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From the cold of Siberia to the Mountains of the Moon, Fay and Steve are involved in an epic battle against evil enslaving people’s souls. If a person’s dream essence is stolen, so is their future.
 
Fay Olwen is still adjusting to life as one of a couple. She never expected to have a sexy leopard-were cuddling her at midnight in his huge bed in his gorgeous villa on the Mediterranean island of Cyprus. But here she is, in love and in luck—finally! There’s not a demon in sight.
 
Pity she can’t say the same about the invading djinn.
 
As romantic plans are scuttled, Fay discovers she has a lot to learn about her new lover. Steve Jekyll isn’t simply the lethal mercenary she thought him. He’s also heir to the Suzerainty, the ancient order that delivers justice for all weres.
 
Steve hoped he’d have more time to reveal the many aspects of his complicated life to Fay; not least, his family. But with a rogue mage teaming up with a power-mad jackal-were to enslave innocent people, Steve hasn’t got time for tact. His family are just going to have to deal with the fact that his chosen mate isn’t a were. She is, in fact, their total and feared opposite: a mage.
 
Let the adventure begin!
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Chapter 1
 
The curtain blew in, a drift of white on the Mediterranean breeze. Beyond the balcony, the night sky met the darkness of the sea, and hid a thousand mysteries. Inside the villa, in the big bed, Fay Olwen snuggled closer to her lover, and smiled at his husky approving murmur and at the feel of his hand closing over her breast and gently squeezing. They were both tired from a long day’s travel and the intense love-making with which he’d welcomed her into his home.
She turned and draped an arm over Steve, still awed by how good it felt to touch and claim and know herself desired.
They’d been friends for years, but only recently had they made the leap to a deeper relationship. The circumstances hadn’t been ideal—demon hunting never was—but the result was more wonderful than any fantasy.
She caressed the strong muscles of his back and watched his slow smile, the one that was just for her. He’d told her once that he responded well to stroking, and he hadn’t lied.
Steve Jekyll was a leopard-were; a powerful man with the ability to shift into a leopard the size of a small car. She’d seen him fight, fought beside him—in both forms—and he was lethal.
He purred as she kissed his throat and slid lower, kissing his chest. He threaded his fingers through her blonde hair, fingertips massaging her scalp as she found a flat male nipple and teased it with her lips and tongue. He rolled onto his back, giving her greater access to his body. He was so at ease with giving and receiving pleasure. For her, it was all new.
The soft lap of the waves against the boat dock provided a rhythmic soundtrack.
His fingers tightened fractionally in her hair. It was a demand, and she came up to kiss his mouth, and his tongue licked in. Her breathing quickened. She was so greedy for him; wanted to fill all her senses with him. The satin-covered quilt slid from her shoulders and he tugged it back up. For all that it was the Mediterranean coast, the spring night was cool. She loved the demonstration of his care for her.
Their kiss gentled from passion to tenderness and they lay together. She listened to his breathing deepen as her own eyes closed and her body softened into sleep.
“Sleeping? You’re sleeping?” A shriek of disbelief intruded. Wind gusted into the bedroom, whirled around and lit with dancing neon lights. Pink, yellow and green flashed around the room.
Steve lunged for the vanishing quilt. “Hold this.” He handed it to Fay.
It was hardly the weapon she’d have chosen, but she gripped it, knelt up and wrapped it around her, while he leapt out of bed and stalked to the wardrobe. She blinked. The wardrobe?
The neon lights clustered around him and he snarled, a roaring pissed-off sound.
Disembodied laughter answered him.
He pulled on jeans, zipped them and growled. “Uncle, this is not the time.”
Uncle? Fay yanked back her battle-ready magic.
The neon lights danced away from Steve, circled dizzily around an armchair set near the French windows to the balcony, and finally coalesced into a glowing man who appeared to be in his late teens.
“Uncle?” she repeated, aloud, in disbelief.
The intruder grinned at her, neon glow dissipating. “Aren’t you the cutest thing?”
Fay looked at Steve. She’d never been called “cute” before. She was too dangerous, and it showed. Although Steve called her “beautiful”, in truth she was tall, trained muscle, honed to defeat demons and protect ordinary people from rogue mages and other magical dangers.
“Fay, this is Uncle. He’s a djinn.”
“And your uncle?”
“No.” Steve crossed back to the bed and stood beside it, between her and the djinn. “He has many names because he constantly changes them, so we just call him Uncle.” Steve frowned at the smiling djinn. “He changes his appearance, too.”
Uncle waved a deprecatory hand. “Life is so boring otherwise.” 
“Huh.”
The last neon light died away, and the lamps by the bed switched on.
“The matter is urgent,” Uncle said.
Steve folded his arms.
Despite the strangeness of the scene, Fay took the moment to admire his biceps. When she glanced at Uncle, he winked at her. She blushed.
“I wouldn’t have interrupted the lovebirds for anything less than a disaster.” Uncle leaned back in the armchair, hooking one leg over an arm. He looked Japanese, his clothes tight and fashionable, as if dressed for a wild Saturday night. Only his eyes gave him away. They were ancient.
Fay, who had fought and banished demons, found she couldn’t hold his gaze. She looked back at Steve.
“What’s the disaster?” There was outright skepticism in Steve’s voice. If he was afraid or awed by the djinn, it didn’t show. “Last time it was not having someone to get drunk with.”
“I wanted to try an Aussie pub crawl.”
Fay shuddered. She knew what a night out drinking with Australians meant: hangover city.
“No,” Steve said.
“This time it’s a matter I thought Fay might be interested in.”
She jolted, shocked into meeting Uncle’s gaze again.
Curiosity and something more looked back at her.
This couldn’t be good—and she’d only just survived cutting her oath-ties to the Collegium, then challenging its president, her father. If there was more trouble headed her way…
She wouldn’t be facing it alone. Steve moved, placing her behind him.
She knelt up on the bed, a hand on his shoulder, pressing lightly into him. “What’s happened?”
“Is happening. Might happen.” Uncle tipped back his head and stared at the ceiling. Lights appeared and skittered into mandalas, swirled and reformed. “This is a time of change.”
“The Collegium will survive,” she said steadily. It had to. Its role in the world was too important for her to imagine anything but its continued operation. Not that she envied the new president of the Collegium who would have to rebuild morale even as he eradicated the evil that had tentacled through it. She’d banished the demon who’d hidden in its heart. But the consequences, the stain, remained.
Her great-grandparents had founded the Collegium after the First World War. The Great War’s horrors, and the role magic users had played in fueling the violence and death, had convinced her great-grandparents and many of their peers that magic users had to have an organization that could police its own. The Collegium was meant to operate as a kind of magical United Nations, preventing the worst from happening.
She’d been one of its guardian-mages; the most powerful of them all as her great-grandparents’ bloodline triumphed in her. But one too many demon banishings had torn out her allegiance to the Collegium. She believed in its work, but she no longer belonged there.
Nor did its members trust her.
Power could be a lonely curse.
For an instant, she looked into Uncle’s silver eyes and saw that howling loneliness magnified in him. Then he blinked, smiled, and the moment was lost.
She leaned into Steve, grounding herself in his warmth and the strength of their connection.
“The Collegium is not your problem,” Uncle said.
“So what is?” Steve demanded.
“Tomorrow, take her to meet Tomy and Raha.” Uncle vanished, then reappeared, closer to the bed. “For you.” He handed Fay a bottle of insanely expensive champagne and vanished again.
Fay held the quilt to her with one hand and the magnum with the other. “Should I be worried that Uncle thinks I need champagne? And who are Tomy and Raha?”
Steve sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “My grandparents. Tomy’s the Suzerain.”
 
 
All he’d asked was one night—all right, as many as he could steal—alone with Fay. If Steve could have picked up the interfering djinn and thrown him over the balcony, he’d have done so in a flash. 
But Uncle wasn’t as amiable as he might try to appear. The djinn could be malevolent. Uncle had his own standards and his own way of looking at the world, and one of the things he believed in was payback.
Steve needed Uncle to accept Fay. More than that, really.
The champagne, colored lights and smiles were no guarantee he did. The djinn could be tricky.
Yet Uncle wouldn’t involve Tomy and Raha unless there was something real. If Steve and Fay were still to be tested, Steve’s grandparents had proved their worth decades before. Uncle wouldn’t involve them in mere teasing. Tomy’s health was too frail.
Steve’s hands clenched at the thought. Weres were tough, but age came to everyone. Age and death.
“Steve?” Fay touched his fist. “You said you’d introduce me to your grandparents in a couple of weeks, so why is this so bad?” She rubbed his forearm. “Why do you feel all knotted up?”
She’d let go of the quilt to touch him, and now it pooled on the bed, deep blue against the paleness of her skin which was lit by the golden glow of the lamps.
Love and desire heated his blood. He took the magnum of champagne from her and set it beside a lamp. “Uncle always means trouble. But we have tonight.” He put a knee on the bed, lowering himself to her height, and kissed her. He felt her hesitation against his lips before she gave way.
Her mouth opened under his and her arms wrapped around his shoulders. She fell backwards and he went down with her, passion surging as her thighs cradled him. This, between them, was truer and more powerful than any magic.
He would fight the devil himself to keep Fay.
Together, they’d survive his grandparents.
 
 
Fay felt the tension in Steve, even as it transmuted into passion. She felt it run through her. 
There was always this need to be with him.
How did others survive love? She was accustomed to standing alone. To need someone as she needed Steve, terrified her; and yet, the terror was beautiful. It flooded through her, a wild excitement that had her straining to him. Pleasure built in a demanding tempo, fed by his touch and weight and strength. She trusted him and let go of her control, shattering in an intense orgasm.
After, he tucked her against him.
Sleepy and acquiescent, she listened to his breathing. She knew little of the djinni, but what she did know was that they were tricksters. They delighted in mischief. How had one become part of Steve’s life, familiar enough to be called “Uncle”? And what trouble did the djinn have in store for them?
“Tomorrow,” Steve muttered into her hair.
“Are you reading my mind?”
“Sleep.”
She snuggled a fraction closer. “I like your house.”
“I like you in it.”
 
 
Fay woke to find herself face-to-face with Steve.
He smiled. “Good morning.”
“Good morning.” She ran her thumb along his stubbled jaw. “How late is it?” To judge by the light in the room, it was well past dawn.
“Just after eight.”
“Oh.” Maybe it was a quality of the Mediterranean light or the white walls of the room that made everything so bright.
He kissed her.
By the end of it, she was most definitely awake. Awake enough to remember the djinn and that she was to meet Steve’s grandparents. “About Uncle…?”
Steve groaned and fell back. “We can’t ignore him, as much as I want to.”
She heard the frustration in his voice and shared it. Their romance was so new and they’d so narrowly survived the demonic attack in the Collegium’s New York office two weeks ago, that they deserved time alone. Steve had promised her an idyllic escape in his villa on Cyprus. She hadn’t even known he had a house there—and what a house!
Reminded, she wriggled out of bed. Then hesitated. As much as she wanted to go out onto the balcony to see everything in daylight, she could hardly do so naked. She was blushing just to have Steve watch her.
“We’ll buy you a robe,” he said.
She loved the quiet understanding, the promise, in his deep voice, and that he’d read the shyness in her body language. “I’ll have a shower and dress. I’d like to see all of your house, just quickly, if we have time?”
“We’ll make time, and we’ll return here. I’ll book a plane to fly us to and from Alexandria.”
The Egyptian port city of Alexandria was his grandparents’ home, containing as it did the Suzerain’s house. Fay was only beginning to understand what the Suzerainty meant to weres. It wasn’t something they discussed with non-weres, but with Steve destined to be the next Suzerain, she’d have to learn. 
Weres were magic, shifting between their human and animal selves, but they couldn’t be affected by magic. For Fay, having grown up within the Collegium world, it was a big adjustment. She was accustomed to people who fought with magic and could be constrained by it: other mages, weather-workers and demonologists. Weres fought with physical skill and shrugged off magic thrown at them. The trick to magically containing a were was to magic the world around them, rather than attack them directly, and ineffectually, with a spell.
The Collegium and weres seldom mixed. For the Collegium, there was a degree of snobbery. If weres couldn’t work magic, what use were they, was the attitude. Fay suspected that underlying the snobbery was a lingering fear of what the mages couldn’t control.
For the weres…Fay had never asked Steve why so few weres interacted with the Collegium. His path had crisscrossed hers because of the nature of their work. He was a mercenary and she was—had been—a Collegium guardian.
This was some house for a mercenary!
The bathroom was the last word in understated luxury. Terracotta and white, it had a two-person tub, a massive shower, and a large shuttered window that could be opened to let in the view. She showered under a “rainforest” setting of heavy warm drops and wound her long blonde hair in a towel while she dressed.
Her clothes had been bought for practicality and for her old life as a guardian. Up until a couple of weeks ago, she could have been called anywhere with no notice to fight anything from a sewer weasel to a demon king. So she wore a loose cotton shirt and multi-pocketed khaki trousers. They were all she had to hand.
But were they the clothes to meet someone’s grandparents in? She could always magic in something different, but what? “Steve?”
The bedroom was empty, the bed abandoned and the muted sounds of the sea carrying in through the open balcony doors.
Steve entered through the internal bedroom door. “I started coffee. You’ll find it in the kitchen.”
He wore jeans, no shirt, no shoes, and Fay’s brain temporarily stopped. As beautiful as he looked, all lean and powerful muscle, she knew he felt even better.
A slow smile curved his mouth, suggesting he recognized her arousal. He moved in close, curling a hand around the bare nape of her neck. The towel turban holding up her wet hair toppled. He kissed her possessively.
“Tour of the house or back to bed?” he asked against her mouth.
The choice reminded her why they were out of time and what she needed to ask him. “Your grandparents!”
He raised a black eyebrow.
“Will they object to the clothes I’m wearing?”
His gaze skimmed her body. “No. Dealing with Uncle means expecting the unexpected. You look prepared.” He paused, some thought passing behind his light brown eyes. “Tomy will understand. Raha may disapprove. Grand-mère has her own notions of acceptable feminine appearance and behavior. Mum and Liz ignore her.” He squeezed Fay’s shoulder and vanished into the bathroom.
His mother and sister could afford to ignore Raha’s opinion. Fay was less sure that she, an ex-Collegium guardian, powerful mage, and Steve’s lover, could risk alienating his grandmother. On the other hand, these clothes were who she was. She might as well begin as she meant to go on. Collegium guardian or not, she’d never be a girly-girl.
What exactly were Raha’s standards?
In the bathroom, Steve switched the shower on and water thundered.
Fay smiled wryly. She was not so far gone in love to fail to recognize avoidance tactics when she observed them. Steve really didn’t want to discuss his grandparents and their likely reaction to her. 
Actually, nor did she.
She went in search of coffee.
Last night they’d flown in to Pafos, arriving in late evening and catching a cab out to Steve’s house as the shadows drew in. She’d seen Cyprus’s crowded tourist spots give way to wilder country and rougher roads before the cab stopped at a white house that stood stark against a dark sky and sea. Inside, Steve had switched on lights and brought the place to life, revealing a thoroughly modern home within old Art Deco walls. But her and Steve’s attention had been for each other, not the house.
Now, Fay descended the black iron spiral staircase down to a living room crowded with books and comfortably outfitted with a leather sofa, a recliner and a huge television. Just beyond it was the kitchen. Fay followed the smell of coffee and poured herself a cup. The window faced a riotous garden, divided from the road by a stone wall low enough to jump over. Plants grew in cracks between the stones.
She perched on a stool at the pale gray counter and studied the kitchen with its light wood cupboards and off-white walls. It was a very large kitchen for a single man. The table behind her could easily sit ten people. It made her uneasy. As much as she loved and trusted Steve, she didn’t know all of him yet.
She’d thought him a solitary mercenary before he revealed himself the heir to the Suzerainty. Now she looked at what was obviously a rich man’s home, built to entertain, and wondered again. Did the solitary man she knew have another, sociable side?
“What would you like to eat?” He bounded into the room, black hair still wet from his shower, a white t-shirt over khaki trousers—matching her. He’d dressed to reassure her.
She smiled at him. “Do we need to go and buy food?”
He stared, as if she’d said something ridiculous, and yanked open the fridge door. “No, Elena’s shopped.”
Leaning sideways on her stool, Fay studied the full shelves in the fridge. Someone had certainly shopped. 
“Elena’s my housekeeper. I let her know we were coming.”
“Oh.”
“Her husband, Ivan, does the garden and looks after the boat and cars.”
Fay blinked rapidly. Boat, and cars, plural? “Not to be crass, but how rich are you?”
“Insanely.” He laughed at her. “Do you still love me?”
“But you work as a mercenary!” She’d seen his penthouse apartment in New York, but she’d kidded herself that it was his family’s, not his personally.
“And my sister, Liz, is a doctor. Being rich doesn’t stop you being bored.” He sobered. “Power without responsibility can corrode a person. My whole family works. The money is simply there to help us do what needs doing. Being the Suzerain…” He shook his head. “Full breakfast or toast?”
“Toast.” She got up and took a loaf of bread and butter from him. She ate her crisp sourdough toast while he cooked a full breakfast for himself. Being the Suzerain was evidently complicated and if he wanted to ease her into learning what it meant, she trusted him.
Although having a djinn in their lives was beyond complicated. 
Uncle had also said that whatever problem he wanted Steve to learn of from his grandparents, it involved Fay. For an instant, she sank her attention into her center and felt her magic in its tight, spiraling readiness. Reassured, she released that awareness and simply watched Steve eat, while she sipped her coffee. 
“More toast?” He was half-way through fried eggs, sausages and tomato. 
“No, thanks.” She hesitated. “Would you like some more?”
He grinned at her. “Yeah.”
She laughed and slipped off her stool to slice bread and toast it. The sharp bread knife had a smooth, balanced grip.
“We’re going to be a bit pushed for time,” he said.
“How pushed?”
“Thirty minutes for a whirlwind tour of the house.”
“The tour can wait.”
He shook his head. “I want you to feel at home. Thanks.” He accepted the toast.
“Steve.” She didn’t know what to say. Everything was up in the air. Having broken ties with the Collegium, she had to build a new life outside its orbit. She had to find a job. She picked up her coffee mug, cradling it as she leaned against the counter. They hadn’t discussed where they’d live. “This is a holiday.”
“This is us, together.”
His emphasis puzzled her. 
He abandoned his food to frown at her. “I’m in deep with you, Fay. Everything I am, everything I have, is yours.”
It took her breath away.
He wasn’t finished. “I get that you’re building a new life. You’re going to have to try things to find out how you want to live outside the Collegium. I wanted to give you that time.” His light brown eyes flickered to the wild topaz of his leopard-were nature. “Uncle’s screwed that. I have to take you to Tomy and Raha, to the fort.”
“The fort?”
“The Suzerain’s home and Court is an ancient fortress in Alexandria.”
She grappled with that, edging her way towards the truth Steve seemed intent on forcing on her. “You’ll have to live there one day?” 
“We will. I hope.”
“Oh.”
He uncurled her fingers from their tight grip on the coffee mug, took it from her, and clasped her hand. “You’re deciding what sort of life you want to lead, free of the Collegium. Being with me…you need to know the good and bad of who I am and how I live. What I’ll have to take on one day as Suzerain. I’m in deep with you, but I don’t want to haul you blind into a situation you’re not comfortable with.” Anxiety flickered in his amazing eyes.
Steve was never anxious, never less than confident and in control.
She had chosen not to think of her future. She had savings and she could always find work as a magical mercenary. She’d wanted to concentrate on her personal life, on the sheer sparkling joy of being in love with Steve, rather than worry about her future.
But the future was about being with Steve.
Love flamed through her, powerful and claiming, as she understood that he spoke the absolute truth: he was in deep with her. And she was in just as deep, fathoms drowned, in love with him. Love wasn’t measured in time, but in heartbeats.
She walked around the corner of the kitchen counter and into the V of his legs as he sat on a stool. That brought them to the same height. She kissed him. Then she pulled back enough to look at him steadily. “I don’t care where we live, or how we live, or if we have to juggle a thousand djinni and all the weres in the world. You’re mine and I’ll be with you.”
His fierce kiss answered her flare of love and passion. He lifted her onto the counter and she wrapped her arms and legs around him, binding him to her. His own arms were strong bands around her. “I love you, Fay.”
 
 
Steve had kept his possessive instincts locked down the last two weeks, aware of how new Fay was to life outside the Collegium, and to loving and being loved. But her vow broke his control. “I’m going to love you in the moonlight and the sunlight, in the ocean and in our bed. I’m going to make you purr and scream.”
“You already have. I screamed last night.”
“That little gasp?” He rubbed his face against hers, a cat marking his mate. Her shower-fresh scent spiked with arousal. “If I hadn’t chartered a plane in two hours, I’d show you the difference.” He kissed her carnally, drawing back reluctantly before he lost his mind. She was his, more than she knew. “Come on, I’ll show you the highlights of the house on the way to the garage before I drive us to the airport.”
 
 
The first part of the house tour whirled past Fay unnoticed. Her body hummed with wanting and her brain was awash in hormones. She had a vague impression of light and size in an extensive living space off the kitchen, with a sweeping staircase leading up to guest bedrooms. It wasn’t till she and Steve stood on the balcony that her mind cleared, and then, only because the beauty of the Mediterranean Sea shocked her free of lust.
“It’s beautiful.” Outside stairs led down to a dock and a sparkling white and blue catamaran. Pink-flowering bougainvillea spilled across rocks edging the dock. The sea itself was the incredible blue of a postcard, almost too gorgeous to be real. 
Steve pulled her back, into his body. “We’ll return here. Swim, take the boat out. There’s a roof terrace for sun-bathing or star-gazing.”
She remembered his promise of making love outside and shivered.
“I’ve told everyone to stay away,” he added. “We’ll be private.”
“Everyone?” She turned in his embrace. “Who’s everyone? Why do you have such a big house?”
He grimaced. “I bought it because cousins and long-standing family friends, people I grew up with, come and visit, and stay. I’m a leopard. By instinct I prefer solitude. But Mom is from a wolf clan and early exposure to pack living has an impact. People drop in. I’m comfortable with it. But I want this time just with you. Going forward, we can change the open house policy if we need this space just for us.”
“Don’t change it for me. I grew up in the Collegium. Guardian training taught me to live in a crowd.”
“But you rented a one-room apartment,” he pointed out.
“Because I didn’t belong with the guardians.” She didn’t elaborate. He’d seen how her colleagues isolated her. Envy and fear had colored their response to her raw power and the discipline with which she’d trained. Then again, they hadn’t had the President of the Collegium as their father, and a demanding, distant figure, to motivate their training.
Her father, Richard Olwen, had resigned the presidency two weeks ago, after Fay and Steve revealed the stranglehold a demon had gotten on the Collegium and him via his lover and secretary, Nancy Yu. The demon had nearly destroyed the Collegium. That it had grown so powerful undetected sowed suspicion between the Collegium’s mages. Fay pitied Lewis Bennett, the new president, his task. He had to restore the Collegium, searching out remaining tangles of evil, strengthening morale and re-structuring so that a demon couldn’t enter ever again.
Steve’s voice went low and rumbly. “I can’t guarantee that all weres, even in my family, will welcome you. My parents and sister will, but others distrust mages.”
“They’d prefer you to hook up with another were?”
“Yes.”
She refused to ask about his previous lovers and how many of them had shared his were-nature. “I’ll be fine. People will accept me, or not. I’m used to it.” 
“I want you to be happy.”
Then she understood at least part of his insistence on showing her his beautiful home. He wanted her to find positives in being with him because he anticipated trouble ahead. She slid her arms around him. “I am happy. More than ever. I’m with you.”
He looked at her steadily before drawing a deep breath. “Okay. But tell me if you have trouble with anyone.”
“Mmm.” No promises there. She fought her own battles.
He grinned, reading her mind. Knowing her. “At least, tell me after you’ve fought. Disrespecting you is disrespecting me. I need to know that sort of thing.”
“Because you’ll be Suzerain one day?”
“I’d like to say yes and leave it at that, but you need to know that weres are constantly if subtly challenging one another. Not all of us, but enough that reputation matters. I don’t rely on the Suzerainty or my family to protect my own. Weres know not to cross me.”
She thought on that, on the complicated world she was entering and knew so little about, as they walked down the stairs and out to a large garage. Inside were two sports cars and a Range Rover, three motorbikes and a jet ski. “Speed junky.”
He opened the door to the Range Rover. “I like cars. I’d show off the vintage Jag, but I noticed the cab jolting along the ruts last night. Winter rains destroy the road. When it’s resurfaced, we’ll travel in style.”
“A Jaguar for a leopard?”
“Smart ass.”
 
 
The plane Steve had chartered was a luxury jet.
“I thought you might fly yourself,” Fay said as they buckled in. The cloud-soft seats made Business Class in commercial travel resemble Cattle Class.
“It’s easier to hire a jet with a pilot than without. And I prefer flying helicopters.”
He’d done so in the jungles of the Congo and Laos.
They’d worked in some remote places together. Back then, she’d refused to acknowledge her attraction to him. She’d been a Collegium guardian down to her bones. Her life hadn’t held space for a relationship. Now, she had the relationship, but no job. She figured she was ahead of the game.
Even if she was flying off to meet a not-to-be-trusted djinn and Steve’s potentially hostile family. 
In the seat beside her, he bent forward to re-tie his bootlace as the plane gained height. The muscles of his neck showed strong where the collar of his shirt gaped. He was lethal in a fight, devastating as a lover, and the one person in the world that she trusted utterly.
She leaned forward and tugged at his bootlace.
He looked at her quizzically.
“I have a question.” They stayed leaning forward, peering into one another’s faces. “With Uncle being a djinn, why aren’t we flying magic carpet?”
An instant of shock—Steve had clearly expected a serious inquisition on what they’d encounter at the fort—and then, she was laughing, he was tickling her, and it all ended in kisses.
 



