “What she said,” Fazion mumbled and waved a hand through the air.  “My point is, every one of you is ready and willing to jump into the face of danger to stop this thing, but when it comes to someone else doing the very thing you're willing to do, there’s a problem.  It's going to take all of us, not one individual.  We need a rock solid plan that leaves no room for failure, one that will take advantage of our individual strengths, or in this case, your combined strengths,” he finished by pointing at me and Ire.
 
   “We fought together, Fazion, and we weren't that impressive.  We got locked inside our own trap, remember.”  I reminded him.
 
   “And it’s a good thing that you did, or I might have never found out about the uniqueness of the bond that you share with my cousin.”
 
   “Don’t speak in riddles, Fazion,” Irulan sighed.  She was one to talk.
 
   “Since your bonding, the two of you can communicate with each other here,” he said touching the side of his head, “With my sister able to use her mind as you do.”
 
   “Yeah, so,” I huffed.  “That’s normal for mated couples.”
 
   “Normal vampire couples,” Fazion, answered.  “You and Irulan are not normal.  You transferred your consciousness today when you thought you were going to die.  I saw you behind Irulan’s eyes.”
 
   “What?”  Irulan turned to me, her face a wall of emotions and every one of them screamed ‘I’m confused’.
 
   “Whatever I did it was an accident and one that I don't plan on repeating,” I exclaimed.  I shuddered at the memory and threw my hands up, “That was the freakiest thing I’ve ever experienced.” 
 
   “That may be so, but if I’m right about the two of you, we just might have a way to keep the Harbinger and her ally separated long enough to destroy them individually.”
 
   Fazion smiled at Irulan and tapped a finger against her head.  “Remember the trick that the two of us would play on your mother.”
 
   “The spell to merge our glamour,” she said. 
 
   “If we find the right cage, one with enough metal to weaken the Banshee, but small enough that we could mask it from Carrie,” Fazion offered.
 
   Ire sighed and closed her eyes for a moment.  “I think I see where you're going.  That might work.”
 
   “What might work,” I asked.
 
   Fazion ignored me and kept talking to Irulan.  “Tell me, can your vampire use Fae glamour?”
 
   “She can,” Irulan smiled.
 
   Fazion nodded and narrowed an eye at Stryfe.  “We’ll need to hide my Manticores, of course, let her think that they've abandoned us,” Fazion fired back.
 
   “She knows I’ll never leave you,” Stryfe grunted.
 
   “Fine then, you stay,” Irulan laughed.
 
   “First we’ll combine our glamour and then you'll link with your vampire-.”
 
   “I have a name,” I grunted, but again he ignored me and kept talking.
 
   “I’ll be able to access her abilities, combining both Fae and vampire glamour.  We hold them off long enough to imprison the Banshee and then your vampire will be free to take care of Carrie as she sees fit,” Fazion laughed as he clapped his hands.  “This feels like the good old days, Sister.”
 
   “I never found joy in war the way that you do, Fazion,” Irulan sighed.
 
   “Then find joy in our coming victory.  Your parasites will live to leech off of the humans for years to come,” Fazion fired back.
 
   Every vampire in the room scowled at him, but we didn’t say a word; proof of how on edge the situation had made us all.  Hopefully it was about to come to an end, because we were out of time.
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   Chapter 23
 
    
 
   Almost an hour later, after going back and forth about the mechanics of the spell and the best time to cast it, Ire, Fazion, and Dante had finally come to an agreement.  Noon was the ideal time according to Dante, but we needed the numbers our vampires would provide, so that was out.  Ire was certain that any time would work and that the spell rest solely on the power of the caster.  While Fazion was adamant that it be done during the witching hour.  In the end, Fazion won.  Midnight it was.
 
   My father and brothers were in our makeshift command room, looking for someplace that would suit our needs; while I spent the time with David and Rowan.  After all this was over, Thomas was still going to be an issue, and I needed to know how the youngest Meriwether felt about my son before I went to the bat for her.
 
   After talking with them and learning just how far she went to protect David, I knew I had to do no less for her.  If I had to I’d petition the Council and move her in with us.
 
   By the time the sun had lowered enough for everyone to go out safely, we were ready for our last hurrah.  “So where are we heading,” I asked as I joined the others, strapping on a katana as I walked.
 
   “As far as we can tell, another park,” Tamerlane huffed as turned to look at me.  “We still need to keep the fight away from the public, and finding just the right amount of metal in the middle of nowhere has been a challenge.”
 
   “But as luck would have it, a few weeks ago Trumaine Enterprises donated a statue to the city for their newest park,” Valerian smiled, “One that’s exactly like the globes that line our driveway.”
 
   “We’re going to run the specs by Lord Douche.  If they meet his approval and Irulan is ready, we can get this show on the road.”  Tamerlane sighed.
 
   “We’re ready and the globe should do just fine,” Irulan called out as she entered the room, flanked by her cousin and Stryfe.  She was back in tactical gear and looked weary, but considerably better since getting a small recharge from the returned Manticores.  I offered my hand, and she slipped her fingers into my own.
 
   Fazion glanced around the room and sighed before stepping to the table.  “This is a perilous a situation we are dealing with.  Before this day is over either the Harbinger and her cohort will be dead, or the Winter King will have arrived.  We must make sure it is not the later.”
 
   I squeezed Irulan’s hand and nodded.  “Are we ready people?”
 
   “As ready as we’re going to be, Sister,” Tamerlane grunted and lifted a gun to his shoulder.  “Let’s hit it.”
 
   We filed out behind my brother in groups of two; Irulan and I bringing up the rear.  When I walked out, my entire family was waiting.  “Princess, I have never been more proud of you than I am right now,” My father said before turning and walking away.  If I didn’t know, better I’d say it looked like he was about to cry.
 
   My mother threw one arm around me, and the other around Ire.  “You two be careful.” She ordered both of us.
 
   “Always,” Ire, smiled.  The rift between them was healed.  Mama walked away leaving David, Dante, and Rowan staring at us.  Rowan glanced uncomfortably at David and after a moment of silence, stomped her foot.
 
   David scowled at her before rolling his eyes.  “I can't do it,” he spat.  “I’m not going to stand here and pretend it’s a good thing that my parents have a death wish!”  He turned to us, his face rolling with a transformation and his black eyes blazing.  “What is it…was I not out long enough?  Do you want to get away from me that bad?”
 
   Irulan jerked him into her arms and pressed her chin to the top of his head.  “We’re doing this because of you, David.  The Harbinger may overlook you because you don't have fae blood running through your veins, but if the Winter Kings sets foot in this realm, you could die. Rowan, Dante, all of your friends could die.  This realm would be ravaged.”
 
   I rolled my shoulders and pulled Irulan away from our son.  “Pull it together, David,” I said.  “We have a job to do and once it’s over, we’re all going to sit back and laugh about this entire mess.”
 
   “Unlikely,” David sighed, as he turned away from us.  “I’ll be waiting.  Don't get dead.”
 
   “Never happen, Kiddo,” I called out.  David walked away without looking back. 
 
   “You do a good, Hadrian,” Ire pointed out as we made our way to the garage.
 
   “I don't know if I should thank you or thump you,” I replied, forcing a laugh.
 
   “I’ll let you know when we get back.”
 
   An hour and a half later, after a stop at home, we were gathered in Trinity Park, ten miles away from the nearest home. The vampires and weres stood in a loose circle watching the fae prepare their spells.  There was an unnatural chill to the air that bit at my skin.  I lifted my goose bump covered arm and lifted an eyebrow.
 
   “It’s the Winter King,” Irulan called out.  “The realms are adjusting because of his return.”
 
   “Adjusting how?” Valerian asked.
 
   “Changes in temperature, heavier precipitation in areas that are already in winter…I can't be totally sure, Vedo. This is a rebirth of magic that was myth by the time I was born.”
 
   All three of my brothers pulled out phones and began searching.  Tam was the first to hold up the screen for everyone to see.  “They’re calling for at least four extra feet of snow than meteorologist originally called for in Colorado.  They're calling it a freak storm.”
 
   “And temperatures have dropped at least five degrees all across the country,” Constantine added.
 
   “Focus, boys and girls,” Fazion, grunted.  “We’re dealing with sensitive magic. I don't want my sister to go boom because of your bad auras.”
 
   Good point.  We clamped our mouths shut and let them finish what they were going.  Irulan was busy etching a pattern into the ground with an athame, while Fazion followed her, filling in the grooves with salt.  Both of their lips moved in silence, casting spells of binding and protection.  The Manticores moved through the trees around us, hanging charms filled with lavender, laurel, alder, and dragon’s blood.  All elements that would bind the area in a circle of protection to further ensure Irulan’s safety…hopefully.
 
   Once their work was done, Fazion left the circle and came to stand by me.  “We’re taking every precaution,” he muttered.  “She will be fine.”  I wasn’t sure if he were talking to me or himself. I glanced in his direction to answer and saw that his arm was shaking.
 
   “If you're trying to convince me, you're doing an awful job.”  I sighed and turned to face him.  “Irulan knows what she's doing.  Everything will be okay.  Once those bitches are here, we’re going to take them out and you can go back to being an asshole.”
 
   “Well said,” Fazion chuckled.  Maybe after all this was said and done, the two of us might be able to stand each other.  Who said miracles couldn't happen.
 
   “Alright, everyone,” Irulan called, commanding our attention.  “It’s three minutes till twelve.  The spell is complicated, so I’m going to go ahead and get started.”
 
   One by one we nodded.  Irulan gave me a quick wink, then turned and sat down.  We looked on as she used her magic to light the four candles surrounding her.  I remained quiet as she drew a small painting out of her pocket and held it over one of the flames.  It was a picture of Carrie; one that I had only seen once, and by accident at that.
 
   The small orange flame turned purple then leapt into the air, surrounding Irulan’s offering, consuming it but leaving her fingers unmarred.  With the painting no more, Irulan held up one palm and lifted the athame.  She slashed it across her skin without hesitation and held the bleeding appendage over another flame.
 
   The fire engulfed Irulan’s hand, burning away the flowing blood.  Once the blood was nothing more than a few dry flakes, the flame turned a crimson that was almost the same shade as her hair.  And so she continued, offering a different object to the remaining candles.  Once she was done, Irulan dropped her glamour and began to chant.
 
   My brother’s groaned at the sight of Irulan’s true form and turned away to shield their eyes from her flames, as did the werewolves that were present.  I glanced at my watch. Thirty seconds till midnight. I shifted my attention to my brothers.  “Get ready, they should be here any minute,” I projected.
 
   “We’re as ready as we’re going to-what the fuck?” Tamerlane replied.  I spun around, prepared to fight but found myself wanting to scream instead.  In the distance, there were three bodies cutting through the woods coming right for us.   Each one ran with speed only a supernatural creature could produce, and they looked like teenagers.  As if I needed more proof than what my eyes had already provided, Dante began to wave his hands like a madman, screaming Irulan’s name.
 
   “Miss Irulan, stop!  Don’t cast the spell!”  He yelled.  David, leading the way, echoed Dante’s pleas, as did Rowan.
 
   “Pray tell, what is the problem?”  Fazion hissed behind me.  “What are these children doing here?”
 
   “She can’t do the spell!” David huffed.  “Dante says it’s not safe!”
 
   “Nonsense, Irulan-,” Fazion started, but I held up a finger.
 
   “Dante’s knowledge of obscure magic gave us a means to break David’s Meriwether sire bonds.  If he says it’s not safe, she’s stopping.”
 
   I turned and shoved by him.  “Irulan wait,” was what I intended to say, but the words died on my tongue.  When I turned around, my mind went blank.  Instead of stopping Ire, all of my attention was focused on the tree line past her.  There were intense lights blinking in and out around us.
 
   David shot by me to Irulan, dropping to his knees in front of her.
 
   “Mom, are you okay?” He asked as he leaned forward waving a hand before her eyes.  “Say something.”  She didn’t answer.   
 
   Dante began mumbling, rattling off ways to possibly counter the effects of the miscast.  As he talked, the world around us began to darken.  Rowan, silent until now, called our attention to the sky.  “Mrs. Trumaine, I think you need to look up.”   The full, silver moon that dominated the night sky was no longer silver.  No one uttered a word. We were all shocked into silence as we watched a black haze work its way across it the moon’s surface, slowly blotting out the light.  “It’s too late,” Dante croaked a second later. 
 
   “What do you mean too late, what’s happening?” I croaked.
 
   “This isn’t right, Sire.  I feel home,” a Manticore called out from the trees behind us.  The air began to stir, lifting my hair around my face and the temperature continued to drop.  It was so cold that our breaths hung in wisps.
 
   “It’s working,” Irulan whispered.  The first words that she’d uttered since David’s arrival.  That was the last thing that I wanted to hear, not with David and his friends here.
 
   Tamerlane rushed forward and hauled David to his feet.  “Come on, nephew, time for you to leave.”
 
   “Get off of me!” David screamed. “Something is wrong with her!  Can’t you see that?!”
 
   “What to do-what to do,” Dante muttered to himself as he watched Irulan begin to rock back and forth.
 
   “If you know so much, speak, child,” Fazion yelled.
 
   I grabbed Dante’s shoulders and saw the tears pooled in his eyes.  “Dante, some really bad women are going to be here in a few seconds.  We need to know what we’re dealing with before they get here.” 
 
   Dante nodded, shaking off the momentary stupor that he was in.  “The spell that she used-the books- there was another part to the spell, found in a third book.”
 
   “What are you talking about?  There was no third book!” Fazion screamed.
 
   “There was a third,” Dante boomed, “I have books of my own…fae tomes.”
 
   Dante pointed a finger at the darkened moon and frowned.  “The spell that she needed should have only been cast under the rising of a black moon.  Miss. Valeria, this is bad.”
 
   “How bad?” Valerian asked.
 
   “I don’t know.  Miss Irulan changed the original spell.  I just don’t know.”  As Dante talked one of the mysterious flashes of light appeared behind him, it was the closest one yet.  It hung in the middle of nowhere for a few seconds before disappearing.  Long enough for me to see that they weren’t just flashes of light, but doorways.  The FaeLands lie on the other side.
 
   Another light blinked into existence beside me.  This one was accompanied with movement.  I spun around but whatever it was; it was moving damn fast.  “They’re doorways, Tam!”  I yelled, as I jerked Dante and Rowan behind me.  “Something came through.  Get the kids out of here!”
 
   “Ballistic, you’re with me!” my brother yelled.  “Come on you two.”
 
   “I can help,” Dante grunted, and tried to push by me but Tam appeared and grabbed him by the collar.
 
   “I’m not fond of repeating myself,” he growled.  David tried to protest also, but couldn’t get out much past the headlock that Tamerlane had him in.
 
   Dante looked at my son and shivered.  “On my way,” he said and fell in place beside my brother.  Rowan nodded at me and followed Dante.  I spared a few moments to watch Tamerlane lead them away.  They were barely a few hundred feet away, when a dark shape shot by them.  They slid to a stop, Tamerlane shielding them from whatever was waiting in the darkness.
 
   “Tam!” I ran toward them, but another blur shot by me, stopping me in my tracks.  I raised my films and shifted to infrared vision.  Another shape passed by, but it was moving so fast that I could only make out that whatever it was, it moved on all fours.
 
   “How good are your fighting skills, Meriwether?”  Tam asked.
 
   “I’m a better fighter than all of my brothers.  My father can’t stand it,” Rowan answered.
 
   “Impressive,” Tam grunted.  “Looks like you’re going to get a chance to show off your skills.  Whatever is out there doesn’t want us going anywhere.”
 
   This is not happening, sprang to mind, but unfortunately it was, in running, full-color, 3D ultra-vision.  My son, his girlfriend, and best friend were trapped with us, about to do battle with god knows what, while an uber Banshee and freaky Metal-Fae were more than likely, heading our way.
 
   “It’s gonna be okay, kids,” I reassured them. “We’re not going to let anything hurt you, okay.  Stay as close to us as you can.”
 
   “We can help,” the threesome echoed together.  Rowan and David growled as their faces transformed.  Both teens flexed their claw tipped hands and slipped into defensive crouches.  The movements so fluid that they looked like seasoned naturals. 
 
   “We’re not helpless, Ms. Valeria,” Dante said with a slight smirk.  I watched as his eyes turned purple and began to glow.  The young vampire flexed his fingers, and purple sparks began to dance between the digits.  The magic a perk of his Roma heritage.  
 
   “No, you’re not, are you,” I mumbled.  Whether I wanted them here or not, the kids were staying.  “Tam,” I started, but my brother cut me off.
 
   “They’ll be fine, woolybooger.  I promise.”
 
   Stryfe rushed to Fazion’s side with his sword at the ready.  “I feel stronger, Sire.  The Darkling is right.  There are doorways to the FaeLands all around us, but they shouldn’t be.  Doorways are found, not made.  The veil between the realms is being ripped.”
 
   “Unstable, wild magic,” Fazion whispered to himself.  “Lower fae are drawn to it.”
 
   Another light flashed not three feet away, leaving a doorway.  Instead of the darken woods of the park, a rolling field stood in front of me…not to mention the ugliest dog that I had ever seen.
 
   “Barghest!” Stryfe yelled.  “Look alive, people!  We’ve got barghest!”
 
   “What the fuck is a barghest?” Constantine grunted, as he slid to a stop by my side.
 
   “Apparently that,” I pointed, “and it’s got company.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter, it’s not going to make it through that doorway before it disappears,” Constantine said.  He sounded confident enough, but I still heard his sword slide free of its scabbard.
 
   I counted off the seconds in my head as I watched them get closer to the opening.  There were seven in all.  The yellow-eyed creatures had fangs that extended past their lower jaw and were covered with matted, shaggy fur that almost hung to the ground.  Come on, I thought as I drew my own sword.  A few more feet and they would be on this side of the veil.  I lifted my katana, preparing to swing at the first one that reached us, when the light blinked away.
 
   I exhaled and looked at the line of people on either side of me.  “Looks like we dodged a bullet,” I said.  No sooner than the words left my lips, another door flickered to life behind Gridlock.  I screamed a warning, but the barghest was already on him.
 
   The massive creature leap through the doorway with its claws extended.  It hit Gridlock in the back with enough force to sending them both crashing to the ground.  “I’ve got this,” said Constantine, as he rushed to help.   
 
   “Not alone, you don’t,” Valerian yelled and took off after him.
 
   “Vedo!” David yelled, and started after him, but Tamerlane blocked his path.
 
   “Valerian is a big boy.  You stay here where I can keep an eye on you.”
 
   With two of my brothers gone, I tensed, ready for a fight, but the doorway disappeared before another could follow.
 
   “There will be more,” Stryfe warned.  “I think it would be better if we-”
 
   He didn’t get to finish his statement because a blood curling scream filled the air, along with the sounds of flesh being ripped and multiple growls.  Thade howled and bounded off into the darkness, followed by three other weres.  A moment later I heard the gnashing of teeth join the growls, as Thade’s wolves attacked.
 
   “Constantine. Vedo,” I called out, when I couldn’t feel my twin through our link.
 
   “I’m good.  Valerian went to help the wolves.  Gridlock’s claws didn’t do much damage, but the thing fell to my sword,” my brother said as he limped to my side.  “Looks like steel works as well as cold iron.”
 
   “That’s nice, but I can’t feel, Vedo,” I responded.  I looked down at his leg and saw a deep gash that had already started to heal.
 
   “I’m going to find him,” Tino said before I could question him.  He slipped into a flash and disappeared into the forest.
 
   “I think the spell has run its course,” Fazion said.  I looked over and saw him pointing toward the sky.
 
   I tilted my head and saw the last of the darkness that covered the moon had begun to fade.  The returning light seemed to be chasing away most of the blinking doorways, so that was a plus.  When the last of the darkness disappeared, the moon returned to her sliver glory.  We had light...and we were surrounded.
 
   Most of the doorways may have closed, but two were left open.  The ones that disappeared left behind at least twenty barghest and something that I had no idea what in the hell it was.  “What the fuck is that thing?” David croaked.  I would have called him out about his language, if I wasn’t thinking the same thing myself.
 
   The thing in question was at least twenty feet tall, had marbled dark blue skin, a face covered in so many warts that I couldn’t tell where its eyes and nose began, and was armed with a wooden club that had two large boulders strapped to it.
 
   “A foawr,” Fazion whispered.  “Don’t attack and it will leave us be…I hope.”  The giant opened its large mouth and yawned, revealing jagged, rotted-teeth that screamed gangrene.  Can you get gangrene from a bite?  Wasn’t sure, and wasn’t sticking around to find out.  Irulan was in the center of the clearing, alone in all this mess.  I had to get to her before Carrie showed up, if she showed up.
 
   “Ire,” I reached out for her mind, keeping my eyes on the foawr as I backed away.  “Baby, did it work? Can you feel her?”
 
   “Val, she’s here,” she answered.
 
   “Where?” I turned into the blow; didn’t even hear the truck coming.  The fucker smacked into me so hard it felt like a Mac Truck instead of a small Chevy. I think I saw Carrie standing near the statue as I sailed through the air, but I wasn’t certain.  Who the hell can be sure of anything when you’re flying through the air at a gillion miles an hour?
 
   It took me a second to get my bearings and shift.  My wings ripped from my back, slowing me down before I slammed into something or someone.  For a moment, all I could do was hover in the air watching worse come to worst.  In a manner of seconds, my small piece of the world had become entrenched in chaos.
 
   Thade, Marcus, and the wolves were going at the barghest and were woefully outnumbered.  Constantine, Gridlock and my family’s vampires rushed into the fray.  David and Rowan stood back to back, swiping their claws at a barghest that was trying to make them its next meal.  My heart jumped into my throat.  I started toward them, but one well-placed jab from Rowan dropped it to its knees.
 
   Dante stepped in front of her, his hands twirling through the air.  I looked on as a thick mist began to form, erupting from his fingertips.  The thick fog enveloped the beast, and when it dissipated, the creature was gone.  There was nothing but a tuft of fur, floating toward the ground. Another barghest charged, and David flashed out of its path, vaulting behind the beast and landing on its back.
 
   Rowan drew back her hand, waiting for the ideal moment to strike.  My son gave her the opportunity by forcing the animal to the ground and grabbing it by the muzzle.  He pulled back, bearing the throat.  Rowan quickly put the animal out of its misery.  I was more than impressed.  The three worked well together.
 
   Satisfied that the kids could handle themselves to a certain degree, I turned my attention to the fae.  Fazion and Stryfe were leading the Manticores.  They moved in a tight-unified formation through the trees, searching for signs of the Banshee’s arrival.
 
   That left my wife.  I found Ire dodging a punch from Carrie.  My pulse quickened as my apprehension spiked, but Irulan quickly squelched my fears.  “Don’t worry about me,” I heard her say inside my mind.  “Carrie isn’t going to hurt me, not really.  I’ll keep her busy while you help the others.”  I took a small breath and saw that Ire was holding her own against Carrie.  Duh, she was a total bad-ass.
 
   As if to prove that point, Irulan landed a solid uppercut to the fae’s chin, snapping her head back.  That’s my baby.  Now there was the small matter of the truck.  I cut my eyes to the left and groaned.  The damn truck didn’t stop when it hit me, but kept rolling, right toward the trunk-like leg of the foawr.
 
   Fazion yelled my name, but I was already on it.  I threw open the floodgates and slammed my palms together.  A streak of black energy exploded from my hands, but it was too much.  I couldn’t control it.  The massive bolt overshot the truck and hit the foawr dead in the center of its chest.
 
   As powerful as the blast was, I only managed to make the foawr stumbled a few hundred feet.  His thick hide deflected the blow, sending it careening back at me.  I dropped to the ground, avoiding the blast as the giant corrected itself.  It stretched its eyelids, revealing light grey eyes that looked out of place on its misshapen face.  It squinted at me before throwing its Volkswagen-sized head back and roaring.
 
   “Oh shit,” I squeaked and whipped my wings behind me, intent on taking to the air.  I didn’t get far.  The ground shook as the foawr began to run, throwing me and everyone else off balance.  I fell to my knees and couldn’t get up because every step it took sent me sprawling back to the ground.
 
   Three shorts steps were all it took for the giant to reach me.  Constantine came at me from behind, jerking me to my feet.  “Up and at ‘em, Val,” he grunted, as the foawr lifted his huge club into the air.  We barely missed getting squished as it whizzed by us and crashed into the dirt.
 
   “That was too damn close,” Constantine said.
 
   “Agreed,” I nodded. “I take the high road, and you take the low?”
 
   “Together,” he answered. 
 
   That was all the encouragement I needed.  We attacked as one; Tino dancing away from another blow while I drew a katana and jumped into the air.  Tino swung his sword at the fae’s leg, the claymore neatly slicing through the giant’s leathery skin.  Just as fast as he landed the first blow, Tino swung again, cutting another furrow into the creature’s leg.  The beast bellowed and swatted at him, but Constantine was too quick.  He darted away from the meaty hand, as I dropped, swinging my katana.  I managed to remove a finger before the foawr swatted me away with his good hand.
 
   I hit the ground and rolled to a stop at Constantine’s legs.  “That was a little sloppy,” he said and held out a hand.
 
   I wrapped my fingers around his wrist and jerked him on top of me.  The foawr’s fist swung through the air, inches away from where his head was.  “You’re welcomed,” I grunted, looking up at him.
 
   “I’m not thanking you yet,” my brother frowned.  “The foawr has buddies.”
 
   I lifted my head to look past him, and saw three barghest staring at us like we were lunch.  “For the love of Mike,” I spat and rolled Tino off me.
 
   “Not Mike, blood,” Constantine muttered as he landed on his stomach.  He tilted his head toward the foawr.  It was cradling its injured hand to its chest and slowly backing away from the barghest.  “Those things think it’s dinnertime.”
 
   “Then we’ll leave them to it,” I grunted as I climbed to my feet and held out a hand for my brother.
 
   “I don’t think it’s gonna be that easy, woolybooger,” Constantine whispered.  “There’s something else in the woods behind the foawr.  I can’t get a feel for its aura, but I know it’s out there.”
 
   Whatever it was the barghest sensed it also.  The beasts turned and looked into the darkness.  What they saw was enough to send them whimpering in the other direction.  “Maybe we should follow them,” I whispered.
 
   “I’m going to infrared vision,” Constantine whispered in return.  “Whatever is out there can’t hide from that.”  Maybe, I thought but kept my opinion to myself for the moment.
 
   I relaxed my concentration, raising the films covering my eyes and stared at the trees, searching for heat images.  There was nothing humanoid out there, only the warm red heat-signatures of the wolves and barghest.  
 
   “I don’t like this, Val,” Constantine said inside my mind. “I feel like we’re about to get caught in our own trap.”
 
   “Been there done that,” I projected to my brother.  “That’s a road I’m not eager to go down again.”  I scanned the tree line, again finding nothing. Constantine’s apprehension wasn’t unwarranted, nor was he alone.  The lack of a heat signature was familiar.  I’d experienced it before outside of the Den.  The Banshee was out there.  How she masked her aura and heat signature was beyond me, but I knew of one way to confirm her presence.
 
   I turned into the wind, drew a quick stream of air through my nose and it hit me. Fae glamour may change outward appearance, but it did nothing for scent, and the Banshee’s was all around us, masked by the wind carrying it away.  “She’s here,” I projected to everyone. “Tam, get the kids out of here. I don't care what it takes, I'll act as a distraction if I need to, but you get them out of here.  David, this isn’t up for discussion!”
 
   To my complete and utter surprise, David and company fell in place and followed Tamerlane without argument.  Dante covering the group in a protection spell was supposed to ease my mind, but it didn't.  She was out there and the people that I love most were in harm’s way.  I watched them leave, waiting for an attack that never came.  She let them leave.
 
   I scanned the woods, searching but still coming up short, even though I knew in my gut that she was close.  The Banshee was here, and we weren’t ready to face her.  Not after fighting the barghest and foawr.  We needed to regroup and try our best to keep her away from us.  “We can’t take her, not like this!” I called out to their minds.  “Everyone else gather around the statue.  Ire get rid of your baggage!  Fae form a shield. ”
 
   The vampires came without question, flashing to my side and taking position around us.  The werewolves howled their displeasure at being called away from their fight with the remaining barghest, but one growl from Marcus was all it took to get them in line.  They loped out of the trees and filled in spots between the vampires.  Valerian flashed in behind them, his face covered with gore and a grim smile.  “Seven down,” he grunted.
 
   With my twin accounted for I jerked my head at Ire, and saw her leg flying through the air in a spinning roundhouse that would have made Yosh proud.  The strike hit Carrie square in the chest, knocking her into the air.  Irulan threw out her hand and waved, using her shield send her even farther.
 
   By the time Carrie hit the ground more than three hundred feet away, Fazion and his Manticores had joined us.  “Hurry up, we don’t have much time,” I said as I lifted my arm and tapped into the fae within. I felt the shield forming and pushing away from me.  I looked to my right.  Everyone that was capable formed a circle around the others and was pushing their energy into the growing barrier.
 
   “Bravo,” an empty voice called out.  “Not many can claim to have lived as long as you, when going up against a Harbinger, one with a partner, no less.”  The Banshee clapped her hands as she strolled into the clearing.
 
   “What can I say, I’m smarter than the average bear,” I spat.
 
   “I’m not sure what that means, but I doubt it,” the Banshee frowned.  “I’ve been watching you and you have no reason or rhyme to your strategy.  Whereas before I thought you a worthy opponent, I see now that I was wrong. Your continued existence is strictly a case of sheer, dumb-luck…luck that is about to run out.”
 
   “The Fomori princess has proven she’s not an easy kill,” Fazion called out.  “Have you stopped to think that maybe the Fates aren’t ready for her to die?  End this fruitless quest and go back to the FaeLands.”
 
   The Banshee walked up to our barrier and ran a finger across it.  The invisible wall shuddered with her energy.  “Oh, I’ve thought about it and come to the conclusion that if the Fates want her to live, then they would come and save her.”
 
   She stepped back, joining Carrie, and pointed a finger at the trees beside us.  “I may not be able to get through, but I know something that can.”  She puckered up her lips and began to wail.  It was a high-pitched sound that stunned the wolves.  Marcus whined and tried to cover his ears with his paws. One by one I watched his wolves fall, until they all were writhing in pain.
 
   “What’s she doing?” I asked no one in particular.  It was Stryfe that answered.
 
   “Calling the barghest, I’d say she plans to use them against us.”
 
   “It’s a good thing they’re out there and we’re in here,” Constantine said.  “Between all the bodies and the statue, we don’t have room to fight.”
 
   “Get ready to defend yourselves,” Stryfe replied.  “Here comes one and I’m almost certain that we can’t keep it out.”
 
   “What are you talking about,” I croaked as I watched the demon dog emerge from the trees, running as fast as it could.
 
   “It can get inside,” he yelled, as the barghest ran through the shield like it wasn’t even there.
 
   “How in the hell is this possible?  I thought nothing could get through these barriers?” I asked as I watched the animal charge our circle. “Barghest are lower fae,” Fazion answered, “The same rules don’t apply when we’re dealing with underlings.”
 
   A vicious crunch echoed through the air as a pair of wolves dispatched the.  “So what does that mean?” I yelled.  But as the words left my lips, I remembered how easy it was for Kether to fly through the barrier in Fazion's throne room.  Crap.
 
   “It means I’ll turn your trap against you, again,” the Harbinger laughed.  The Banshee smiled at the wounded foawr and Constantine cursed.
 
   “You have got to be shitting me,” he spat, as she turned her wail on the giant.  The lumbering fae bellowed, and swung its arms blindly through the air, trying to defend itself against the invisible attack.  We looked on as the Banshee hit it with blow after blow, driving the creature in our direction.
 
   “She’s going to use the beast to break our concentration,” Irulan offered.
 
   “If the creature breaches our circle the vampires and wolves will take care of it,” Fazion grunted.  “But we must not break the barrier. It’s the only thing keeping us alive.” 
 
   The Banshee changed pitch, and the foawr’s ears began to bleed.  The now helpless creature began to moan. It staggered toward us as it raked its fingers across the useless organs.  Nothing deserved to die like that.  “I can’t stand by and watch this.  I’ve got to do something,” I whispered.
 
   “The foawr can’t be saved, but we can,” Fazion growled.  “We need your energy, Valeria.”
 
   “For what it’s worth, it won’t suffer for long,” Irulan tried to comfort me but it wasn’t working.  Tears gathered in my eyes as I watched the Banshee hammer the giant.  Its massive legs began to tremble as it tried to stay upright against the assault. It was a losing battle.
 
   The foawr stumbled through our barrier and stretched its face, giving me a final glimpse of its unusual eyes. Then it began to fall…right toward the globe.
 
   “Shittin-ass, son-of-a-bitch,” I yelled, because that’s all I could do.  As much as I wanted to let go and try to stop the foawr, I didn’t budge. They needed my energy.  I was forced to watch him fall, crushing the globe, and our plan, underneath his massive body.
 
   “They can’t keep this up for much longer, Val,” Constantine yelled. “And the Manticores aren’t going to be worth a shit in a fight.”
 
    “Agreed, we need to get out of here and regroup,” I said shouting over a clap of thunder.
 
   “Look around you, Val, the weather is getting worse and the temperature has dropped even more.  We don’t have time to leave and regroup,” Irulan yelled, “The Winter King is close.  We have to end this soon.”
 
   “What do you want me to do?  Every plan that I’ve come up with has failed miserably.
 
   “Duck,” Irulan yelled.  The body of a barghest flew over us, followed by a pouncing werewolf.  I shook my head and glanced at our group.  What were we supposed to do when we couldn’t even drop our shields for fear of getting blown to kingdom come?
 
   “There’s too much going on, Ire.  How are we supposed to fight her in all this?”
 
   “We don’t fight her here.  We go somewhere else and make your plan work,” she projected.
 
   “You say that like we can just snap our fingers and teleport, Ire.”
 
   “Maybe we can.”  Ire nodded her head at the last remaining doorway a few feet away.  “That doorway is fed by my magic.  I think I can change where it opens.”
 
   Thinking and knowing are two different things.  I wasn’t sure if I wanted Ire casting untried spells.  Not after the debacle with the summoning spell.  “Think and can are two different things, Ire,” I said.  “If you’re not sure, then-“
 
   Lightning flashed in Irulan’s eyes.  “Don’t do that.  Tonight could have happened to anybody.  The spell was a long-shot at best.”
 
   I sighed and closed my eyes, taking a second before responding.  “You know what we need to trap her.  Find it.”
 
   “Alright everyone,” I called out, “Ire’s got a plan.  When she gives the word, I want the vampires and wolves go through the doorway.  Fae, you follow.  I’ll hold the shield until everyone is through, and follow.”
 
   “The odds of you maintaining the barrier alone are very slim,” Stryfe said.  “Not while the Harbinger is bombarding it with her energy.”
 
   “Whatever you're planning won’t work,” she smirked.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I answered, wondering if the woman was suddenly a mind reader.
 
   “I see the look in everyone’s eyes as they look to you and your fae wife.  You are planning another ill attempt at my demise. You will fail.”
 
   “Fuck you sideways,” I growled.
 
   “Val, I’ve think I’ve got it,” Ire interrupted.  Perfect timing, I smiled at the Banshee and tipped my head at the portal.
 
   “I hate to talk shit and run, but I’ve got travel plans.” I offered, “Everyone through the portal.”
 