Chapter 2
 
Defensive walls rose up, built of limestone the color of faded sepia prints; an abrupt intrusion in the crowded, narrow streets of Alexandria’s Souq district. The calls of sellers’ promoting their wares blurred with a hundred haggling transactions and the flow of gossip through the market. Tourists wandered, bemused and detached from the scene, bumped impatiently by busy locals, and bumped purposely by busy thieves.
Beyond a colorful spice stall, a ten foot door studded with iron nails and darkened by age, broke the repelling blankness of the tower wall. To Fay, the massive door shimmered with magic. Any who entered through this doorway carrying a magical weapon would find its magic de-spelled. She put a hand to the cool limestone wall and felt an ancient pulse of power. 
The weres mightn’t use or be affected by magic, but someone had wrapped their Suzerain’s fort in its protection. People wouldn’t find the fort, let alone the doorway, unless they knew to look for it. A turn-away spell had gained potency through the centuries since it was cast, and now, the tower was probably all but unnoticeable, even by modern technology.
Only weres, unaffected by magic, would see the walls and the fort within—and mages as powerful as Fay.
“Rafe.”
“Steve.” The spice seller returned Steve’s greeting and stared at Fay with the noncommittal, speculative gaze of a security guard. He was Steve’s age, around thirty.
An older, much older, man sat in the shadows at the side of the stall. He’d be there to serve customers, while his young companion dealt with trouble. They were gatekeepers.
Steve pushed open the door to the fort, holding it for Fay.
She walked through. The spell to de-activate magical weapons touched her personal wards and recoiled, stung. The magic here was strong. She was stronger. But that mattered little when a djinn was involved. She lacked knowledge of djinni magic. Her specialty had been demons and evil. The djinni weren’t evil, as such. More like amoral.
Once through the door, a flagstone path led to the true fort, the central keep tucked safe within defensive walls. Its double doors stood open. Narrow windows on the first floor gave way to barred windows higher up. Encircling the keep was a wide strip of raked sand. Surveillance equipment added a high tech element to the defenses.
Steve made no sound as he crossed the flagstones.
Fay’s boots scuffed faintly as she walked beside him. She could feel they were being watched. Did they look like a couple to the watchers? They didn’t touch as they walked, no hand-holding or brush of shoulders. They’d walked like this into other situations before they were lovers. Even before she loved him, she’d trusted him.
She recalled the demon-haunted camp in a Congolese jungle. Then, she’d taken lead and Steve had backed her up. She’d been the demon expert, the stronger fighter against that evil. It had been the same in the Collegium’s New York headquarters. He’d trusted her judgement.
Now, he was the expert on his grandparents, the djinn and whatever else they faced. It was up to her to fill the alert, responsive support role. She wouldn’t initiate anything, but she’d be ready to act.
They walked through the double doors and stopped. She blinked and squinted, trying to adjust her eyes quickly from the bright sunlight outside to the relative dimness within the fort’s walls. She had an impression of shadows and height, of tables and people, a smell of food and the clink of cutlery and china.
It shocked her. She’d expected a reception area, or perhaps, an old-fashioned great hall to suit the fort’s age. Instead, they’d entered into a café. People of every age sat eating, drinking and chatting. 
Curiosity had one or two of the customers turn at her and Steve’s entrance. They stiffened, shocked at something, and like a wave, that tension pushed through the crowd. Everyone stared at Fay and Steve.
She stared back, guarded and uncertain. Was it so unusual for a non-were to enter the Suzerain’s fort, or was it that she entered with Steve?
He waited for the shockwave to crest. “Good afternoon.”
Seventy faces looked back at him with varying degrees of consternation and calculation. 
Fay recalled what he’d said about weres and reputation. Bringing her here clearly risked some aspect of his power. Given the lack of communication between weres and the Collegium, likely no one here recognized her. And as non-magic users, they couldn’t sense her power, either. Perhaps they wondered if Steve had lost his mind, bringing a non-were to the fort? Did they think she diminished him?
She smiled, and the tension in the room ratcheted higher. Her smile wasn’t nice. It said, I dare you.
Most were-natures were predatory. By instinct, magic or no magic, they sensed her confidence to take them all on.
Steve had also noted her response. He grinned at her. No more than her did he doubt that they could clear the room. “We’d better find Granddad before we start trouble.” He put a hand to her waist and guided her through a side door.
It hadn’t quite closed before a confusion of question, answer and exclamation exploded behind them.
“Haven’t they seen a non-were before?” Fay asked ironically, aware that they likely remained under surveillance by someone. She’d taken the cameras outside as a warning.
Steve carefully closed the door. It must have been soundproof because the noise on the other side ceased. “Not one wearing the scent of being mated to me.”
“Oh.” 
Mate. By his tone, it meant so much more than lover.
She’d felt the difference in him that morning in the kitchen when he’d said he was in deep with her, and she’d confessed the same. They belonged.
Mate. The rightness of it settled something in her.
But she couldn’t help but be disconcerted at how swiftly and primitively scent had revealed their connection. Life with weres was a new world, one where things were done differently, experienced differently. However, if everyone here now knew her as Steve’s lover, the corollary was also true. Everyone in the cafe also knew Steve was hers. 
She clasped his hand. 
He smiled at her blazingly and hooked her hand through the crook of his elbow, as if they were to take a stroll.
Only then did the tension of the moment break. She blinked as the room they’d entered finally burst into her awareness. “Good grief.”
The café at the fort’s entrance was unexpected, but normal enough. This room was like something out of an eighteenth century palace. Long and narrow, it led inescapably to the heavy door at the other end. Gilt-framed paintings in the Rococo style lined the walls. Graceful, spindly and uncomfortable looking chairs were spaced at regular intervals, and dared visitors to sit in them. Underfoot, a sky-blue carpet edged in gold thread delineated the walkway. The ceiling was painted with a cherub-haunted mural.
Fay shut her mind to the décor designed to overawe.
“It’s a pain in the butt to clean. You should hear the staff complain and the art restorers shriek at every cobweb.” Steve led her forward. “It would be simpler to strip it back and have something modern.
She stared at him and his casual dismissal of such grandeur.
He put a hand on the heavy door in front of them. “This opens to the Court. It’ll give you an idea of the fort’s real purpose before we pass through it to the corridor to Granddad and Grand-mère’s private rooms. At this hour, they’ll be finishing lunch.”
“Maybe we shouldn’t interrupt their meal?” She bumped into him as he froze in the open doorway, blocking her access and view. “Steve?”
“I don’t think interrupting lunch will be a problem.” He moved into the room and brought her with him.
Fay recognized Uncle instantly.
The djinn had changed his appearance to that of a middle-aged European man with fair silvering hair and a lean build, but the sly mischief in his gaze, as much as the aura of his magic, gave him away.
Not that Fay could spare the djinn as much attention as his threat level warranted, nor appreciate the vast room with its soaring ceiling, stone walls and tingling sense of power. Not when two elderly people watched her with grave suspicion and disapproval.
Steve’s grandparents. They had to be. His grandfather sat at the head of the boardroom table with his wife on his right.
The djinn lounged in an executive chair midway down the table. “Come in. Don’t be shy. We’ve been waiting for you.”
Steve let the door go. The slam of it closing echoed around the stone-walled chamber. It felt ancient, the air in the room heavy with the weight of centuries of judgment. “Good afternoon, Granddad, Grand-mère. Uncle. I’m glad you’re all here to welcome Fay.”
“Faith Olwen.” Steve’s grandfather supplied her full name, stressing her surname to indicate he knew who she was. In his thin face, his mouth was a tight line of displeasure.
“Mage and former Collegium guardian,” Steve responded steadily.
“Oh dear.” The downbeat on the second word was a die-away sigh of distress. Mrs. Jekyll added a tiny, deprecatory shake of her dark auburn-haired head. The soft waves of her hair didn’t move, fixed in place. She was stylish, fastidiously made-up, and gave the impression of a plump, pampered housecat. Her sour expression ruined the look, puckering a mouth precisely outlined in pink lipstick.
Fay snapped her shoulders straight. Judged and found wanting. She’d endured worse. Her own parents had used and abandoned her, even if she was rebuilding her relationship with her mom. That Steve’s family objected to her wasn’t a new pattern in her life—and she had Steve. For his sake, though, she had to make this work. “Nice to meet you, Mr. and Mrs. Jekyll.”
Mr. Jekyll nodded. Mrs. Jekyll continued to glare.
Uncle grinned. “Pull up a chair.”
Fay and Steve crossed the chamber, their footsteps echoing on the stone floor. The room was impossibly large and expansively empty despite the hulking boardroom table. The air was cool and still, faintly eddying only now with their movement. Steve seated Fay and placed himself between her and his grandparents, and opposite the djinn.
Entering the fortress and its café had given Fay a shock and a lesson. For weres, the air itself carried secrets, and Steve’s grandparents were weres. In a second, their senses would reveal the truth the café’s customers had already discovered. She was here as more than Steve’s lover. He’d marked her as his mate. She counted. One, two, three.
Mr. Jekyll leaned back in his chair.
Fay couldn’t see Mrs. Jekyll’s response. Steve’s big body hid it. She heard the elderly woman’s wail, though.
“Steven, what have you done?”
“Had sex.” Uncle’s answer did not help. Then again, he probably didn’t intend it to.
Steve shot him a death-glare.
“Sex does not mean…” Mrs. Jekyll began.
Her husband squeezed her hand. “Perhaps we can discuss family matters later.”
“By all means,” Uncle said generously.
“Without you,” Steve growled.
“Now, where would the fun be in that?”
Fay put a hand on Steve’s thigh, aware that he was tensed for a fight, but needing him to stand down. They were here to discover Uncle’s real purpose and what it was the djinn thought she needed to attend to. Was the djinn making mischief or did they face a genuine threat? As Steve had just said, family matters had to wait.
He covered her hand for a second, a message of agreement, before she withdrew her hand. “Why did you call us here, Uncle?”
The djinn’s humanly blue eyes suddenly swirled with smoke and stars. “Weres are being enslaved.”
Steve tensed with a hunter’s instant, predatory alertness.
“Where?” Mr. Jekyll asked sharply at the head of the table.
“From every corner of the globe, the lost and unconsidered are losing themselves.”
“Those who won’t be missed?” Fay’s question was less query than understanding. It was generally the powerless and vulnerable who suffered, and it was those for whom she fought. With her Collegium work that had mostly meant protecting mundanes, the non-magical majority of the human population. But weres could be vulnerable, too. Fury lashed through her as she looked at Steve. Her magic stirred. She would kill and devastate before anyone enslaved him.
“Warrior-princess.” Uncle sat upright, studying her.
Fay decided to ask Steve—later—if djinni could read minds. Then again, perhaps Uncle had simply sensed the flare of her magic. Slavery was an abominable evil. She’d seen demonic possession degrade people, obliterate their personality, and consume them.
“Uncle, please, tell us more. What would you have us do?” Mr. Jekyll asked.
Fay stared at him. Was this how you played the game with a djinn? Politeness and a touch of obsequiousness? Steve had been ruder.
“Tomy.” The djinn almost sounded sympathetic. “This isn’t your test.”
Mr. Jekyll looked stricken and his gaze shot to Steve. 
“I expected it, Granddad.” The it’s all right was implied by Steve’s tone.
Fay couldn’t read his emotions, though. Steve had locked himself down. It worried her. She had a sense of things kindling, a disturbance she didn’t understand. What had Steve expected that he hadn’t told her? Why hadn’t he told her?
She disciplined herself to wait for more information, to observe and analyze. Steve always had a reason for his actions.
But if Fay was committed to controlling her freak out, Mrs. Jekyll wasn’t.
The elderly woman’s voice hit a note barely short of shattering glass. “Your test…but then…already? No!”
Steve didn’t flinch at the ear-splitting shriek. He sat staring across the table at Uncle. 
Fay recognized his readiness to do battle. He could move in an instant to attack or defend. She was already on alert.
Djinni did test and tease humans, that much she knew. But this test Uncle mentioned had provoked a crisis. If Mrs. Jekyll was enraged, her husband has slumped.
Mrs. Jekyll pushed her chair back from the table and glared around Steve at Fay. “This is your fault. You’ve created this.”
“I don’t even know what’s happening.” Fay kept her tone even, her body relaxed, broadcasting that she was no threat and had no intention of responding to the old woman’s attack.
Steve slid his chair back, blocking his grandmother’s path to Fay.
Mr. Jekyll got up hurriedly and gripped the back of his wife’s chair. He pushed her back to the table, trapping her in her seat.
“Tomy!” she complained.
“If I retire, we could take a cottage in the south of France.” Mr. Jekyll dangled it like a candy bribe to a toddler.
A feline, somehow feminine, snarl answered him. “Steve is too young.”
“And I am too old,” Mr. Jekyll said, emotionlessly. 
“You’re experienced.”
“Enough.” The command in Uncle’s voice silenced the room, even Mrs. Jekyll’s near-hysterics. Yet the command was absent. The djinn’s attention was for Fay. He watched her across the table. “I remember your great-grandparents when they started the Collegium. It was her idea. He’d come back from the war hollowed out. His temper…” A boom exploded in the air above the table.
Mrs. Jekyll shrieked.
No one else reacted.
Uncle leaned forward, towards Fay. “She gave him a way back into the world. He had the greater power, but she understood people. She knew there would be more wounded mages than him, more men traumatized by what they’d seen and done. They needed a structure, rules, a sense of purpose.”
“The Collegium’s motto is to serve,” Fay said.
“Chosen, no doubt, to remind them all that great power, untied to service, destroys most people.”
She knew, it had been shown again and again in her Collegium training and work, that she had more magic than her great-grandparents, and less than a month ago she’d broken her oath ties to the Collegium. She served no one.
Her ties were those of love: to Steve, to her mom and stepfather. That wasn’t a whole heap of relationships to bind her power.
But then, she might have broken the ties that bound her to serve and obey the Collegium, but in her heart, she felt responsible for keeping mundanes safe, for protecting the vulnerable. Collegium-linked or not, she persisted in service.
So she met Uncle’s ancient gaze steadily. “The djinni have immeasurable power. Who binds you?”
“Uncle, forgive her. She doesn’t understand.” Mr. Jekyll rushed in with apologies, while Mrs. Jekyll forgot hysterics to sniff in disapproval.
Steve, on the other hand, lounged back in his chair. He smiled without humor. “The djinni are smoke and fire, trouble and miracle. Uncle serves no man.”
“Very true.” Uncle acknowledged Steve’s words. “We have our own kingdom.”
An ordering of the world that he seemed very comfortable with. Fay refrained from pushing her luck, but she had a sudden suspicion. In the realm of the djinni, Uncle would be near the top of the hierarchy. He was too familiar with the responsibilities of exercising power to merely endure it. He wielded control. His enjoyment of mischief was real, but underlying it…Uncle had an agenda.
“Do you serve Uncle?” Fay asked Steve.
Uncle smiled then, his attention shifting to Steve. “Do you?”
“No,” Mrs. Jekyll snapped.
“No, you do not,” Uncle agreed, but he obviously meant her alone—and dismissed her as of no account.
She bridled, but Mr. Jekyll’s hand over hers stopped her responding.
Steve answered, addressing Fay. “Uncle established the Suzerainty centuries ago.”
“Millennia.” Uncle murmured the correction.
“It was formalized in Roman times and globalized in the Middle Ages,” Steve continued. He could have provided all of this information—background briefing—earlier. That he hadn’t, had to mean something. “In the early nineteenth century, inheritance of the Suzerainty shifted to my family. Uncle tests us before the role of Suzerain passes from grandfather to grandson. What we’ve never been able to understand is by what criteria he assesses us.”
Mr. Jekyll interrupted. “My own test was simple. Uncle asked me to spend a night on the beach and at dawn to write a single word on the sand, to be washed away with the tide.”
“Other tests have been violent,” Steve said. “Combat, quests, impossible challenges.”
What word had Mr. Jekyll written? The old man had Steve’s height, but his lean muscularity was ageing into gauntness. Gray hair, brown eyes, an expensive suit. He would never have had Steve’s edge. That wasn’t something that vanished with age. Steve was a fighter. His grandfather…a diplomat. He knew when to withhold information, and when to share it—like now, telling her the bare bones of his quest after Uncle made his interest in her unmistakable.
She looked at Uncle. “Are your tests usually for the heir to the Suzerainty alone or do they include his mate?”
“Tcha,” Mrs. Jekyll exploded.
Laughter danced in Uncle’s eyes. “With you, Fay my lovely, I shall make an exception.”
“Because I’m not a were?”
“Because, my dear, you wouldn’t stay out of Steve’s quest even if I bound you in bonds of flame.”
The compliment startled Fay. She glanced instinctively at Steve. 
He smiled at her. Proud of her. 
She blushed. Praise had been rare in her life.
“I knew she meddled!” Mrs. Jekyll exclaimed, triumphantly. She hadn’t understood, at all. She’d heard criticism where there was only respect.
Steve’s grandfather had understood. He squared his shoulders in acceptance of a new reality; possibly in acceptance of a new burden—her. “Uncle, I would like to hear the details of the slavery, even if it is Steve and Faith’s test.”
“Yes. It is something you should know—in case they fail,” the djinn added blandly.
“I do not want to hear such horrors.” Mrs. Jekyll pushed back her chair.
Her husband and grandson stood instantly. Steve nodded at Mr. Jekyll, who sank back. Steve escorted his grandmother to the door.
The display of manners surprised Fay; they were so outdated and courtly. She was discovering so many new aspects to Steve. With her, they were always equal partners.
Then she remembered how he’d guide her with a hand to her back and how he held doors. They were small gestures that didn’t diminish her or her power, but showed he cared and treasured her. She watched him stand a moment at the door, head bent, listening. Then he bent further and his grandmother kissed his cheek.
Fay looked away.
Mrs. Jekyll might be hostile to her, shrill, hysterical and capable of missing the point of a discussion, but she loved Steve. She cared about appearances and—Fay guessed—social standing. She might never approve of Fay, but Fay could live with her disapproval, within bounds, if it came from love for Steve and wanting the best for him.
Steve seemed to see his grandmother’s flaws and accept them. Love didn’t insist on perfection.
Fay’s own love for him swelled and steadied her.
He returned to his chair. “All right,” he addressed Uncle. “What are you willing to tell us of the situation?”
“Let me show you.”
An image akin to a holograph appeared in front of the far wall. A woman in her late twenties sat on the steps of a house, a well-tended garden shading in before and beside her, the stone walls of the Court showing through the image’s vegetation. But the woman looked solid. Tired. Blank. Her fair hair lay lank against the contours of her skull. Her forearms rested on her knees. She sagged.
“A wolf-were from North Carolina.
“No.” The protest jerked from Steve.
“Lone wolf,” Uncle said. “Or her pack would have noticed.”
“Is she sick?” Fay asked cautiously.
“She must be.” Steve studied the image. “A wolf would never reveal weakness. She’s sitting on a front porch where anyone can see her. She’s not monitoring her environment. A lone wolf would be even more alert.” And to Fay, reminding her. “Mom and her family are wolves.” He knew what he was talking about.
“She’s not sick in the sense you mean,” Uncle said. “Her dream essence has been stolen. Harvested?” He tipped his head to the side, apparently considering his word choice. 
“By whom?” Mr. Jekyll asked.
“Now, that is the question.” Uncle looked at Steve.
Steve looked back.
Uncle smiled. It wasn’t a nice smile. “I’ve found the problem, but I haven’t sought the solution. Two dozen weres, perhaps a few more I haven’t found, are like this. Zombies.”
“Mindless slaves or flesh-eating horror movie monsters?” Steve asked.
Uncle stared at the holograph woman. The image changed to that of an older man, naked by a forested river, snow still melting on its banks. As they watched, he shifted into bear form. “Left alone, the people function, after a fashion. They run by instinct and habit, it seems. No initiative, though. No planning.”
The image faded as the bear-were lumbered into the forest. The salmon weren’t spawning: no reason to sit by the river.
 Fay frowned at the stone wall. How could the weres be slaves if they were living their old lives? What did Uncle mean by dream essence? Was it a were thing? Could these weres be enslaved, waiting some master plan to activate them?
She’d never sat through a mission briefing session quite like this one. The Collegium guardians were very logical. The case for action, and the action to be taken, were clearly laid out.
Uncle wove a different story.
“What is their dream essence?” Steve asked.
So the concept of dream essence was new to him, too.
Mr. Jekyll sighed. As a diplomat, or perhaps, more familiar with Uncle, he’d probably have been less direct in requesting information.
“Dreams bind your souls to your bodies,” Uncle said. “Every day, you stretch your souls out, taking in so many sensory experiences, thoughts and actions. You interact with others and with your world. When you sleep, your dream essence pulls back into you what of that chaos is essential to maintaining you. Everything you encounter could become part of you, but not all of it should be. Not all of it can be.”
The notion fascinated Fay. “Is it visible as a person’s aura?”
Uncle dismissed her question with a flick of his hand. “Your dream essence renews you and pushes you forward. It is who you are becoming.”
“And if it’s stolen…” Steve sounded as if he were thinking aloud.
“Then who you are becoming vanishes, and who you are, gradually erodes. Your personality, gone.” Uncle flicked both hands open.
Without the dream essence he described, a person’s life would fracture and dissipate. Life needed meaning and focus. She was aware of Steve, tense and unhappy beside her. Love gave you meaning and focus. “How are their essences being stolen?”
Uncle leaned back. “As I said, I haven’t investigated.”
Silence.
Fay considered her options. Steve and his grandfather had to handle the djinn for whatever additional information they could get from him. But she had other options. Just because she’d never heard of a person’s dream essence, didn’t mean others at the Collegium were equally ignorant. Different language sometimes hid the same concept. She could ask there. The mages at the Collegium resented, feared and suspected her for her power and, likely, for her dad’s recent failures as president, but enough of them were disciplined scholars. They wouldn’t withhold information out of spite.
They might withhold it for academic glory, but she’d never challenged anyone in the realm of scholarship. Her strength was out in the field.
“I have heard of something similar.” Uncle broke the silence. “Millennia ago.” He smiled as he recaptured their full attention. “There should be a relevant inscription on a tomb in Luxor.”
“Which tomb?” Steve asked flatly.
“Shall we go and look?” Even before he finished the question, the room dropped away.
Late afternoon sun beat down on their unprotected heads. Sand around them shimmered with the beginning of a heat wave. The desert didn’t wait for summer before it baked its visitors.
Fay found herself standing beside Steve and was glad of his resolute presence. The immense power the djinn used so casually staggered her. Neither she, nor any mage she’d heard of, could translocate a person, let alone two.
Mr. Jekyll had been left behind in the Suzerain’s fort. 
Uncle had changed clothes, though not his middle-aged European appearance. He wore shirt, trousers and boots much like hers and Steve’s: practical, expensive outdoor gear, not obviously new.
The tomb was underground, of course. Someone had installed a door and locked it.
“Fay?” Uncle invited her—or was it challenged?—to open it.
It was the most minor of magic. A thought and the lock opened, the bolt slid back.
Steve moved in front of her and pushed the door wide. Stale air rushed out at them.
Something else, besides age and decay, carried on the grave’s breath.
Fay halted Steve with a touch to his right shoulder blade. A light touch, fingertips only, till she flattened her hand, her palm pushing into his warmth and life. “There are the remnants of a ward.”
“Not a curse?” he asked.
“Someone else died of that centuries ago,” Uncle said casually.
“The ward is a warning.” Fay kept her link to Steve’s strong presence as she attempted to read the tattered remnants of the ward spell. “It’s a bit like the symbols people have attached to nuclear waste dumps, trying to convey beware messages into the unknown far future. Someone here was saying we’re better off keeping away.”
“Curiosity never killed the cat. Stupidity does that.” Uncle pushed them forward. “If the priest—you would call him a mage,” he said to Fay. “Had truly wanted to keep his knowledge safe, he’d have let it die with him. Instead, he took it to his grave. He couldn’t resist hugging his cleverness to him into the afterlife.”
Uncle didn’t bother with a torch or lantern. He simply lit the tomb. Painted scenes and hieroglyphs showed bright and clear on white walls. Otherwise, the space was empty. Uncle ambled past scenes of river life, of farmers working and animals hunting the riverbank. “Here it is. Steve, take a photo.”
Steve took out his phone and lined up the section of tomb wall Uncle indicated. “Is it a spell?”
“Hmm?” Uncle appeared to be admiring a picture of a leopard, crouched near a palm tree.
Steve took two more photos. “I know someone who can translate the hieroglyphs,” he said to Fay.
“So do I,” Uncle said. “And my expert is much more fun.”
The tomb vanished.
 