   My brothers led the wolves and our vampires toward the glowing door and the Banshee screamed.  “Coward,” she screeched.  “Face me now, or die a thousand times when I catch you!”
 
   “And the Oscar for most dramatic performance goes to, the bitch with the powerful breath,” I laughed.  “Alright, Fazion, get Irulan and your Manticores out of here.”
 
   Ire took a step in my direction, but I stopped her.  “Ire, I’ll be right behind you.”
 
   The Manticores dropped their hands, and the force of maintaining the shield felt like it was going to tear me apart.  I clenched my teeth, ignoring the strain, and poured more energy into the barrier.
 
   “You don’t look well, vampire,” the Banshee sighed.  “Give up now and I’ll make sure your death is quick.  You know you’ll never be able to keep the shield intact long enough to reach the portal.”
 
   “You don’t know shit,” I gasped.  “And you’ve proven it time and time again.  Coming here fucking with my family was a mistake. ”
 
   The harbinger tilted her head to one side and frowned.  “Are all leeches, overconfident and misguided?”
 
   I hated to play the ‘my grandpa is gonna get you’ card, but it was all I had at the moment.  “Say what you want, but a move against us is a move against the Dark Court.  They’re not happy with you.”
 
   “I have no need to fear the Dark Court.  It was them who helped birth me and gave me reason; to punish you for your crimes.”
 
   “Newsflash, sister, those kings lied to you, and now they’re dead. They’re dead and buried, and replaced with my uncles.  FaeVar is coming here to kill you for their treachery…no, correction, the Winter King is coming to kill you.”
 
   The Banshee’s eyes filled with fear and I had to fight to keep from smiliing.  So what if we were trying to stop him from coming, she didn’t need to know that.  I took a small step toward her and frowned.
 
   “You should have left us alone, now you’re going to pay with your life.”
 
   “Lies,” she spat. “There has been no Winter King since the Great Divide.  The old kings swore-”
 
   “FaeVar isn’t one of the old kings.  You backed us into a wall and we’ll do whatever it takes to keep breathing.”
 
   She sighed and looked back at Carrie.  “I can’t feel the FaeLands in this form.  Is what she says, true?” She asked.
 
   “Look around you,” I yelled, “there’s your answer.  The world is trying to adjust to the power shift, and from the looks of it, not that well.”
 
   “Val, baby it’s me,” Irulan projected, “We’ve got everyone searching for a location.  Marcus is clearing the humans as we speak.  Can you get them to follow you?” 
 
   “That’s debatable.  Either the Banshee is mad enough to chase me to the ends of the earth, or so terrified that she’s gonna take the first train smoking back to the FaeLands.”
 
   “What did you do-no, don’t answer that.  Just make sure she’s on your tail.”
 
   Right, I sighed and flashed a hundred watt smile at Carrie and the Harbinger.  This situation called for a little dissention among the ranks.  “That was my grandfather,” I lied, grateful that the ability to not do so wasn’t passed down to me.  “He’d like to thank you personally, Carrie, for your help in drawing him to this realm.  Without the spelled locket he gave you, he would never have found us in time.” I said.
 
   “What!” The Banshee screamed as she whirled around to face Carrie.  “You would dare betray me?”
 
   “She’s lying,” Carrie countered, “just like she’s lying about the Winter King.  She’ll do anything to save herself!”
 
   I shrugged a shoulder and flapped my wings.  “I’m part fae, or have you forgotten?  I can’t lie.  But if you don’t believe me check her pocket.  I’m sure you’ll find the locket.”  The words left my lips and I prayed that my hunch was right.  If Ire still kept her painting of Carrie, odds were that she had something similar.  A locket made sense.  It was small and easily hidden.
 
   “Empty them,” the Banshee ordered.
 
   “This means nothing,” Carrie spat as she slid a hand into her shirt and pulled out the silver pendant.  “I would never betray you.”
 
   “Your life is forfeit,” the Banshee growled, and reached for her sword as she took a step toward Carrie. 
 
   “You can’t be serious,” Carrie replied and lifted a hand.  “You’ll never get near me with that sword.  Put it away and think about what you’re doing.”
 
   Bingo, mission accomplished.  Turning them against each other was almost too easy.  But with one dud plan after another, who was I to look a gift horse in the mouth.  I dropped my shield and threw a bubble of energy at Carrie.
 
   “Hate to be a party pooper, but I need her alive, what with gramps wanting to see her and all.”  I snapped my wings forward and flew backward, dragging Carrie along for the ride.  The Banshee didn’t hesitate and unleashed a wail so strong that it uprooted small trees.  I jerked, pulling Carrie in her protective bubble, in front of me.  The blast shoved Carrie into me and carried us both through the portal faster than I intended. 
 
   I flew through the doorway and hit the ground hard enough to knock a tooth loose.  I heard the thump of another body and groaned.  That would be Carrie.  I rolled to a stop, clutching my throbbing jaw and shaking a hand at the portal. “Ire!”
 
   Irulan and Constantine were at my side, pulling me to feet before I could finish my sentence. “Close it, close the portal,” I managed to choke out as I tried to catch my breath.
 
   “But what about?” Constantine started, but I pushed him away from me and grabbed Irulan by the shoulders.
 
   “Trust me; she’s plenty pissed enough to find us without the portal.  We need to find somewhere to set up.”  Irulan lifted a hand and the blinding light disappeared.
 
   “There, it’s done.”
 
   “You’re prolonging the inevitable,” Carrie grunted as she climbed to her feet.  “You can’t change the course of destiny, no matter how hard you try…Isn’t that right, Irulan.”
 
   I pushed Irulan behind me and spun around to face her.  “No one has to die today, not you, me, the Banshee.  This is the last time I’m giving you an out.  Go home and leave is alone.  Never come back to this realm.”
 
   “No, I think I’ll take my chances here,” she said.  There was an ebb of power in her voice that grew with each word.  “Most fae hate Tir Nam Beo.  The stink of iron is everywhere.  I think it’s growing on me.”
 
   I tapped into the fae in me, ready to fight her with everything I had, then glanced back to see how many fighters I had at my disposal.  Instead of vampires and weres, I saw tall buildings, vehicles parked along the sidewalk, and shops.  There were lights everywhere and people running, being herded by wolves.  I’ll be damned if we weren’t uptown.
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   Chapter 24
 
    
 
   “Uptown!  You opened the portal in the heart of Center City!” I screeched.  Dear Lord, this was a PR nightmare, waiting for the cameras to start flashing.  I pulled back the burst of power that was waiting to be released.  There was no way I could use it and not bring down a ton of metal and concrete on our heads.  It was too unpredictable.  
 
   “It was the only place I could think of.  I had no choice,” Irulan huffed over the growing rattling of metal.
 
   “There’s always a choice, Nightingale,” Carrie barked.  “Unfortunately, you always choose wrong!”
 
   Carrie tensed her fingers and the rattling became the crunching and screeching of metal being torn.  I saw movement from the corner of my eye and then the air was filled with the floating, twisted remains of the vehicles that lined the street.  Each car was being disassembled, sheared into slivers, until we were surrounded by thousands of razor sharp projectiles.
 
   “Carrie, look around you.  Innocent people are going to get hurt if you do this!” Irulan yelled as she pushed by me.
 
   “What do I care about your hollow, finite-mortals?”  Carrie laughed. “They break so easily…watch.”
 
   “NO!” Ire screamed, but it was too late.  Hunks of metal were flying in every direction, barreling toward groups of fleeing humans.  Valerian reacted first, jumping into the air, snatching as many of the projectiles as he could.  I slipped into a flash, throwing up a shield to block some, while grabbing others out of the air.  I felt multiple auras as I worked, and knew that the others had joined me.
 
   We raced back and forth, fighting the coming storm and Carrie’s handiwork. But in a city filled with metal, trying to out-maneuver a Metal Mage was an uphill battle.  I threw my aura ahead of me, searching for Marcus but instead found Thade and Tamerlane, “The humans?” 
 
   “They’re clear for two blocks up to Trade.  Marcus is on two feet and bringing in Sentinels to block off a perimeter.  Val, we’ve gotta keep this contained.”
 
   At the risk of sounding like a prick, I kept my ‘duh’ to myself.  The next voice I heard in my head was Tino’s.  “Listen, sis, I’ve got a clear shot.  That should buy you a few minutes.  As soon as she falls, you guys hit it.”
 
   I resisted the urge to turn around and look for my older brother.  Instead, I released my shield, letting the bits of metal clang to the ground.  “The humans are safe, so boohoo to you,” I huffed.  “Tamerlane is here,” I called out to everyone, “he’s going to keep Carrie busy while we dip.”
 
   “Keep her busy, how?” Ire huffed.
 
   “Does it matter?” Vedo shot back, not caring that we knew he’d been listening to our conversation.  The first shot went off with a loud ‘kapow’. Carrie’s reflexes were every bit as fast as my own. She threw a hand in front of her face, pulling her power.  The round froze inches away and hung in the air before her.  Two more quick pops sounded off, and Carrie stopped them both.  But I knew my brother.  This wasn’t the distraction he was planning.  I tilted my head and closed my eyes.  There underneath the repeated firing of one gun, I heard another being gently cocked.
 
   As I was the only person listening for it, I heard the small pop of a round leaving a silencer.  His aim was dead on.  Carrie jerked and stumbled with a hand pressed to her chest.  Two more rounds stuck her in the legs, and she dropped to her knees.  Irulan took a step toward her and stopped.  I could feel her confusion through our link.  Despite all that she’d done, Ire still cared.  Carrie lifted her bloody hand and frowned at the circle of blood that soaked her shirt.  “Irulan, you helped them do this to me?”  She managed to say before falling to her knees. 
 
   Ire looked to me for answers and in return I shrugged a shoulder.  A bullet to the chest is pretty self-explanatory.   So is one to the temple.  Tam’s next shot hit her in the side of the head and knocked her flat on her back.  Irulan screamed and started for her.  Fazion and Stryfe appeared from out of nowhere, blocking her path.  Fazion sighed and took Irulan by the arm. 
 
   “Come, Sister,” Fazion whispered.  Irulan took a second to scowl at me before turning to follow them.  For a brief moment, all I could do was stare and try not to explode.
 
   “Val, she’s down but not out.  Those slugs are already working their way out.  What are you waiting for?” Tamerlane barked.  Shit.  This is why you don’t work with your significant other.  I got a grip on my emotions and looked for a street sign, College Street.  I think I knew where to go.
 
   While Center City wasn’t the ideal setting, I wasn’t about to drop our plans for fear of a little property damage, even if it was going to piss Daddy off in the long run.  That’s what disaster insurance was for, right.  I led the way, running through uptown Charlotte looking for the structure that would suit our needs.  
 
   We made it a block away when I felt the Banshee’s cold aura wash over me.  She’d found us, and she was pissed.  I ignored it and kept running.  She unleashed a wail and a pair of wolves flew by me, knocked senseless by her blast.  That’s when Tam opened fire.  I heard the rapid fire pops of his weapon and her wail became a scream. 
 
   “She’s hit, woolybooger, but I don’t think it’s gonna count for much,” Tam said.  “The bitch heals faster than we do…and I think she’s found my hiding spot, gotta jet.”
 
   The next wail was aimed high.  The windows above us exploded, forcing us to slow down as we began dodging the hail of broken glass.  I heard the whimper of a wolf as it was hit, and Ire grunted her pain when a shard sliced open her arm.  Damn it all to hell.  I wanted to stop, to turn and make a stand.  Running wasn’t part of my makeup.
 
   “There, Princess,” Stryfe yelled from behind me.  “That building is perfect.”  I cut my eyes to see what he was pointing at and almost cut a cartwheel.  It was latest client of our fledgling construction department, the newly renovated convention center.  It was the first building the city chose to be redesigned with Extras, and our various strengths and abilities in mind.  The steel was endowed with rune magic.  There were psi-dampeners at every entrance.  The windows and doors were made with the latest, Trumaine ballistic glass.  The place was a magic-proof, Fort Knox.
 
   “Alright, people, this is it,” I called out to my crew as we headed for the large, steel and glass dome that made up the front entrance.
 
   I was inches from the door when Tamerlane dropped to the ground in front of me, with a lopsided frown plastered to his face, “Thought you’d never get here.”
 
   “Can we do this later?  You need to override the dampeners on this door,” I huffed as I pulled open the door, waving everyone inside.
 
   Tamerlane went right to a hidden panel and set to work.  Fazion stepped beside me and sighed.  His head darted back and forth as he took in our surroundings.  “Good choice.  Ire, we need to prepare.”
 
   “Better hurry,” I said as I looked up at the darkened, cloud-filled, sky.  There was a slender form floating through the air, heading in our direction; the Banshee, no doubt.  “We’ve got company.”  I slammed the door closed and threw out my arms, channeling fae energy and forcing it into a shield.   The energy spread, fanning out until the entire area was protected.  It was the biggest shield I had erected on my own, but to say it was the strongest, remained to be seen.
 
   “You do know that your efforts are useless,” the Banshee drawled as she descended from the darkened sky.  I looked into her face and shuddered.  For as dark as the sky had become, her hollow eyes were darker.  She raked them across the front of the building and clicked her tongue.  “For all your bravado, all your efforts to prevent it, your demise is inevitable.”  
 
   “You’re very sure of yourself,” Stryfe answered, waving Fazion and Irulan, away.  They backed away, leaving me with the Manticore.  The Banshee paused and narrowed her eyes at Stryfe before she shrugged a shoulder.  “My quarrel was never with you and yours, brother.  You could have taken your men and returned home when I gave you the opportunity.  Yet here you stand, siding with them.  So with them you shall die.”
 
   “I stand in service to the royal family,” Stryfe announced.  “If that calls for my life, it’s a price I’m willing to pay.”
 
   “You’re a bigger fool than I thought,” she whispered, “as you wish it.”  She lifted a palm toward the glass and my stomach lurched with the surge of power she fed my shield.  Without help it wasn’t going to hold for long.  I could feel Irulan’s magic wash over me as she began her spell.  My mind began to race as I tried to remember everything she tried to teach me about using fae glamour.  I tried to ignore the doubts that were running through my mind, but it was harder than I thought.  
 
   Together, Carrie and the Banshee had outsmarted, or overpowered us at every turn.  Now we were placing our hopes on me being able to keep Carrie at bay, while they took care of the other.  I looked at Thade and his wolves standing with my family’s deadborns that refused to leave when they had the chance.  They were all pursed, waiting for the Banshee to begin her worst.  Our odds at victory were a wild-shot at best and everyone here knew it.  But taking the wild-shot was a better than the alternative…war in the FaeLands and an icy death for my home.  Everyone held their ground, everyone except for Constantine.
 
   My brother has fought and suffered in self-imposed silence, never addressing the fact that the Banshee was responsible for his love’s death.  So you can imagine my surprise when he pushed his way to the front of the crowd and pressed his hand against the glass.
 
   Constantine tilted his head and sighed as he gazed into the hollows where her eyes should be.  I felt Valerian and Tamerlane’s apprehension as they watched our older brother.  They were afraid of what he might do, that he’d finally reached his breaking point.  That was the least of our worries.  My shield would contain him if it came to that.  What the Banshee could do to him was much worse.
 
   I had experienced the Banshee’s gaze, the black emptiness that filled me.  I never wanted to feel that again, and Constantine damn sure didn’t need that on top of everything else.  I jumped into his thoughts; ready to act the moment it appeared the Banshee’s doom gaze was beginning to have an effect on him.  It never came.  Instead he shook his head and pressed a hand to his heart.
 
   “I can feel you.  Sorry, your trick isn’t going to work on me.  You can’t take what’s already gone,” he whispered to the Banshee.  “Fee was my light, my hope, and you took that.”
 
   “I needed to look into her eyes,” he projected walked away from the glass.  “Now it’s time for her to pay for what she did to my Fee.”
 
   Irulan’s voice took the place of Constantine’s.  “Just a few more minutes,” she said.  “Once Fazion and I are linked, I’ll use our connection to bond with you.”
 
   I nodded and blocked out everything except the sound of Irulan breathing.  In spite of everything with Carrie, in the middle of all the chaos, she was my center.  As long as I had her by my side, I could ignore the nagging doubts and focus on what needed to be done.
 
   “Almost there,” Fazion said, moments later.  The wolves lowered their heads and began to growl, their hackles rising on their necks.  My family’s vampires nodded and spread across the room as my brothers moved to my side.  Fazion pointed and Irulan took position.    
 
   “Mark my words, you will die today if you attack me, Your Highness,” the Harbinger growled.  She flexed her fingers and another jolt of energy flooded my shield.  I flinched under the added strain, praying that I didn’t have to hold on for much longer.
 
   “We shall see,” Fazion frowned.  “We’re ready,” he whispered a moment later.
 
   “I can’t do this anymore,” I croaked, my arms shaking.  “I’m tired of running, and putting off the inevitable.”  The Banshee drew her sword and twisted it through the air before bringing it to the ready.  This was it.  I sighed and dropped my arms, releasing my shield.  “If you want me, come and get me.”
 
   She was inside before I finished my sentence, rushing toward me with incredible speed.  I dropped my shields and backpedaled, eager to put as much distance between the two of us as I could.  A group of vampires flashed into her path, buying me a few precious seconds.  “You’re going to have through us first,” a deadborn announced.  She didn’t slow down.
 
   The Banshee flicked her wrist, swinging her sword with deadly precision, cutting down two vampires with one stroke.  The deadborns hit the ground screaming, their skin blistering and turning to black ash where the fae blade cut.  The next vampire managed to land a blow to her midsection, but he made the mistake of turning his back to her, and almost paid with his life.  The Banshee unleashed a wail so tangible that it punched through his flesh as if the bone, muscle, and sinew were no stronger than a wet paper towel.  The vampire fell to his knees, clutching the basketball-sized hole that was now in his stomach.  The injury wouldn’t kill him, but it was gonna hurt like a bitch until it healed.
 