Chapter 3
 
Steve gritted his teeth as Uncle translocated him and Fay out of the ancient tomb and into a Range Rover moving fast. It was disconcerting to arrive without warning inside a car travelling at speed along a bad road and driven by a djinn. Steve found himself in the passenger seat and turned to check on Fay alone on the back seat.
She raised an eyebrow at him, glancing once in question and commentary at Uncle.
Steve shrugged minutely. He had no explanation or reassurance to offer.
Uncle wasn’t usually so profligate with his magic—or so helpful.
The change ruffled Steve’s fur even as Fay smiled ruefully and settled back against her seat, staring out the window.
Uncle glanced at Steve, smirked, and switched on the radio. They were in Egypt, but the radio broadcast Japanese dance music.
Steve fought back a snarl of dislike at the annoying half-buzz, half-whine backed by heavy beats and punctuated by sharp beeps. That was not music. Uncle was being annoying.
The djinn had an agenda, that was nothing new, but bringing Fay into his games, that was the unpredictable factor. It strained credibility to imagine Uncle’s timing was unrelated to Steve bringing Fay to his home. Steve had had lovers before, but Uncle had known even before the mate-bond that Fay was different. How much of this test was directed at her?
Or was the real test whether Steve could be distracted from Suzerainty responsibilities by concern for Fay? Divided loyalties. Fay would always be his first concern, but that didn’t mean he’d neglect his duties. Part of loving Fay meant leaving her free to fight her own battles, to serve as her Collegium heritage taught her. She’d kick his butt if he dropped his responsibilities to run after her.
Steve closed his eyes, shutting out the glare of the desert and listening to the soft rush of air-conditioned air over the noise of the radio and the car’s engine.
Uncle would have considered all of those issues and more before deciding to test Steve now, but there was no evading the truth: Granddad had aged. He was not simply old, but weakening. As Suzerain, Tomy would serve the weres till his last breath, but why should he carry the Suzerainty when its weight was a burden?
Perhaps Uncle was actually being kind. It would be rare for a djinn, but Uncle had shown through the years genuine liking and respect for Tomy.
Pain and determination knotted in Steve’s chest. He had to pass this test so that Tomy could release a burden and enjoy the last years of his life. Grand-mère wouldn’t appreciate relegation to ordinary were status, but Tomy would, once he adjusted to retirement. Carrying responsibility for justice and peace among the weres hadn’t broken Tomy, but it had marked him.
Less the diplomat, Steve thought the burden would weigh on him less. Where Tomy fretted and took the responsibility for others’ actions on himself, Steve knew himself more ruthless. He could handle the Suzerainty.
What had him ruffled was Uncle’s fascination with Fay. 
“Warrior-princess,” the djinn had called her. 
Fay had barely survived her break from the Collegium. No other mage had ever had the strength to break his or her oath ties to it. She was unique. Unique and vulnerable in ways she’d never acknowledge.
She was so alone.
He might be a leopard, comfortable to go his solitary way, but he’d grown up as one of his mom’s Beo wolf pack. He knew to his very soul that in times of trouble the whole snarling, fighting clan would back him up. His dad’s leopard family were more detached, but no less loyal.
Fay was only just building a relationship with her mom after losing her as a toddler. As for Fay’s father…
The prick of claws threatening to change on his hands warned Steve how close his emotions were to controlling him. Thoughts of Richard Owen had that effect. The arrogant bastard had treated his own daughter as a weapon. Richard had honed Fay to be a lethal mage and fighter, and her power had cemented his position as president of the Collegium—until Fay herself revealed the demon who’d possessed Richard’s secretary and lover, and sent tentacles throughout the institution.
Richard was no longer president. To do the man credit, he’d at least understood that his position was untenable. He’d resigned and disappeared.
Or tried to disappear. Steve knew Richard hid on an island in the San Juans, off the coast of Seattle. Steve bet the new president of the Collegium, Lewis Bennett, also knew Richard’s whereabouts. 
The car slowed, bumped over ground even rougher than the bad road, and stopped. Without a word, Uncle got out.
As his door slammed shut, Steve twisted around in the passenger seat to speak with Fay. 
Her gaze tracked Uncle as he strode across the sand to a canvas shelter. “What is he up to?”
“That I don’t know. The thing to remember in dealing with Uncle is that you always have a choice, even if he presents things as a fait accompli.”
Uncle stopped a few feet from the canvas shelter with tents pegged some distance behind it. A spoil heap rose up to the right of him, taking his shadow. They were at an archaeological dig, one of hundreds that littered Egypt, both active and abandoned. The djinn gestured imperatively.
“How do we stop him translocating us?” Fay asked under her breath as they climbed out of the car. She was so controlled that even more than him, she’d hate her powerlessness in the face of Uncle’s djinn whims.
Steve grimaced, knowing his answer wouldn’t help. “He doesn’t usually translocate anyone. We struggle along and then he pops into existence when we finally arrive wherever.”
She glanced at him. “Does that mean this is urgent?”
“Or Uncle is playing some other game. He’ll have multiple reasons for every action.”
The djinn cast a wicked smile in their direction and ducked into the shelter. He was definitely playing games. 
Behind the canvas screen, four people worked at a hole in the ground. One sketched and scribbled notes, a camera beside him, two scraped with trowels, and the fourth stared at Uncle’s sudden appearance. Her eyes widened further at the sight of Fay and Steve.
“Uh, Susie?”
The shoulders of the woman excavating in the hole twitched. Otherwise she ignored the uncertain question. She couldn’t ignore Uncle.
“Professor Adams, how delightful to see you.”
The tanned hand holding the trowel tightened. Very, very slowly her head rose, turned, and dark blue eyes focused on him. “Monsieur Maneval.”
The young woman who’d first seen them edged backwards. The two young men abandoned their note-taking and digging to frankly stare. It seemed Uncle was known here, at least, in one of his personas.
The djinn extended his hand.
After a second, Professor Adams accepted it and stepped up and out of the hole.
“The dig is going well?” Uncle inquired courteously.
“We’re progressing steadily, as my reports will have shown.”
“Reports are so dull.”
Professor Adams reclaimed her hand.
Uncle made introductions, concluding. “My friends, Steve and Fay. They require some assistance with reading hieroglyphs.”
“There are courses for that.” Professor Adams unscrewed a water bottle and drank. Her greetings to Fay and Steve were perfunctory, but friendly enough. Her suspicion was reserved for Uncle.
With reason, Steve felt. Apparently, in his guise as the Frenchman Maneval, Uncle was funding Professor Adams’ dig. He was also, quite blatantly, interested in the professor as a woman.
She was making it clear his interest was not returned.
“They have pictures of the inscription that requires translation.” Uncle opened the satchel slung over one shoulder and extracted a computer.
“I’m sorry we’re interrupting your work, professor,” Fay said. “We could wait till evening.” She sounded uncomfortable, as aware as everyone in the group that experts on hieroglyphs could easily have been found elsewhere and without interrupting the dig.
Professor Adams looked at her, and her frown eased. “Call me Susie. Since Baptiste has brought you out here…” She led the way to a large tent that was evidently the dig’s headquarters, empty at the moment. 
They sat on camp chairs while Susie Adams put Uncle’s computer on a table and studied it.
Uncle extracted a flask from the satchel. He opened it and the aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the air.
“Baptiste.” Susie inhaled deeply. “I accept the bribe.”
He laughed, filling four stainless steel cups. 
Susie gave her attention to the text on the screen. She had a notepad beside her and began scribbling. “What tomb is this from?”
“A priest’s tomb in Luxor.”
Steve looked a question at Uncle, surprised that he’d given a straight answer. 
“That makes sense.” Susie sipped her coffee. “It’s magical mumbo-jumbo. A spell.”
“Not a prayer?” Uncle queried innocently. Innocence and Uncle, in any of his guises, did not go together.
“You know it’s not.” Susie gave him a sharp look. She was an attractive woman. Perhaps in her late forties, fit, with curly brown hair. “Your interest in the occult makes no sense, Baptiste. You’re an educated man. You know the idea of magic is foolishness.”
The mage and the leopard-were sat silent, while the djinn nodded sly, false agreement.
Susie sighed. “Do you have more coffee?”
“But of course.” The magical flask enabled everyone to receive a refill.
“It is not a long spell, although there seems to be a warning attached to the end of it.” She returned to translating. “You seem sensible people. Why do you want this translated?”
Fay hastily swallowed coffee. Too busy, can’t answer.
Steve stretched out his legs. Camp chairs were never comfortable, but people expected you to use them rather than sitting on the ground. “We’re working for someone else,” he said, honestly if misleadingly as the djinn they “worked for” sat smiling beside them. “He thinks the hieroglyphs may help with the quest he’s on.”
“Quest?” The archaeologist snorted. “Another damn treasure hunter. Given that Baptiste brought you to me, can I at least assume you’re not engaged in illegal digging?”
“No, that would be too much work.” Steve grinned.
Susie glanced up from the screen, saw the grin and snorted again. “He’s definitely your friend, Baptiste.”
“He is not as charming as me.”
Susie tore off the page she’d written and handed it to Fay. “Good luck,” she said.
Fay smiled. “I think I’ll need it.”
 
 
As amusing as it had been to see Uncle shot down in his attempt to flirt with Susie Adams—and the entertaining irony of a djinn courting a woman who determinedly rejected the idea of magic—all humor left Fay as she read the translation of the hieroglyphic text. Susie had been right. There was definitely a warning attached.
Leave-taking didn’t take long, and they returned to the car. Fay read the translation aloud as Uncle started the engine.
“The toad that eats the lion’s spit swells and swells. His toad heart shrivels. The poison on his claws kills. He dies forever.”
“Now, read the spell,” Uncle said.
Fay passed the page to Steve. “I don’t know what my magic would do.” Steve was a were, he had no magic, other than his were-nature. It was safer that he read the words. She was trained, her magic under control, but this was magic so old it was no longer taught.
Except, Uncle had known where to find the spell. The djinn had started the Suzerainty millennia before. How old was he? Or did djinn live and age in a different dimension?
In the passenger seat, Steve frowned at the torn page of translation. The road from the archaeological site was little more than a track through sand. They bounced along it.
“Take the path between the five stars. The spider’s web is thrown—or cast, Susie’s written in parentheses. Pull in the eyes and ears, cut the tongue, open the heart to me.”
Fay had thought an enslavement spell would have similarities to a demon summoning, but this was completely different. This spell was nature-based. Demon summoning relied on true naming the hell spawn and locking it in this world via incantation and symbols.
“What do you think?” Uncle looked at her in the rear vision mirror.
“It sounds like something is sacrificed to power the spell,” Fay said.
The desert vanished, and the car. They landed back in the Suzerain’s fort. The boardroom was empty. It was just her and Steve, in the middle of the floor.
“Uncle?” he called.
Silence.
Steve grimaced. “What sort of starting place does a spell provide? We know that one of those affected is a bear-were and another a lone wolf in North Carolina.”
“We know more than that.” Fay had learned years ago to accept hated missions. Her emotions were less than the safety of those she had to save and protect. She would return to the Collegium. But the cold of her decision, the hollowing dread in her stomach, were also real. “Your djinn wasn’t simply being mischievous when he said this would test me, too. No were could make the spell work. Magic doesn’t work on you and you can’t work magic. Weres are being hurt, but the villain isn’t one of you. He, or she, must be a mage. Rogue mages are the Collegium’s responsibility.”
“Fay.” Steve’s voice, the deep concern and urge to protect her, only made this harder.
“I have to speak with Lewis Bennett. I need to know if the Collegium is aware of the problem, and if they are, what they’re doing. I could jeopardize a mission if I act alone, without briefing. I have to return.”
He swore.
“Steve, I’m trained for this stuff. And I have to face the Collegium some time.” 
“I know.” He pushed a hand through his short hair. “Hell and damn. I wanted two weeks, minimum, just us. Not this craziness. We should have had that time without you having to face the Collegium.”
“Lewis isn’t so bad. He was a respected captain of the guardians before he eroded his magic. A truly honorable man.” And one her dad had wanted her to hook up with—but Fay didn’t add that last point. She hadn’t been tempted. Lewis was too controlled. She and he would have frozen together. She needed Steve. His passion unleashed hers. And she trusted him in a way she could never trust anyone within the Collegium. She trusted him to put her needs first.
However, her father had been right to recognize Lewis’s importance. With or without magic, Lewis was a force—and the circumstances in which he’d eroded his magic made him a hero. Now, he made the perfect interim president. If anything, his lack of magic, after Richard had controlled too much, made him all the more acceptable to the mages under his leadership.
“I know Bennett’s reputation,” Steve said. And weres valued reputation. 
Fay wondered at her own reputation outside the Collegium. Now that she’d entered the Suzerain’s fort at Steve’s side, weres would be investigating her. Power politics happened everywhere. How would they judge her? Not that it mattered. She belonged with Steve.
She ran her hands down his spine and back up, enjoying the feel of his body. Her lover, powerful and protective. “Then you know Lewis will answer a straight question, even if I’ve quit the Collegium. He knows he owes me, us. We defeated that demon before it could control all of the Collegium through people’s oath ties.”
Steve’s hands curved around her throat and up to cup her jaw. An intimate caress, a hold that could break her jaw, but now offered only care, tipping her face to meet his gaze. “You’re not going to phone him, are you?”
“No.” She could. Maybe in other circumstances she would. But they were in Alexandria, and Alexandria had a portal. Lewis was in New York, and New York had two portals. In seconds, Fay could be in New York. 
“I’ll go with you.”
“Because you want the answers or because you think I need you with me to face the Collegium?”
His thumbs caressed her cheeks. “Both.”
At least he didn’t lie. “Or you could find one of the two weres Uncle showed us. The more I can learn of the spell that holds them, the greater my chance of breaking it—and of tracing it back to its caster. If the Collegium isn’t already doing so.”
However, she couldn’t count on the Collegium being on top of this. It was in chaos, restructuring and absorbing the loss of security its members had taken for granted, prior to the revelation of how nearly a demon had owned them. It could be that the Collegium had no notion of the rogue mage, especially since the person was targeting weres, whom the Collegium mostly ignored.
Disapproval roughened Steve’s voice. “You want me to let you face Bennett and the Collegium alone. It’s not just him. You’re not a guardian any more. Other mages can challenge you.”
“They did that when I was a guardian.” Fay caught his wrists, holding them, holding his hands against her. She’d fought for her power, sanity and life against her colleagues. Not all of them, no. But enough had used the excuse of “testing” her that she’d learned early that safety was illusory—except with Steve. All of which was part of why she wouldn’t let him face his djinn-given test alone. “The Collegium mages learned years ago the risks of challenging me. They won’t try.”
He growled, lowering his hands to wrap his arms around her.
“Steve, trust me.”
“I do. It’s the world and that tricky djinn that I mistrust.”
She hugged him.
His breath was warm against her ear. “I don’t want you hurt.”
“The feeling’s mutual. Be careful when you track down the two weres Uncle showed us—and when you try to discover the others.”
He drew back to look at her.
She smiled. “I know you. You’re a protector. You’ll be looking for the other enslaved, needing to save them all.”
“It’s my job.”
“Your test. I’m learning your life is complicated.”
He stared at her intently. “When we got together, I thought the test for the Suzerainty would be years away.”
It wasn’t the time, with both of them concerned about the rogue mage and the theft of weres’ dream essences—for what purpose? the Ancient Egyptian spell hadn’t explained its purpose—but for all her concern, she had a more personal worry. One that she needed answered. “When you pass Uncle’s test, what will it mean? Does it make you a fit heir for the Suzerainty—”
His arms tensed around her, squeezing her ribs. “It means the Suzerainty shifts to me. There’ll be a formal ceremony to mark the transfer of power. It happens here, in the Court.”
“Power?” she gasped as he clamped her tightly. 
He was always so mindful of his strength that this slip revealed the extent of his worry. His arms loosened, just enough that she could breathe. His tension remained. “Uncle created the Suzerainty. He provides the power that underpins its authority. As Suzerain, Granddad dispenses justice for weres. He settles disputes and has the right to order weres accused of serious crimes to stand before him. Our marshals bring them to him.”
“To you, after your test.” Fay was beginning to see the uniqueness of Steve’s inherited responsibilities. He was the final judge. Weres could escape human justice, but not his. “What is the power the djinn gives you.”
Steve inhaled deeply. “It is the worst punishment. Granddad hates to deliver it. He usually orders lighter sentences. People accept them because they know the alternative.” He was shying away from saying it; finally grating out the harsh truth. “Uncle grants us the power to remove a person’s were-nature. They become only human. They can’t shift. They lose the power to scent the world and travel through it open to so many other ways of knowing it.” The horror of that loss hoarsened his voice.
Fay controlled a shudder before it transmitted itself to Steve. She wouldn’t make him feel worse. The djinn would lay a terrible burden on his shoulders. He would have the power to tear away a central element of a were’s identity. No wonder the djinn would test him first. For all her magical power, Fay couldn’t re-make a person. Steve would have the power to do so.
Frail Mr. Jekyll had already done so. Was it the reason for the old man’s gauntness?
“I see that evil djinn hasn’t returned with you! He causes trouble and runs away.” Mrs. Jekyll entered the room with sharp footsteps, although they weren’t as sharp as her voice.
Fay peered around Steve’s shoulder.
His grandmother wore the straw-colored linen jacket and one shade darker matching dress that she’d worn earlier. Her dyed red hair was still curled and styled to perfection, her make-up subtle. Her shoes were high-heeled and the same color as her linen jacket. She crossed the room, her heels ringing against the stone floor. “You should tell your grandfather of your return.”
“I’m sure the same spy who reported to you can inform Granddad.”
“Steven!” Mrs. Jekyll reprimanded him. “I left someone to monitor the Court because I know the way that tricky djinn thinks. He’d return you here just to cause trouble.”
Steve released Fay with a slowness that was a caress in itself and turned to fully face his grandmother. “What trouble could there be in me being in the fort?”
Mrs. Jekyll shot a look at Fay, a look that said as clearly as words, it is the company you keep.
“I would appreciate knowing what Uncle showed you.” Mr. Jekyll’s entrance broke the tension. “When I heard Raha nearly running, I guessed you had returned.”
“My dear, I wished to speak with our grandson.” A hint of defensiveness there.
Fay felt pushed and pulled, lost in currents of emotion and relationships she didn’t understand.
Steve stood a pace in front of her, not blocking her from his grandparents, but still standing in between. “We should speak somewhere private since Uncle isn’t here to block listening ears.”
“My study,” Mr. Jekyll said.
Mrs. Jekyll swiveled on one spiked heel, intent on being part of that conversation.
As far as Fay was concerned, she was welcome to it. “Steve, if you could introduce me to your porter, I think that would be a better use of my time.” Unsure of who might be listening and for what purpose, she kept her comment cryptic.
“You’re leaving? Now?” Mrs. Jekyll spun back. Emotionally, she spun to accusation. From not wanting Fay present, now she accused her of abandonment.
Steve’s mouth compressed.
By the door, Mr. Jekyll passed a hand over his face. The gesture was tired.
“I’ll introduce you to Faroud,” Steve said. “Granddad, can you give me ten minutes?”
“No need,” Mrs. Jekyll said, suddenly bright and helpful. “I will show Ms. Olwen to the portal.”
The Ms. Olwen put Fay neatly in the place Mrs. Jekyll wanted her to occupy: that of outsider. Except, Fay winced, realization slamming into her. When Steve passed Uncle’s test, it was Mrs. Jekyll’s place that Fay would occupy. She would be the Suzerain’s partner, unless she and Steve broke up—and neither rogue mages, devious djinni nor family disapproval would force her to do that.
She put a hand on his arm, stretched up and kissed him lightly, but warmly, on the mouth.
The frown between his eyebrows faded.
“Thank you, Mrs. Jekyll. I’d appreciate an introduction to your porter,” Fay said demurely in the face of the older woman’s pop-eyed disapproval.
“Do you have any sea sickness pills on you?” Steve asked, laughter lurking in his voice.
Despite the convenience of portal travel, the spinning incoherence of the time in between portals induced a nauseous vertigo in Fay. Steve knew it was her weakness. She preferred losing hours travelling by plane, than suffering the few seconds of portal transfer. She suspected it was something to do with her need to control things, and portals answered only to their porters. 
“I’ll survive,” Fay said, dryly.
Mr. Jekyll still stood by the doorway, and she nodded to him. “It was nice to meet you.” Really, what did you say to a lover’s critical grandfather?
“We will see you on your return.”
Fay couldn’t interpret the tone. Mr. Jekyll was a talented diplomat.
Mrs. Jekyll was merely herself. “Do hurry up, girl. Someone will need to find Faroud.” 
Maintaining a prudent distance from each other, the two women exited to a wide corridor where three people could walk comfortably side by side. A last glance back at Steve showed that his frown had returned. Fay smiled at him. He might worry, but there was no need. She’d faced hostility before, and in a way, his grandmother’s overt dislike was easier to endure than a false show of acceptance.
A middle-aged woman walked towards them, wearing the nondescript black clothing that could be a maid’s uniform, but wasn’t. The woman moved with the wary readiness of a fighter and her dark brown eyes assessed Fay as she would an opponent. She flexed her fingers.
“Lilith,” Mrs. Jekyll said peremptorily, stopping and commanding the other woman to do likewise. “Find Faroud, please. Ms. Olwen requires use of our portal.” She walked on.
Fay paused a second, curious as to Lilith’s reaction.
The woman held Fay’s gaze as she drew a phone out of her pocket. 
Fay resumed walking. Even straining her ears, she barely heard the relayed order.
“Send Faroud to the portal, now.”
Mrs. Jekyll couldn’t take a half-trained teenager in a fight, but she had power in the Suzerain’s fort. Her orders were obeyed. Would that hold true when she was no longer partner to the Suzerain, but merely the new Suzerain’s grandmother? How important was her status to her? What would she sacrifice to protect it?
Fay’s Collegium guardian training was part of her. She couldn’t help but calculate threats.
The corridor turned at right angles, heading towards the rear of the fort. One door stood ajar, showing a light-filled room open to an inner courtyard. The furniture was casual and over-sized. Three people lounged on it in the quick glimpse Fay caught. On the other side of the corridor, where the rooms faced out, the doors were all closed. From behind one came the murmur of voices. The corridor had the air of an office space, impersonal. They were probably walking through the administrative headquarters of the Suzerainty. 
Mrs. Jekyll stopped at an elevator. She pushed the down button.
In a building this ancient, Fay had expected stairs. Portals were always at ground, or slightly below ground, level. She grimaced, wondering if the appropriate name for the chamber she was going to would be “dungeon”.
The elevator doors opened. Mrs. Jekyll stepped in.
The elevator had wood paneling, no mirrors, and no apparent surveillance equipment. Then again, by this point, the fort’s security staff would know who was inside.
Fay entered and the doors closed, silently.
Descending to the portal wouldn’t take long. Mrs. Jekyll knew that better than Fay. The doors had barely closed, the elevator just easing into movement, when she spoke. “Don’t break my grandson’s heart. He’s risking more than you know.”
It wasn’t the gambit Fay had anticipated. She stared at the elderly were.
Mrs. Jekyll stared back, mouth compressed. Conversation over.
The elevator doors opened and she walked out. 
I hate politics. Fay hated the games people played. Her dad had used her emotions against her for years. He’d exploited her loyalty to further his power. Would Mrs. Jekyll use Fay’s love for Steve against Fay, or could the warning that Steve was risking more than Fay understood be true?
A subtle searching spell told her no one else was present below ground, but technology watched her. In front of her was a vast space, lit sporadically, so that light and darkness interplayed. In the distance, a circle of light delineated the portal. Beyond it, fading into shadow, was the entrance to a stone staircase set into the wall.
In only a few paces, she passed Mrs. Jekyll as the woman tip-tapped along on her high heels. The portal made a clear goal, one that Fay could move towards confidently, broadcasting to unseen watchers both purpose and independence. Now was not the time to doubt herself or let Mrs. Jekyll’s words  distract her.
Fay concentrated on what she did know, on the strengths she had that the weres wouldn’t suspect. 
In the last month, she’d learned more of portals than most non-porters ever did. Her mother’s partner, Jim, was a porter. Now that she was no longer estranged from her mom, Fay had learned from Jim that the items with which a porter surrounded their portal were tokens, objects that acquired power from the portal and were attuned to their home portal. Porters could navigate the in-between by themselves. Non-porters travelling between portals had to be handed from porter to porter, and in that way, travelled within seconds and weren’t lost to the in-between. Lacking a porter, a non-porter could still enter the in-between if they had a token. Tokens allowed them to access any portal and to return to the token’s home portal. Without a token tugging them to a portal, non-porters would be lost. Sometimes porters would go after the lost. Other times, non-porters died in the in-between.
Fay hated the thought of being lost in the swirling chaos of the in-between. Jim knew it and he’d given her a token that would always return her to his portal and her mom’s home in Fremantle, Australia. She’d slipped the shell into a pocket of her trousers when she dressed this morning. Knowing that she and Steve were to meet his grandparents and a djinn in Alexandria, where there was also a portal, it had seemed only sensible. Now she was glad to have the backup that meant, despite anything Mrs. Jekyll or the other weres believed to the contrary, Fay wasn’t dependent on their porter.
However, the fact she didn’t feel secure in the Suzerain’s fort threatened her and Steve’s future, and that made her angry. 
Their relationship, the romantic element of it, was so new, and for her it was wondrous. He was her first lover. Intimacy remained scary and dazzling. She hated that this special time was being crushed by outside forces. Her and Steve’s relationship wasn’t casual, but they’d both been willing to put off discussion of the future. She guessed he’d been giving her breathing space to adjust to all the other changes in her life—only Uncle had interrupted their time alone. Stolen it from them.
She was Steve’s mate, and he hadn’t had time to tell her what that meant. She could guess at the depth of the commitment, but she needed the words. She needed, too, to know what the implications of the bond were. Could it be destroyed?
She kept her face expressionless, aware of surveillance, but internally grimaced. She’d spent her whole life proving herself to her dad and the Collegium. Nothing she’d done had ever won her acceptance. She refused to waste the rest of her life proving herself to judgmental weres. She resented being back in the same position, just with a different setting: surrounded by hostile forces—not threatened, but unable to relax.
Had Steve anticipated her reaction to the Suzerain’s fort and its inhabitants? Did it explain why he’d been so intent on showing her his beautiful villa and insisting she view it as her home, too? So many questions. They needed to talk—away from the fort, his family and the djinn. Maybe he’d presented his villa simply as a promise that they could build a beautiful life together? But what would she bring to that life? He was offering her everything.
A wry grin kicked up the corners of Fay’s mouth. Everything, including the sort of problem she was qualified to deal with: a rogue mage.
There probably wasn’t a better way to build her reputation with the weres.
Ironic, unless…was Uncle actually trying to be helpful? Fay almost stumbled at the thought. If he was, then Mrs. Jekyll’s warning that Steve risked more than Fay knew seemed more like an attempt to overset her than the truth. But the woman was genuinely fond of Steve. There’d been real emotion between grandmother and grandson. 
Mystery upon mystery, and Fay loathed not knowing the rules of the were world. She and Steve had both assumed she’d be able to ease into it. She should have known life would never be that simple for her.
As she reached the portal, Fay dismissed her musings and concentrated. She heard the echo of Mrs. Jekyll’s heels striking the stone floor, coming closer. Fay skirted the portal so that it lay between them. 
Lights fixed to the vaulted ceiling illuminated the portal and gave its surface the shimmering appearance of mercury. Around it were set woven cords.
Cords were a disappointingly commonplace item to use as tokens. Cynthia, the porter Fay hoped would receive her in New York—a freelancer not registered with the Collegium—used fluffy toys as tokens. On the other hand, Fay couldn’t see Steve willingly carrying a fluffy toy around with him. Cords were practical. Tied in a loop, a were could wear one no matter the form in which they entered the portal. A leopard didn’t have pockets.
Fay resisted the temptation to touch Jim’s shell token in her pocket. No need to indicate to anyone its presence or her unsettled feeling. Fay looked across a quarter arc of the portal as a single set of footsteps pattered down the stone staircase. 
There was a casual, practiced rhythm to the steps. The person descending was accustomed to entering the dungeon.
“Good afternoon.” The eager voice matched the jaunty figure that launched itself into the room. The man appeared to be in his sixties, which would make him an experienced porter. He had white hair tied back in a skinny ponytail, and wore jeans and a cotton shirt with a drawstring neckline and flapping sleeves. His feet were bare. He was part hippie, part just himself.
“I am Faroud.” Faded blue eyes stared expectantly at Fay.
“I’m Fay Olwen.”
“I saw you enter the café with Steve.”
A whole lot of weres had, but Faroud couldn’t be one of them. Oh, he might have been in the café and seen her with Steve, but being a porter required magic, which the were didn’t have. Ergo, Faroud wasn’t a were, and without were senses, he wouldn’t know she was Steve’s mate—unless gossip told him so. 
Judging by the avidity with which Faroud studied her, gossip had exploded like a firestorm.
Fay decided to ignore it. Neither confirm nor deny. “I need to travel to New York.”
“Now, Faroud,” Mrs. Jekyll prompted.
The porter flashed Mrs. Jekyll a sly grin, a look that lingered and took in the older woman’s disapproval and simmering rage.
It seemed Mrs. Jekyll had also guessed the extent of the gossip. Her spine was rigid, her lips pinched in a thin line. The light reflecting off the portal gave a gray shade to her complexion. Gossip could turn on a person. Mrs. Jekyll had ruled here by virtue of her husband’s position. The weres couldn’t know yet that Steve was being tested—Uncle’s bubble of silence within the Court had seen to that—but there would still be speculation and debate as to changing fortunes and opportunities, given that the heir to the Suzerainty had brought a non-were mate to the fort.
“I’ll contact Paul O’Halloran.” Faroud extended his arm, touching the air above the shimmering circle. 
“No, not Paul,” Fay said hurriedly. That was what happened when she let herself speculate when she should be focused. 
Paul O’Halloran was the Collegium’s recognized porter. It was rare for two portals to exist so closely as they did in New York—or so Fay believed—but she might as well use the fact. Announcing her arrival via Paul removed the very slight advantage she’d have if she caught the Collegium unprepared. “Cynthia knows me.”
“Oh?” Faroud’s white eyebrows rose in interrogation.
Fay hadn’t learned all the secrets of the non-Collegium-registered porters’ network. It was enough that she knew it existed, and had limited access to it, thanks to her stepfather.
For Faroud, her knowledge of it visibly gave her an added layer of mystery. He stared at her as he contacted Cynthia.
Behind him, Mrs. Jekyll hovered. Standing in her high heels on the stone floor couldn’t be comfortable, yet she stayed. She could have crashed Steve and Mr. Jekyll’s conversation. Did she worry what Fay or Faroud might say in her absence?
The porter sat on the ground, nearer Fay than Mrs. Jekyll, his gaze sliding between them, while his fingers moved nimbly, weaving green thread into a cord.
Fay shut down the temptation to speculate, either about the situation at the fort, the rogue mage or what she might encounter at the Collegium. She centered her attention on the magic inside her and its readiness for action.
They waited in silence for Cynthia’s response. It wasn’t as if porters had to be available twenty four seven, so Fay decided to allow thirty minutes. After that, she’d reluctantly request Faroud to contact Paul O’Halloran.
After twelve minutes, Cynthia’s voice echoed through the portal. “You called?”
“Cynthia, a Fay Olwen requests travel to New York,” Faroud said.
“Yolanthe’s girl?”
“Yes, it’s me,” Fay said, deciding etiquette allowed her to answer a question at Faroud’s portal. . Yolanthe was her mom.
“Oh, very well. Send her through.” Cynthia had a snippy attitude.
Faroud took Fay’s hand. He didn’t offer her a token to ensure her safe, independent return.
No reason he should. Fay shrugged it off. Before her stepfather had explained things to her, no other porter had given her a token. Trust was a gift.
Fay walked into the in-between. In its chaos, there was no up or down. Three dimensions split into twenty one, or so she imagined. She closed her eyes in an attempt to limit her sensory overload. She felt Cynthia grip her free hand and Faroud release her. She stepped out of the in-between into Cynthia’s New York basement.
A circle of fluffy toys regarded her suspiciously, their glass eyes sparkling. The most frightening of them, a stuffed toy lamb, butted her ankle. 
“Hello, Squiffy.” Fay bent and touched its head.
The lamb gamboled back to Cynthia Nguyen who picked it up.
“Thanks, Cynthia. I appreciate your kindness in accepting my entrance.”
“I’ve set up an account for you,” the other woman said. 
“Thank you,” Fay said devoutly. An account gave Fay independence in portal travel to New York. It meant that rather than having to trade on her stepfather’s porter reputation, Fay had been recognized and accepted as a private client.
“I figure you’ll be travelling to the Collegium a fair bit, even if you’re no longer one of them.” Cynthia sat down on a recliner in a corner of her basement. She switched on a television. “I’m waiting on another client. Go on up. Let yourself out.”
Fay started up the stairs.
“The Collegium guardians are watching my house, now.”
“Thanks for the warning.”
“I gave them hives when they came too close.” At their portal, porters were powerful. “You have a five house radius, then they’ll sense you.”
Fay wondered how Cynthia’s other clients dealt with the surveillance. Everyone had their own tricks. She slipped on a cloaking spell and amped it up. As she exited the front door, hearing it lock behind her, anyone observing would see an elderly woman. Fay kept her pace slow to match the illusion as she approached and passed through Cynthia’s five house safe zone. Now, a magical watcher would see an elderly woman with the green aura of a healer.
She paused at the corner. Late afternoon, blurring into evening, meant heavy traffic. Even an elderly woman might tackle the subway rather than attempt the impossible: hailing an empty cab.
But miracles do happen.
A cab appeared. Fay hailed it and it stopped. Disbelieving her luck, she scanned it for magical traps. Nope, nothing. It smelled a bit of wet dog and garlic, but she could live with that. A touch of her own magic would help clear its path through traffic to the Collegium. She gave the address and sank back.
Behind her, the two junior guardians she’d sensed were probably making a professional and bored note of her appearance. Thanks to the small secrecy spell she’d used, they would have misheard her stated address as Mercy Hospital.
She’d at least have surprise on her side when she met Lewis. 
 



Chapter 4
 
It was bizarre to stand on the steps of the Collegium’s headquarters and feel the hum of its magic, the power of its wards, and not be tied to any of it. Well, not magically tied. Emotionally, Fay knew she hadn’t truly cut her old loyalties. Perhaps her training as a Collegium guardian had indoctrinated her. Perhaps it was that her great-grandparents had founded the institution. Whatever the reason, she believed in its purpose: to serve. To protect the mundane world from magical excess. Everything had to have limits.
Except love.
She hadn’t understood that before Steve. She didn’t fully understand it now. She only knew that where common sense told her to run from the crazy snarl of the were world, one that could never be hers because she could never be were, she wouldn’t run. She wanted Steve no matter what complications he came with.
That had been how he’d wooed her. He hadn’t allowed any obstacles between them.
The automatic doors of the building swooshed open at her approach. She smiled as she entered. Last time she’d been here, she’d entered with Steve. Without magic, he’d insisted on accompanying her into the heart of magic users to confront a powerful demon. He’d fought, too. With courage and skill and trust in her, rather than with magic. His lack of magic hadn’t made him lesser, even as her lack of were-nature didn’t make her an impossible choice as the Suzerain’s mate.
The receptionist at the Collegium’s foyer desk recognized Fay. It was there in the hyper-stillness of his body and frozen stare. Then he blinked and looked away. 
She could read his chagrin at that instinctive flinch.
He brought his gaze back to her, watching her approach.
The foyer held two small groups of people chatting. The quartet standing in the back corner were guardians. Alert and serious, they’d identified Fay as swiftly as she’d noted them. She returned their flat stares. They were no longer colleagues and had never been friends. The other group were five expensively-suited types. The Collegium passed in the ordinary world as a think-tank on international affairs. Evidently that was what was happening in the second group, composed of one magic user and four mundanes.
“I’m here to see the President,” Fay said to the receptionist.
She’d used the phrase so often. Her dad had generally wanted her to report directly after a mission. It was odd to use the phrase and mean Lewis.
“Is President Bennett expecting you, Ms. Olwen?”
“Fay, Tomas,” she gently corrected the receptionist. “You know me.”
Two of the guardians split off from the group and approached her. The other two stayed at a prudent distance.
She could still take them all out. Not without a show in front of the four mundanes, though. “Phone and ask him,” she advised Tomas.
He reached for the phone.
She turned, positioning to keep him and the guardians in view. The hostility to her wasn’t new, even if it had acquired an edge. 
“Fay, what are you doing here?” The confident greeting came from the Collegium’s new Chair of Demonology, Gilda Ursu. She was a short, strong woman with graying hair and blue eyes almost hidden beneath drooping lids. She managed a good glare at the lurking guardians, though. Three more had appeared. “Are you here to see me?”
Tomas was murmuring into the phone.
“To see Lewis,” Fay said.
“Come on up.” Gilda waved an arm in invitation, heading for the row of elevators. She turned her back on the guardians in a move as rude as a one-fingered gesture. Evidently the different factions within the Collegium were at war.
Lucky Lewis.
Fay glanced at Tomas, who nodded unwillingly as he replaced the phone. She was free to go up.
Gilda punched the buttons for the top floor Presidential Suite and for her own Demonology Department. She stood in the elevator and watched the numbers light up in ascending order. “You could work for us as a consultant.”
As far as Fay was concerned, the offer came from nowhere. She hadn’t thought she had a place within the Collegium or even attached to it. “Us, as in the Collegium, or us, as in the demonologists?”
“Either. Both.” The elevator stopped at the Demonology floor. “Think on it, Fay. Everyone needs allies.”
The doors closed, leaving Fay alone.
Allies. She had Steve, her mom and stepfather, herself. She had people who owed her favors. Would the weres become her allies or be a force she needed allies to withstand? What of Steve’s family? What of Uncle, the djinn?
She knew the strength of the Collegium, composed of both magical knowledge and power. Was she here to ensure that she didn’t work at cross-purposes with the Collegium against the rogue mage (if they knew of him or her), or was she here to enlist them as an ally against the rogue mage? Did she intend to actively work with them?
The elevator doors opened.
Despite her intense thought and compelling purpose, her body reacted on ingrained habit rather than logic. Her stomach knotted and her pulse quickened as if she was to face her dad and his personal assistant, who’d turned out to be in league with a demon. 
And there I was thinking Nancy was merely a witch. Funny how the wry comment didn’t amuse. Two weeks wasn’t long enough for the raw wounds of her fight with the demon, and the shock of its presence in the heart of the Collegium, to grow callouses. 
Fay walked the short distance along the corridor to where it opened to the large space Nancy had ruled, the lobby to the inner sanctum of the President’s office.
“Haskell?” Fay hadn’t expected to see a guardian she’d trained with sitting behind one of three desks. The other two desks were empty; that is, they had computers and office paraphernalia on them, but no one seated at them. It was just Fay and Haskell, the woman who’d been popular and accepted by the other guardians, but packed barely half of Fay’s magic. That still made Haskell an effective and lethal guardian. What was she doing acting as a personal assistant?
“Good evening, Fay.”
Through the large window, New York City sprawled out, glowing in the golden colors of sunset. It was evening. The day had ended. Such a busy, turn-your-life-upside-down day. “What are you doing here?”
Haskell smiled tightly, standing up. “Shouldn’t that be my question?” Her blue blouse, black trousers and low-heeled shoes were a mix of guardian practicality and office wear. She crossed to the inner door and knocked, opening the President’s door without waiting on a response.
Fay walked past her and into the office, braced for the onslaught of memories and the gut-wrenching emotions of years of failing to gain her dad’s approval. Instead, the room was completely different. The dark, heavy wooden furniture was gone. In its place was light Scandinavian design. The layout was different, too. Lewis’s desk was further from the door, nearer to another door set in the far wall. A door that hadn’t previously been there. Escape route, Fay noted.
For Lewis Bennett had a very different problem to Fay’s dad. Richard Olwen had sought to bolster his limited power via Fay’s magic and his presidential position. He’d abused the oath ties of the mages who’d committed themselves to serve the Collegium. But if Richard’s power had been weak, Lewis had no magic at all. Once, he’d been a strong mage, one of the strongest guardians, almost matching Fay; not on raw power, but in the disciplined way he used his. That was before the North West Passage incident.
“Hello, Fay.” He stood with his back to the window opposite the door. “Close the door on your way out, Haskell. And go home. I’ll be fine with Fay.”
Haskell hesitated.
Fay watched her indecision, the signs of incipient rejection of the order in Haskell’s tightening hold on the door handle, the tiny jerk of her head. 
Lewis simply stared his PA down.
“Good night.” Acceptance of the order, along with a healthy dose of resentment, colored Haskell’s voice. She closed the door behind her.
Fay felt a silencing spell lock into place. She looked a question at Lewis.
“Not my magic,” he said evenly. “I’ve had some spells installed with activation nodes keyed to me.”
“Ah.” It would be incredibly frustrating and frightening to head up the Collegium, reliant on others’ magic, and at the mercy of it, too. 
No one had ever accused Lewis of lacking courage.
“Sit down.”
Echoes of his old authority as Captain of the Collegium guardians had her dropping into one of the comfortable armchairs set around a low coffee table.
Lewis sat opposite her. He’d lost weight, strain showing at the corners of his eyes. He wore a business shirt and black trousers. A discarded jacket hung on a coat rack behind his desk chair. He was a physically imposing man; over six feet tall, broader than Steve and all of it muscle. His dark blond hair was cut short. His brown eyes met hers steadily, unrevealingly. 
“How are you?” Fay asked. She hadn’t expected to open the conversation that way.
Nor had Lewis, evidently. His eyebrows rose a fraction.
Fay shrugged, going with the unconventional opening. She wasn’t under his command any more. “You might as well tell me. I’m one of the few people who understands the Collegium, but isn’t under your orders.”
“Orders.” Lewis snorted. “The mages in this place wouldn’t know an order if it bit them in the ass. They debate everything.”
“Welcome to the world beyond the guardians.”
“How are you finding it?” he asked.
“Good.” She smiled, thinking of Steve. “Complicated,” she answered, remembering why she was here.
“Does one of the complications involve the Collegium?”
“Potentially. Peripherally.” Time to choose her words with prudence because were secrets weren’t hers to share. “I expect you’ve realized my partnership with Steve Jekyll is romantic as well as work-related.”
“You’re lovers.”
“Yes.” She would not blush, even if this was the man, emotionless and haunted, whom her dad had recommended to her as a life partner. At least Lewis didn’t know it.
“Yet, you’re here alone.”
Man-woman nuances weren’t her area of expertise, but she caught a strange tone. “What are you implying?”
“If you were mine, you wouldn’t walk into the Collegium alone. Not now.”
“I can look after myself.”
“Why should you?”
Her mouth opened, closed. 
Lewis leaned forward. “Richard wanted me for you. Your father got a lot of things wrong, but he understood what made people tick.”
“And what makes you tick?” Hey, it wasn’t she who’d wrenched this conversation into the deeply personal. She had never thought to have a heart-to-heart with Captain Lewis Bennett.
“Loyalty. When I gave my oath to the Collegium, I meant every word. I’ve lived that oath.” He’d given his magic to its service. “I saw how you looked at Steve Jekyll. I heard him claim you. If I had that bond to a woman, she’d know that she was never alone—and she wouldn’t have to hide me from the mages, here.”
“I’m not hiding Steve, or protecting him.”
“I don’t see him beside you. Fay—” He broke off. “The last few months, before he resigned, your father dropped heavy hints that he’d look favorably on a relationship between you and me.” A twist to Lewis’s mouth showed what he thought of that parental blessing—not much. “I never followed up because I was no good for you.”
“You were interested?” Her voice squeaked.
The grim line of his mouth relaxed. “Fay, you scare most men, but for a few of us, you’re a challenge.”
Her brain literally couldn’t comprehend it. 
Lewis smiled, an actual smile. “Steve saw it. I’ve worked with him. He’s tough. Loyal. Determined. You chose well. He chose well.” His smile vanished. “But he needs to be with you. Being alone makes you a target.”
“I’ve always been that.”
“Within limits,” Lewis said. “You were one of the guardians. You had it tough. Richard insisted on it.”
She hadn’t known of that order from her dad. It hurt, but she believed it. Her father had approved the attacks on her, the harsh extra edge to her training; no reason not to accept that he’d also instigated them.
“But at the end of the day, people who mattered knew that the guardians would back you,” Lewis continued.
“You would?”
He nodded. “But not anymore.”
Her stomach hollowed out. 
“There’s debate around you, Fay. You broke your oath ties to the Collegium. It’s not meant to be possible.”
“I was able to defeat the demon threatening the Collegium because I’d broken those ties. None of you could have done it.”
“Exactly.”
She was lost. “I don’t understand.”
“You’ve always packed more magic than any other mage. More than some people think any one person ought to control. But people were reassured because your oath ties bound you to the Collegium.”
“And now, I have no such constraints.” And people hated—and attacked—what they feared.
“Steve should have come here with you, to show that you’re not alone.”
Except, what would the presence of one leopard-were prove?
She stared at Lewis, finding solid ground amid her confusion. “You know he’s heir to the Suzerainty.”
“Yes.”
“I don’t have the backing of the weres.”
“Are you sure?”
The question stopped her short. It had been used in her guardian training as a rebuke and order to reassess a situation. She thought of Mrs. Jekyll’s hostility, Steve’s uncertainty and Uncle’s unpredictability. In all of that, no one had kicked her out or attacked her. She’d walked into the heart of the Suzerain’s fort. What did that mean to the weres?
Through the window, the golden light of sunset faded into shadows. The artificial lighting in the room seemed starker.
“I’m here because of the weres.” She observed Lewis narrowly. People in command tended to underestimate just how closely they were studied. She recognized in his stillness his interest, but there was no tic of suspicions confirmed, no minor compression of the corners of his mouth that she’d learned to watch for through the years. “A rogue mage is draining their dream essences.”
“Dream essences?”
“The term was new to me, too.” She decided against revealing a djinn’s involvement. “The mage is stealing weres’ ability to process the day’s events during sleep. It’s reducing their capacity to function. I’m here as a courtesy, one Steve agreed. I’m going after the rogue mage, but I don’t want to screw up a guardian mission if you’re already on it.”
“I’ve not heard of an attack against the weres.” Lewis frowned. “How is it even possible? Weres can’t be affected by magic.”
Fay shrugged. “Evidently dream energy is different to magic.” A non-answer, and all she was prepared to give. She didn’t know if the Ancient Egyptian spell had a unique ability to direct magic against the weres, but even if it didn’t, she’d already decided not to share its existence with the Collegium mages. It was a spell she intended to destroy. There was no rumor or hint within the Collegium of effective enslavement spells for humans and she intended to keep it that way.
“How many weres are affected?”
“A limited number.”
“And your answers will be just as limited? Fair enough. The weres aren’t the Collegium’s responsibility.” He paused. “They’re not our enemy, either.”
“It’s only guardians who accept them as equals, though. It’s because we’ve fought beside them. The other Collegium mages treat weres as lesser.”
“There’s not much respect for non-magic users,” Lewis said evenly.
Fay flinched. “Sorry. I didn’t think.”
He ignored her apology for forgetting his eroded magic status. “It’s prejudice and stupidity, as if magic alone solves problems or defines a person. It’s an attitude I intend to change.”
“I expect you’re already doing so,” Fay said, ironically respectful.
He stared at her for a long moment. “I’d like you to stay connected to the Collegium.”
“Gilda suggested I hire on as a consultant.”
“That would work.”
Fay smiled without humor. “She wants to use my demon-wrangling skills. What’s your reason?”
“Two parts. The Collegium needs your skill set and power. Also, you’re going to be building a life outside the Collegium’s net. As you do, you can link us into that wider community that ducks and dives out of our view.”
“Are you sure they won’t duck and dive out of my view, too?”
“Which portal did you travel here by?”
She was silenced. Cynthia had given her access to the non-Collegium-registered network. 
“My second reason is personal.” Lewis stood. He was a large figure against the backdrop of the darkening window. “You don’t think less of me for not having magic.”
“None of the guardians do. We understand that…”
He shook his head. “Kora replaced me as commander of the guardians. She insisted that three of her people rotate duty as my personal assistant and bodyguard.”
Hence, Haskell’s presence at the desk.
Fay sighed. “Stupid.”
Advertising weakness only prompted people to test it. Lewis would have his own private defenses, like the silencing spell he’d activated. But he had to trust others to provide them. A hard ask for such a strong and self-sufficient personality. It was more than the burden of the presidency that added those lines to his face. “If you want a ward or some other spell keyed to you, just call me.” She magicked her new non-Collegium phone number onto a card and materialized it on the table in front of Lewis. If he picked up the card and thought hard about it, she’d know, and she would call him.
He picked it up with a curious smile. “You came here for help, and instead, you’re giving it.”
“I came here as a courtesy,” Fay corrected. “I’ll tackle the rogue mage, myself.”
Between them was the knowledge that it wouldn’t be the first time. Most guardians worked in pairs or teams. She’d always worked alone, or sometimes with allies, such as Steve had been, before he became so much more.
“Thanks for agreeing to see me.” She stood. The interview was over. 
“I’ll see you down to the foyer.” Lewis placed her card in a pocket. “You’re welcome here, any time.”
And his presence beside her in the foyer would make that clear.
“I hope you know what you’re doing,” she said. Those who disapproved of her and her disgraced father, as well as the current restructuring of the Collegium, would have a new stick to beat Lewis with.
He shrugged broad shoulders. “I always know what I’m doing.”
The comeback silenced her and made her think.
The outer office was empty, its lights dimmed. Haskell had obeyed Lewis’s order and gone.
With a shock, Fay realized she’d forgotten to view the space as Nancy’s old territory. In the same way, Lewis had already erased her father’s possession of the president’s office. So much had changed in a fortnight. While she and Steve had been recovering from their fight with the demon, and then, visiting her mom to reassure Yolanthe as to her continuing survival, the Collegium had undergone fundamental change.
In life, you had to keep moving or get run over. If you had wounds to lick, you did so in private. In public…the Collegium’s mages were just as focused on reputation as Steve said the weres were. In the restructure, there’d be jockeying for power and position.
Lewis walked beside Fay, not with Steve’s dangerous prowling stride, but with a fighter’s readiness nonetheless.
Oh yeah, anyone who thought that missing his magic made Lewis weak, deserved everything their stupidity earned them.
Standing in the elevator, aware of his bulk beside her, she kept her gaze fastened ahead.
Being with Steve, making love with him, had connected her with her own sensual nature. Previously, she’d flinched away from examining the sudden wariness she’d felt around Lewis. She’d always trusted him, respected him, and obeyed him, but inexplicably at times she’d avoided him. Now, she suspected the reason for that. Part of her had responded sexually to his strength. He’d said some men found her a challenge. Well, he challenged her. She’d been too naïve and uncertain to acknowledge her attraction to him. Now, she could see his appeal, even as it left her unmoved.
She didn’t want massive strength and rigid discipline when she could have Steve. But she had to ask, “Did I pass the test?”
Lewis shifted minutely.
“You had to ask if I had ties or if I was a free agent. Now, you know. I’m not with Steve out of loneliness or desperation.” If she had been, Lewis had offered her the temptation of himself, her ex-commander, a man she’d been trained to trust. “I love Steve. He has my loyalty.”
“Good. Those feelings will anchor you. You’ll have a reason to survive and come home.”
It was a moment of shattering insight, one in which she forgave Lewis his testing of her. Every day, he struggled to stay in his life. The demands of the presidential role were a burden and a cage, but they kept him functioning. His temptation was to walk off into a final battle. In the end, though, the Collegium wouldn’t be enough to hold him.
The elevator doors opened. Fay didn’t even look to see who was waiting or watching. She touched Lewis’s hand briefly. “I hope you find someone to love.”
“Just not my woman,” Steve said.
 
 



Chapter 5
 
Steve reached into the elevator and grasped Fay’s hand. He pulled her out and positioned himself between her and the block of granite that masqueraded as the Collegium’s new president.
Lewis Bennett represented everything Fay was familiar with and trained to respect. Lewis didn’t have grandparents dripping disapproval, trickster djinni messing about, and competitive, political weres waiting to pounce.
On the other hand, he had a whole Collegium of mages scrutinizing and criticizing his every move.
Steve whipped his head around, viewing the crowd that had collected in the foyer as he waited for Fay to emerge from the President’s office. He snarled. He put volume behind it, too. He was frustrated, annoyed and hyper-aware of the threats to his and Fay’s relationship.
About fifty percent of those watching flinched. Almost the entirety of the other half had to be guardians because they started forward at his challenge.
Lewis held up his hand. Stop.
The guardians halted.
“What’s happened?” Fay whispered under her breath.
“Nothing.”
She cast him a disbelieving look.
“I wanted to be here for you,” he growled.
Her gaze slid sideways for the tiniest moment to Lewis.
Steve dropped her hand and put his arm around her shoulders, pressing her to his side. Claiming her.
“Steve.” Her whisper held embarrassment.
“I told her a good man would be here with her,” Lewis said calmly. 
“And here I am.” Now, the snarl was in his voice, a challenge.
“And I told him I fought my own battles,” Fay snapped. However, she allowed his possessive hold. She surveyed their audience, chin up, face flushed.
“The Collegium will be honored to fight beside you,” Lewis said. 
The sharp gasps of seventy two shocked mages underscored the importance of what he’d just said. A commitment. Fay mightn’t be bound to the Collegium, but its president had just declared that her links to it would be respected. 
Steve wound in his temper. He met the other man’s gaze, aware that Lewis had made Fay safer. In the world of magic, Fay wasn’t a vulnerable, lone mage. She had the Collegium’s backing. An attack on her would be answered with force.
Lewis nodded to Steve, smiled faintly at Fay, and stepped back into the elevator. He pushed a button and the doors closed.
Unexpectedly, Fay wrapped an arm around Steve’s waist. 
He glanced down at her, unsure of her mood or intent.
“I don’t need the Collegium to have my back. I’ll take it and I’ll work with them when it’s needed, but I have you.” Her words were for him and their audience. “My future isn’t here.”
He kissed her, putting all his passion, need and yes, gratitude, into it.
She kissed him back with sweet, startled fervor, as if she was only just grasping that she wasn’t simply important to him, she was central to his life and happiness. 
When he raised his head, he saw the stillness of shock in their audience. For them, it didn’t compute. This wasn’t how Fay Olwen, kick-ass mage, behaved. By reputation she was as coldly disciplined as Lewis Bennett.
Not with me, she’s not, he thought smugly. He had the real woman, so much more marvelous than her magic.
Her pace was firm and determined as they headed for the exit. 
He grinned, aware that his stride had the obnoxious, in-your-face saunter of his leopard self. He ducked his head to hers. “I’m so glad I did meet you, here.”
The automatic doors swished opened. The traffic noise and night time smog greeted them.
She smiled. “Me, too.”
 