   “Who’s next,” she hissed as she twisted her head, taking in the collection of bodies that surrounded her.  Thade pushed his way through to the front of the pack and lowered his head with a growl.  Shit.  He was my best friend.  I almost forgot what I was supposed to be doing, and went to his side, but Ire’s voice blared inside my head, bringing me back to focus.
 
   “I’m right here, Val.  Let me in so Faze can make the connection.”
 
   I turned away from the fight trying to not imagine the worst, as I heard weres snarls turn to pained whines.  I stood in front of the glass and cleared my mind, hoping that it would make Irulan’s task easier.  There was a slight flutter at the edge of my conscience and she was in.  Just like before, the connection was so complete that I had a hard time separating her thoughts from my own.
 
   My awareness flared away from me, jumping into the frightened minds of humans that had been evacuated.  I was a reporter standing on the edge of a police perimeter, speculating on what the latest tragedy was all about.  I was the officer cursing the day Extras were given equal rights.
 
   “Pull it back, Val.  Focus on me,” Ire called out.  I latched onto her voice and pushed everyone away until it was just Ire and I.  Even still, it was a struggle not to drop my shields.
 
   “Don’t fight me, baby,” she said.  “Let my thoughts guide you.  We’ve got to do it together.”   I felt her racing through my mind, searching for the right combination to unlock the abilities we needed to make our plan a success.  When she found what she was looking for, she pushed them to the front of my thoughts.
 
   “For this to work you’re going to have to make contact.  Press your hands to the metal beam and think ‘wood’.”
 
   “Think, wood, that’s it?”  I hated to come off as skeptical, but it sounded too easy.  The important stuff never is.
 
   “You can’t just think it, you have to believe it,” Ire said.  “Your total belief is what will allow you to control both forms of glamour.  Carrie is strong.  She’ll be able to feel the metal underneath ordinary fae glamour.  You’ve got to use vampire glamour to make her think otherwise.”
 
   No pressure at all.  I reached out, pressed my hand to the cool metal and thought ‘wood’, but how the hell was I supposed to know if it was working or not?
 
   “It’s not,” Fazion said dryly, “Irulan, try something different because Carrie is on her way.  If your leech can’t block her powers-”
 
   “I’ve got this, fuck face.  Just be ready to raise your shields.”  I closed my eyes and imagined the tall oak that Valerian and I climbed as children.  That tree was over fifty feet tall and we would race to the top, ignoring the danger it posed to a pair of four year olds.  My mother would soar up through the air and land on the last branch above us, chastising us for once again breaking her rules.  The next night we’d do it again.  To us, it was a game…a dangerous, thrilling game that we always won because we didn’t consider the possibility of defeat.
 
   I felt the metal swell toward me, and shook my head. “Not today,” I grunted and pushed back.  “I can feel you, but your powers are useless against wood.”  I opened my eyes and saw her standing on the other side of the glass.  A deep scowl was plastered to her face.  She was definitely not happy.  
 
   “Performance problems, Carrie, it happens to the best of us…so I’ve heard.  I’ve never experienced it personally, but-”
 
   “You bitch,” she sneered.  “What have you done?”
 
   “Not as much as I’m about to.”  I locked my gaze onto hers, and pushed my way inside her mind.  She tried to keep me out, but she didn’t have Irulan’s training.  Most Sidhe had no idea how to effectively lock their shields, and Carrie was no exception.  They fell like the walls of Jericho.
 
   I pushed the image of that tree inside of her head, believing with all of my heart that the year was 1917 and I was back in New Orleans, climbing that tree with Valerian at my side.  I put so much into the notion, that I expected my mother to show up at any minute, but I didn’t get her.  Instead, I was rewarded with the sight of Carrie clutching her head as she stumbled away from the glass.  I did it.
 
   “Ire, its working!” I screamed inside her head. 
 
   “I knew you could do it. Duck!” She yelled it reply.
 
   I didn’t question.  I slid to my knees, keeping one hand on the metal.  A second later the pony-sized body of a wolf, came sailing over my head.  It crashed into the shield, bounced off, and hit the ground next to me.  His thick fur brushed against my leg and I gasped.
 
   “Thade!”  I reached with my free hand and ran my fingers across his muzzle.  When I pulled them away, they were covered in blood.  Fuck. This so was not happening.  I leaned toward him and Fazion’s voice exploded in my head.
 
   “Don’t you DARE move one more inch!” He yelled.  “This is bigger than one wolf!”
 
   “He’s my best friend, asshole,” I spat aloud, fighting to hold back tears.  “He needs help.”
 
   “He won’t need anything if you allow your emotions to get the better of you, because he’ll be dead-frozen by your grandfather’s arrival.”
 
   “Thade is tough, Val,” Irulan chimed in.  “His advanced healing will kick in and he’ll be alright.”
 
   I watched him for a tense, few moments, blocking out the sounds of the battle behind me; waiting for a sigh that he would be okay.  The steady up and down of his chest proved that he was alive, but aside from breathing, he wasn’t moving. 
 
   I shifted position, sitting down so that I could pull Thade closer.  His furry head covered my lap.  There was dried blood caked around his mouth and nostrils, but at least it had stopped.   I looked across miniature battlefield and saw Irulan staring at me.
 
   “Give it a minute, baby.  I’ve been on the receiving end of the Banshee’s stunner.  He’ll come around.”
 
   “You, needed my blood,” I reminded her. 
 
   “But Marcus didn’t.” 
 
   Someone yelled in pain, jarring my attention away from Thade.  I looked into the melee and saw Constantine standing before the Banshee.  She was doubled over as if she was in pain.  I dropped my eyes and saw that he was holding the hilt of his sword.  He’d driven it through her stomach.  The blood coated tip saw sticking out of her back.
 
   “I hope it hurts!” He growled.
 
   The Banshee snarled with a jerk, pulling herself free from her Tino’s blade.  Tamerlane was waiting in the wings.  The second she was clear, he opened fire, hitting her with round after round.  Gridlock and Ballistic shoved their way through the crowd and joined him, unleashing an automatic hell.  Vampires protected their ears and the weres whined as they backed away, leaving the Banshee in the center of the room, swarmed in a hail of gunfire.  Each slug hit home, rocking her body, but she refused to fall.  When the gunfire stopped, the fae was hunched over with an arm wrapped around her stomach.  Her body oozed blood from what looked like, hundreds of entrance wounds.   
 
   For a few brief moments the room was silent, and then the walls began to shake.  The Banshee slowly lifted her head to look at me with an off-center sneer.  I frowned and saw that her body was vibrating in time with the tremors.  Crap on toast, this wasn’t going to be good.
 
   She nodded her head, as if she could read my mind, and her sneer became an outright grin.  “My turn,” she exhaled.
 
   The Banshee threw her head back and began to wail, but this wasn’t like the others.  Her entire body buzzed with the sound, her battered flesh quivering as the slugs that filled it, began to work their way out.
 
   “Everybody get down!” Valerian yelled as he dove for the floor.  The rounds flew out of her body in multiple directions, pinging against Ire, and Fazion’s shield, to ricochet across the room.  I leaned over Thade, protecting him as best as I could.
 
   I heard Gridlock grunt and knew that he’d been hit.  A second later a wolf yelped.  Tam ordered the vampires to form a wall around Marcus’s pack.  I lifted my head and watched my brothers place themselves in the line of fire.  Other vampires followed suit.  When the Banshee stopped her wail, the wounds on her body had already healed.  Every vampire was hit and for the moment, out of commission while their bodies healed.
 
   That left about twelve wolves to face the Banshee.  Even Stryfe had disappeared.   Thade shifted against my lap and I looked down into human eyes.  “Did we win?” He croaked.
 
   “No.  I think we just lost,” I whispered.
 
   “Indeed you did,” the Banshee answered.  She turned and took a step in my direction.  “As I knew you would.”
 
   Thade pushed to his feet and hobbled the few inches to stand in front of me.  He growled and forced his hands to shift.  “You’re not going to touch her.”
 
   “You aren’t strong enough to stop me,” she warned him.  Behind her Marcus’s hackles raised as he lowered his head and began growling.
 
   “Maybe not by myself, but a wolf is never alone,” Thade said.  The remainder of the wolves joined Marcus.  Together they began to circle the Banshee, cocooning her in a wall of fur.
 
   “Enough!” She yelled and the fight began.  She darted forward, swinging her sword with incredible speed.  One gray haired wolf yelped as it bit into his side.  Another leapt into the air, its deadly claws aimed at her chest, but she leaned out of the way, hitting the wolf with a quick wail as it sailed by.
 
   Thade jumped into the air and caught his flailing pack-mate before it hit.  They landed with a soft thud and the wolf shook its shaggy head then jumped back into the fray.  Thade rolled his shoulder and followed.
 
   “Spirited creatures, werewolves,” Fazion said.  “They’re putting up quite a fight.”
 
   The wolves began charging her two and three at a time, moving fast enough to avoid getting struck by her blade, but not enough to outmaneuver her wails.  She dipped, and twisted, avoiding one wolf after another.  Keeping herself from getting hit by using their momentum and wail against them.
 
   “They are,” I agreed, “But they can’t keep this up for long.  Where are your Manticores?”  I threw my aura ahead of me, searching for the now familiar signatures of the fae guards.  They were nowhere to be found.  “They were supposed to be here, but I feel nothing.”
 
   “In due time, Princess, when the moment is right.” Fazion replied.  Another wolf flew over my head and crashed into the shield.  When its body hit the ground, its head was at an impossible angle.  Tears gathered as I watched the large body begin to shrink, and shift back to human.  Only death and an alpha could force a wolf back.  This wasn’t Marcus’s doing.
 
   I climbed to my feet and shook the tears away.  “Leave them alone!  It’s me you want, not them!”  I slapped a hand against my chest, leaned toward her.  “I’m right here!”
 
   Another wolf jumped at her, only to be kicked out of the air.  “If you insist,” The Banshee smiled and began to close the distance between us.  She managed to make it a few feet before Constantine tackled her from behind.
 
   “Did you really think we would let you get anywhere near our little sister?” he barked.  Tino used his weight to slam her face first into the ground.  He began driving his fist into her side, over and over again.  I heard something snap and knew he’s broken a rib or two, but his advantage ended there.
 
   The Banshee bucked, flipping him off of her, sending him sliding across the floor.  She pushed to her knees and snarled at the vampires that were beginning to stand.  “Stay down or-”
 
   She didn’t finish her statement because Valerian dropped out of a flash and promptly kicked her in the jaw.  The fae’s head snapped back, but she caught herself before she fell and answered Vedo’s kick with a blazing fist to his knee.
 
   His leg was forced back.  I screamed in agony, experiencing my twin’s pain as it broke.  Valerian gasped and fell hard.  I saw the jagged end of a bone poking through skin and lost it.  “Vedo!  You leave his the fuck alone!”  I forgot all about keeping Carrie out and pulled my hand away from the wall, intent on going to my brother.  Or, I tried to.
 
   My hand was stuck.  I looked back and gave a desperate tug, fighting to get to Valerian.  I couldn’t move.  I screamed and looked across the room at Fazion and Ire.  Both had hands extended toward me, locking me in place with shields.
 
   “Let me go, now!” I yelled, “He needs me!”  I saw swirling blue lights zip by my head and knew that my control was shot. 
 
   “Val, you need to get a grip!” Irulan yelled to only me.  “Focus!  Tamerlane has Valerian out of harm’s way.  His leg will heal!  Damn it, you’ll kill us all!”
 
   Tamerlane bumped into me as he pulled Valerian to my side.  “I’m here, Val,” my twin huffed, “A little worse for wear, but I’m in one piece.  You can kill the light show.”
 
   I dropped and wrapped my free hand around his neck.  “From now on you stay in the office.  No more field work for you.”
 
   “So what are you saying, I’m helpless?”  Valerian croaked.  “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
 
   A clap of thunder cut me off before I could reply.  I twisted around to look out and saw that it had started raining.  Trees lining the sidewalk were leaning in the wind; their tops almost touching the ground.  This was bad.  If I remembered correctly, the entire week was supposed to be cloud free and sunny.  Now not only had the temperature dropped, but the sky had opened up above us. 
 
   “Ire?”
 
   “He’s closer, Val.  I don’t think we’re going to make it.”
 
   “Don’t count us out yet, Sister,” Fazion whispered.  “It’s time.”  I felt a shift in the barrier as Fazion pulled back a portion of his energy.  The fae king closed his eyes and began to chant.  When he was done, Manticores blinked into the room amongst the charging vampires and weres.  There were more bodies than before, almost doubling our numbers.
 
   Stryfe pointed a sword at the Banshee and began calling out orders.   “You there-strike now-move!”  He directed them over kicks and under punches.  Tamerlane ran back into the mix and began doing the same for our vampires, while Marcus backed away and exerted command over his wolves.
 
   When the Banshee caught a group of vampires in her gaze, the Manticores were there, breaking her concentration to free them.  When a Manticore wavered, a wolf was there to keep him from falling.  The fae attacked with blades, the vampires and wolves with fangs and claws.  Everyone moving with an intensity that would have made me feel sorry for the Banshee if she wasn’t out to destroy everyone that I loved.
 
   I watched the Banshee with hated awe.  As ferocious as the attacks against the Banshee were, her defensive maneuvers were equally impressive.  I could see her slowing in some areas, her wail wavering for a few seconds, or a sloppy strike that swung wide, but she always compensated.  For every missed strike, there was a kick that landed, sending someone sprawling to their ass.  For every floundering wail, there was her gaze, locking people in place for the few seconds needed for her wail to strengthen.
 
   “She’s kinda awesome isn’t she?” Valerian said as he watched.
 
   “Really?  Do you have Stockholm Syndrome or something?  She’s trying to kill us, Vedo.”
 
   “You can’t sit there and tell me you weren’t thinking the same thing.”  
 
   Maybe I was, but I wasn’t going to admit it.  Instead I said, “Doesn’t matter how good she is, we’re going to win this.”  I reached over while he was distracted and forced the broken bone into place.
 
   Valerian screamed and swatted my hand away.  “Have you lost your damn mind?!  What’d you do that for?!”
 
   “Your leg wasn’t going to heal like that.  You need to be on your feet, not lying here like a sitting duck.”
 
   A loud whack against the glass made both of us jump.  I looked back and saw a waterlogged, Carrie with both hands pressed to outside of the metal beam.  The iron swelled beneath me, almost pushing my hand free.
 
   “It looks as if the spell you worked is nearing its end,” she said, forcing more of her influence into the metal.  “I’ll be in soon, and then we can play.”
 
   “Val,” Irulan started, but I was already on my feet.
 
   “I’m on it,” I said as I pressed both hands to the beam.  I closed my eyes, focused on the image of that tree and shoved it away from me.  I felt Carrie recoil and the metal settled back into place.
 
   “Momentary lapse of concentration, sorry, won’t happen again,” I informed her.  She hissed in reply, her backup a flash of lightning.  I could help but laugh.  “Sticks and stones, chick, sticks and stones, you’re still out there and I’m in here.”  For now.
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   Chapter 25
 
    
 
   Behind me the Banshee released another wail, but unlike the last, this one barely rattled the walls.  I watched the fight in the glass’s reflection.  Over half of the wolves were on the sidelines, nursing injuries.  Our numbers were dwindling and this time there would be no cavalry, but it looked like our last ditch plan was working.  The bitch actually looked like she was beginning to tire and now she wasn’t recovering.  That last volley only sent one deadborn sliding across the floor instead of into the wall.
 
   Outside, Carrie had gotten over my last mental push, and was back at the beams, fighting to exert her control over the metal.  I flinched under the extra weight and thought ‘wood’.  “I don't think I can take much more of this,” I called out to Irulan.  “She’s damn strong and a far sight better at magic than I am.”
 
   To my surprise, it wasn’t Irulan that offered words of support--it was Fazion.  “You aren't alone, Valeria.  Irulan and I are here to help you; but, aside from that, you need to remember that no matter what she is now, Carrie is still just an ordinary Fae.  You are royal and far more powerful that she will ever be.  You can take whatever she can dish out and more.”
 
   The world was coming to an end.  It had to be, because Fazion would never say anything even remotely nice to me.  “Thanks,” I said as I forced more of my will into my glamour.  As I looked at him across the battlefield that was once the Convention Center’s foyer, I saw something that I never thought I’d see in the middle of downtown Charlotte.  There was a doorway to the FaeLands opening in the midst of a sea of metal.  Maybe my glamour was working a little too well.
 
   “People, we've got a problem,” I yelled, tilting my head toward the doorway, still not daring to remove my hands from the walls.  A blast of frigid wind filled the dome, making the air feel like daggers as it filled my lungs.
 
   Fazion’s eyes widened in horror as the glass around us began to frost over and crack in some places.  “The Winter King comes,” he yelled.  “We have no more time: the Harbinger has to die now!”
 
   If his frantic tone of voice wasn’t enough to convince everyone that they had to get a move on, the tendrils of ice that spread along the floor freezing anything they came in contact with did.  The first victim was one of Marcus’s wolves.  He wasn’t fast enough to get out of the way of the icy wave of power.
 
   I looked on in horror as a shimmering sheet of ice traveled up his legs and coated his fur until he was a frozen statue, caught in mid-stride.  But the statue wouldn’t stand for long.  A second blast of frigid air rolled through the doorway and a coat of snow covered the were.  Before I could access what was happening, his body exploded into thousands of tiny shards.
 
   Thade croaked as he watched his pack member shatter into nothing.  “Uncle Marcus, we've got to take it up a notch,” He yelled over the commotion.  Wolf Marcus nodded.  The were’s leapt as one unit.  Furry bodies blocked the Banshee from view until a scream knocked them away from her, but that didn’t stop them.  The wolves scrambled to their feet and charged again.  More than a few of them were able to avoid getting hit by the Banshee’s counter attacks and dug either claw or fang into her flesh.  They attacked with a renewed vigor that surprised Fazion.
 