 
They picked up Thai takeaway on their way to Steve’s apartment. Fay was familiar with the penthouse and, at Steve’s suggestion, had even left some clothes there. They ate by the big window, looking out across the city, and well-warded behind spells she’d strengthened. 
She described her discussion with Lewis, relaying everything, including his testing of her commitment to Steve. “That seemed to matter more to him than the activity of the rogue mage.”
Steve shrugged. “There’s an endless supply of over-ambitious idiots, so there’ll always be rogue mages. But there’s only one you.”
“I’m not that important.”
“Who did Uncle call ‘warrior-princess’?” He pointed his chopsticks at her.
“So I fight. It’s what guardians do. I’m trained for it.”
“And the princess part?”
She blinked and stared at the shrimp she’d nabbed. “I’m the ex-president’s daughter, bred for my magic.” Magic tended to decline and renew over the generations. Given her great-grandparents’ strength, her father had married her mother on the calculation that her offspring would have a lot of magic; far more than either Richard or Yolanthe commanded. They’d had Fay, and Yolanthe had fled when she discovered how her first husband had used her to attain powerful offspring.
“That doesn’t make you a princess.”
“So what does?” She ate the shrimp, enjoying the burst of fresh ginger and pepper from the sauce.
“Sometimes Uncle’s statements are prophecies as much as anything.”
“I won’t wear a tiara,” Fay said. “If the Suzerain’s partner is meant to, I’m just putting that out there. No tiara.”
He snorted. “There’s no crown. We’re judges, not royalty.”
Reluctantly, Fay considered the question. Why, then, had the djinn called her a warrior-princess? Princesses tended to be fairy-tale creatures, even the real life ones. They were media creations, fantasies. But a warrior-princess wouldn’t wear pretty dresses and pose for cameras. She wouldn’t be a silent, smiling asset for her husband.
“What do you think Uncle meant?” she asked Steve.
He finished his beef stir-fry. “It could mean anything, but I hope it was simple recognition of your strength. You’re a princess in the sense that no one rules you. You broke your oath ties to the Collegium, and now, you’re bound only by the loyalties you choose. You decide when to fight and for what.”
“But then he’d have called me queen or empress of the world or something.” Her joke failed to disguise her seriousness.
“There’s one other connotation of princess,” Steve said slowly. “A queen or empress rules, alone. A princess is part of a family.”
She stared at him. “Yours?”
“I’d like to say that’s up to you, but the truth is…I come with a whole load of relationships. There’s Mom’s wolf clan, family and friends, and not to forget the Suzerainty. Your introduction wasn’t the best, with Grand-mère being difficult. But families are challenging. We fight among ourselves, but touch one of us and we all attack. You’re one of us.”
“Unless they decide to protect you from me.” As his grandmother wanted to do.
He shook his head. “You’re my choice. The only reason the family hasn’t already descended on you en masse to recruit you for their various causes and games is because I made it clear that you and I needed time alone. Only Uncle broke that ban.”
“I guess getting a djinn to listen isn’t easy.”
“You have no idea. Finished?” He indicated the decimated contents of the takeaway containers. She nodded. He cleaned up while she made cups of green tea. 
They returned to their chairs by the window, and she expected Steve would discuss next steps in finding the rogue mage and if there’d been any progress in identifying the weres Uncle had shown them.
Steve surprised her. “About my performance at the Collegium…”
“I liked your snarl.” She smiled.
He stayed somber. “Claiming you so publicly is a sign of my insecurity.”
She put her cup of tea aside, worried. “You’re the least insecure person I know.”
“How well do you know me?” His expression was bleak. He gazed at her with darkness lurking in his light brown eyes. “I planned to let you learn about me gradually.”
“So you keep telling me. The Suzerainty, your family, a meddling djinn. How many surprises can remain?” Giving the lie to her sharp words, she slipped onto his lap. Touch and the truth of it was important to his were-nature. Just this simply, she reminded him that she was with him. She was his.
He unbraided her hair, combing his fingers through the length of it, stroking her back as he did so. He was petting her and gaining comfort himself. “You fell in love with me in my role as a mercenary. I was independent, like you. I chose my own jobs, lived with the consequences of my actions. We related on that level of dangerous loners.”
His hand settled at her waist. “I’m not that man. Or, not only that man.”
“You have a family, commitments.” She struggled to understand the bleak resolve in him. She’d accepted that his life was complicated, filled with far more people than her own; and she’d made her statement in the Collegium and kissed him there.
Apparently for Steve, it wasn’t enough.
“One of the things I love about you, Fay, is your directness. You don’t play games. The person you present to the world is you. You are your own truth, incorruptible.” He stared into her eyes, his own flaring to the topaz-gold of his aroused leopard nature. “I’m scared that you won’t understand that I’m different.”
“Different, how? You won’t convince me you’re any less honest. I know you, Steve. I’ve fought with you, loved you. I trust you.”
A low, frustrated growl resounded in the back of his throat.
She put her hand over his heart. “Trust me. Tell me what you think the problem is.”
“All right.” His chest moved with a deep inhale, exhale. “Leopards are camouflage hunters. Wherever we go, we fit in.”
She nodded. “I saw that your grandfather is a diplomat. Everyone thinks that he sees their side of a story. He fits.”
Steve grimaced. “Yes, that’s how Granddad’s leopard is. Mine’s more violent, more…combative.”
“Uncle suggested that’s a good thing. That you’ll fight.”
“Hmm. But first I like to get close to my prey. I like to learn all there is to know about them. I feel safe when I’m observing, unobserved.”
“Steve, all of that is just common sense. It’s why I use cloaking spells.”
“You use a spell, but I change who I am.” He rubbed his palm up and down her arm, agitated. “In England, at school, I was the essence of upper class privilege, rude and discriminatory and hiding it behind impeccable manners.”
“Like your school friends,” she said slowly. “You said your other grandfather is an earl?”
He nodded. “And a wolf-were. In the holidays, I was the gregarious daredevil to match my wolf cousins. Then at university, I was a flirt, then an extreme sports junkie, and finally, a scholar.”
“I’m not seeing the problem. People try on identities as they grow.”
“Did you?”
“You’ve met my dad. Do you think I had a chance?”
He shook his head. “You wouldn’t have anyway. You’re always Fay.”
Suddenly, she was angry, bracing a hand against his chest and pushing away. “What do you mean by that? Who do you think ‘Fay’ is? Some girl who can’t cope with life outside the Collegium and in a relationship? Because maybe you’re right. No, I know you’re right! I know I’m going to make mistakes and we’re going to fight.”
“It’s not you who I think won’t cope!”
Her anger died, her resistance vanishing. “Your grandmother said that you’re risking more than I know. I thought she was talking rubbish.”
“She was.”
“No, she hates the idea of Uncle taking away her husband’s, and hence, her power, but her concern for you was genuine. Steve, the hardest thing I’ve ever done is to trust you, totally and irrevocably. My whole life, I was taught to stand alone, and now, I don’t. I believe you’ll be there for me.”
“I will be. I am.”
“But your whole life was about hiding, fitting in. You hide your were-nature from mundanes and you hide your power from other weres.”
“I don’t.”
“You do. You just told me. You reveal aspects of yourself and make others believe, according to context, that the aspect on show is the totality of you.”
He stared at her, eyes blazing, poised for a leap into hiding or deeper into their relationship.
She wriggled around, kneeling up with a knee on either side of his thighs. She put her hands on his shoulders, drew courage from his strength, and kissed him lightly on the mouth. Then she drew back and looked him in the eye. “We should have had the time alone together that you wanted. We’ll have that time, but I don’t need it to see all of you, to see you.”
His hands flexed on her waist, large hands, powerful and gentle.
“I love you, Steve, and I love that I’m the person you trust to see all of you. I won’t flinch and I won’t get confused. My heart knows you.”
His hands tightened. “Stop talking.”
“Make me.”
 
 
Fay’s smile dared him to ravish her.
“You have no idea what you’ve unleashed, sweetheart.” His voice was little more than a growl, blood thundering in his ears. She’d uncovered his fear so gently and truly, and answered with her own innate generosity. “I have to have you.”
“In the chair?” Her smile was in her voice as she kissed his jaw. She was learning to be adventurous about sex.
He tilted his head, capturing her mouth. He thrust his tongue in, no smooth moves, just wanting to drown in her flavor. He slid both hands up from her waist, squeezing her breasts, growling as her knees collapsed and the heat of her settled over him. He wanted her here, immediately, but he also needed more control. He needed to be the dominant partner this time, the one setting a pounding pace.
She moved, rubbing against him.
He tore at her shirt, hauled her up as he pushed down a bra cup and sucked, no preliminaries, hard on her left breast. Her parted legs stretched the fabric of her trousers. He put his palm there, where she was hot and dampening, and pressed. He loved the sound she made, high and hungry, as desperate as he felt. 
“Let me get these off,” she panted. He released her and she scrambled up, legs shaky, unzipping and pushing down trousers and knickers at once. Swearing and using magic to kick off her boots.
“Bed.” He kicked off his own boots, unbuckled.
She dropped her torn shirt and bra on the way to the bedroom. He stopped in the doorway, blocking her entrance, gripping the frame. She was naked. He had his shirt open, trousers unzipped.
 They stared at one another, breathing fast, her breasts swollen, nipples hard. He could smell her arousal. He half-smiled, daring her.
She put her hands either side of his face, plastered her body to his, and slowly dragged her hands down his throat, over his chest. She rested her face against his stomach as she sent her hands lower, lower yet, skimming down his thighs and back on a return journey.
He trapped one hand inside his trousers, guiding it to shape and tease him. She licked his stomach, surprising him. He picked her up, game time over and lowered her onto the bed. She edged to the middle of the mattress as he finished undressing, putting on a condom because he was achingly ready.
He kissed her, keeping himself back a fraction, wanting her arousal to peak.
“Foreplay later,” she muttered against his mouth, and using a wrestling move, had him down and on his back.
He rolled them over and she laughed silently up at him, even as her legs locked around him. 
“You think you’ve got what you want?” he asked.
“Nearly.” She rippled beneath him in a sensuous shiver. “Give me everything.”
He did. 
They’d made love before, passionately, but he’d always been aware that it was all new to her. That she’d trusted him with her body and self, her first—and he swore—last lover. 
This time he needed to give her the wildness in him. Anything less would be an insult to her courage and his, and to the love that bound them. So he let himself get drunk on the scent and taste of her, on the heat of her body and her demands, verbal and physical, for satisfaction. 
He drove into her with all his power and shuddered at her answering urgency, as if she couldn’t take him deep enough, couldn’t suffer enough pleasure, couldn’t give enough. She had a hand in his hair, hurting as she writhed and fought for more. He wanted more, too. Words were far gone. There were only noises, their breathing, the sounds of bodies in near agony. 
And she was there, climaxing, beautiful, all of his dreams and hopes and a sure hold against fear. He let go of his own control, shouting her name. 
Silence crept back into the bedroom. Their heartbeats slowed, their breathing evened out. He slid unwillingly from her body.
Her sleepy voice halted him. “In case you ever wonder who you are, in the heart of you, Steve Jekyll.”
He waited.
She rolled up on one elbow, bent and kissed his chest, over his heart. “You’re mine.”
 



Chapter 6
 
Over breakfast, Fay learned that Steve had identified the female were from North Carolina. 
“There aren’t that many lone wolves, especially female ones. Barbara Winnet lives in a small town in the Blue Ridge Mountains. I don’t know much more than that since I didn’t want to ask questions at the fort and she doesn’t seem to have much of a cyberprint online.”
“So how did the rogue mage identify her?” Fay paused in eating her microwaved oatmeal. 
Steve sat opposite her with bacon and sausages he’d found in the freezer and fried up, and toast from a frozen loaf of whole-wheat bread.
There was a relaxed quality to the morning. No, a contentment. Fay hugged the feeling to her.
As much as she loved Steve, she’d worried that she’d somehow mess things up by her lack of relationship experience. To learn that he’d been just as unsure, if for different reasons, reassured her. She had a new confidence. They’d met their first relationship challenge and it hadn’t destroyed them. In fact, it had deepened their understanding of what they were building. They were equal partners, each providing something the other needed, making them whole.
Perhaps their fortnight alone together at his villa would have achieved the same result, but maybe not. Steve would have controlled how he revealed himself to her. He was a strong, proud man. He wouldn’t have shown her his vulnerability, that hidden hope and fear that she saw and accepted all of him.
Had Uncle purposely and wisely forced the pace? 
She’d suspected the djinn cared for Steve’s grandfather, but maybe Uncle cared for Steve, too? It wasn’t an assumption to rely on. The djinn could care and still set Steve up for a fall. The djinni were capricious.
“There’s a private airport we can fly into,” Steve said. “Then it’s a forty minute drive to Barbara Winnet’s house. The were who owns the airport—Gordon Forde, the wolf alpha—will lend us a car. Depending on what we find there, we’ll either pass responsibility for Barbara’s safety to him or bring her with us back to Alexandria—even if I have to tranquilize her to do so.” He paused. “If I was Suzerain, I could force her to change into her animal form. As it is, we’ll have to transport an unconscious woman.”
“I can hide her,” Fay said. “The magic affects the world around her, not her, herself, so the fact that she’s a were doesn’t cancel its effect. I’m going to do some reading on the plane about dream essences. The concept isn’t covered in Collegium training. Or rather, I think it might be tangentially addressed under astral projection, but mages tend to dismiss astral projection as New Age nonsense.”
“Why astral projection?”
“It’s the only part of my studies that mentioned a ‘dream self’. There might be something in the method of separating that dream self from the sleeping body that will help me understand the Ancient Egyptian spell and how the rogue mage has used it.”
Steve topped up their coffee mugs. “If I can help, let me know. Otherwise, I’ll clear my emails. Judging by the couple I skimmed, the family has heard that Uncle’s testing me and they want to help.”
“Can they? What are the rules of a test?”
“No rules. But if they don’t know that a rogue mage is stealing dream essences, I’d rather keep it that way. It only takes one slip of the tongue to start a panic.”
Fay stared at him, slowly lowering her mug. “I hadn’t considered…” His grim tone triggered an avalanche of understanding. “If weres begin fearing mages, they’ll attack.”
“And be punished under were law,” Steve said. “But by then, it would be too late. Mages would retaliate.”
She stared at him, stunned. The situation was so ordinary: a man and a woman, sharing breakfast. But looked at another way, it was rare: a were and a mage, trusting one another. 
Mages and weres had always gotten along by ignoring one another. Unaffected by magic, the weres went their own way in the supernatural community, while mages studied and collaborated with other magic users. But if mutual suspicion and fear replaced the existing disdain…the bloodbath would destabilize the world order. Were and mages operated at every level of society and were tightly embedded in it.
“Do you think Uncle knows the identity of the rogue mage?” Fay asked.
“Since we can’t compel him to answer the question, it’ll only drive you crazy wondering if he could.”
“So we’re on our own.”
“Except that Uncle might meddle, anyway.”
“Great. I wonder if there’s a spell for containing djinni?” she muttered. 
“I’ll buy you a brass lamp.”
 
 
Four hours later, coming in to land in North Carolina, Fay magicked the last reference book back to the Collegium library and groaned. She could use three wishes about now.
Studying the research on astral projection hadn’t told her much.
It was shamanism, which a lot of mages tended to look down on as little more than wishing. Primitive magic.
Fay had met shamans who could summon, control and banish demons. That was not minor magic. But she realized she’d been a bit snobby about their power, too. She’d dismissed it as will-based magic; requiring less learning.
Shamans studied their whole lives, and generally, inherited a code. That code distilled the expected behaviors to maintain their world, as they saw the world.
There was her stumbling block. Astral projection, described within a shamanic world view, required the interpreter to understand it in context. Without the context…Fay rubbed at her forehead. There were three key aspects.
Astral projection required the shaman to concentrate his or her self into a contained form. So they could picture themselves in their own body, or in that of an animal or spirit (the small gods of their world) form. That was the form that left their physical body and returned to it.
The second visualization required was the cord that linked their spirit and physical bodies. They had to be able to follow that cord back into their physical body. Some shamans left protections by their physical bodies to protect the cord. Others summoned assistance in their incorporeal form. The stress on protecting the cord indicated that it could be attacked. The shaman’s dream essence could be divorced from the shaman’s body.
Fay breathed evenly, maintaining steady adrenaline levels, even as she identified this second point as the crucial one. When she and Steve saw Barbara Winnet, the lone wolf, if the cord to the woman’s dream essence had been severed, then Fay didn’t know what she’d do. If, however, the rogue mage hadn’t cut the cord but maintained it to continue draining Barbara’s energy, then Fay could potentially wrench it back to Barbara and/or follow that cord to the rogue mage.
A shaman would pursue Barbara’s dream essence while in a trance. Fay couldn’t imagine surrendering her control to that extent. She liked to stay grounded in the physical, here-and-now world. Just as she’d never pursue a demon to hell.
She looked at Steve. “Do you know any shamans?”
“Some. None that I’d trust with this.”
“Why not?”
He ignored the plane’s bumpy landing. “Same reason you didn’t tell Lewis all the details. I don’t want to give anyone ideas of controlling weres, or anyone, this way. Is this shamanic magic?”
“I won’t know till I see Barbara.” She hesitated. “I learned one other thing, but there’s no time now.” The plane was taxiing to a stop.
“Does it change our plans?”
“No.” It made her feel cold and wary, but it didn’t change what they had to do. If anything, it made their mission more urgent.
Steve studied her expression as she unclasped her seatbelt. He pulled her up, into a hug. 
She went eagerly into the warmth and sanity of his embrace. Her research, or rather, the implications of it, could give anyone nightmares.
The plane door opened. “Ah.” A man cleared his throat.
Fay looked over Steve’s shoulder.
The late middle-aged man didn’t look like ground crew. He wore a khaki work shirt and jeans, and his gray hair was pulled back in a ponytail, but he had an aura of authority.
“Hi, Gordon,” Steve said.
Gordon Forde, wolf alpha and owner of the airfield, sniffed the air rather than responding to the greeting. Thick gray eyebrows went up. He stared at Fay’s face, assessing her. “Well, now.”
Mate scent. Fay disengaged from Steve’s embrace and stooped for the jacket she’d shrugged off in the cabin’s warmth. She’d forgotten that to a were, her connection to Steve was immediately obvious. She figured that what threw the wolf alpha was her lack of were scent.
Yes, folks, the heir to the Suzerainty has chosen a non-were partner.
She studied Gordon’s face, curious as to the man’s response.
“Congratulations,” he said to Steve. But then, something seemed to strike him. His head tilted.
Fay saw the wolf in him, the ruthless calculation and readiness to act. 
“You’re a mage.”
Steve broke the moment, pushing forward, pushing Gordon into retreat down the plane steps. “I’m glad the grapevine doesn’t have every detail yet.”
“What have I missed?” Gordon grumbled from the ground, watching Fay descend. 
“I introduced Fay to Tomy and Raha, yesterday.”
“I don’t care for Suzerainty politics.”
Fay reached the ground. “How about Collegium gossip?” she challenged.
He barked a laugh. “Me and mine don’t have anything to do with that lot—unless we’re hungry.” White teeth gleamed in a reckless grin, but he’d divided his attention, ready for a move by Steve.
Fay held out her hand. “Fay Olwen, former Collegium guardian.”
“Well, now. Seems I heard the Collegium recently lost its old President Olwen. You any relation?”
“Daughter.” She kept her hand out, waiting, daring him.
“They kick you out along with your dad?”
Steve snorted. “You really are out of the loop, Gordon.”
“What’d I miss? Oh, hell.” He took the two steps required and shook Fay’s hand. His grip was strong, calloused, but not ungentle.
Fay smiled. “Steve and I kicked Dad out after his secretary summoned a demon that had ambitions to possess the entire Collegium.”
“A demon hunter.” Gordon’s gaze raked her one last time before he slapped Steve on the back. “I ought to have known you’d pick a fighter.”
“A warrior-princess,” Steve quoted Uncle with a small smile for Fay.
She rolled her eyes. 
“So why are you here? I haven’t heard of a demon in my territory.”
“No demon.” Steve looked at Fay. “According to my grandfather, not Tomy, the—”
“The earl.” She grinned at him.
His eyes lit with laughter. “I was going to say, the other one, who is also a wolf alpha, trusts Gordon.”
“Were business or magic?” the older man asked, gaze shifting between them.
“Both.”
“Ain’t no were business on my territory that I don’t know about.”
“This is just outside your territory. Barbara Winnet, a lone wolf.” Steve’s eyes narrowed. Like Fay, he’d seen Gordon’s response to the name. “What’s she to you? Do you have a problem with her?”
“Only that she’s too damn stubborn. Like my son, Saul. The two of them ought to be mated. Saul’s working on an oil rig in the Gulf. He’d be in this if he was here, arguing with her or not.” Unspoken was the declaration that Gordon would take his son’s place. For a lone wolf, Barbara had defenders.
Steve raked a hand through his hair. “Damn. I didn’t think there’d be an emotional tie. Lone wolves and all…”
“I won’t jeopardize whatever you’re doing, but Barbara’s one of mine, whatever she thinks otherwise.”
Steve nodded, jerkily. “All right. You can come with us to see her, but you stay out of the way, and you don’t do one thing Fay hasn’t cleared for you.”
“Magic don’t touch weres.”
As a Collegium guardian, Fay had gotten used to other magic users backing away and letting her assume full responsibility, whatever the problem. Now, with weres, she had a whole new frustration: they dismissed her and her magic.
She might as well start as she meant to go on. She might be Steve’s mate, but she’d have her own reputation. She’d earned respect once. This time, outside the Collegium, she’d demand it.
Besides, as an alpha and a stubborn one, Gordon would keep hammering at what he saw as her non-were weakness unless she showed him otherwise. 
“Magic touches the world around you,” she said, and slammed a silencing bubble around him. She cut off air as well, remembering how he’d used scent to identify her as Steve’s mate. The bubble shimmered as she turned it opaque on its inner surface, blinding Gordon. Nothing she did directed magic at him, so his were status couldn’t cancel it. All of her magic centered on changing the world around him. She stripped his senses from him, and when he’d have torn free, she locked metal cuffs around his ankles and embedded them deep in the tarmac.
For the count of ten seconds she and Steve watched the wolf alpha rage and strain in his confinement. Then she released the magic.
Gordon stumbled three steps, turned and leaped at her.
Steve blocked him and threw him to the ground.
Men and women ran out from the airfield’s jumble of buildings. Fay watched them. 
Steve watched the man on the ground. “You knew she was a fighter.”
“Kick a man while he’s down.” Gordon bounded up, as agile as an eighteen-year-old, and swung to face his rescuers. “Can’t a man lose a fight in private?”
His pack skidded to a halt. One or two evidently recognized Steve.
“I’m fine. Steve’s fine. Fay’s more than fine.” A hint of a wink in her direction was probably all the apology she’d get.
She was just relieved he’d accepted her attack. 
“Get the hell back to work,” Gordon roared.
“Next time you’re going to kick his ass, let us know and we’ll film it,” a young woman said with the cheek of family. “Getting slow in your old age, Dad?” She laughed at his cuss word.
“All right.” Gordon lowered his voice. “I was going to lend you a junker, but since I’m going with you, we’ll take my car and I’ll drive.”
Fay was barely aware of reacting, but both men focused on her. Minutely, she’d stiffened in resistance.
“Unless that’s a problem?” the wolf alpha pushed.
“No,” she said coolly. Gordon wouldn’t like it, but if she wanted to talk privately with Steve, she could block Gordon’s hearing, again.
Steve was more direct. “Give us ten minutes,” he told the older man.
“Meet me in the carpark,” Gordon said with would-be casualness and strode away.
“Will he tell anyone we’re going to Barbara’s?” Fay asked.
“No.”
She trusted Steve’s judgement. They walked slowly towards the office. “About the rogue mage. I was reading a story copied from a medieval text. The original author stated that he mistrusted the tale. Nonetheless, it seemed to have hooked him and he included it. The story was told to him by a merchant, a story of a wizard met in an Egyptian oasis. The wizard was crazy. He had magic enough to turn away a sandstorm, but at night, when he slept, his skin bulged and twisted and he cried out in different voices. He sounded old and young, male and female, and when he woke, he screamed. His skin split open and poison ran out. It sizzled on the ground and anything that touched it, vaporized.”
“You’re thinking of the toad in the spell Uncle found us.”
Fay nodded. She enclosed them in a silencing spell as they neared the range of were hearing by the office building.
“And this came up when you were researching astral projection?”
“Tangentially. It was in a volume on night walkers.”
“I’ve not heard of them.”
“Another name for all the folk stories of vampires and hags, succubae and the like.”
“Fairy-tales,” Steve dismissed them.
“But with a hard truth apparently. I didn’t know about dream essences.” She grimaced at him as they rounded the corner of the office building and the carpark appeared. The airfield was small but busy, and the carpark three quarters full. The sun had a welcome warmth to it because the breeze from the mountains bit. She thought regretfully of the warm Mediterranean sun. It wasn’t worth putting her jacket on. In a couple of minutes they’d be inside a sun-heated car.
Steve moved, positioning himself to block the wind from her.
It helped even her internal chill. She ceased rubbing her arms and shoved her hands in her pockets. “The warning of the story is that a rogue mage draining dream essences mightn’t just be evil, he might be mad.”
“Driven crazy by trying to contain multiple essences in one body?”
“And poisonous. Whatever that may mean. It could be physical poison, or a mental or spiritual one. Capable of being transferred. The original Egyptian spell warned of poison on the toad’s claws.”
“Toads don’t have claws.” He watched the office and Gordon emerging from it.
Fay stared at him. “That’s your concern? A biological detail?”
He kissed her open mouth. “We’ll be careful.”
“Hmmph.” She released the silencing spell as Gordon approached.
The old wolf beeped the doors of a massive SUV. 
Steve opened the passenger door for Fay.
She gave him a look that said she failed to appreciate the honor of riding shotgun.
He half-grinned, and helped her up and into the seat with a pat to her butt. Then he got into the seat behind her, where he’d be able to protect her back and observe Gordon’s profile. He waited till Gordon had pulled out of the carpark and onto the road before he outlined the situation.
“We’ve got a rogue mage. He’s siphoning off his victims’ energy. So far, we know of about two dozen victims, including Barbara Winnet. The assumption is that he goes after the more solitary of our kind.”
A grunt from the driver’s seat. “How?”
“We’re not sure,” Fay said. “I need to see firsthand the residue of the magic used. The method is unlike anything taught in the Collegium. It’s closer to shamanism.”
“Which makes it wild magic,” Steve said. “Closer to our were-natures.”
“I’m not arguing,” Gordon began. “You’ve proved you have the magic and I’ll trust your knowledge. The Collegium doesn’t train its guardians to chase soap bubbles. But I’ve not heard of even a shaman controlling a were via magic.”
“I wondered.” Fay tugged at her seatbelt, readjusting its fit. The road wound up into the Blue Ridge Mountains. Spring sunshine had brought out wildflowers and a hundred shades of green from the new leaves. Through windows cracked open, the clean scent of the country blew into the car. “A rogue mage is actually a relief. Their fundamental approach to magic should be similar enough to mine that I can interpret it.”
“Like defusing a bomb?” Gordon slowed as they approached a small town, a collection of shops and houses that barely stretched back from the road. “You’ll take the spell off Barbara, won’t you?”
Fay knew better than to hesitate. The wolf alpha was here with one purpose: to protect his own. “The analogy of bomb disposal is a good one, except this spell is likely attached to the rogue mage as well as to Barbara. He may have booby-trapped it to protect himself and his stolen energy.” She respected Steve’s decision not to confuse the issue by mentioning dream essences. “Or de-spelling Barbara might act as a tripwire, announcing our pursuit prematurely.”
“So you’ll leave Barbara hanging?” Definitely a growl in Gordon’s voice. The car accelerated as they left the small town behind.
“If I have to,” Fay said steadily. Life as a Collegium guardian had taught her about hard choices, and about maintaining authority. They might be in the wolf alpha’s territory, but this was her—and Steve’s—mission. “And you’ll be staying in the car until called.”
Gordon took his eyes off the road to scowl at her. 
“Those were the conditions of bringing you with us.” Steve sounded unhappy, too.
“How long till we’re at Barbara’s house?” Fay changed the topic.
“Thirty minutes.”
“Near neighbors?”
“She’s a lone wolf,” Gordon snapped.
“I’ll take that as a no. Which is good.”
She thought they’d travel the rest of the drive in silence while he sulked. However, Gordon surprised her.
It took him ten minutes. Ten minutes of his displeasure sitting heavily in the car, but then, he seemed to come to terms with the fact that neither Steve nor Fay could be dominated. “We avoid magic around here. Even if I’m to remain sitting in the damn car, I’d like to know what to expect. What should I know about rogue mages?”
“Firstly, that this’ll probably be the only one you ever encounter. Rogue mages aren’t actually common. Having magic doesn’t mean you’ll use it.” Fay tried to explain. It was difficult because within the Collegium and the magic users’ community, this knowledge was taken for granted. But weres who’d determinedly dismissed magic in their lives, needed Magic 101. Fay sought for a comparison. “It’s like athletic ability at school. People start off with a natural talent. Kids use it and enjoy competing and winning. Then they grow older and natural talent isn’t enough. They need to exercise and train. Most people don’t. With magic, it’s the same. It fades.”
“It’s not innate?”
“No, it is. It’s hard to simplify without generalizing. I have a lot of magic. It was born in me. Even without training, I’d be able to use it as an adult. But it would be…messy. There’s an elegance to magic. The more you learn and practice it, the more it streamlines.”
Her magic coiled in her, humming golden in her veins. There was joy and satisfaction in using it. Without her training, though, she and her magic would fight for control. “Messy” was as good a word as any to describe that chaos. She might resent her dad’s behavior and the Collegium’s harsh training, but the result was a gift of serene assurance in the extent and ability of her magic.
“Those of us who develop our magic generally do so with family or other tuition. I had the Collegium. Part of any respectable magic instruction includes teaching the consequences of abusing it. Some mages do go on to exploit a magic talent for unethical purposes. But that doesn’t make them rogue. Lots of people use their natural talents to do stupid things. Rogue mages use their magic aggressively, to do harm. They’re violent.”
“A rogue mage is like a were brought to judgement,” Steve said. “They’re not unnatural. They’re an evil, unbalanced example of the potential in each of us. The Collegium polices them as the Suzerainty judges weres.”
Fay relaxed. Explanations were difficult.
Steve was great at explaining, but also at indicating by tone of voice, that his explanation closed the subject; in this case, the subject of rogue mages.
“Will I have Collegium guardians tramping through my territory, harassing Barbara?”  Gordon asked.
“No.” Fay took a leaf from Steve’s book and didn’t elaborate. 
Gordon slanted her a glance, then let it go. The chain of command was decided, and he wasn’t leader. He’d accepted it.
She swiveled in her seat, craning her neck to see Steve. “I have a question. Do all weres change into their animal form?”
He lounged, lean and deadly, pretending to be casual, in the back seat. “No. In some, their were-nature is weak. They transform a few times after puberty, but find it difficult. They get scared of being lost in their animal. Others don’t like the experience, the way the sensory world changes in animal form.”
Fay turned back to watch the scenery through the windscreen. The curving, narrow road had slowed Gordon’s speed. She considered the point about a were’s sensory experience. 
Uncle had said that dream essences were the sum of the important things a person encountered in their day. What if weres’ dream essences were stronger because their sensory experience of the world was more vivid and varied? 
“Barbara’s place in two minutes,” Gordon said.
“Don’t pull into her driveway. Stop down the road a bit. Steve and I will walk up.”
“This is the place.” Ahead and to the left was an older house, a timber cottage, painted white and green with a white picket fence separating its deep front garden from the road. The garden rioted with color. Flowers abounded in an old-fashioned cottage garden. The gate was closed, but behind it the driveway continued past the cottage to the just visible edge of a vegetable garden and orchard where fruit tree blossom littered the grass. Chickens pecked through the scene.
“This is Red Riding Hood’s cottage, not a wolf’s,” Fay said. The homestead appeared idyllic.
“Barbara likes an older style of living. She’s aiming for self-sufficiency.”
A wind turbine and solar panels showed that she hadn’t abandoned modern life.
“Is that her?” Steve asked.
Fay stared again at the house. She hadn’t seen anyone. 
“By the roses,” Gordon said, heavily. He sighed and switched off the car’s engine. The silence was profound. “I hoped you were wrong, but you weren’t. Any vehicle’s an intrusion, here, but she knows this one. It’s not mine. It’s Saul’s, my son’s. She ought to have come to meet us.”
“The wolf’s need to defend its territory is even stronger in the packless ones,” Steve said. “Barbara hasn’t looked up from her weeding. Although that’s not something we can rely on. Gordon, no matter what happens, stay in the car.”
“Okay.” Impatient, gruff, but agreement. 
Fay opened her door. Steve fell in step with her as they crossed the road. Standing on the grass outside the white picket fence, Fay tested for magic and a sense of boundaries. She lacked a were’s senses, but her magic could detect another mage’s wards. She trusted Steve to protect her from a physical attack by the bespelled were.
“Nothing,” she murmured.
“Territorially, the boundary is strong,” Steve responded.
Barbara continued to ignore them, but her shoulders were stiff as she pulled weeds, crawling between rose bushes just beginning to flower and almost vanishing into her garden. She wasn’t initiating a confrontation, but if her territorial boundary was strong, crossing it could trigger an incalculable response.
Fay stayed on the far side of the gate and scanned for magic, on the principle of dealing with one threat at a time. Her scan pulsed out like sonar, but faded without encountering magic—except around the rosebushes. Around Barbara. She, or rather the magic clouding her, was a discordant smudge. Otherwise, the homestead was devoid of magic. Not even a country charm against mice or insect pests.
“Any traps?” Steve asked, his attention on Barbara who’d crawled around so that she now faced them, peering through the thorns and new leaves of her plants.
Disheveled but clean hair hung either side of her face which was one of character rather than classic beauty. Feverish blue eyes regarded them with wary uncertainty. The knees of her jeans were dirty and her feet bare. The red nail polish on her toenails matched her t-shirt color, but was chipped.
Fay winced at the discordant magic writhing around the woman, and forced her attention away for a second, visual scan of the environment, alert for the faint shimmer of magic that intense concentration could discern. The last thing they needed was to discover the rogue mage had left an enchantment that would scoop up the dream essences of others weres. Weres like Steve.
She shook her fingers loose, feeling magic tingle, ready to act. “It’s safe to enter.”
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 7
 
Fay expected Steve to push open the gate. 
Instead, he paused with a hand on the latch. “Barbara Winnet, may we enter?”
The wolf-were stood slowly amid her neatly tended roses. Average height, unthreatening.
Fay glanced at Steve and saw him frowning, too.
Weres usually had an edge to them, a physical arrogance that proclaimed their toughness and their readiness to defend their own. Weres were seldom victims. Barbara stood with the defeated caution of someone who’d been badly beaten, whose body was healing the physical wounds, but whose mind and spirit remained violated.
Looking at the sustaining beauty of her homestead, her creation, just made the violent wrongness of what had been done to her more vivid.
“Stay away.” Barbara’s voice was low, rough with what sounded like disuse, and unemotional, holding neither threat nor warning.
“Gordon Forde brought us here,” Steve said.
Barbara’s gaze didn’t even flicker to the vehicle, reportedly that of her lover. 
“You’re not well, Barbara.” Steve sank conviction, along with reassurance, into his voice. It rang with authority. “When did you start feeling sick?”
Fay squinted. The smudge of magic around Barbara was actually a tangle of threads, like a kitten had been in a yarn basket. Fay murmured a spell, one that could pierce a cloaking spell. The threads clarified to her mage sight. Shades of purple and brown, but still recklessly tangled.
Any trainee mage knew better than to tangle spells like this. It choked their effectiveness, compromising it. In draining the wolf-were’s dream essence this way, the rogue mage had to be losing nearly half of it to sheer inefficiency.
Which wasn’t to say that the tangle of spell threads couldn’t create a nasty burn for any other mage who meddled with them—like Fay.
The rogue mage was either poorly trained or the Ancient Egyptian spell he’d used—or based his own spell on—had exceeded his abilities; hence, the fracturing into multiple, tangled threads. Yet, Barbara was obviously still ensorcelled, so something had to be maintaining the spell. Grounding it.
“Not sick. Tired.” Barbara managed to answer Steve. She looked around her garden, at the cottage, and back to her hands. Palms down, her hands swept in from waist level and up towards her face, before falling away. She stood a fraction sturdier.
Fay noted it, but maintained her focus. The Ancient Egyptian spell had been primitive magic, nature-based and ruthless. Could the rogue mage have tied his spell to Barbara by leaving something of himself? Hair, saliva or blood were all possibilities.
“I think we’re dealing with an amateur,” Fay said quietly to Steve. “The magic worked is clumsy. I assumed that the knowledge and power required to find the original Egyptian spell that Uncle showed us meant that the rogue mage was highly skilled and experienced, but I can’t see any reason for leaving the mess that surrounds Barbara unless the he couldn’t do any better. He’s only syphoning perhaps half her dream essence. The remainder is being burned up in the shambles of magic.”
Barbara walked closer. “I’m safe in my home.” Her voice was clearer, but the lack of inflection persisted.
“Not indefinitely,” Fay said.
The wolf-were halted. “Safe.”
Fay placed her hand over Steve’s on the gate latch. The familiar contact both strengthened her and reminded her how much she had to lose if this went wrong; if Steve was enslaved.
Just how much personality was lost when a were’s dream essence was stolen? Who was Barbara when she was fully herself?
Fay looked at the homestead that showed the result of years of passionate tending. From the white and green house, its paint just weathered enough not to look new, to the tidy outbuildings and productive garden and orchard behind it, the homestead was part of Barbara. And now, all that she had given it, fed and sustained her. Fay was sure of it. As the rogue mage stole Barbara’s dream essence, the homestead supplied her with its energy. In a sense, Barbara’s own loving work now sustained her. 
No wonder they’d found her in the garden, weeding. By instinct, she’d sought to strengthen the bond that held her identity.
“May we enter the safety of your home?” Fay asked.
The wolf-were locked eyes with her.
As Fay waited for permission, she saw the magic ensnaring Barbara heave. The threads wove and re-wove, loosened and jerked tight. “Let me help you,” she said impulsively, suddenly certain that Barbara fought to reject the spell; fought to be completely herself.
“Come in,” Barbara said.
Steve pushed open the gate. “Are you sure?” he asked Fay under her breath.
“Yes. This is a vile thing.” 
“What’s the risk of touching the spell for you?”
She gave him a tight grin. “Should be nothing. But we’ll find out.”
 
 
Steve hated the helplessness that came with magic-related missions involving Fay. Without Fay, he simply trusted in his were immunity to magic, acted with caution, but acted. However, when Fay was involved, he had to stand by, about as much help as a mewling cub, and let her do her thing.
He kept his gaze on Barbara.
The wolf-were ruffled his fur. Her passivity was unnatural, and worse, when he looked into her eyes, he could swear he saw a flickering expression of the desperate resignation of a trapped wolf. He had to force away images of his own mom or sister trapped this way. So he put up no resistance to Fay de-spelling the woman. Whatever warning that gave the rogue mage, so be it. He couldn’t stomach the thought of Barbara hurting this way any longer.
Fay leant into him fractionally, her arm against his. “I need you to cast for a scent or other sense of the rogue mage. I think he used something of himself to ground this mess of a spell. If he did, breaking the spell may destroy that trace, but it just might flare stronger in the instant before it vanishes.”
He nodded.
She raised her voice, although Barbara would have heard all of their discussion. Wolf hearing. Gordon was undoubtedly listening from the car. “Barbara, you’re wrapped in magic and I need to peel it away from you. Can you hold still? Don’t move, no matter what you feel.”
“There is no magic,” Barbara said.
“Yes, there is,” Fay contradicted calmly. “And when this is over, I’m going to ward your home so that it can’t return. Honestly.” Impatience crept into her tone. “Avoiding magic because it doesn’t affect weres is all very well, but it’s not just other weres that you need to worry about. You should ward your homes. I’ll do yours when we return, Steve.”
But even as she spoke, she was obviously concentrating on her magic, and he got the tingling sensation of power rising. He split his concentration: Fay wanted him to try and sense the rogue mage’s identity; and, he needed to be sure Barbara wouldn’t attack her.
The wolf-were dropped to the ground.
“Good, that’s good,” Fay said. “Let your home hold you.”
Barbara’s fingernails shifted to claws and plunged into the ground. She dragged them through it.
Steve smelled the wolf scent of her. The fresh dirt from her weeding gained a new clarity. Wind whirled in a tight spiral, the garden bending and whipping with it.
“Now, Steve,” Fay said, and clapped her hands together.
The wind vanished. Barbara collapsed onto the dirt, claws re-forming into dirty, torn fingernails. 
Fay strode forward. “Steve?”
“I’ve got it.” He growled. “Or should I say, them?”
“Two?” Fay stared at him, retracting the hand she’d extended towards Barbara. “I only sensed a single mage.”
“One mage.” On the ground, Barbara retreated at his harsh tone, her bare toes scuffing the ground to get away from him. He softened his voice. “I smelled a woman. She must be your mage. But I also smelled a were.” He crouched. “You’re safe, Barbara.”
“Who are you?”
He smiled. The woman’s voice had been monotone. Now, even if her intonation held fear, she was alert and alive; responsive. “I’m Steve Jekyll and this is my mate, Fay Olwen. Gordon Forde brought us here.”
Barbara looked across the road, focusing on the vehicle. “He…I…” Her gaze swung to Fay. “What did you do to me? Why do I feel like this?”
“How do you feel?” Fay crouched as Barbara pushed herself up.
The wolf-were knelt back on her heels, one hand steadying herself on the ground. “Like I’ve had the flu for a year.” Her gaze brushed Steve and returned to Fay. “I feel weak.”
“That will pass,” Fay promised. “May I touch you?”
A brief nod gave her permission.
Fay pushed back the hair covering Barbara’s left ear. 
A silver circle surrounded a hole in her earlobe, just large enough for a twist of two hairs to thread through it; one black and the other red.
“Two.” Fay pulled the hairs out and held them in her left palm for Barbara to see. “Someone managed a rare trick. They ensorcelled you, a were. Do you remember placing these through your ear? A stranger who did so?”
Barbara shook her head. “I don’t…I don’t remember.” She was shaky, her world rocked; probably at the new reality of her vulnerability. Wolf-weres, and especially the loners, were tough.
Steve turned his head and called, “Gordon.” The wolf alpha was out of the car and beside them in seconds. “Help Barbara inside. We need to talk.”
 
 
Fay liked the inside of Barbara’s home as much as she liked the outside. A narrow hallway opened up to a bright kitchen and living area with large windows overlooking the vegetable garden and orchard with a sensational view of the mountains beyond as a bonus. 
When they reached the kitchen, Barbara shrugged out of Gordon’s supportive hold. He gave her a narrow-eyed look before letting her get on with making coffee and fussing around her kitchen. It visibly steadied her.
The other three sat at the wide pine table that matched the cupboards. The room was old-fashioned. A pottery fruit bowl containing a single apple anchored the center of a blue and white checked tablecloth.
Barbara brought a packet of chocolate cookies to the table with her, along with four mismatched mugs.
Briefly, Fay explained the situation, aware that the wolf-were needed to know what had attacked her. Ignorance slowed healing and planted the seeds of ongoing fear and debility.
Steve, though, prefaced Fay’s explanation with a reminder to keep the information confidential. “A panic won’t help anyone.”
“Believe me, I don’t want to discuss this.” Barbara rubbed her bare arms. She’d scrub her nails clean, but the torn skin around them was mute evidence of her struggle with enslavement. At the end of the story, she looked at Steve. “I didn’t recognize you as the Suzerain’s heir.” She looked from him to Fay and a small smile curved her mouth. “A mage partner.”
“That’ll send some folks into a tailspin,” Gordon said.
“You?” Steve challenged, but not as if it mattered. He lounged on a chair beside Fay, facing the two wolves.
“After seeing what she did here? No.” But Gordon’s glance at Fay held reservations.
Fay leaned forward. “What did you see or sense?”
The wolf alpha’s gaze landed on Barbara. “I didn’t see your magic. I felt the tension and then the release as whatever held Barb let her go. You forced it to.”
“Will it return?” Barbara asked.
“No,” Fay said. “If you give me permission, I’ll ward your homestead. No magic user will be able to cross it.”
“And away from home?” Barbara pursued.
Steve looked at Gordon. “I imagine your protective neighboring alpha will arrange to keep an eye on you till the rogue mage is caught, which won’t be long.”
“You can be damn sure,” Gordon said. “I’ll be calling Saul. He’ll come home and stay with you.”
“He’s on a job,” Barbara protested.
“And you’re more important.”
Barbara slumped in her chair, accepting, and perhaps even reassured by, her defeat.
Fay ventured cautiously onto the tricky part of the conversation, the bit where she had to get the wolf-were’s cooperation. “About the earplug the mage inserted in your lobe…”
“I’d forgotten.” Barbara tugged at it. “Gordon?”
The wolf alpha pulled a knife out of an ankle sheathe.
Fay had dealt with medical emergencies on her Collegium missions, but here they were in a clean and tidy house. “That’s not sterile.”
Steve chuckled a low laugh in his chest.
“I could use my claws,” Gordon said.
Barbara laughed, a shaky but real effort. “You’re right, Fay. I wasn’t thinking. Wolves don’t tend to get blood poisoning, but why risk it? That’d be all I need.” She got up and found a clean knife in a drawer. 
Two minutes later, she and Gordon returned from the bathroom. She held gauze to her ear and he held out a small metal circle to Fay. The earplug.
“Thanks.” She accepted it without precautions. Whatever enchantment the metal had held had shattered in breaking Barbara’s enslavement. “Can you have it analyzed?” She passed it to Steve. “It’s not silver and I’m curious if it’s an alloy.”
He pocketed it.
Gordon followed the movement. “Aren’t you going to use it to track the rogue mage? To do a finding spell or something?”
“Not from it. The rogue mage’s spell was messy. It…for lack of a better word…combusted when I broke it. Using the remnants of it, like the earplug, would give unreliable results. They’re tainted.”
“So you’re no further forward,” he growled.
Fay shook her head, grateful for Steve’s quiet, watchful presence beside her. The wolves wouldn’t like what she was about to suggest. “We have Barbara. Her dream essence channeled to the rogue mage. She’s not tainted. She’s strong, vital and alive. If I act now, I can rebuild and follow the track her dream essence took.” I think, she added silently.
“No.” Barbara pushed back violently from the table. “No, I won’t be connected to that bastard. Not again. No. I lost myself.”
“You never lost yourself,” Fay said steadily. “You did really well. You stayed together, stayed a coherent personality.”
Gordon’s scowl worsened, as he evidently understood that this could have been far uglier. 
“I can’t,” Barbara said. “I know you helped me and I owe you. But not this. I can’t.”
“They won’t make you,” Gordon promised. He exuded menace, a man and an alpha protecting his own, even if he didn’t move from the table.
Under the table, Steve’s foot nudged hers. She didn’t take it as a warning or a sign that he was preparing to meet an attack. She’d sensed the difference in him, felt it in her bones, since they’d freed Barbara. 
They’d begun this pursuit of the rogue mage out of duty and to meet the djinn’s insistence on “testing” Steve. But meeting Barbara, seeing her emptiness and then the return of her personality, that changed everything.
Now, it was personal.
Fay knew she wasn’t the most empathetic person. That was a healer’s way. She walked a warrior’s path. However, the violation of Barbara’s spirit demanded respect and gentleness, as well as vengeance.
“Maybe we can come at this a different way,” Fay said. “Barbara, your home seems to have sustained you during your ensorcelment.” Enslavement sounded too harsh. “It fed your sense of self. Maybe I can use it to rebuild the path your dream essence took.”
“How?” Gordon demanded. “Land isn’t the same as spirit.”
“But this is Barbara’s territory.” She laid a light stress on the word and glanced at Steve. “It’s a part of her.”
Steve nodded. “Is there a place within it that’s particularly important to you, Barbara? A place where you feel most secure?”
“The rose garden.” Which explained why she’d been hiding in it. “My grandparents’ ashes are buried there.” Her voice thinned and wavered.
“Their souls are gone.” Steve picked up her spike of fear and dampened it. “The rogue mage didn’t touch them. Nor will Fay’s magic.”
“May I enter your rose garden?” Fay asked.
Barbara swallowed, cleared her throat, and tried again. “All right.”
Evening was creeping into the garden. Fay zipped up her jacket against the cold, but shed her boots and socks. She wanted contact with the earth. She’d never tried to follow a spell from a territory to a mage. While the others stood on the porch, watching, she stood among the rose bushes and framed a discreet, low-key spell.
The experience thrummed weirdly through her veins. Instead of shaping her magic into a demand as the Collegium taught, she asked Barbara’s homestead to show her the path its energy had trickled along, ensnared within and sustaining Barbara’s dream essence. 
Territory was a difficult concept for Fay’s non-were mind. It helped to remember Steve’s insistence on sharing his house in Cyprus with her. She hadn’t had the experience to realize it was far more fundamental and powerful than walking her through his home. He’d been opening his territory to her, sharing it with her.
She pulled on the memories of how that had felt, the sense of belonging, and pushed that feeling into the spell.
The magic latched onto the dirt under her feet. Like a bolt of lightning, visible only to her mage sight, it lit and claimed the whole homestead, circled around Barbara and returned to Fay. “Show me,” she murmured.
Mage sight struck. A line of light, the path Barbara’s dream essence had travelled, split in two. One went towards a man. He had to be the were. Fay knew better than to fight the spell to see him more clearly. He was hidden. She needed to find the rogue mage, and that meant following the thinner of the two threads, but the one that seemed, somehow, more durable.
The first thread, the one leading to the were, pulsed and bloated with energy, but it shuddered and fought, as if under strain. 
The second thread was narrow, reluctant almost, but vivid. Fay’s mage sight hurtled along that thread. For an instant, she looked out of the other mage’s eyes and knew where the woman was—or rather, intended to be.
The rogue mage had another victim lined up, a Siberian tiger-were.
Fay slammed back into her physical body. Around her, the rose bushes surged and shed their petals, forming the outline of a large heart on the ground. Fay shuddered. To the uninformed, the heart possibly looked comforting, a promise of love and shelter. Fay knew better. It was a warning. This was the rogue mage’s motivation. She was enslaving weres’ dream essences for some perverted notion of love.
The territory’s energy retreated. It wasn’t Fay’s. She released it with a gentle request that it protect Barbara. The energy flowed back to its accustomed rhythms. Fay stepped out of the rose garden.
“What was that thing, a wolf?” Gordon demanded, one arm around Barbara as she leaned against the porch railing.
Fay had no idea what he meant. She looked to Steve, who jumped down from the porch and held out his phone. He’d snapped a photo. She squinted at the screen, putting out a hand to adjust the angle of it, so she could see more clearly.
It was her, onscreen, but around her the rose bushes had writhed not just to shed their petals, but before that to form a green four-legged creature. “Not a wolf.” She looked up at Gordon and Barbara, then at Steve. “A jackal. A jackal-were. The second strand of hair. He’s working with the mage.” Fay was tired, but a little beat of magic wasn’t hard. She slipped a bubble of silence around her and Steve, a tiny blurring of privacy. “The rogue mage thinks she loves this man. She’s sending as much of the dream essences as she can to him.”
“Where is he?” Steve growled.
“I don’t know. I think I’ve found her, but all I know of him is that he’s a jackal-were and linked to, controlling, the mage.” She lifted the privacy spell and looked at Barbara. “I’ll ward your home, now?”
The wolf-were nodded her permission. 
Having channeled the homestead’s energy, Fay didn’t need to walk the boundary. She set the ward at the edges of Barbara’s territory, sinking the protections into the energy of the site.
The predator showed in Gordon’s eyes as he left Barbara on the porch and walked down the steps. “Are you saying a were is working with a rogue mage by choice?”
“We didn’t know that till now,” Steve said.
Despite her magic, Gordon ignored Fay. He confronted Steve. “Will you send the marshals after this jackal?”
“No.” Steve put his phone in a pocket. The tone of his voice was deadly, way beyond arguing with. “This one is mine.”
 



Chapter 8
 
Gordon threw his car keys to Steve. “Leave it at the airfield. I’ll stay with Barbara until a couple of the pack can get here.”
 “Thank you.” Barbara didn’t move from the porch, but as she gripped the railing and stared at Fay, her intensity and honesty were obvious. “You saved me. Anything you need from me, ever, is yours.”
Fay opened her right hand a fraction, her fingers subtly flicking away the wolf-were’s vow. “Free gift.” Barbara needed all her energy for herself. 
“Nonetheless, we won’t forget,” Gordon said. He looked from Fay to Steve. “The wolves will support your choice of mate.” He walked back up to the porch.
“Does he have the power to decide that?” Fay asked when they were in the car and naturally, without magic, out of earshot.
“No.” A grim smile curved Steve’s mouth. “He doesn’t speak for the wolf-weres. Perhaps in America. It doesn’t matter. You and I are the only ones who decide our relationship.”
“True.” She settled more comfortably in the passenger seat. It wasn’t as if the Collegium, her former home, accepted him as her partner. “Who are the marshals Gordon mentioned?”
Steve flicked on the car’s headlights. Evening had claimed the mountains. He could see clearly, but other drivers weren’t weres and mightn’t see them. “As Suzerain, Granddad administers justice for the weres, using the power Uncle gave him. But gathering the evidence for his decisions and bringing the suspected weres in for judgement is a job for the marshals.”
“Not you?” she queried. “It’s the sort of thing you could do, easily, but you sound as if it’s not your job.”
“It’s not. I was specifically told I couldn’t be a marshal because I’m to be the next Suzerain. The decision was Granddad’s, influenced by a number of were leaders. They didn’t want to blur the line between those who apprehend and prove a case, and the one who judges it.” Echoes of old anger laced his voice. He’d hated the decision.
“Did Uncle agree with them?”
He turned his head momentarily to stare at her. “No one ever asked.” A pause. “Uncle never interfered with the decision.” Until now. Until this test which, in effect, sent Steve out on a marshal’s job.
“So you did the next best thing. You trained and went to work as a mercenary, the on-the-ground equivalent of a marshal.” Fay understood her lover.
His hands tightened on the steering wheel. “I had to know what the marshals experienced, what I would be asking of them as Suzerain.”
She nodded. It was what her father had lacked, and what the Collegium’s new president, Lewis Bennett, would never forget: the soul anguish of encountering evil; of tracking it, capturing it, and resisting the natural urge to rid the world of it. The weres had been wise. It was too great a burden for one person to be marshal, judge and executioner. But the temptation was always there. Steve understood it. He’d lived it. 
“They’ll respect you,” she said to him. “In a different way to your granddad. He’s a diplomat.” She smiled wryly at Steve’s fractional head tilt of surprise. “I mightn’t have met Tomy for long, but it was obvious. He builds and sustains alliances, bring peace.”
“I won’t,” Steve said.
“In your own way, you will. There can’t be peace, not true peace, without justice. If Uncle has maintained the Suzerainty for millennia then he must know that you’re the right person for the job, now. Otherwise he could choose your sister or someone from a different family.”
“I wouldn’t want Liz to have to deal with the Suzerainty’s problems.” He was instantly protective of his sister. Then a long drawn out sigh. “But I’m bringing you into the heart of them.”
“I’m bringing myself,” Fay said confidently. “I was raised to fight. I wouldn’t know how to be a diplomat or to walk away from injustice.”
He slowed the car, leant across, and leopard-swift, kissed her.
She blinked at him as the car accelerated again.
“All right,” he said. “Tell me the full story of what you saw in the rose garden and what we need to do.”
So she did, and he wasn’t happy.
“I don’t want us to split up,” he said as he drove through the gates to the airfield.
“Nor do I. But it’s logical.”
“I could simply phone Granddad and have him search out likely jackal suspects. He can ask the marshals and Uncle—”
“Will Uncle accept that or will he think that you’re evading the test? You’d be outsourcing part of the hunt.”
“Do not use managerial jargon,” he growled.
She put a hand on his knee as he parked the car at the airfield. “It’s hard for me, too, Steve. This rogue mage has managed to siphon off dream essences to feed the jackal-were. I don’t know what sort of monster that has turned him into. He might even be able to use the power of the dream essences in a manner akin to magic. I’m trying really hard here not to ask for your promise to wait for me before pursuing him.”
“I don’t need a babysitter.” He leaned back against the seat. “Which is exactly your point in reverse?” He swore. “Damn Uncle for making everything complicated.”
“If we fly back to New York, we can use Cynthia’s portal. You to return to Alexandria and identify the jackal, and me to travel to Vladivostok. I’ll catch a plane, and then, hire a car from there.”
He picked up her hand as it rested on his knee and interlaced his fingers. “If it wasn’t for what we saw at Barbara’s, I’d wear the delay and go with you. However, since your magic can’t find the jackal, we divide and conquer. I find him, while you go after the rogue mage. But I still don’t like you facing her alone.”
“She’s less powerful than me and less well trained.”
“And more unpredictable as a result,” Steve said, proving that he understood the risks Fay faced. “However, I’m aware that if I went with you, you’d divide your attention to try and protect me from a dream essence enslaver. Are you sure you don’t want someone from the Collegium with you?” His voice revealed his reluctance.
She squeezed his hand, loving that his concern for her over-rode older suspicions. “I’m sure. I’m used to working alone.”
They got out of the car. As they walked towards the airfield’s office, he put an arm around her waist. 
She smiled up at him. “We have a couple of hours on the plane…”
His frustrated bad temper faded. He ignored the man coming out to meet them. “Is that an invitation?”
A faint smile on the approaching stranger’s face told Fay he could hear their quiet talk. She didn’t bother with a privacy spell. “Absolutely.”
Steve’s hand slid from her waist to her hip.
“Gordon phoned,” the stranger said. “I’m Arturo, his second. The plane’s waiting for you.”
“Thanks.” Steve tossed him the car keys. “And thank Gordon, please.”
“From what he said—just to me, his second in the pack—the thanks are ours.” Arturo’s dark eyes dwelt on Fay. “Barbara’s a friend.”
“She’ll be fine,” Fay said quietly.
His gaze shifted to Steve. “Catch the bastard.”
 