   “Follow the two-natured.  We will only win if we fight as if we have nothing to lose!” he called out to the head of his guards.
 
   Stryfe gripped the pommel of his sword so tight that his knuckles turned white from the pressure, and lifted the black curved blade into the air.  “It’s all or nothing, Manticores!  The Harbinger must die, or we are all lost to the Winter Kings wrath!”
 
   The Banshee looked at the throng of wolves and vampires around her with a puzzled look as some of them became Sidhe warriors, another surprise, courtesy of Fazion.  Some of the Sidhe shifted forms to things deadlier than wolves, while others lifted their swords and exhaled. Gathering what strength they had for the final assault that would either lead to the Banshee’s death or the thousands of mortal lives that populated Charlotte.  With a nod of Stryfe’s head, Marcus’s pack and my family’s deadborns leap out of the way and the elite guard charged.
 
   The painful expression that graced Irulan and Fazion’s faces lessened as they began to undo their spell.  The powerful glamour was no longer needed.
 
   “It doesn’t matter what you do,” the Banshee sneered, almost out of breath as she watched more Manticores materialize around her.  “You couldn’t defeat me before.  What makes you think you can now?”  She pointed a bony finger in my direction and smirked.  “You, I will take my time to kill.  Or perhaps I’ll save you for my friend.  I’m sure she'd love to torture you for all that you took from her.”  While she was distracted, Stryfe rushed in, kicked away her fallen sword, and promptly disappeared.
 
   Carrie’s fist banged against the now frozen glass and a basketball sized chunk broke away from the rest of the wall.  “Behind you!” she shrieked, pointing to the icy wonderland that lay on the other side of the doorway.
 
   The Banshee spared a glance over her shoulder as folded her body into an impossible angle to avoid the downward stroke of a Fae blade.
 
   “Impossible,” she yelled, turning the word into a weapon directed toward an oncoming guard, sending him flying backward.  “It can't be.”  I tried to tell her before, but she didn’t believe me.
 
   “Oh, but it is,” Fazion answered.  “You underestimated the Dark King because you were born in a period of relative peace between our two courts, but make no mistake, Harbinger, going after FaeVar's children has pushed him back to his old ways.  The kings that summoned you have no idea what they have unleashed upon the realms.”
 
   After handing us our asses not once, but multiple times, the Harbinger saw her death hanging before her.  The fathomless darkness that replaced her eyes blinked, and for a second they were white, cloud-filled orbs that looked no different from other Sidhe I’d met.
 
   I gasped, unable to contain my surprise, and her eyes returned to the pits of nothing that I was used to.  “It makes no matter whether the Winter King walks or not, I was summoned to destroy this line and I will fulfill my duties.”
 
   She danced out of the way of a charging guard as his sword came barreling toward her neck.  With what looked like no effort at all, she reached out, grabbed him by the back of his neck and flung him into his brother in arms.  Both of the Sidhe slammed into the ground hard enough to crack the slick, ice covered concrete beneath them.
 
   “Is that the best you’ve got, spoiled little prince,” she laughed as she directed an ear splitting cry at another group sending them crashing to their knees, clutching their ears in pain.  “You will always fail, always be second best,” she taunted Fazion.
 
   Fazion took her ribbing in stride, even going so far as to smile at her.  “Not this time, Banshee,” he whispered as she materialized a wicked looking sword and blocked yet another strike from a guard that managed to get close enough.  While she knocked his sword away Fazion released the hold on the last bit of glamour he was holding over his men.  Stryfe appeared hovering in the air, inches above the Harbingers head.
 
   She snapped her head toward the ceiling, ready to unleash a wail, but it never came.  Stryfe’s blade was already on her lips before she began her deadly scream.  The determined Manticore used all his weight to drive his blade straight down her throat, silencing the instrument of death her cry was sure to be at that close range.
 
   For the first time since this entire ordeal began, I breathed a small sigh of relief.  Maybe we could pull this off in time.  But as hard as it was to incapacitate the Harbinger, she was far from dead.  She still had to be bound in the iron beams of the dome surrounding us and to do that Irulan and Fazion were going to have to work together.  That meant I was going to be the sole Fae keeping the wooded glamour intact in Carrie’s mind.  And our plan could still fail if we didn’t keep the two of them apart before the Banshee was bound.
 
   I was going to be under twice as much pressure as I already was.  “I’m not strong enough to do this,” I whispered, giving voice to all the doubts that had returned, stronger than ever.  I looked past the bodies that were surrounding the fallen Banshee and found Irulan’s eyes boring into my own.
 
   There was far too much commotion for her to hear me, but that didn’t stop her voice from filling my head.  “My brother is right.  You can do this. It's just like any other fight Val, except you're using your will instead of your fist or something tangible.”
 
   A tear slid down my face as Fazion pulled his hands away from the metal beams and took a step toward the center of the room where everyone was waiting.  The strain was like nothing I’d ever felt before.  I thought my mind was going to rip itself apart, but the glamour that was preventing Carrie from turning the iron beams into weapons against us was holding.
 
   “I’m going to let go, baby, and help Fazion put an end to this once and for all,” my wife told me.  “You can do this.”  And with that those words the weight of the world came crashing down on my shoulders.
 
   Carrie laughed and pressed both of her hands to the metal beams that were so close but, right out of her reach.  “You’re going to be the cause of their deaths,” she sneered as she bombarded the metal with her strange power, calling it to do her bidding.  “I can feel it under my hands, aching to bend to my will.  You're an even bigger disgrace to the Fomori than I ever was.  What made you think that you could ever be our equal?  The Fae are so much more than you could ever hope to be, filthy blood sucker.”
 
   I ground my teeth together as the mind games that Irulan’s ex was trying to play, hit home.  The bitches plan was backfiring.  Her words weren't discouraging me, causing my control to falter.  She was only pissing me off, strengthening my resolve to keep her out.  I couldn’t get my hands on her just yet, but unlucky for her, I was the queen of talking shit.
 
   “Fuck you; you half-breed, unwanted freak,” I threw back at her.  “Your father cast you out; my grandfather welcomed me with open arms.  Who's the disgrace again?”  Carrie’s facial expression hardened, but, one eye twitched.  I hit a nerve, and I've got more where that came from.
 
   “Do you know Irulan, and I lived together for five years before she ever mentioned your name?  How forgettable does that make you?  And here all this time you thought you were the love of her life.”  I threw in a casual laugh for good measure and saw the hint of tears gathering in her eyes.  “I guess not.”
 
   “Shut your disgusting mouth, vampire,” she whispered.  “You speak nothing but lies.  I know the princess loves me, more than you could ever hope she’d love you.”
 
   I hated to go there, but throwing her into an emotional tailspin was the way I was keeping her from using the metal against us.  I sighed and pulled the coldest Trumaine face that I could muster.  I caught sight of myself in the icy glass and almost shivered.  My father would be proud.
 
   “Irulan felt sorry for you,” I said with such conviction I almost believed my lies.  “She was the only person in that entire court that wasn’t raised to look on the UnSeelie.  But pity isn’t love and that’s why she took you under her wing.  She pitied you, like someone would pity a lame, unwanted runt.  Like a puppy. You were a pet.”
 
   “Liar,” she whispered, as the first tear slid down her face.  Something inside me took joy in her grief, and I kept going; pushing the advantage while I had it.
 
   “Need I remind you again, I’m as much fae as I am vampire.  What makes you think I can even tell a lie?  My grandfather did use you to find us.”  Another tear fell, and I felt her grief filling me, strengthening my glamour until it was impenetrable.  “And now you show up after all these years, an even bigger freak than you already were.  It would have been better if you had died in Kent's cage.”
 
   I reveled in the wave of pain that came off of her. I took in a deep breath and pulled, letting the emotion fill me just as surely as a pint of O negative would have.  I fed on her until she fell to her knees with tears streaming down her face; never noticing that the tears were turning into tiny icicles on her eyelashes.  It was Irulan’s voice that got through to me.
 
   “Valeria,” she screamed, inches from my ear.  “Stop before you kill her.”
 
   I shook my head, trying to clear the fog that had filled it, and watched as Irulan waved her hand, dissolving the glass that stood between her and Carrie.  Before I could say a word, she was there beside her, pulling the fallen Sidhe into her arms. 
 
   “How could you say those things to her, Val?” She asked, her face marred with anger.  “You could have found another way.”
 
   For the second time in so many minutes, it was Fazion that offered words in my favor.  “Your wife did what she had to do to accomplished what we needed.  Don’t berate her for using the tools that she had at her disposal.  Remember, you married a Dark Court Princess.”
 
   He turned to me and sighed.  The breath hung in the air, turning into a fine powdery snow before falling at his feet.  That's when I noticed the temperature had gotten even colder.  “We don't have much time, Princess.  The Winter King has almost reached the border to this realm and the old man isn’t going to listen to anyone but you.”
 
   “Huh,” I mumbled, not listening to him as I took in the icy scene the Convention Center had become.  “When did this happen?”  As far as I could see the sidewalks were nothing but thick sheets of ice.  Trees were covered in the stuff; their branches bent at awkward angles toward the ground under the added weight they were being forced to hold.  I pushed myself to my feet and turned in a slow circle, not wanting to believe what I was seeing.
 
   There were frozen bodies all around me, some intact, others missing arms or heads.  Vampire and shifters alike were locked in cases of ice.  They were beautifully-demented creations that shouldn’t be.  I followed the ice and as far as I could see the city was falling to the power of my grandfather.
 
   “I have to stop this,” I said to myself, not realizing I’d said the words out loud.
 
   “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” Fazion groaned as he pointed a shaky finger toward the doorway to the FaeLands.  “You have to go through the doorway and stop FaeVar before he gets here!”  He had to shout to be heard over the roar of the blizzard that was now spilling into my realm.
 
   “I’m on it,” I said as I threw a hand in front of my face and headed into the maelstrom.  It took every ounce of strength I could muster, to fight the wind and snow that was coming through the archway, but once I made it through, the weather was calmer.  Oh mind you, it was just as cold and I was pretty certain that I had permanently lost all feeling in my fingers, but at least the wind wasn’t slapping me in the face.
 
   On the other side of the doorway, it looked like a nice winter day.  The world was blanketed in a thick carpet of downy snow and trees were laden with icicles.  There were no pixies flitting through the trees, but an inquisitive bunch of satyrs stopped their snowball fight to stare at me.  The FaeLands was definitely more equipped to deal with the powers of the Winter King than my realm was.
 
   Speaking of my grandfather, the thundering of hooves vibrated through the air, commanding my attention.  I stopped waving at the satyrs and turned toward a beaten path near the edge of the woods.  There sitting atop one of the largest horses I’d ever seen, was my great-great-grandfather FaeVar, but he looked nothing like the man I first met.
 
   The first thing I noticed was his eyes.  Even though I knew his having the same eye color as I was a result of glamour, he'd been born with it intact.  Almost like the fates had intended for us to share the same ice blue, silver pupiled peepers.  It made me feel like I belonged right off the bat, and now they were gone.  There was no way my eyes would ever look like the wide, blizzard-filled orbs that now filled his head.
 
   The next thing that drew my attention was his skin.  Whereas before, by Sidhe standards, it was a not-so-extraordinary shade of light brown, now it was pale blue and had a slight sparkle to it that looked like flakes of ice had been trapped right under the surface.  His long, white hair was the same, and then it wasn’t.
 
   The waist-length, white strands were there, but as the wind caught the tresses, snow fell to the ground, almost as if he had walked in from a storm and was shaking the snow away to get warm; except he wasn’t warmth anymore.  The man before me would never see warmth again.
 
   When I was finally able to find the words, I stepped toward my grandfather and tried to summon the smart-mouthed self that was usually me.  The lump in my throat was making it hard.
 
   “Hello, Grandfather,” I managed to croak, in between the shivers and tears that wanted to fall.  “This is a new look.”
 
   FaeVar slid off his horse and raised a hand in the air.  The contingency of guards surrounding him brought their steeds to a halt.  “I feared what I would find when I reached you,” he said as he drew me into his arms.
 
   “You’re warm,” I said against the fur lined collar of his black leather coat.  “I wasn’t expecting warmth.”
 
   My grandfather chuckled and grabbed me by the shoulder, holding me to look into my eyes.  “I will always be warm to my ilk.  My own are free from the chill that my body gives off.”
 
   “Yeah, about that,” I started, “Why?  Fazion told me you could have lived in Avalon without claiming the Winter King's throne.  He said no one had claimed that right since Methuselah.  Why would you do this to yourself?”
 
   FaeVar ran a finger down the side of my face and frowned.  “I’m surprised you have to ask, Granddaughter. You are precious to me.  I had to claim the mantle to assure myself the power that I would need to stop the Harbinger, and make the Seelie pay for their treachery.”
 
   I took a step back and shook my head.  “Don’t use me as an excuse to give yourself a reason to start a war, Grandfather--especially when the Seelie and UnSeelie have just found some type of peace.  Or have you forgotten that my wife is a Tuatha Princess?”
 
   “Princess Irulan is never without a home in the FaeLands.  Your union ensures that,” he answered, like that made everything he was prepared to do, right.
 
   “That’s not good enough,” I countered.  “What about my home?”  I turned and pointed to the dismal, frozen scene laying on the other side of the doorway.   “The people of Tir Nam Beo aren't equipped to handle that type of cold.  People are freezing to death, like that,” I protested, snapping my fingers. “Good men fought by my side to keep our family safe, and now they are dead.”
 
   My grandfather looked at me like I’d suddenly grown another head.  “If they fought with you, then it was their honor to die defending a Fomori Princess.  I don't fail to understand what you find wrong with that.”
 
   I could see I was getting nowhere.  The only thing left to try, was outright begging.  “You’ve got to close the door, Grandfather.  Charlotte is going to look like Antarctica if you don't.  Hundreds of humans would be dead if we hadn’t evacuated the area.”
 
   FaeVar turned toward his men and promptly laughed.  The old fucker laughed at me.  “One of my own is worth the lives of a thousand mortals.  What do I care if they can't handle the cold?  Let them get a coat.”
 
   It's funny how sometimes family will make you want to choke them, faster than a stranger will.  Because the guy was my grandfather, I tried asking nicely, but my patience was wearing thin.   “Your actions can be seen by the human authorities as an act of war,” I spat, no longer able to keep the frustration out of my voice.  “You don’t have to live here.  What you’re doing is going to make the lives of hundreds of thousands of Extras, a living hell.”
 
   FaeVar rolled his shoulders and took my hands into his own.  “That’s where you’re wrong Valeria.  You don’t have to live in that empty place.  The mortal realm lost everything that made it unique, eons ago and it’s been dying ever since.  I can give them a hasty death instead of the meandering end that awaits them.  And you and your family-my children, can return to the home that is rightfully yours.”
 
   That’s when everything clicked.  The Harbinger was called by both two Light and Dark Kings, but before Kent even learned of his lower kings actions, FaeVar had already judged the kings under his rule and placed two of his sons, on the suddenly vacant thrones.  It happened too fast.  How could he have judged two kings, found their replacements, and declared war on the Light Court in such a short amount of time?  He wouldn’t have, unless he had beforehand knowledge.
 
   “You knew what those kings were planning,” I said, as I pulled away from my great-great-grandfather.  I slipped on the frozen ground and fell to one knee.  “You could have stopped them before any of this happened.  You let those kings set those bitches loose on my family and for what?  To try and talk us into a change of location?”
 
   No, he would have brought that notion to us, personally.  He wanted a reason to declare war, to take control of a power that he had no business wielding.  My mind replayed our first encounter and, his eagerness to bring battle to the Tuatha De Danann.  He needed an excuse to cry foul and I’ll be damned if I didn’t almost give him one, twice.
 
   I pushed myself farther away from him and looked back toward the doorway that led home.  Everyone was there watching the scene between me and FaeVar play itself out.  I zeroed in on Fazion and saw that the Tuatha king had a smug, satisfied look, plastered to his face.  He was waiting for his opportunity to say, ‘I told you so’.  I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of proving that all the things he’d said about the Dark Court were true.  What would that make me and my family?
 
   “Tell me that I’m wrong,” I pleaded with my grandfather, wishing like hell that this was one of the times that I was.  I would have given anything to write this off as one of my ‘open smart-ass-mouth, and insert foot moments’.  “You can’t tell a lie,” I reasoned and pointed toward the doorway, “So right now; you tell me that I’m wrong.  Tell me that I’m wrong and they’ll have to believe you.”  My voice faltered, but I refused to cry.  “You can’t be the monster that Fazion says you are.”
 
   I looked up into my grandfather’s eyes and waited for him to deny my accusations.  He had to deny them, because otherwise it would break my heart to find out that he was ultimately responsible for such pain and destruction.  I’d been back to the FaeLands numerous times since finding out the truth about my heritage.  I’d spent hours getting to know FaeVar.  Or rather I thought that I knew him.
 
   His silence proved that I didn’t know him at all.  “Make ready to return to Avalon,” he called out to his men.  “The Harbinger is no more.  My children are safe.  I have no reason to enter Tir Nam Beo.”
 
   I sat there on the cold ground until my grandfather pulled me up and into his arms.  “Living in the Mortal Realm may have saved your life, but it’s made you weak, Valeria.”
 
   I stiffened and shook my head.  “If you believe that than I feel even sorrier for you than I did a minute ago,” I answered.  I allowed myself a few more moments in his arms before stepping away from him.  “I’ve quickly grown to love you, Grandfather, and I can’t turn my emotions off like a light switch, but after today it will be awhile before I can bring myself to see you again.  What you did is almost unforgivable.”
 