 
Vladivostok was cold. There were glimpses of spring, but winter hadn’t accepted that its days were over. Fay bought a few essentials, packing them into a new bag before flying on to Magadan. From there, a hire car and driver would take her deeper into Siberia. Steve had already texted her the name of a bear-were who could be trusted.
She discovered that though the bear might be trustworthy, he wasn’t chatty. It didn’t bother her. She accepted his gruff offer that she sleep in the backseat of the heavy vehicle, and dozed with her head on her bag and a woolen blanket over her. She thought of Steve.
In this state between sleep and waking, she was close to her own dream essence. Now that she’d touched the spirit of Barbara’s territory, Fay had a new sense of how the weres interacted with the world. They were more connected to it, so much so that she suspected their dream essences were stronger than non-weres. 
Uncle had said that the dream essence was what you encountered that became part of you. It was what contributed to who you were becoming. 
As she dozed, her mage sight shifted slightly, as if awakened to new possibilities, and she “saw” Steve’s mark on her. It held similarities to the spirit of Barbara’s territory. The mark was a link to Steve, something of him that connected them together. It was love and something else, something just as primal and linked to it. They were part of each other, their future selves building in love for the other.
Words were clumsy for the rightness of what she felt.
She sent a surge of love through the link and “saw” it shimmer. Then warmth, love and the memory and promise of pleasure enveloped her. She smiled as she slid into proper sleep. Steve had returned her mate-kiss.
 
 
The bear-were woke Fay ten minutes from the small village where Victor Gustev, the Siberian tiger-were, lived. Or rather, the village nearest Victor’s remote house. From the village, they’d have to ask directions. Fay stretched and yawned. She’d have to convince the bear to let her drive his vehicle alone. If she was reluctant to risk Steve encountering the rogue mage, she was totally committed to keeping all other weres away from the woman.
Time enough to argue when the bear for control of his car after he’d translated her questions to the villagers.
They shuffled into a small house where there was hot tea without milk and fresh bread rolls topped with a soft white cheese and honey. The chill air of early morning nipped at Fay’s face and made her fingers tingle.
A question as to the tiger-were’s house elicited the information that they weren’t the first to ask after him. Fay caught their host’s leer in her direction and the sketching of a female figure, an hourglass shape, in the air. Another woman had been asking after Victor Gustev.
“Victor is a hunter and a guide,” the bear-were said as he translated between mouthfuls of roll that dripped honey. “Our host asks if you are a photographer, like the first woman?”
“You can tell him that it is the woman I’m actually trying to catch up with.”
Their host nodded at the translated message and pantomimed extravagant impatience.
“What?” Fay asked.
The bear rolled his eyes. “He is blaming the poor phone coverage. It makes messaging difficult, and Victor is bad at leaving his radio on to be contacted.” A pause as the host continued. “He says that your friend is only half an hour ahead of you. She left not long before we arrived.”
Fay swallowed bitter tea, dark with tannin, to hide her reaction, which wasn’t the expected disappointment. It was better that she encounter the rogue mage away from the village, where mundanes might be injured. The rogue mage was unlikely to consider their safety. Also, away from mundane eyes, Fay wouldn’t have to hide her magic. 
However, Fay didn’t want to be too far behind, not if she had a chance to prevent the rogue mage enslaving the tiger-were. Fay was unsure what interrupting a spellcasting that involved dream essences might do. She feared Victor’s dream essence could be trapped or irrevocably entangled in a badly cast, disrupted spell. It could disintegrate.
The rogue mage’s control was fraying. The Ancient Egyptian spell that Uncle had shown Fay and Steve had warned of the mage swelling like a toad as she swallowed others’ dream essences. But possibly because the mage had syphoned off much of the essences to the jackal-were, she was fragmenting rather than bloating. Fay had seen it in her own spell-casting at Barbara’s house. Something still held the rogue mage together, but for how long? The magic she used, so inexpertly, was not intended to serve such perverted purposes. It would destroy the one who wielded it.
However, before the rogue mage self-destructed, Fay needed to learn the reason for siphoning dream essences to a were. She had a haunting feeling that there was more to the test Uncle had set Steve than any of them imagined.
She looked at the bear-were, who was busily smearing yet more honey onto another bread roll.
“It’s wild honey,” he said in answer to a protest she hadn’t made. Apparently, wild honey justified gluttony.
It was good, but not that good. Fay stuck with the main issue. “I need to borrow your car. The woman I’m after is a rogue mage and it’s dangerous for you to be near her."
The bear frowned at Fay for a long time, chewing steadily as he did so. Then he fished out his car keys from a pocket. “Drive slow. Conditions here are different. No city streets.”
“I’d noticed.” She took the keys. “Thanks.”
He nodded. His voice caught her as she walked to the door. “If you don’t return, what should I do? Do I contact your mate, the leopard I smell on you? I need a name”
“Steve Jekyll.” Fay looked back and saw the bear-were’s surprise. She left him staring after her.
 
 
The road to Victor Gustev’s house was muddy with melting snow. The borrowed vehicle, although sturdy and built for extreme conditions, jolted and jounced from one large rut to the next.
“On the bright side,” Fay said as she wrestled with the steering wheel. “It’s not tropical mud.” She wasn’t dripping sweat and driving without air-conditioning through an Indian jungle in monsoon season. Been there, did not buy the t-shirt. Some experiences she could happily live without repeating.
In front of her, new tire tracks in the mud showed that the rogue mage hadn’t had the same hazardous driving training as Fay had endured. The tire tracks floundered this way and that. If they were any indication, the rogue mage’s progress was appallingly slow, which meant Fay might be able to catch up with her before they reached the tiger-were’s house. The pine forest that surrounded them would hide their encounter from any mundanes.
Fay slowed her borrowed vehicle to concentrate on a quick search spell. She wanted to know how far ahead of her the woman was.
Not so far. And barely a fraction beyond the woman, Fay’s magic bounced against a warding spell. A strong one.
Relief unknotted a degree of the tension in Fay’s spine. She slowed the vehicle even further, guided it to the side of the road and stopped. From here, she’d walk. In a healthy forest like this, trees muffled some sounds, especially if a person wasn’t familiar with the environment. Over the murmuring sound of the pine trees, the rogue mage wouldn’t have heard the distant vehicle.
Victor probably had and the tiger-were didn’t know Fay was a friend. She had to be vigilant or she’d be victim of the man she came to save.
Fay wrapped a blanketing spell around her, to mask her magic in case the rogue mage had, herself, set a warning spell. Fay would definitely trigger such a spell since she represented a threat to the rogue mage’s intentions. However, Fay suspected that the other mage’s focus was solely for breaking the ward around the tiger-were’s home. As frayed as the woman’s magic appeared, she probably couldn’t sustain dividing her magic or attention, and splintering the warding around Victor’s home would require all her concentration.
Unlike the wolf-weres of Carolina, Victor had employed a mage.
No. Fay concentrated. The magic of the warding was different. Powerful and raw. Victor had used a shaman. It made sense. Siberia’s shamans had survived even the Stalinist era with their traditions intact. They were embedded in the local culture and Victor would trust them over a mage; especially if he shared the general were disdain for magic. Shamanic power was closer to were reality, more grounded in the natural world.
Fay spun around, knife in hand and a thunder-blast spell ready.
A tall man, dressed in hunter’s gear, looked at her calmly, his hands empty and unthreateningly by his sides.
“Victor Gustev?” she asked low.
A curt nod. “Faith Olwen?”
She blinked, head tilting a fraction in surprise and question.
“You smell of leopard and my nephew is a marshal. He emailed me a photo of you. He was at the Suzerain’s fort when Steven Jekyll brought you there.”
“Ah.” Fay put away her knife. 
“Which doesn’t explain why you are here, in my territory.” A tiger’s purr, deadly and threatening.
“Have you seen the woman ahead of me?”
“Pah. She stinks of magic worse than you.”
Fay smiled wryly. “She’s a rogue mage. And despite your nephew being a marshal, Steve orders that what I’m about to tell you stays with you.”
“I don’t scent Steve near.”
“He’s in Alexandria.” She had no need to claim Steve’s presence or protection. In fact, with Victor watching her with fierce eyes, she suspected that doing so would only undermine her status. “I’m after the rogue mage currently testing your warding.”
“And the reason she is doing so must remain a secret?”
“Yes.”
“My nephew says you kill demons.”
A non sequitur? Fay doubted it. Victor was both displaying that he knew of her and assessing her power. To trust her or not to trust her? “I don’t kill demons. I banish them. But if your nephew has looked into my background”—already. She’d underestimated the weres’ interest in her and how closely they monitored the happenings of the Suzerainty—“then you’ll know that I did far more than banish demons in my time as a Collegium guardian. The woman ahead of us isn’t the only rogue mage I’ve tackled. How many have you defeated?”
The challenge provoked a dry, silent laugh from the man in front of her. “My father’s father ate one.”
“Ew.”
“But that was a harsh winter, and the mage was sent from the human government. I haven’t had to fight magic, although I pay a wisewoman to maintain the wards against magic that her grandmother set. Why, then, has a rogue mage come to me?”
Fay’s toes were freezing inside her boots, her body cooling in the cold air and from lack of exercise. Nonetheless, she couldn’t move until she’d enlisted Victor’s aid. She couldn’t afford to have him running around at risk of the rogue mage, or interfering. “She is harvesting dream essences from weres. Two dozen so far, and you are next on her list. She is going after solitary weres. The siphoning of your dream essence enslaves you. Your will is reduced.”
“She would steal my spirit?”
Words were clumsy. That re-framing of the concept would do. “Yes.”
He stared at her for a long time, his eyes seeming to gleam with orange and silver flames. His tiger nature was very near the surface. “How do I help you?”
Fay refrained from showing her relief. He wasn’t going to cause trouble and he was giving her the authority to direct their attack on the rogue mage. “I need to question the woman, so I aim to disable her magic and capture her. She uses an unstable tangle of magic to drain weres’ dream…uh spirits. If you stay out of sight till I’m sure she can’t work magic against you, that would be good.”
He nodded. Once. 
“And if you could lead me the shortest path to her…”
A sly, satisfied expression crossed his face. 
It confirmed her suspicions. Like any wary hunter, he’d used his own prey’s tactics and made the approach to his house more difficult and less direct than it could be. The road curved, snaking among the obscuring pine trees. 
Without a word, Victor set off through the forest. His progress was silent.
Fay did her best to move, at least, without clumsiness.
Around them, the forest was alive with little sounds beneath the relentless soughing of the pines. Evidently, Victor didn’t hunt near his home. The small creatures that rustled the undergrowth were unafraid of his and Fay’s passing.
For Fay, her sense of the protective warding grew stronger and stronger, so she was somewhat prepared when Victor stopped and gestured. Fay stepped around a wide pine tree and had her first sight of the rogue mage.
She was a few years older than Fay, maybe thirty. Her face was oval and healthily plump. Her cold weather gear disguised her figure. She was average height. Her eyes…
Fay stepped back into the shadow of the pine tree. 
Magic was eating out the rogue mage from inside. Whether it was the mess of the spells she used or an effect of channeling dream essences, the woman was eroding. Hunger, fear and agonized determination burned in her brown eyes. Madness existed on the edges. The human mind needed limits, and to respect those limits. The rules taught to magic users weren’t just to protect mundanes from them, but to protect magic users from themselves. When the magic users wouldn’t listen, Collegium guardians like Fay were sometimes the kindest intervention. Misuse magic and it tortured you.
The warding around Victor’s house sparked in Fay’s mage sight.
The rogue mage recoiled. She swore in English, her voice too high and shrill, scared and frustrated. She slammed magic at the warding. 
It blazed. The shaman who’d designed it had been good. The more magic threatened it, the deeper the warding sank into its environment. Land, sky and air reinforced it.
Fay considered the magic the woman threw at the warding. Fay had stopped using such ragged power in her early teens. Perhaps the rogue mage was regressing; that would make her even less predictable.
A fast, hard hit was the only solution. Or would be if Fay could be certain that her usual spell for strangling magic would stop the rogue mage drawing on dream essences. But Fay couldn’t bet on it. She steadied herself, sinking into the strength of her own magic coiling in her center, then reaching out with her mage sight. She ignored the green glow of the warding and studied the tangled spells around the rogue mage.
The woman was wrapped in a snarl of magic, but as Fay concentrated, the threads of magic appeared to center at the woman’s throat. She wore an amulet. And it was probably the grounding addition of an amulet that kept the dream essences spell from shattering.
Fay flexed her gloved fingers once, and acted.
A grabbing motion tore the rogue mage’s shaky personal warding and it disintegrated halfway between the woman and Fay.
Even as the woman turned, searching for her attacker, Fay sunk all her power into a translocation spell.
The rogue mage screamed as the chain holding the amulet around her throat snapped and the amulet flew through the air to Fay.
Fay caught it, and only the discipline engrained in her from fighting demons enabled her to hold onto it despite the powerful wrongness of it. The amulet was leaking, spilling dream essences in an ugly betrayal of the enslaved weres’ right to wholeness and independence. Fay wanted desperately to destroy the amulet, but she had no idea what that would do. By what she’d perceived in Barbara’s rose garden, just over fifty percent of the stolen dream essences went to the jackal-were. She couldn’t recklessly break the amulet and potentially leave the enslaved weres forever separated from their own selves. No matter how much she wanted to.
Grateful for her leather gloves, which at least prevented the loathsome amulet from touching her skin, Fay gently set it on the ground. She couldn’t risk holding it and perhaps having it interfere with her own magic.
The rogue mage seemed to have forgotten she had magic. She ran at Fay. Rage twisted her face. Her hands rose to scratch and claw. 
Or perhaps the woman hadn’t forgotten her magic. The Ancient Egyptian spell had warned of poison on a toad’s claws. 
Rather than engage the woman, Fay slammed a stasis spell at her. It wouldn’t work on a were, not direct magic, but despite the weres’ dream essences that she’d channeled, it worked on the rogue mage.
She froze. Fear flickered in her eyes. Her own magic writhed and faltered.
Fay could almost feel sympathy. To be entrapped, separated from her magic, would be hell. But hadn’t the rogue mage done just that to the weres?
Grimly, Fay pulled a gold thread from a pocket. This was something the Collegium research mages had prepared. It was rarely used, but it worked. “Magic manacles” the guardians called it, trying to hide their own fear. Someone should have asked Fay to return it and the handful of other tools she’d retained after separating from the Collegium. But no one had.
Fleetingly, she thought of Lewis Bennett, who overlooked nothing. He’d wanted her to have these tools. An ally. She hadn’t been wrong to approach him about this rogue mage even if he hadn’t offered a solution.
But even as the thought passed through her mind, training had her smoothly translocating the gold thread. It wrapped around the rogue mage’s wrist, sealed and closed.
Fay released the stasis spell.
The rogue mage screamed and clawed at her wrist.
Fay turned her head. “You can come out, Victor.” He seemed to materialize out of the forest, a few meters from her. She picked up the amulet. 
He stared at it. “Is this so easily resolved?”
“I wish.” Fay’s face was stiff with cold and tension. “I need to question her.” The other mage had fallen to her knees, still clawing at her wrist. The hood of her coat had fallen and showed a spill of black, wavy hair. “I can sit in the car to do so.” She had to get out of this cold.
“You would prefer my house?”
“Warmth and room to maneuver. Yes. But this.” Fay lifted the amulet fractionally. “I can’t guarantee what you’d be letting through your protections.”
Unexpectedly, he grinned, revealing that the villager hadn’t been so wrong to suspect Victor of being chased by women. Older he might be, but tough and charming. Handsome with the danger of his tiger nature showing through. “I would be welcoming into my home the most powerful mage the Collegium ever lost and the mate of the next Suzerain. I think it is safe.”
The rogue mage ceased tearing at her wrist and stared at Fay. “You.”
Victor gripped the woman’s upper right arm and lifted her. “Into the house.” The warding’s glow subsided. “Faith Olwen, you are welcome in my home.”
Fay crossed the warding. The amulet she held shuddered gently. She followed Victor and his prisoner around a stand of trees, and there was his house. The timber structure and how it blended into the forest were normal enough, but the roof bristled with an array of antennas. In winter, with the snow and storms, repairing them probably called for all of Victor’s tiger sure-footedness. So he might live remote, but he kept in contact with the world. 
When he felt like it, Fay amended, recalling the villager’s comments about Victor’s refusal to answer the radio.
“I won’t go in.” As they approached the front step, the rogue mage attempted to dig in her heels. Given Victor’s greater strength and relentless forward progress, it had no effect. “Let me go.”
“As you would have let me go?” Victor growled. 
“That was different. He needs you.”
Fay controlled the impulse to question the identity of that “he”. Currently, the woman could lie. Give Fay a few minutes and that would change. She hated compulsion spells, but a truth spell would ensure that the answers she got wouldn’t have to be sieved for their veracity.
“Do you have salt?” she asked Victor.
“No!” The woman pulled back against Victor’s hold.
He opened the front door and pushed her through. “Salt is in the smokehouse. I will bring you a sack.” He tramped out, leaving the women alone.
The rogue mage hugged her arms around herself, looking forlorn and resentful. Beaten. She huddled just inside the door. 
The one room living space was dim, the windows small, the walls covered in prints and maps above a large worktable with computer equipment claiming half of it. A long sofa against one wall had a blanket folded over an arm and a television opposite. The room was dominated by a central woodstove, unlit. 
“I know who you are.” The woman looked at Fay through the tangle of her long black hair. “You are the false heir’s lover.”
The nape of Fay’s neck tingled. No one had ever, in her hearing, as much as alluded to any challenge to Steve’s right to inherit the Suzerainty. But command of the weres might be a position coveted by some—if they didn’t realize that the authority rested on the approval of a capricious djinn.
On the other hand, the woman could be playing games. Fay couldn’t believe a word she said until the truth spell lit.
Keeping a distance between them, Fay waited for Victor’s return.
A sink, cupboards and a table occupied a quarter of the space. His kitchen. It was spotless, evidence of an organized personality.
He returned with a canvas bag of salt.
“Watch her, please.” A nod of Fay’s head indicated the mage. Then she turned her attention to the amulet she held. Quite apart from the dream essences leaking from it, its powering spell had warped the smooth pattern of magic. It was unstable and skin-crawlingly wrong, and it evidently didn’t need Narelle’s magic to sustain itself since she wore the magic-sucking manacles. They was self-maintaining. Fay would have felt happier slipping a live grenade into her pocket than this. 
If she wrapped it in a containment spell, she risked severing the enslaved weres’ links to their dream essences. If she didn’t contain it somehow, it could simply destabilize, taking her and anyone near her with it in a magical explosion.
“It’s a mess,” she said aloud, but to herself.
“It works.” The rogue mage was defensive. “No one else managed to magick weres.”
“I think there could be a good reason for that,” Fay said. She wove a loose mesh of magic around the amulet and floated it up to the ceiling. It was the best she could do for now, limiting the distraction of the amulet, while she questioned its maker. “But first, let’s find out what you’ve done.”
 