   He nodded as if he knew what I was going to say.  “You believe that now, Granddaughter, but as the Fomori in you gets stronger, you’ll begin to understand the choices I made.”
 
   He turned and began to make his way back to his entourage.  “Tell everyone that I expect to see you all at Mikilos’s coronation.  I’ll send a messenger with the official invitation.  Tuatha, remember your word.”
 
   As I stood there watching him leave, I felt fingers slipping into my own and knew that it was Irulan.  I squeezed her hand and pulled her closer.  Together we watched the Winter King gallop away.  “Tell me he’s not right,” I whispered, after a few seconds.  “I could never be that callous and cold hearted.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Irulan replied.  “When FaeVar took the Mantel it changed him, made the darkness inside him even harder.  He sees things differently now.”  She paused, and gave my hand another slight squeeze before continuing.  “Those changes aren’t limited to him, but rather his entire bloodline.”
 
   “What?”  The bottom fell out of my already shaky stomach, and I twisted my head so I could look her in the eyes.  Instead of the assurances that I was expecting, she’d dropped another bomb.  “Do you mean?”
 
   “I mean he could be right. I don’t know,” she said, cutting me off before my imagination could get the better of me.  “But you’re different; you, Anya, the boys…you’re a vampire first, Val.  I need you to remember that.”
 
   She sounded like my father.  “What if I start to forget?”
 
   “Then I’ll be here to remind you.” She wrapped her arms around my shoulders and leaned forward to press a kiss to my forehead.  “Now come on.  The doorway is beginning to close and I’m freezing my faerie ass off.”
 
   We turned to leave and I saw Fazion through the doorway.  He was standing behind Valerian, and he looked…off somehow.  “Ire, what’s going on with your cousin?”
 
   She took my hand as we walked, frowning when she noticed the same thing I did.  “I don’t know.  He should be happy.  We stopped the Harbinger and he kept his word to Uncle-no!”  Irulan dropped my hand and began running for the doorway.  “Fazion, don’t do it!  I know what he wants! Don’t force this on them!”
 
   I took off after her.  As I got closer I could see Stryfe and two Manticores standing next to Tamerlane and Constantine.  They were undoing the bracers that protected their arms, exposing their wrist.  Shit!  They were going to force Sidhe blood onto my brothers, triggering the same transformation that I endured.
 
   Vedo picked up my thoughts and spun around to stop Fazion but he was too slow.  The conniving prince shoved his bleeding arm into Vedo’s mouth, and pushed him to the ground.  I ran toward them, but the Manticores were waiting.  They threw out their arms, trapping everyone that wasn’t with their king, in a barrier.
 
   “You’ll pay for this!  Do you hear me?!”  I screamed as I kicked and punched at the invisible wall to no avail.
 
   “How could you, Faze?”  Irulan whispered.  I could hear the heartbreak in her voice.  “They’re my family, too.  Why?”
 
   “I can’t hope to match the Winter King’s power, so I do what I must to ensure the Tuatha continue to thrive,” he answered.  “I’ve just paid for a thousand years of peace with my own blood.”  He pulled his arm away from Valerian and let my brother fall to the ground.  “You should be proud of me, Sister.  I’m finally learning to put the people first.”
 
   Stryfe and the other Manticore did the same with Tam and Tino, stepping away from them as they fell to their knees, mouths coated with Sidhe blood.  Fazion waltzed toward us, heading for the fading doorway.  “Thank you for gathering most of FaeVar’s ilk in one place.  That made it so much easier for my Manticores to find them.”
 
   “What?”  I didn’t believe what I was hearing.
 
   “I’ll tell the old man that he should expect the lot of you in what…a week, maybe?
 
   “I’m going to kill you for this,” I hissed as he walked by.
 
   “Highly unlikely,” he chuckled.  “Irulan loves me, and she could never let you kill someone she loves.  I think she’s proven that on more than one occasion.”
 
   The instant they walked through the doorway it blinked away, along with the shield.  I flashed to Valerian, dropping to my knees.  “Are you okay?”
 
   “For now, I guess.  I’ll let you know when I’m not.  Go check on them,” he pointed to our brothers.
 
   I flashed to Tam and Tino, holding out hands for both of them.  “We need to get to the complex and check on Mother,” Tam grunted as he shoved my hand away.  He climbed to his feet, wiping away the blood that clung to his lips.
 
   “She should be fine,” Irulan said.  “No worse for wear than the three of you.  But call to make sure.”
 
   Valerian already head his cell pressed to his ear.  Despite the commotion in the background, we heard every word that left our mother’s lips.  Manticores appeared out of nowhere and rushed everyone that was a descendant of Fae.  My mother, grandmother, and uncles were all force-fed Sidhe blood, and then the Manticores disappeared through a doorway that shouldn't have existed.
 
   Gavin and Theodore had already checked with their children and it was the same.  Armored Fae, no doubt Manticores, attacked them, only to force their blood upon them and leave.
 
   “Why?” Tam asked her.  “What was the point of all this?”
 
   “You didn’t hear what FaeVar said?” I asked.
 
   “We only had visual, no sound.  Ire said it was a faerie thing,” Constantine said.  “Now answer, Tam.  Why would he do this?”
 
   “Apparently assuming the Mantel of the Winter King is more of family operation, than a solo career.  His transformation affects his entire line.”  I turned and looked back at the space where the doorway was.  “He wants us, everyone with his blood coursing through their veins, and now we’ve got no choice but to give in.”
 
   Valerian shoved his hands into his pockets and sighed.  “Fazion said we have three days.  Is that right?”
 
   “More or less, you’ll be fine for a few days and then the cramps will start.  As soon as I got the cramps I started to fade.”
 
   “And if that happens?”
 
   “More Sidhe blood will stave off the transformation for a short time, but it’s like Val said.  You’ve got to go.  Without FaeVar’s blood, you’ll die,” Ire pitched in.
 
   Tamerlane sighed and ran his fingers though his braids.  “Well, looks like we’re taking a family vacation.  Tell me, Val, what does one wear to the FaeLands at this time of the year?”
 
   Sure he was being sarcastic, but I answered him anyway.  “If all of the kingdoms look anything like what I just saw, I suggest layers,” I said, “lots and lots of layers.”
 
   “Right,” he spat before jabbing an angry finger in my chest.  “Leave it to you to bring an even bigger shit storm down on our heads!”
 
   Tamerlane’s words hit me like a slap to the face, but I wasn’t going to cry.  I was so through with tears.  Instead I got angry and shoved my brother away.  “Fuck you, Tam, okay!”
 
   “Too late, you’ve done that already.”
 
   Irulan and Vedo stepped between us, Vedo shoving Tam even farther, and Ire grabbing me to stop me from decking my older brother.
 
   “Slow your roll, Tam.  If you want to blame anyone, take it up with the old man,” Vedo yelled. “We’ll see him soon enough.”
 
   “Sometimes I hate being the voice of reason in this family,” Irulan mumbled, then stepped in front of me to face my brothers.  “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but there is no blame to be laid at FaeVar’s feet. Your safety was and is his motivation.  You can’t fault the Dark King for his methods.  It’s his nature.”
 
   “Are you for real?” I croaked.  “The hell we can’t!  Look around you, Ire.  Good people died because of him!”
 
   “And good people died because of us,” she whispered.  “Tam is right, we are partially, if not wholly to blame for this, but the past is done.  The present demands our attention.”
 
   “So,” said Constantine.  “We go back to the complex and figure out our next move.”
 
   “What about the Banshee…and Carrie?” Irulan asked as we turned to leave.  That was a good question, but Thade chose that moment to walk inside.   With his enhanced hearing, he’d probably heard our entire conversation, and was waiting for a break in conversation to make an entrance.
 
   “Val, Uncle Marcus has multiple teams on the way.  This is too big to glamour away, so they’re working on a suitable story.  He wants to make sure your family stays away from the press until they contact you with the cover details.”
 
   “I don’t think we’re going to be lining up for E! any-time soon,” I grunted.  “But I’ll tell Father, just in case.”
 
   “And he wanted you to know that he’s taking the two Sidhe into custody.  Whatever spin they put on things, the public will be assured that they acted alone, and that they are properly confined.”
 
   I glanced at the walls, only now noticing the missing beams, then to the twisted, metal-cocoon that housed the Banshee.  As far as I was concerned, they should drop her in the Marianas Trench and be done with it.  Then there was Carrie’s seemingly lifeless body.  Unfortunately I could hear her faint heartbeat fluttering away in her chest.  I’d love to solve that problem, but Ire wouldn’t appreciate that.  Instead I rolled my eyes and kept moving.
 
   “Sounds good to me,” I said.  “I’ll let-” Phone ringing.  I threw up finger and pulled my cell out, cursing at the cracked screen.  “Another one bites the dust,” I said as I connected the call.  It was my mother.
 
   “What’s up?”
 
    “Val, you need to get back to the complex,” she huffed, her anger and worry, evident.  Red flags went up and my eyes shifted on reflex.
 
   “I’m on my way.  What’s going on?”  I pointed and began power-walking toward what was left of the entrance.
 
   “Thomas Meriwether is here and he’s pissed.”
 
   “I can handle, Thomas.  I’m not afraid of him.”
 
   “And your father is? This isn’t just about Thomas.  Val, he’s got members of the council with him.  He’s making serious claims about endangering Rowan and the theft of his progeny.”
 
   “David wasn’t his turn!”  I screamed.
 
   “But he was of the line,” my mother sighed.
 
   I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.  “So you want me to hand over your grandson?!”
 
   “That’s not what I mean, and you know it!”  My mother countered.  “I understand you’ve been through a lot the past few days, but I’m not doing this with you over the phone.  Get here, now!”  And with that, she was gone.
 
   I crushed what was left of the phone and let it fall to the ground.  When looked up, I saw Tam behind the wheel of a CMS vehicle.  Ire, Vedo, and Tino were already seated, and waiting.  I slid in beside Ire, slamming the door hard enough to break the glass.
 
   Tam gunned the motor and we were off.  “Don’t worry, Val.  Like we said before, Meriwether isn’t going to touch him.”  Our slight disagreement was already forgotten.  
 
   “I know he’s not.  I’ll take down the entire bloodline before I let that happen,” I promised.  Before today, the declaration would have been an exaggerated threat, words spoken in the heat of anger.  But that wasn’t the case anymore.  Every syllable rang with truth.  We raced through traffic and I could feel the surety of my statement flow through me like something visceral.  I closed my eyes and could see bodies falling at my feet.  Thomas, Eric, what was left of Tristan…even Rowan.  If it came to it, I would kill anyone who stood in between me and my son, and would sleep fine after doing so.
 
   My eyes popped open and I shuddered.  That was FaeVar’s thinking, not mine. I felt Irulan at the edge of my thoughts and slammed my shields in place.  She reached out and took my hand, misreading my actions.  “Don’t worry, Baby.  We’ll handle this. Valerian is already working on his statement.”
 
   I remained silent, but squeezed her hand.  Ire jumped and pulled her hand free.  “Val, your hand is like ice.”
 
   “Huh?”  I didn’t feel cold.  I lifted the appendage in question and almost shit a brick.   The entire thing was encased in a fine sheet of ice.  I flexed my fingers and the ice moved like a glove, never cracking.  I blinked and looked again.  This time there was nothing.  My hand was normal.  As if I didn’t already have enough to deal with, now I was hallucinating.
 
   “Ire, I think I need that reminder now.”
 
    
 
   To Be Continued…
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
    “For crap sake, Still, please, do as I ask for once,” my producer George, pleaded with me.  “You should trust me to know what’s best for the show.  Is that too much to ask?”
 
   I leaned back in the makeup chair and swallowed the urge to bite his face off.  The mental image of my wolf spitting out chunks of George’s Botox-saturated skin, popped into my head.  I couldn’t help but laugh.
 
   George, of course, thought I was laughing at his never ending pleas for compliance.  “You know what, Still, screw you alright.  There are going to be network executives from ABS in the control room tonight.  They’re interested in the show as a whole, which in case you didn’t know, is more than just the pair of tits in front of the camera.  Could you think about someone other than yourself for a change?”
 
   I cracked one kohl-rimmed eye and waved away the makeup brush that was headed toward my face.  My jaw dropped, but I held back the rant that was building, and instead took a moment to compose myself before sitting up.  
 
   “One,” I hissed as I held a finger in the air, “I am thinking about someone other than myself.  I’m thinking about my viewers.  There is no way in hell; I’m going out there in front of a camera and telling them to spend sixteen bucks, on a ticket to some crappy, 3-D, gore-fest because the media’s new golden boy directed it.”
 
   George’s head swiveled on his neck so fast I thought it was going to pop off, as he promptly rolled his eyes, and proceeded to suck his teeth at me.  No, the hell he didn’t just roll his eyes at me like some prissy, teenage, prima donna.  I stood up and jerked my neck.  The bones popped one by one in quick succession, making the girl behind me, jump and scoot away.  
 
   George knew that move all too well.  He took a step back and threw both hands in the air.  “Now wait a minute, Still.  We can talk about this like two, rational adults.”
 
   I laughed again, and this time it was at him.  George wasn’t scared of me; he had no reason to be, but if he knew what I was, he probably would be.  He was just trying to avoid one of my infamous tirades.  Sorry, he wasn’t going to be so lucky.  I let a little of my wolf bleed into the forefront of my mind, and sucked my teeth.  This was going to be so much fun.
 
   “Furthermore, like I give a flying fuck about network executives.  Look at how they’re running their shows into the ground.  They need to stop trying to cater to the directors of the moment and listen to the viewers.” 
 
   I grabbed the magazine I was reading and shook it in his face.  “Do you see this?  Dark Passages is in danger of being canceled.  So what if the ratings weren’t stellar, it’s a quality show that is steadily building its audience.”
 
   I tossed the magazine back into the chair.  “If they intend to run our show the way that they run Dark Passages, I’d rather stay on our little local television station.  Our audience is big enough, and since we’ve started streaming on the web, our viewership has gone up fifteen percent.”
 
   “Still, we don’t dictate how the higher ups should run their networks.  We just give them the shows that they ask for, and try our best to make sure it’s good enough to draw people in.”  
 
   George dropped his hands and sighed.  “Please, Still, I’m begging you.  Just read the review and by this time next week we’ll all be sitting on a bigger, flashier new set with nice, fat paychecks to match.”
 
   I wasn’t a sellout, but the thought of more money was enticing.  I reached out and snatched the paper from George’s hand, shooting him a skeptical look before giving the review a quick once over.
 
   “You have got to be kidding me!  Five stars?!  I have never given a film five stars.  My viewers know that.  Everyone is waiting for my first one.  That’s part of the fun of my show.”
 
   George smiled and pointed to the collection of ass-kissery that he called a review.  “That’s the beauty of it.  If this is your first five-star review.  Every fan you’ve got is going to fly to the theaters.”
 
   I snorted, and then looked back at the petrified young girl that was now huddled into a corner.  She looked at George like he was a man on his way to his execution, and she couldn‘t bear to watch.  She slowly shifted her eyes toward me.  The moment she saw me watching her, she quickly dropped her head.
 
   Shit on top of damn.  She was human; I felt that much.  She must spend a lot of time around werewolves.  She knew enough about us to never look an angry one in the eyes.  That was so not good.  The last thing I needed was to be ousted at work.  I pulled back my wolf and turned to face her.  It was time to make a new friend.
 
   “You must be new here,” I gushed as syrupy-sweet as I could muster.  Behind me, George balked at the one-eighty change in my attitude, but I ignored him.  “I haven’t seen you before.”  I ran my hands down the wide lapels of my shirt before folding my arms under my breast.  My babies pushed against the thin fabric, making the most of the low cut blouse. 
 
   “Yes, my name is Melody.  I’m filling in for your regular girl.  She’s out with the flu.”  She peeked at me as she nodded her head, but never once lifted it to look at me directly.  Damn, if she was into women that should have worked.  There wasn’t a non-hetero woman alive that could resist a full on look at my thirty-eight 'Ds.   This was going to require some work.
 
   I sighed and crumpled up the paper in my hand before tossing it to George.  He opened his mouth to argue, but clamped it shut when he saw the predatory look in my eyes.  He threw his hands in the air and stomped out of the room in a huff.
 
   “Let me know when you’re done!”  He called from the hallway.  “And remember you’re on in an hour.  You don’t have all day!”  He slammed the door behind him, mumbling something about ‘damn lesbians’.  So much for subtlety.  I shrugged my shoulders and smiled at Melody.
 
   “So tell me, Melody, what are you doing after the show?”  I sat back down in the chair, pulling my long, black hair to one side.  I switched gears with my wolf.  Instead of intimidation, I was now going for seduction.  I didn’t need to sleep with her, just let her see I wasn’t a threat.  People were less likely to snitch on friends than people they were afraid of.
 
   Inch by inch she lifted her head.  The movement was painfully slow and made me wonder just what kind of wolves she had been spending her time with.  They had the poor girl scared shitless.  Maybe I would sleep with her after all.  She needed to see that we weren’t all assholes.
 
   I cocked my head to one side and took a good look at her.  She was definitely cute enough, in a gothic-emo kind of way, and if she had been with wolves before she’d know what to expect in the bedroom department.  I could drop a little of the pretense I reserved for humans.
 
   I sat as still as the dead while she carefully gave me the once over.  “Do I pass?”  I teased after a few moments.  I half expected her to drop to the floor the way she jumped at the sound of my voice.  To my surprise, she just blushed and ran a shaky hand through her black and orange pixie cut hair.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she all but stuttered.  “Was I that obvious?”  Yes, but that’s what I wanted, so she wasn‘t about to get any complaints from me.  I needed her interested in me.
 
   “Funny, I was about to ask you the same thing,” I softly laughed.  “How did you know what I was?  I’ve been working here for six years, and no one has the slightest idea that I’m not human.”
 
   This time it was Melody’s turn to shrug her shoulders.  “I spend a lot of time around wolves,” she answered, confirming my suspicions.  Her voice dropped, and a touch of self-loathing seeped into her voice.  “My last three exes were werewolves and the one before that a wolf shifter.”
 
   Damn.  She was a fur groupie.  Nope, she’s off the possibility list.  I didn’t need a fur-whipped, one-nighter following me around like a lost puppy.  I slid out of the raised chair and slowly closed the distance between us.  Melody held out a hand, and I took it, bringing it to my nose so I could memorize her scent.
 
   I may not sleep with her, but I still needed to make sure she was going to keep my status as a werewolf to herself.  A little flirting wouldn’t hurt much.  I dropped her hand and slowly raised my own to her face, waiting for her to give me permission before I ran a finger down the side of her cheek.
 
   “They hurt you bad, didn’t they?”  I slid my hand into the hair behind her ear and felt several small scars dotting the surface of her scalp.  I took another step, and I was so close that I could see my reflection in her pale green eyes.  “It’s okay, you can tell me.  I would never hurt you.”
 
   She nodded and leaned into my touch.  “They couldn’t help it.  I pushed them too far and they just couldn‘t control their wolves…but I‘m getting better.”
 
   The poor girl was so far gone that it was almost sad to stand there and listen to her.  “Listen, I understand the attraction humans have for us, but there are plenty of decent wolves out there that would treat you the way you deserve to be treated.”  I leaned forward and pressed my lips to a rather jagged scar that ran down the side of her neck.  “Not every sexual encounter with a wolf involves pain.”
 
   Melody looked up at me and bit the corner of her bottom lip.  “I think I’m beginning to see that.”  She reached out and ran her finger across my chin.  “You have such pretty skin.  Has anyone ever told you that?  It’s a beautiful shade of golden brown.”  She let go of her lip and looked up at me.  “I’ve never been with a black person before, or a woman.  Maybe you could be my first for both.”
 
   I smiled and took a small step back.  “I wish it could be me, but I’m still in the closet.  I don‘t see a girl like you sneaking around to be with anybody.”  She looked down at the thick, leather, rainbow bracelet that hung on my right arm then frowned at the twenty-plus, L Word and Angelina posters that were plastered to my dressing room walls.
 
   “No,” I laughed.  “I don’t mean in that closet.  The only human in Charlotte that knows I’m a wolf is my mother.  Hell, most of the wolves here have been sworn to secrecy under the threat of bodily harm.”  I took another step back as I studied her face, trying to gauge her reaction.
 
   “I won’t tell a soul, I promise.  Just one date, that’s all I’m asking for.”  The poor girl was so far gone.  The desperate tone of her voice made me feel even sorrier for her, as she tried to talk me into the date.  I stood there for a few moments before reluctantly agreeing.  If one date was all it took to assure her silence, it was the least I could do.
 
   Thirty minutes later, I walked out of my dressing room looking like a million bucks, and with my lips tasting like raspberry lip gloss.  Melody wasn’t going to say a word and I had a date in two nights.  I was taking her to the new Spielding premiere, Friday night in Atlanta.  I had to cover it anyway for work and had an extra pass, so it wouldn’t be any skin off of my back, but she didn’t need to know all that.  She’d get her date, and my secret would stay safe.
 
   I walked down the hallway, smiling to myself when my phone buzzed in my back pocket.  A second later Alanis began blaring through the air asking, ‘are you thinking of me when you fuck her?’ drawing me sideways looks from the few people that were in the hall.
 
   My heart sped up and the corners of my lips stretched toward my ears, even though I didn’t want them to.  It was my ex-girlfriend Deidra Stratton’s ringtone.
 
   “Yes, Dee,” I signed into my Bluetooth, trying to sound nonchalant.  “What auspicious occasion inspired you to remember my number tonight?”  I laid it on thick, but I was always like that with Dee; even we were a lovey-dovey, sickeningly cute, couple in love.  It’s part of my charm.
 
   “Thank George.  You’ve got the poor boy in a tizzy, Still.  He was practically hyperventilating when he called me.”  I should have known he was going to call her.  He gave in way too easily.  “And please, tell me you did not fuck the temp in your dressing room.  One night stands are so last season, Still.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and stopped outside the control room.  “George’s fruity-ass can get bent over his bubble gum, pink Harley and choke on a bag of dicks, if he thinks sic’ing my ex on me is going to persuade me to give in to his demands.”
 
   “Jesus, Still, what you said was so far from PC, the HRC would revoke your membership if they heard you.”
 
   “Blow me,” I hissed.  “George and the Human Rights Coalition can take a long walk off of a short pier right about now.”  My aggravation with the entire ordeal was growing by leaps and bounds.
 
   “Glad to, your place or mines,” she quickly rebounded.  Deidra was one of the few girlfriends I’ve had that could keep up with me.  My growing irritation at George vanished as I laughed.  I folded my arms across my chest and waited.
 
   “Listen, Freedom,” she started, using my first name, which meant playtime was over.  “Give the poor guy a break.  You know him and Rodger are adopting a baby.  George is just aiming for a little security for his family.  Surely you can’t begrudge him that.”
 
   “He wants me to give Bled Dry 3D, five stars, Dee.”
 
   “Eeww, well why didn’t you say so in the first place?  He knows there isn’t a snowball's chance in hell you’re going to give any movie five stars.”  Now we were on the same page.
 
   “There’s a chance.  I’m waiting for the perfect movie, and believe me, that over budgeted nightmare is not it.  If I review it the way I want, it’s going to get a D.M.B.”
 
   Dee gasped on the other end, and I almost peed myself trying to keep from laughing.  “That is so sad.  At least tell George I tried, okay?”
 
   “Will do, Dee.”
 
   “So what are you doing for the full moon tomorrow?  You haven’t called me, so I wasn’t sure if I should drive down or not.”  Dee lived in Virginia now.  Four months after we broke up, she stormed into the studio during the middle of taping, declaring she needed a change of scenery and moved back to her father’s pack.  Part of me wishes I’d begged her to stay that day, but I couldn’t be the girlfriend that she deserved.
 
   Dee grew up in a pack and was totally out. Once we got together she couldn’t handle hiding the fact that she was a Were.  She tried for over a year to live in the shadows with me, but Dee’s like the sun.  There isn’t a shadow that can contain her.  In hindsight, it was selfish of me to ask, but I loved her, I had to try.  Hell, I still love her, but I‘ll never admit it to her.  That was six months ago, and she’s still there for me whenever I need a hunting partner for the full moon.
 
   “No, I’m good.  Rush is driving up in the morning.  He got his beta to lead the pack this go-around.”  I heard footsteps behind me and took a few steps forward to give George room to get out.  I knew it was him because his cologne always reached his destination before he did.  “Listen, Dee, I’ll talk with you later, okay?  It’s almost time for me to go on air.”
 
   I hung up and rounded on George.  “How dare you get Dee into this?  That was low, George, even for you.”
 
   He crossed his arms and stared at me without an ounce of remorse.  His right Jimmy Choo began tapping up and down against the floor so fast, that it sounded like a bumblebee on crack.  The guy had guts.  Not many people could look me in the eyes without flinching.  Even though everything about me screamed normal, most humans could tell it was a bad idea to challenge me.
 
   “Alright.  I’ll give it a favorable review, but I refuse to give it five stars.  I draw the line there.”
 
   “Four,” he countered.
 
   “Three and that’s being gracious.  I was going to give it a Demand Money Back.”
 
   George’s eyes stretched into saucers, and he pulled the crumpled review out of his pocket.  “Shut up!  You have got to be kidding me,” he gushed as he re-read the pack of lies.  “The studio says it’s going to single-handedly, redefine the American horror movie genre.”
 
   I laughed and ripped the review in half while it was in his hands.  “Of course they would say that.  The only thing this movie is going to do is drive Peak Pictures into the ground.  They’ll be lucky if they make back the production cost.  Combine the marketing cost and they are so far up shit creek, I can smell the stink clear across the country from LA.”
 
   George looked like he wanted to cry.  “I had no idea it was so bad.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it, George.  I understand the position you’re in.”  I threw my arm around his shoulder was we walked through the backstage area.  “You’ve just got to trust that I know what’s best for my show,” I teased, borrowing his line from earlier.
 
   “I do trust you, Still…hey, no fair using my lines against me,” he laughed.  “Your headset, give it to me.”  I slipped off my earpiece and dropped it in his hand.  He automatically cranked up the volume from the lowest setting that I always kept it on.
 
   “Remember, I don’t care who calls.  Unless it’s life or death, don’t interrupt me for anything.  Just take a message and I’ll get back to them later.”
 
   George rolled his eyes as he slipped the earpiece on his free ear.  “Bitch, boo-bye.  Do I look green?  I’ve got this.  You go be brilliant.” 
 
    George really was an excellent producer, and on top of that, a good friend.  I gave him a quick peck on the cheek and walked onto my small green-screened set.  It didn’t look like much, but once the t.v. magic was added, I would be sitting in front of the movie posters as I reviewed them.  The selected clips would also play behind me, taking me into the movie so I could point out errors or critique wardrobe selections, up close and personal.
 
   I took my place on the worn loveseat that was a transplant from my first apartment, and grabbed the battery-less remote from the popcorn covered table in front of me.  Melody did a final touch up and rushed off camera.  The green light blinked to life.  Showtime.
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   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   I bobbed my head to the opening guitar riff of Muse’s Super Massive Back Hole, as I counted down the seconds it took for the credits to roll.  The music faded, and I leaned forward to stare into the camera, letting my elbows rest on the soft black denim covering my knees.
 
   “Hello Charlotte, North Carolina and surrounding areas.  My name is Freedom Still Waters and welcome to Reel Time.”
 
   I leaned back and shook my head, trying not to laugh at the running joke that was my name.  “If you’re joining me for the first time, please forgive the handle.  My mom thought she was doing a good thing by giving me such a crazy name.  See my dad was part Native American, and it was her way of honoring his culture.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and flopped back on the loveseat, propping my legs up on the table and sighed into the camera, talking to my audience like I would any visitor to my home.  “I can’t tell you the time’s I’ve been called Freedom’s still waters run deep, so if that’s what you were thinking…come up with some new material.”
 
   George pointed and I changed the subject to match the movie poster that should be behind me.  “Tonight I’m going to be reviewing four movies, one of which is the directorial debut of mega movie star, Chad Holden.”  I paused for dramatic effect and to give the crew enough time to load the right picture.  “That’s right people, tonight I’m going to give the world my two cents on Bled Dry 3D.”
 
   I was just about to read a list of Holden’s accomplishments from the teleprompter, when George began waving his arms like a mad man, and pointing to my earpiece that was flashing in his ear.  My lip curled in confusion, until I felt the vibrations coming from my pocket.  I looked toward the control room unsure of what to do.  I seriously didn’t want to ruin George’s chance of getting a better job.  Answering my phone on camera was so not the way to make a good impression, although my on air hijinks were a big draw.
 
       George followed my line of sight and all but shrieked at me when he saw.  “Fuck them! Still, you need to take this!  Cicely’s on the line, and says your brother has been in a wreck!”  My heart skipped a beat as I jumped up from the loveseat and pulled my phone from my pocket.
 
       “Cici, what happened?”  I slammed the phone to my ear; oblivious to the pain the noise would cause me this close to my ear.
 
       My sister-in-law was hysterical on the other end.  Her voice was so thick with tears and worry that I would barely make out a word she was saying.  “Listen, Cici, you’ve got to calm down and tell me what’s going on.”  
 
   A hand tapped me on the shoulder and I almost turned and snarled.  I caught myself, when I saw it was George.  He’d come in front of the camera to relieve me.  I didn’t bother with words.  I just looked at the camera and pressed my hands together in the universal sign for prayer.  Pray for my brother, please, I thought as I walked off the stage as fast as humanly possible.
 
   Cici took a deep breath and started over.  “It’s Rush.  His truck got side swiped by some type of tanker.  He left this morning to surprise you.”
 
       “What the-where is he?”  I rushed through crowded backstage area, ignoring the worried looks as I headed for the back hallway that led to the employee parking deck, kicking off my heels as I went.
 
   “He’s already in Charlotte, Still.  He’s been there all day shopping for the overnight camping trip he was taking you on.  The EMTs took him to a human hospital!  I just got the call from the ER doctors not five minutes ago.  Still, they have no idea he’s a were.  You’ve got to get there before something goes wrong!”
 
       Jesus Christ, I had to get to the hospital.  There was no way a human hospital was prepared to handle an injured werewolf, and an alpha at that.  The closed-in, confined spaces alone were enough to scare him into a shift.  Depending on how bad he was hurt, his body would shift anyway.  Shifting heals a lot of injuries and is the always the first step when a wolf was injured badly enough to need medical care.
 
       I slipped into a run that no human could possibly match, pushing muscles harder than I had in my adult life.  Rush couldn’t afford for me to be cautious, and I was past the point of caring whether or not people found out what I was.  I had to get to CMC fast, and I was faster in foot than in my car at this time of day.  It was almost twelve am, the night-time rush hour for Extras.  Thank God I was only a few blocks over.  I could run to the hospital in two minutes as opposed to the ten it would take me to drive.  Tack on parking time and that equaled too late.
 
       I rounded a corner and almost slammed into a witch that was setting up a street cart full of charms and potions.  I vaulted over the six foot display at the last moment.  “Excuse me!”  I yelled, as I sailed over her head.  Just a few more feet and I would be there.
 
       I cut down a side alley and burst into traffic on the other side of the buildings.  The shrill blast of a few dozen horns screeched in my head.  Tires squelched all around me as stunned drivers slammed on their brakes, trying to avoid me as I darted between them.  One car got so close that I could feel the heat of its radiator against the denim of my jeans.  I sent yet another silent prayer to the heavens.  I didn’t want anyone hurt because of me.  I listened for the sound of cars colliding, but the crunch of metal on metal never reached me.  Somebody up there was listening.
 
       I ran through the automatic doors and slid to a stop in front of the registration desk.  I lifted my head into the air and pulled a stream of air into my nose.  So many smells assaulted my senses; death, blood, human filth, underneath them was wolf, as well as three other types of Extras.
 
       The area was too well traveled for me to pinpoint Rush in the shape that I was in.  I was too anxious to concentrate.  I turned toward the reception desk and let a small rumble rattle in my chest.  The few people in line took the hint and stepped out of my way.  The young man behind the desk jumped back and grabbed a call bell that was hanging on the wall beside him.  “Listen lady we-”
 
       I leaned across the counter and slapped the alarm away from him.  I saw movement in the corner of my eye and jerked my leg back, kicking away the security guard that was coming to investigate.  “There was a man brought in by ambulance.  He was in a wreck.  He’s about six-five, African American, and he’s probably dressed like a lumber jack.  His name is Rushing Waters.”  I said, explaining what I needed as fast as I could.
 
       The guy gazed at me like he wasn’t all there; then he actually started laughing at me.  “Are you serious, lady?  Who names their kid Rushing Waters?”
 
       I didn’t have time for this.  I grabbed him by the front of his polo and jerked him clear out of his seat.  I brought him up and over the desk; one handed and dumped him on his ass.  The guards that were approaching stopped dead in their tracks.  The fevered atmosphere of the nearby waiting room took on a different tone as the inhabitants looked on.  A lobby full of witnesses just watched me one hand a body that out weighted me by at least fifty pounds.
 
        “This could have been avoided,” I growled at the receptionist through clenched teeth.  “Accident victim, what room is he in?  I need to know, now!”
 
       The guy shrugged his shoulders and tried to back away from me.  “I just transfer the calls, lady.  You need to talk with a nurse.  Please don’t hurt me!”
 
       “Screw it.  I’ll find him myself.”  I stepped over the guy and headed for the entrance to the exam area.  It was behind a set of secured doors.  Maybe once I got past them I could catch Rush’s scent.  Patients and staff alike scrambled to get out of my way.
 
       “You can’t get in there without a code,” a guard called out when I tested the handle.  “We’ve already called the CMS.  They’re sending over a team of Sentinels.  I suggest you just come on over here, have a seat and wait for them to get here.  It’ll be a lot easier on you.”
 
       My wolf struggled for control.  Her brother was hurt.  A pack mate needed her and the silly humans were standing in her way.  She wanted out so badly; I could feel fur rolling beneath my skin.  I ran a shaky hand through my hair and exhaled.  I needed to appear less aggressive, okay; I could do that.
 
       I let my shoulders drop and hunched my back a little before I took a half step back and turned to the guard who had spoken to me.  “Listen, I promise, I’m not here to make trouble.  I just need to make sure that my brother is alright.  He was in a wreck, and I believe he was brought here.”
 
       The guard shook his head as he frowned at me.  “No, I’m sorry.  The EMT’s wouldn‘t have brought him here.  The minute they looked at his license and saw he was an Extra, he would have gone straight to the CMS.”
 
       My wolf slammed into me, trying to force me into action.  My hands jerked and curled inward, as they began shifting into paws.  The fiery pain of the change ripped through my body, and almost brought me to my knees, but I fought against it.  I stood there with my head hung low, shaking as I pulled back the transformation.  Let me handle this, I pleaded to my wolf.
 
       “My brother is visiting from out of town.  South Carolina doesn’t require Extras to list their status on their licenses,” I said, as I slowly lifted my head, knowing that my eyes were glowing with the amber tint of my wolf.  I’d done the best that I could and stopped my change when it shouldn’t have been possible.  But while I may have calmed her down for the moment, she wasn’t giving me full control back until we saw that Rush was alright.  
 
       I was so wrapped up in swallowing my change that I didn’t notice a guard had walked up to me.  The scent of wolf filled my lungs, but it wasn’t the wolf of a were.  Every instinct I had told me to step away from the shifter, but I remained still and watched as he leaned past me, reaching for the number pad on the wall.
 
        “Are you crazy,” someone yelled.
 
        “Don’t let that thing back there,” another called out.  Soon the people of the crowd were arguing amongst themselves, defending or opposing me and my rights.
 
        The door swung open, and the shifter leaned in to whisper in my ear.  “Your brother is in E-Four.  I’ve been trying to keep people out of there until one of you guys showed up, but you’d better hurry.  He doesn’t look good.”
 
        My wolf was obviously satisfied with the word of the shifter because I felt my eyes return to normal.  I didn’t look back to thank him.  I just ran through the doors and past the nurses’ station.  The station was in the center of the exam area, dividing it into two main halls.  Heads popped up in curiosity and confusion as I hurried down the nearest hall, mumbling to myself as read the numbers.
 
        As I jogged down the corridor looking for the right room, I scented the area.  Finally, there among the overpowering stench of blood, I picked up my brother's smell.  He was on the opposite hall.  I cut through the work station, oblivious to the bodies that were following me, heading for the exam room.
 
        I got within feet of the door, my hand already outstretched to grab the handle, when I heard a deep grunt come from inside.  Please don’t let it be too late, I prayed as I wrapped my fingers around the cool metal and twisted it.  “Nurse, I’m going to need you to hold his arm while I take a look at this burn,” a doctor was saying as I let myself inside.
 
        “Don’t, get near him,” I warned her before she could move into position.  She froze and looked back to the doctor for help.
 
        “I’m sorry, but you can’t be back here,” the older, graying man interjected as he straightened up to look at me.  My eyes darted past him and saw that Rush lying peacefully on the bed.  I breathed a sigh of relief and turned my attention to the human doctor that was dangerously close to my brother's bedside.
 
        I opened the door wider and stepped back, making it painfully obvious that I wanted both of them to leave.  “You’re the one that doesn’t need to be here.  There’s been a mistake; this man shouldn’t have been brought to this facility.”
 
        The doctor slid a pair of forceps into the pocket of his lab coat and motioned to someone in the hall.  “This hospital has the best burn facility in the state; he’s right where he needs to be.  Guards, please, if you will.”
 
    I wasn’t worried about their guards.  I was sure that they knew by now, they were dealing with an Extra.  My attention was solely my brother's.  At the mention of burns, I took another look at the bed and really focused on his condition.  What I saw was enough to send tears streaming down my face.  Rush was strapped to a gurney with all types of tubes running into his arms.  A pristine white sheet covered him up to his waist, but the rest of him was covered in a heavy layer of soot.
 
        His red, checked shirt had been cut away as much as possible to reveal cracked and blistered skin.  Singed red swatches of cloth melded with his deep brown skin in some areas, making an odd, patchwork collection of angry, blacken-skin, and shirt.  His face was so swollen that I could barely recognize him.  He was breathing on his own, but there was an oxygen mask resting near his head at the ready.  My brother was so burned and banged up; it was a miracle he was still in human form.
 
        My hand flew to my mouth to hold in the sob that was building in my throat.   My wolf cringed and howled inside, feeling Rush’s pain as intensely as if it were her own.  I ground my teeth together; fighting the compulsion to throw my head back and let her sorrowful bale, free.
 
        The doctor’s expression softened and he dropped his head.  No matter how hard-assed a man was, show them a crying woman and they froze with uncertainty.  The nurse, a younger woman who didn’t look much older than my twenty eight years, left her place at the foot of Rush’s bed and came to stand in front of me.
 
    “You must be Mrs. Waters.  My name is Vicki.  I spoke with you earlier.  I am so sorry, but we need to give the doctor room to work.  It really would be better if you let me walk you to the waiting room.”
 
        She took my hand and began pulling me toward the door, but I didn’t budge.  “He’s my brother,” I said in a hollow, distant voice.  It didn’t seem real.  My brother was the strong one; he was an alpha.  It went against everything I knew, to accept the injured body lying on that gurney was Rushing.
 
        The nurse placed her hand on my shoulder and gave me a small push.  “I know this is hard for you, but I need you to leave,” she said again, this time with a little less compassion.
 
        I dug my heel into the floor and shrugged her hand off of me.  “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I’m not going anywhere.”
 
    She rolled her eyes and planted her hands on her hips before she narrowed her eyes at me.  “Aren‘t you Still Waters?”
 
        Of all the insane moments to be recognized.  I huffed and pointed toward the bed, ignoring the excited gleam in that was in her eye.  “That man is a werewolf, okay.  You’re lucky you don’t have a half-crazed wolf on that bed instead of a man.  Call an ambulance.  He needs to be transported to the CMS.”
 
        Confusion and fear flashed across both of their faces as they cut their eyes toward Rush.  They didn’t know whether to believe me or not.
 
    “You’re crazy,” the doctor exclaimed after a few seconds, then leaned past me to look out into the hall.  “I’ve had enough of this. Will you please do your job and get this woman out of my exam room so that I can take care of my patient.”
 
        I spun with a growl on my lips and saw that the entire doorway was filled with onlookers.  There were at least five guards among them, all looking unsure of what to do.  One man, a tall blonde with ‘Stone Cold Steve Austin’ looks, pushed his way to the front of the bunch.  He was packing a wicked looking rifle, and stunk of fear.  I glanced at his hands.  Although he was pointing his weapon at the ground, his trigger finger was twitching.  This was why we had no business in human hospitals.  The law protected us and provided us with equal rights, but you can’t control the emotions of the masses.  Most humans were still afraid of us.
 
        I took a small step backward, putting myself in between Rush and the gun, and threw both hands in the air.  “Listen buddy, we’re on the same team.  I just want to get my brother out of here before something goes wrong.”
 
        The frazzled guard gulped, and tried his best to put on a brave boy face before he slid the safety off of his weapon.  “Walk forward slowly with both hands in the air.  We’re going to escort you to a secure area.”
 
        “The hell you say!”  I took another step back as my wolf began stirring again.  “I’m not leaving without my brother.”
 
        The guard raised his rifle a few inches and the click-clack of round being chambered, rang through the air.  The bodies around him began to scatter when they realized he meant business.  
 
        The sound of the gun being cocked spurred my wolf even harder.  The view before me took on a new look as my eyes shifted again.  The poor doctor looked like a deer caught in headlights.  His head darted back in forth between me and the guard as he tried to figure out what in the hell was going on.  His face dropped when he saw the change in me.
 
    I shrugged my shoulders and smiled sadly.  “I tried to tell you.”
 
        If I hadn’t seen it with my own two eyes, I would have bet money that a guy that old wouldn’t have been able to move so fast.  One second he was inches away from me; the next he was clinging to a guard like I’d just tried to rip his throat out or something.  The bad part about the doctor’s exodus, without him in the way, now there wasn’t any reason for the guard not to use his weapon on me.  The nurse abandoned ship at the first sight of a gun, so the only thing keeping the guards at bay WAS the fact that the good doctor was standing so close to their target.
 
        I jerked as a sharp pain stabbed me in the fingers.  Damn it all to hell, my hand had begun to shift.  I cursed, wondering exactly how many things can go wrong with a single situation.  I dropped my hands behind my back, and I took another step backward, trying to put as much distance between myself and the gun as possible.  Another step and I bumped into the foot of Rush’s bed.  Every guard in the hall gasped, and before I knew it I was staring down the barrel of not one, but five guns.  Before I could say what the hell, I felt a hand wrap around my shoulder.  Rush was awake.
 
        “Get the guns the hell away from my sister,” he tried to shout but his throat was so raw and damaged, his voice was little more than a croak.  His hands, no, scratch that, his claws dug into my shoulder as he gingerly hopped off of the bed and limped in front of me.  I snaked my arm around his waist, trying to keep an eye on him and the guards at once.
 
        “Rush, you’re in no shape to be out of the bed.  I don’t need you making your injuries worse.  Let me take care of you.”  I tried to reason with him, but the only sign that he’d paid me any attention was the slight addition of weight as he sagged against me.  If I were any other wolf, he wouldn’t have allowed that.  Alphas were hard wired to show no weakness.
 
        “I’m not just your brother, Still; I’m your alpha, and I won’t let one of my wolves be threatened, especially when you didn’t do shit.”  This time I could make out what he was saying pretty easily.  His voice was getting stronger by the second.  I took my eyes away from the guns and turned to look at his face.  The swelling was almost gone, but the burns still looked awful.  The blinding flash of cameras caught my attention, and I jerked my head back toward the hallway.
 
        Both doors to the main entrance were thrown open, and four riot-gear-clad goons waltzed through them like they owned the place.  Neither one had any visible weapons, but they moved with such precision and certainty that I knew they were Sentinels.  Behind them was a news crew and God knows how many reporters.  My cell phone began vibrating like mad in my back pocket, and my heart sank.  A nagging little voice in the back of my head was screaming that the camera was a live feed.  My mind jumped to my mother, and the shit storm she was going to have to face with her husband.  So much for staying in the closet.
 
        The pack of Sentinels and that’s what they were, a pack, wolves every one; reached the throng of human guards in a few short strides.  Beside me, Rush growled and pushed off of me before they could see him leaning.  I watched him walk as he took a few steps forward and noticed that his gait had improved immensely.  It shouldn’t have been possible.  Weres healed fast, but not that damn fast.
 
        He took a few more small steps, and pulled himself to his full height of six-foot-five.  Once there were a few feet of space between us, the room started spinning, and I stumbled back into the narrow gurney.  The dizziness only lasted for a few seconds, but it was enough to make me want to thump Rush on his beat up nose.  He’s used alpha mojo on me, drawing off of me to heal himself.  That also explained how he was able to stay in his human form.  If my wolf recognized the wolf within the shifter that let me in, Rush’s wolf must have also.  He’d drawn energy off of the wolf shifter.
 
        The hospital guards sidestepped out of the way and let the Sentinels pass through their formation.  A few more steps placed them just outside the door to the exam room.  One wolf slid his dark sunglasses off of his face, took one look at us and frowned.  He turned to his pack and pointed at the circus behind them.  “Can you believe all this shit for a banged up wolf and a girl.”
 
        I took this a sign and scooted around Rush’s back.  I threw a finger in the air and cleared my throat.  “Um, hi guys.  I’m the reason you were called out today.  I’m-”
 
        “I’ll be damned, it’s Still Waters!”  One of the Sentinels smiled and stepped into the room with his hand held out for a shake.  My over-eager brother pulled me back, and lowered his gaze to the poor sap.  The wolf stopped short and dropped his hand.  “No disrespect intended.  I just wanted to shake her hand, man.  My mate and I watch her show every Wednesday night.”
 
        I carefully took Rush by the hand and tried to pull him back.  “Down boy, he’s just a fan.”  My brother looked down at me and scowled.  His eyes shot daggers at me before glancing back at the bed and then to the crowd.  For a fairly smart woman, I can be on the dense side sometimes.  Rush’s newfound strength was only temporary.  He needed the crowd gone so he could get back to the bed, because he damn sure wasn’t going to give an unknown pack of wolves his stomach.
 
        More camera’s flashed, stinging my eyes as I headed toward the guard that called my name.  Once the white stars in my vision cleared, I saw the masses had gathered again.  Doctors, nurses, patients in hospital gowns, young and old had gathered outside of the door.  Sixty percent of them had their mouths hung open, and were looking at me with mixes of awe and disbelief.  My ratings were either going to bomb or skyrocket after this.  I hope for George’s sake it was the latter.
 
        I so did not need this, but the quickest way to get rid of them was cooperation.  I groaned before I put on my best interview face and held out my hand to the wolf that was in charge.
 
    “Hi, I’m Still,” I said as I leaned past him to wave at the group behind him.  The jittery, human guard that was ready to blast me to kingdom come a few moments ago looked none too happy with the situation.  He lowered his weapon and tucked it at his side, trying to make it as inconspicuous as possible.
 
        The wolf took my hand and smiled.  “Hello, Ms. Waters.  I’m one of your biggest fans.  My wife is so going to flip when she finds out your one of us.”  I glanced back at my brother.  The look he gave me made my blood run cold.  I needed to move faster.
 
        “Your wife won’t be alone,” I muttered before I let his hand go and shoved my own into my jeans pockets.  “Listen, I am so sorry about this.  My brother was in a wreck, and they brought him here instead of the CMS.  I was just trying to make sure no one was hurt.”  I shrugged my shoulders and caught the anxious human’s eyes.  “I tried to explain that when I got here, but you guys weren’t trying to hear me.”
 
        The Sentinels turned to their human counterparts; their faces screwed in mild contempt.  The wolf closest to me threw his hands on his hips and turned to face one guard head on.  “Your name’s Gibson.  You’re head of security, right?”
 
        The human’s face turned red and he slowly nodded.  “Yeah, that’s my name.  And for the record-”
 
        The wolf growled, and Gibson shut the hell up.  “Save it.  We came and did a training session with you, two weeks ago.  You should have known how to handle a situation like this.”  He waved his arms to the growing number of microphone and camera-clad reporters that were trying to push their way into the unit.  “And why in the hell hasn’t this ER been secured?  Patients should be in their rooms, and the media damn sure shouldn’t be allowed access.  Maybe your guards can handle that.”
 
          Gibson looked like he had swallowed a dozen killer bees and they were all doing the electric slide in his gullet.  He was so obviously pissed at being talked to like he was incompetent, and in front of news cameras at that, but he wasn’t about to yell at a werewolf.  He slung his rifle over his shoulder and pointed toward the doors.  “Get these camera’s out of here and everyone back to their rooms.”  He turned and threw both hands into the air, calling out over the mild roar of voices.  “Show’s over people, move along!”
 
        The wolf laughed to himself and gave me his hand, meeting my gaze dead on.  “My name is Walter.  Don’t worry, Ms. Waters.  We’ll have your brother transported to the CMS and this entire mess straightened out in no time.  I am afraid that you’re going to have to come in and give a formal statement.”
 
        I inwardly groaned.  That was the last thing I wanted to do.  I’d kept myself distant from the Black Paw pack for a reason.  Their alpha, Marcus Daniels, is my godfather.  He and my father had been friends since they were kids.  When Marcus left Goose Creek to take over the Black Paw Pack, they remained close.  Almost like brothers.  Marcus promised my father that my mother and I would be safe in Charlotte, if I kept my mouth shut and stayed out of trouble.  It was either that, or join his pack, and my mother was done with werewolf society.  So that wasn‘t an option even if I had wanted to.  I kept the fact that Marcus was my godfather to myself, and he checked on me twice a week by phone call and the occasional, unannounced drop in.  Once a week, either Marcus or his nephew Thade and I had dinner and they tried to persuade me to join the pack.  I always say no.  It looks like my choice was about to be taken away.  Marcus wasn’t going to be happy about this.
 
        I stiffly nodded and took a few steps back into the room. “I really appreciate the help, Walter, but I need to get Rush back into bed and he’s not going to as long as you guys are here.”
 
        Walter looked past me at Rush and whistled.  “You must be one hell of a wolf to keep him on two feet through all that.  No problem, we’ll be right outside the door.”
 
        “I’m not,” I sighed.  “But he is.  Rush is a stronger wolf that I’ll ever be.”  I felt Walter’s eyes on my back as I turned and went to stand by my brother's side, staying close as he carefully walked back around the bed, so no one was paying the human guard any attention.  Hell, we didn’t think we had to; most Extras dismissed humans as threats.  We were stronger, faster, and a lot of us had abilities that negated any advantages humans thought they had over us.  But there was one thing we were helpless against.  Surprise.
 
        I didn’t hear a gun cock, or the click of a safety disengaging.  I didn’t hear anything.  The only thing that alerted me to the gun going off was the quiet pop the round made as it left the silencer.  I didn’t hear it, but Rush did.  My brother’s clawed hands gripped my shoulders and threw me into the wall as he moved in front of me.  Everything happened so fast I didn’t realize what was going on until I was bouncing off of the wall and into a tray of instruments.
 
        I screamed my brother’s name as the wall behind him turned red with a spray of blood as it flew from a hole in his stomach.  After all the shit I’d gone through to get to him, after the energy pull from both me and the shifter to help keep him whole, this was not happening.  My brother had been shot.
 
        Whatever kind of round it was, it did more damage than I would have expected a rifle to be capable of.  I heard Walter and the Sentinels behind me roar at once.  The scuffle of boots was next, then the thump of bodies as they tackled the gunman.  I heard humans screaming, and a stampeded of footsteps as they ran for cover.
 
        From the moment I set foot in the hospital till now couldn’t have been more than ten minutes total, but it felt so much longer than that.  It had to be.  My world couldn’t have changed so much in just ten minutes.  My big brother had a hole blown in his stomach the side of my fist.  I choked back a howl as my wolf, and I moved forward as one.  Both of us were in charge as we scrambled on our knees to grab Rush, and pull his battered body into our lap.
 
        We didn’t have words for the agony that swelled in us as we looked down at him.  Rush looked up at us with his amber eyes glowing as he gasped for breath.  He tried to call our name, but couldn’t get past the mouth full of blood that was choking him.  This wasn’t happening.  It was a bad dream, and as soon as I pinched myself, I was going to wake up safe and sound in my bed with the latest playmate beside me.
 
        Tears rolled down our face as we pleaded with Rush to stay with us but a despair so solid filled our heart…we knew he was leaving.  I ran a shaking finger over the spidery web of silver that crept out from the edges of the wound.  Even if Rush hadn’t already been so badly injured, he wouldn’t have survived the gunshot.  The rounds were filled with some type of liquefied silver and the deadly metal was in his bloodstream.
 
    Gruff voices yelled for a doctor and crash cart as a wolf ran into the room and slid to his knees beside me.  He said something as he leaned forward and pressed his hands to the wound trying to staunch the flow of blood, but I didn’t hear a single word he said.  I was staring at Rush with horror.  Despite the tremendous damage to his body, my brother was starting to shift.
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