Chapter 9
 
Fay poured a thin line of salt to form a circle on the wooden floor of Victor’s house, in the empty space near the entry.
The rogue mage watched from her position slightly further inside. She rubbed at her wrist where the gold thread of the magic manacle sat immovably. “What are you doing? Are you going to hurt me?”
Victor answered. “Her? No. Me? If you try to escape, if you give me any excuse, yes. You came to my home with magic and evil intent. It is why the warding kept you out. I have the right to kill you.”
Cold, of the emotional rather than physical kind, stiffened Fay’s spine. The menace in Victor’s voice sounded genuine, not assumed to frighten the rogue mage into compliance. If Fay wasn’t very careful, her witness would be taken from her—or rather, she’d have to fight the tiger-were for her.
“All right.” She put the remaining half bag of salt against the wall. “Step into the circle, please.”
The rogue mage stare wildly from Victor to Fay and back to Victor. The promise of death was in his eyes. Discretion won out. The woman stepped over the line of salt and into the circle. She cried out in shock.
“Do you recognize the spell?” Fay asked. A trainee Collegium guardian would, but this woman’s magic was unstable, suggesting poor teaching underlying the added burden of the unnatural magic she’d attempted.
“No. It pinches.”
Fay nodded. As part of her training, she’d been ordered to lower her personal wards—too strong for her teachers to defeat—and experience the sensation of a truth spell. The exercise had been a semi-success. Fay had broken the truth spell when she’d refused to answer a question as to her personal relationships. Steve was her first lover, but she’d had a couple of typical teenage crushes and been asked out by a few mages. Basically, she’d objected to sharing her thoughts. So she’d broken the spell.
Her training had gone up a notch after shattering the truth spell. They’d called it accelerated preparation for real world action. Her teachers had preferred to unleash her on the world rather than leave her inside the Collegium, threatening their authority by her greater power. The toxic mix of envy and ambition to use her power had isolated her within the guardians.
Fay looked at the huddled woman in front of her. “What you feel is a truth spell.” Usually, Fay cast magic without props, but the salt, with its purifying properties, was a natural amplifier of a truth spell and enabled Fay to conserve her power. “You’re now locked inside the circle till I release you, and you’ll feel a compulsion to answer my questions, and answer them honestly.”
“Please, no.” For the first time, the woman met Fay’s eyes directly. Her eyes were a dark brown, glistening with tears and terror.
Fay steadied her own emotions. “You enslaved the weres, endlessly. Your suffering will be only a few minutes.” The woman didn’t have the strength to resist the spell. As quickly as Fay asked the questions, this would be over. “What is your name?”
“Narelle Fletcher.”
“Where are you from?”
“I grew up in Sydney. I live…” A shrug. Her accent was Australian. “I’ve lived in many countries. India, most recently.”
“Which city in India?”
“Mumbai.”
“What is the name of the jackal-were you are siphoning dream essences to?”
Victor hissed.
Fay ignored his shock at a fellow were’s involvement. She watched Narelle struggle a moment with the question. The truth spell overcame her resistance.
“Tarik Joshi.”
“Where did you meet him?”
“Mumbai.”
Interrogation had its own relentless tempo. “Where is he now?”
A glare, a triumphant one. “I don’t know.”
“Where was he the last time you did know his location?”
“Uganda.”
“Specifically?”
“The mountains. In the Mountains of the Moon.”
The Rwenzori Mountains.
The more specific the question, the less an answer could hide. “How did you learn of the spell for stealing dream essences.”
“Tarik showed it to me.”
“What was it written on?”
Narelle looked puzzled. “Paper.”
“In what language?”
“English.”
So the jackal-were had acquired a translation of the spell or translated it himself. Perhaps they were all wrong and it was the were, rather than the mage, who’d both initiated and owned this situation. “What is your relationship with Tarik?”
“He is my lover.” A proud straightening of her hunched posture.
“And what else? Did he teach you magic?”
“No.”
Fay had so many questions. Questions like who had trained Narelle, because that person had to be stopped. Poorly trained, damaged mages were a danger to themselves and others. But for now, Fay’s focus had to be the enslavement of the weres. “When Tarik gave you the spell for stealing dream essences, what did he ask you to do with it?”
“He asked if I could use it.”
“Did you test it on him?”
“No! We tried it on a…” Her gaze slid sideways to Victor. “On an old lion-were.”
“What happened to him?”
For nearly ten seconds Narelle withheld her answer. Then it burst out. “He died.”
“Do you know the spell is unstable?”
“It works.” That the truth-compulsion allowed her to avoid a yes or no answer suggested that much of her magic was unstable.
“Why on earth did Tarik get you to do this magic?”
“He trusts me.”
“Controls her,” Victor growled.
“Would you do anything Tarik asked of you?”
Narelle collapsed. She bounced off the invisible boundaries of the containment circle to slump in an untidy heap on the floor. “He is wonderful. He is clever and brave. I am incredibly lucky to be able to help him. So, yes, I would do anything he asked of me. I have.”
“What do you know of Tarik’s intentions? Why does he want the weres’ dream essences siphoned to him?”
Narelle put her head on her knees. “This hurts. It hurts.”
“Tell the truth and it will stop.”
Narelle glared at her. “You won’t let me go.” She stared up at the amulet suspended near the ceiling. “I hate it. It’s evil.”
“Then why did you make it, stupid girl?” Victor exclaimed.
“Tarik asked me.” And finally, answering Fay’s question. “He wants to challenge Steve Jekyll. Your lover.” A poisonous glare at Fay. “He is not the rightful heir to the Suzerainty. My Tarik should rule.”
“Bah.” Victor stalked away.
Even Fay, recently introduced to the complexities of were politics, understood more than Narelle’s naive answers. She knew why the tiger-were was so disgusted, and she knew Steve. “Steve won’t rule the weres. No one does.” The Suzerain didn’t rule, he judged, which was in its way, another form of saying, he served the weres. 
“My Tarik will rule. And I’ll be beside him.”
Victor rattled pots and ran water in his kitchen.
Fay hoped he was making coffee. She needed a cup or three. Delusions, or dreams Tarik had fed this pathetic woman. Did Tarik believe that a djinn like Uncle would compliantly hand over magic to a bully? Or did Tarik not know of the djinn?
She looked at Victor in the kitchen. But no, if the djinn was a secret of Steve’s family, Fay couldn’t reveal it by asking Victor what he knew of Uncle’s existence.
But that brought to mind another interesting question. How much did Uncle know of this situation? He’d sent her and Steve in blind, claiming he hadn’t investigated, but that didn’t mean he didn’t know all of this and more.
Fay pressed the heel of her hand against her forehead. She had to focus and extract what information she could from Narelle. Later, she could contemplate Uncle’s machinations. “How does Tarik intend to use the weres’ stolen dream essences to claim this ruling power?”
“Weres can’t use magic. They disrupt it, which is why spells don’t work on them.” Narelle looked up at the amulet where it hung. “Except this one. Tarik found something special. The dream essence is a person’s potential. It isn’t magic. It’s energy, possibilities, raw force.”
Victor returned with two mugs of coffee.
Fay accepted hers with a nod of thanks and inhaled the dark aroma. She sipped, finding it both scalding and bitter, restorative.
“Harvesting dream essences gives Tarik two sets of power. The first is the simplest, but he isn’t much interested in it, not yet. A person becomes susceptible to direction, like a zombie. So he could command slaves.”
Victor stood ninety degrees from Fay at the turn of the salt circle. Narelle’s gaze followed him, and she wasn’t wishing for a cup of coffee. She shrank into herself as she huddled on the ground. Victor was all too obviously ready to strike her. Possibly making coffee and holding a hot mug were attempts to control his urge to gut her. Narelle spoke so casually of enslaving people.
Yet, despite her fear of the tiger-were, the truth spell forced her to continue. “Tarik is more interested in the second power. The energy of dream essences isn’t magic, so it can affect weres. He will use it as a weapon against Steve Jekyll.”
Suddenly, Victor wasn’t the most dangerous predator in the room.
“How?” Fay set aside her mug of coffee on a windowsill.
Narelle tried to scramble away and the salt circle held her. She pushed against the invisible barrier. “Tarik didn’t tell me. Not specifics. He gave me the task of gathering the energy and feeding it to him.”
“How many more weres do you need to drain of their dream essences?” Fay asked.
“I have five more on my list.” She clamped her mouth shut. 
Fay waited.
The words exploded out of Narelle. “I think Tarik has enough already. I think. He seems different. Edgier. Angry.”
Fay recalled the warning of the Ancient Egyptian spell, the toad’s heart shrivels. “Nastier? Unkind to you?”
The rogue mage shivered. “Yes.”
Fay looked up at the amulet, wrapped in its containing mesh of magic. Dream essences still dripped from it. If she destroyed the amulet, the dream essences that Tarik harvested for their energy, would no longer feed him. But would the enslaved weres lose their dream essences, their selves, forever?
She needed to phone Steve. She had to warn him. This wasn’t simply a djinn-given test. It was personal.
“Car,” Victor said. “Someone’s coming.”
“Do you know who this visitor is?” Fay asked Narelle.
“No.”
“Would anyone try to retrieve you?”
Narelle ducked her head. “No.”
Now, Fay heard the noise of an engine that Victor’s sharper hearing had already caught.
With a glance at her, he put his mug on the windowsill beside hers and walked out. 
“We’re alike,” Narelle whispered. “You and I. We’re both blessed to serve powerful men. But mine is stronger.”
Fay stared at her. There could be no comparison. “Steve would die to protect the vulnerable. Tarik is a monster who enslaves and would kill them. You have said, yourself, that he won’t rescue you.”
“He loves me.”
Tarik preyed on the vulnerable. How vulnerable was Narelle? Even as Fay shuddered at the intrusion, at the wrongness of using the truth spell to invade Narelle’s life, she had to know. “Have men hit you, abused you, in the past?”
“Yes.” Narelle scrambled up. “Don’t ask me. Don’t!”
“Has Tarik hit you?”
Narelle flung herself at the circle’s barrier. It held. “Yes. Damn you. Yes, but he loves me.”
Fay looked away, out the window. 
The driver of the just-arrived car emerged from it: the bear-were who’d driven her from Magadan spoke in a rumble to Victor. Both looked towards the house, to where she stood at the window. The bear squared his shoulders and started up the path to the house.
Fay left Narelle standing in the circle, her hands covering her face, her sobs silent. Fay walked out, onto the narrow porch.
“I had a phone call from the Suzerain,” the bear said. “Your phone’s coverage failed, here. He has a message for you. Steve Jekyll has vanished.”
Silence. The world stopped.
Fay would have said she didn’t move, but the bear took a step back. Maybe it was her expression that changed.
He spoke hurriedly. “The message I received is that Steve stepped into the Alexandrian portal and…someone snatched him away from the porter, Faroud.”
Fay turned on her heel and strode inside. 
Porters, the gatekeepers and navigators of the in-between, the directionless space between portals, were incalculable. All wanted a personal portal, but not all won one. Most were inherited, conscientiously passed down through the generations as the Alexandrian one was. This left unanchored porters to roam the in-between. Some might be willing to snatch a person.
Why would any sane person snatch Steve? The whole were world and Fay—and she was the scarier proposition—would come after them.
But Tarik wasn’t sane. That knowledge pushed at Fay. A madman could do anything. A madman with poisoned claws and a shrunken heart could torture and kill.
Fay needed help. She needed to know where Steve had been taken, and fortunately, she had a porter she could trust to help her: her stepfather, Jim. She just had to get to the nearest portal, in Vladivostok, fast.
She crossed the line of salt, breaking the truth spell, and seized Narelle’s wrist. The woman wasn’t a hostage, but she could still be a source of information. Fay wasn’t leaving her behind.
A thought, and the amulet in its mesh containment, floated behind Fay like a bobbing, obedient balloon. The bear- and tiger-weres waited on the porch. “Can you drive me back to Magadan, fast?” she asked the bear.
He nodded and threw a set of keys to Victor. “I borrowed the car from Katya.”
From Magadan a flight to Vladivostok, and then, portal to Fremantle, her stepfather’s home. 
“Human travel is so tedious.”
Fay’s head snapped around, snake-fast, at the sound of the drawling male voice.
Warning growls rumbled from Victor and the bear, indicating that they, too, were shocked at the suddenly-appearing visitor. 
But then, it was of the visitor’s nature, that no one would expect him.
He strolled forward, elegant but neither Japanese nor French. His accent was Iranian and his features matched. He wore summer-weight clothes, but didn’t shiver. 
“Uncle,” Fay said.
The djinn strolled from the stand of trees that sheltered Victor’s house. “Must you really travel as humans do, my Fay?”
“Not if I have help,” she answered his challenge, keeping back her anger and fear for Steve. Whatever game the djinn played, she had to learn its rules. “Narelle comes with me.”
“And her bundle of tricks?” Uncle looked at the amulet, floating over Fay’s left shoulder.
“Until I can release the dream essences safely, yes.”
“Very well.”
The blizzard came out of nowhere. It howled and blinded and tried to scour the flesh from their bones with ice pellets and cyclonic winds. But when Fay opened ice-encrusted eyelids, Siberia was a melting memory.
She stood in a clearing in a cloud forest, a high altitude rainforest. Birds called, monkeys hooted and the wind carried the rich, earthy scent of trees and leaf mulch. “The Mountains of the Moon?”
Disembodied laughter answered her.
Uncle had interfered; for good or ill, she was yet to discover.
If he had translocated her here, here she’d find Steve.
Or, would she?
She felt sun on her arms and looked down at herself. Uncle had done more than merely translocate her. Her cold weather gear was gone and she wore clothing suitable for the new environment.
Not so Narelle. The woman was still in her coat and heavy clothes, and sweating. Fay released her arm and Narelle tore out of her coat. “What was that? What brought us here?” Perhaps some of the sweat was caused by fear, rather than heat. 
“A djinn.” Fay stared up the slope. There seemed almost a path. No point questioning Narelle. The woman was no longer compelled to answer truthfully. It seemed Fay had to take just as big a risk and trust Uncle. Where the path vanished above the tree line, there seemed to be a shadow on the snow-covered ground, a shadow that could be the entrance to a cave.
Disregarding the unpleasantness of it, Fay grasped the amulet and stuffed it into a pocket of her combat trousers. She had to find Steve.
He found her. 
Whether Uncle meddled or simply timed his intervention impeccably, Steve burst from the high shadows of the mountain and raced down it. He was in his leopard form, far larger than a true leopard. More the size of a Clydesdale horse, but sleek and agile. He ran, silent, lethal and unstoppable towards Fay.
Narelle screamed and fled, blundering down mountain.
Somehow, still running, Steve changed to human. “Run, Fay!”
He’d fought demons with her. If he wanted her to run, this was beyond bad.
Knowing he’d catch up with her, she turned and ran, finding a faint path through the thick undergrowth of the rainforest that Narelle—in her panic—hadn’t followed. Still, the path was narrow, more suggestion than thoroughfare, and Fay had to concentrate not to trip or careen into twisting branches or moss-encrusted tree trunks.
A feral leopard snarl indicated Steve had returned to leopard form. Why? He’d struggle to fit the narrow path.
An answering howl answered her. A wolf-were, a call to hunt.
“Oh, hell no.” Fay put out a hand, grabbing a branch and halting her flight. Moss and lichen squidged green. Her hold slipped, but she was already pushing away. 
If Steve and she were being hunted by the weres Tarik had enslaved, Steve couldn’t fight them all alone. And she wouldn’t allow him to be captured. He’d rescued himself once. But Uncle had brought her here for a reason.
She mightn’t be able to directly magick even an enslaved were, but she had techniques for working around that. But the bigger issue was Tarik’s use of their dream essences. How might he use that energy against Steve?
The amulet was securely in her pocket as she raced back up the path, drawn by the sounds of combat.
A mongoose-were leapt at her from the left. Fay didn’t bother with finesse. Her magic lashed out, seized an old tree and swatted the mongoose into unconsciousness. She strengthened her personal ward.
As she approached the rainforest clearing where Uncle had translocated her and Narelle, Fay choked and dropped to her knees.
This wasn’t magic. This was despair and evil, a miasma not even demons emanated. Demons were at least true to themselves. This was perversion and it ate through her ward.
She staggered up, forcing herself forward, even as she fumbled to open her pocket and withdraw the amulet. No mage could translocate a person or even a living thing. The process killed it. But she’d gamble on translocating the amulet with its cargo of dream essences if she had to. Tarik couldn’t be allowed to claim it.
In the clearing, despite the miasma of evil that overwhelmed Fay, Steve fought with speed and aggression. He fought to disable, though, which ought to have handicapped him. Except, the seven weres circling in front of him were hampered by lack of space in the crowded clearing and, it seemed, by a command to capture rather than kill Steve. A large gray wolf-were bled heavily from his right flank. An elephant-were, monstrously large, stomped and sidled uneasily in the background.
And all the time, the horrifically wrong energy pulsed at Fay and Steve. Nothing had ever weakened Fay as this did.
Poison.
The Ancient Egyptian spell had warned of claws tipped in poison. What if the poison wasn’t physical, but psychical?
Fay stared at the amulet she held. She dissolved her containment spell and the leaking dream essences poured over her hand and down to pool on the rainforest floor. It was so hard to think.
If she destroyed the amulet, then surely Tarik’s control of that energy would cease. Wouldn’t it? On the other hand, she could almost guarantee that released so suddenly and catastrophically into this unstable environment, the enslaved weres’ dream essences would never return to them. The channel of their essences had been twisted and eroded. In effect, she’d kill them.
Barbara had been freed quietly, carefully and with her home territory sustaining her. A violent dissolution of the spell would be very different.
And what if the perversion of Tarik, the “bloated toad” with the shrunken heart that the ancient spell warned of, remained even after the amulet was destroyed? What if the amulet were no more than an unnecessary prop used by an untrained rogue mage? The containment of Narelle’s magic hadn’t affected it. What if the pattern of the spell truly self-sustained? There were a few rare spells—used only in extremis by reputable mages—that only ceased with the spell caster’s death.
The elephant-were charged.
Steve sprang sideways, but the wolf-were was there, forcing him back. Steve twisted and jumped. The elephant-were’s tusk sliced his right side. The wolf-were attacked. Two jaguar-weres pounced.
Fay was out of options. Her own magic felt pitted, attacked in the way saltwater rusted iron, but faster. She had to use it now before the perverted energy drawn from the weres’ dream essences weakened her further.
No second chances.
She called the weather to her. A whirling tornado tore up trees, grass and dirt, filling the clearing with chaos. In the middle of it—and holding her concentration against the perverted energy pulsing at her was as hard as banishing a demon, and at least with that, she’d had practice—Fay shimmered a protective shell around Steve and herself, one that sheltered them from the whirling debris and turned them invisible. She wouldn’t be able to hold it for long.
Along the mate-bond, which remained amazingly clear amid the chaos, she sent a mental call to Steve, praying that he wouldn’t be stubbornly heroic. “Run. Run with me.”
They hurtled through the rainforest, Steve running before her, choosing and securing their path, ignoring the plants that tore at his leopard-were form. She flung her magic into intensifying the storm behind her. Its chaos and the damage to the rainforest were terrible, but it blocked pursuit.
And as they fled down the mountain, the pressure of the twisted energy Tarik commanded lessened. Despite bruises and scrapes, and her worry for the blood Steve was losing, Fay felt better able to cope.
Steve shifted to human. His clothes were torn and swiftly soaked with blood. He pressed a hand to his side. “There’s a compound. They’ll expect us. A portal exists in the third hut.”
She nodded. “We’ll be invisible and warded. The bullets will bounce.” She had enough strength for one last major magic.
“Physical attack?” Blood seeped from between his fingers. He’d fight, but he knew his ability to defend her was compromised. 
“I’ll burn them,” she said grimly. For a demon summoner—and that was her strongest talent, even if she used the reverse of it to banish demons—fire was the easiest element to call.
She cloaked them as Steve moved off. There was no time to waste. He needed a healer. Her magic couldn’t touch him, a were.
The compound had razed the rainforest around it. If she hadn’t been able to cloak herself and Steve, they’d have been instantly visible—and dead. Alerted no doubt by radio contact and the storm trailing down the mountain behind her, the compound’s residents raked the mountain-side perimeter with gunfire. 
It was freaky to watch bullets bounce off the air around you. Collegium guardian trainees first experienced paintball attack, then rubber bullets, before advancing to live fire. Fay held her magic under the assault.
But the bouncing bullets served a purpose for the enemy. They revealed Fay and Steve’s presence. Someone shouted. Smart, very smart. A hose came on, the water hitting the warding and pinpointing them. Nonetheless, Fay held onto the invisible spell. 
The gunfire ceased and weres emerged in animal form from the concrete block buildings of the compound. They ran at Fay and Steve. 
“Third building.” His reminder came from behind gritted teeth. He was weakening despite his steady run. “They’ll be protecting it.”
“More fool them.” Fay had nothing left to lose. She called fire, and it ringed her and Steve, flaring high despite the hose stream of water.
The weres recoiled.
And then, the fire vanished. 
Except, it hadn’t. This was a trick from her teenage years. One practiced in private and safely distant from everyone. She compressed the fire. Slammed it tighter and tighter before releasing it suddenly—inside the third building. 
A muffled boom echoed from within the third building. The fire had exploded. Its sudden release would have rendered everyone waiting inside unconscious, even as it extinguished the flames for lack of oxygen. It would have been a problem if she and Steve needed a porter to help them navigate the in-between, but she had a token.
She clasped Steve’s hand as they entered the ruin of the third building. They jumped around and over fallen bodies, not slowing as they reached the portal. With weres in pursuit, growling and menacing, they ran into the circle of the portal and the in-between claimed them.
There was no up or down, no right or left. No direction or path. Everything spiraled.
Fay hated the in-between. Being handed from porter to porter made traversing it a thing of seconds. Without porters to courier them, they could be lost forever. Although a few portal-less porters did provide retrieval services.
Conscious that Steve didn’t have time to spare—his wound needed tending now—Fay withdrew the seashell token her stepfather had given her. In the in-between, tokens would bring a non-porter safely to the portal from which the token had been charged. Fay didn’t understand the magic, but she didn’t need to.
The pull of the shell token brought her and Steve to Jim’s Australian portal within a minute.
Jim, himself, was still hurrying down the ladder to his cellar-located portal. “Fay? Bloody hell, Steve.”
“Explanations later,” Fay said. “We need to get to Alexandria. Can you hand us on to Faroud?” At the fortress there’d be healers for Steve, people who knew how to treat weres. Nor did she want Tarik and his evil coming through to Jim.
“Of course.” He grasped her hand and shouted into the portal. “Faroud?”
“What do you want?” Faroud sounded distracted. 
“I have Fay and Steve. Steve’s wounded.”
“Send them through.”
“Jim.” Fay stared at him. “Don’t let anyone in.”
“Don’t worry about us, darl.” The Australian accent was confident. A porter had the power of his portal to draw on for protection. 
It was why Fay had needed to render the porter at the Mountains of the Moon unconscious in the explosion. She gripped Jim’s hand. “Say hi to Mom.”
Faroud’s hand replaced Jim’s. The in-between whirled only a second before Fay and Steve stepped out into the vaulted chamber beneath the Alexandrian fort.
People were running down the cellar stairs. A full, and open, medical kit stood beside a stretcher. 
Steve glanced at the preparations, then back at Fay. “I think we’re expected.”
 



Chapter 10
 
Safe. Stepping out of the portal and into the cool security of the fort flooded Fay with relief. It wasn’t only safe. It was sane. The evil of Tarik’s mountain retreat hadn’t been able to follow them through the portal. Yet. Tarik’s porter was likely unconscious still from the fire explosion. She’d have asked Faroud to guard the portal, but Steve got there first.
“Let no one through, Faroud. Not even weres.” Steve scanned the assembling crowd. His gaze stopped at the competent middle-aged woman Fay had met two days ago. “Lilith, I want guards here. Minimum of two by the portal. Constant tech surveillance.”
A medic had scissors and cut off Steve’s shirt. The older man’s breath hissed as the long, deep gash was revealed. “Damn it, Steve. Lie down.”
But Steve’s gaze went over the medic’s head, finding his grandfather as Tomy descended the stairs. “I’m fine, Granddad.”
“Gored by an elephant-were,” Fay elaborated.
Hurried footsteps approached from the direction of the elevator. Mrs. Jekyll. “Steve, my darling.”
He caught her fluttering hands. “I’m safe, Grand-mère. Fay brought me home.”
“Your side!” 
He was steadily losing blood even as the medic swabbed his side, muttering.
“For heaven’s sake, Steve, lie down!” Fay exclaimed. 
Steve scowled at her.
The medic gave her a wry, sympathetic grin. “I’m Doctor Singh. The problem with us weres is that we have a higher tolerance for pain. So we’ll fight on past reason. I’ve seen the aftermath. People I couldn’t help because they fought on with death wounds rather than having them treated. People who stupidly resisted treatment after the fight ended.”
Steve winced as the doctor probed the wound. “All right. I’ll lie down.” He climbed gingerly onto the stretcher. “I don’t need an audience.”
People shuffled but didn’t retreat. They looked from Steve to Fay, and back again.
“Go!” Lilith snapped and drove them up the stairs ahead of her. A man and woman stayed on guard, their attention nominally for the portal, but sliding sideways to the action around the stretcher.
Faroud, the porter, pulled up a chair and sat. Whatever his own defensive preparations, he intended to stay on duty.
Mrs. Jekyll fussed, peering at Doctor Singh’s work and criticizing it.
Mr. Jekyll stood tall and gaunt, gray-faced at the foot of the stretcher.
Fay looked around, saw no other chairs, and sat on the ground. She leaned back against the wall. She had her own hurts, minor ones, that were making themselves known as her adrenaline levels tapered off. Grazes and bruises, a couple of deeper scratches.
“Keep still,” Doctor Singh said.
Steve had turned his head to find her. “You need medical attention, too.” 
“A hot shower and some antiseptic cream.”
“I’ll check her after I’ve finished with you,” Doctor Singh said.
Reassured, Steve relaxed—as much as he could relax with his wound being stitched. At least he stayed still.
“How bad is it?” Fay asked.
Doctor Singh answered. “A day for the wound to seal, if he stays in bed. Twenty four hours bed rest. Then another day or two where it’ll tear easily. After that, it’ll be sore but functional.”
“I don’t have three days,” Steve said.
The absolute conviction in his voice shocked Fay. He wasn’t simply being tough. What had he seen or what had Tarik done to him? She closed her mouth on the questions. He couldn’t talk freely till they were alone.
“That wretched meddling djinn.” Mrs. Jekyll burst into tears.
Doctor Singh put a hand on Steve’s shoulder, holding him down.
Mr. Jekyll walked around the stretcher and gathered his wife to him. “We’ve been worried about you. You vanished from Faroud’s hold. No one knew where to. So we contacted Fay.”
“No other stinking goat porter will steal a person from me, again,” Faroud swore. “I’ve never heard of such a thing. You were wrenched away from me and the person was fast. They were gone, lost in the swirling alleys of the in-between before I could follow you.”
“If it happens again, you’re fired,” Mrs. Jekyll said.
Faroud stood. He’d seemed a harmless man, with his old hippie vibe, but as shadows swirled from the portal and filled the immense underground chamber, that changed. “The portal is mine.”
“Yes, it is,” Fay said. “Thank you for accepting our return.”
He hesitated, his attention distracted from the Jekyll family. They might take a porter for granted, but he wasn’t theirs to control. He could refuse them, or all weres, the use of his portal. “I have heard of the Australian porter by reputation. He is crazy but honest. Very wealthy. Who is he to you?”
“Jim is my stepfather.” She was aware of Mrs. Jekyll’s sobs ceasing so that the old lady could listen into the conversation.
“He found you,” Faroud said flatly, evidently envisaging that Jim had succeeded in pursuing Steve’s kidnapper where he’d failed.
“No. I had a token from Jim. It returned me to his portal in Fremantle.” Fay showed Faroud the seashell.
Faroud swung on Steve. “This is what I tell you. Take a cord, tie it on you. It will bring you home.”
“I will in future.” Steve’s voice had lost its usual resonance. “We’ve never been threatened this way before.”
Doctor Singh finished stitching and began bandaging the wound.
Fay closed her eyes. Three days before Steve was fit to pursue Tarik. She doubted that Steve would wait that long or that Tarik would be obliging enough to hang fire till they could fight him. She concentrated on the magic coiled within her. Perhaps it was that Faroud’s emotional disturbance had caused the portal’s magic to flare up and spillover, or perhaps, under the influence of the evil miasma of Tarik’s energy, she’d misjudged her own capacity for further magic, but it was there, renewed, within her. It was magic enough and to spare to heal Steve—if he hadn’t been were and immune to magic.
With her eyes closed, her mage sight flickered and flashed, and coalesced into a golden rope. The mate-bond as she’d seen it while fighting for their lives in the rainforest. Not magic, but dream essence, emotional truth. 
Fay opened her eyes. The mate-bond was still visible to this sight, faint and transparent, kissing the world with opal fire. She pulsed the golden power of her magic along it. Heal, Steve.
His head snapped around.
She met his gaze. “It’s worth trying.”
“What are you doing?” Mr. Jekyll sounded wary. “What are you trying? We are grateful to you for Steve’s return, but…”
The two guards on duty looked away from the portal to Fay. There was mistrust and a readiness to attack in their tense stance.
Doctor Singh lifted his hands off Steve’s body. He’d been wiping away the blood on a smaller wound, a gash on the outer side of Steve’s right arm. “It’s healed.” He swiped gauze over the spot. “Impossible.”
“What are you muttering about?” Mrs. Jekyll pushed in.
Steve sat up. “Fay, is this hurting you?”
“No. Not at all. No more energy draw than minor magic.”
“It feels a lot more than minor.” Steve slipped off the stretcher and stood a moment, assessing something.
For Fay, the mate-bond resisted more power being sent along it. She stopped. For her, this was new. She was being forced to trust her instincts rather than her training in magic.
Steve walked across to her, grasped her hand and pulled her up from the floor.
“Be careful!” Mrs. Jekyll shrieked. “Your side.”
Steve ripped off his bandage. The skin of his wound was pink and healed. Even as they watched, the pink faded to a healthy, normal color.
Doctor Singh sighed. “I expect you want me to take the stitches out now.”
“In a minute.” Steve lowered his head and kissed Fay.
There weren’t words for the kiss. It wasn’t simply passion or need, hunger or claiming. It wasn’t even mere relief or joy at their survival. Nor was it gratitude. It was all of those things and something more fundamental: their mate-bond, the rightness of being together. The promise that this was them, now and forever.
It was the sort of kiss that set the bells pealing, sealing a marriage ceremony.
“How did you do this?” Mr. Jekyll interrupted. “How did you heal him? He shouldn’t be touched by magic. Has that changed? Are weres vulnerable?”
“Fay healed me through our mate-bond. Not by magic. By love.” Steve’s smile was in his eyes; his hands on her face, cherishing.
“That is metaphysical nonsense,” Mrs. Jekyll snapped.
“Hardly nonsense.” Doctor Singh had clean gloves on, scissors and tweezers. “The proof is in his healing. Steve, if you hopped back on the stretcher, this would be easier.”
Steve sat as requested. Despite the dried blood on him, he was healthy and fit. Whole. Safe.
Reaction hit Fay hard. She’d nearly lost him. She still didn’t know what Tarik had planned to do with him. How had he escaped?
She breathed deep, trying to strangle her post-action anxiety. 
“None of this is reasonable. All of this is wrong. It is your fault.” Mrs. Jekyll stalked to Fay. Evidently she handled her anxiety aggressively and by laying blame. “It’s gone wrong since Steve took up with you.”
“Grand-mère.” Steve’s tone was a warning and command for silence.
“No! She is magic and you are were. The two do not mix! No! I will not have you polluting our blood. You will not have children with this witch!” Mrs. Jekyll’s voice rose in a shriek.
“Grand-mère.” Steve got off the stretcher. He was tall and lethal, his expression severe. 
“Raha, hush.” Mr. Jekyll attempted to intervene.
Mrs. Jekyll shrugged her arm out of his hold. “Go!” She said imperiously to Fay and pointed at the stairs.
Fay was barely holding together as she faced the truth of how nearly she’d lost Steve. How nearly she still could. Not from Mrs. Jekyll’s histrionics, but from the threat of the jackal-were and rogue mage, and the evil, noxious energy they’d created. Fay had been trained to assess threats and act accordingly. On the threat level, Mrs. Jekyll didn’t rate. Her hysterical disapproval was an emotional issue to be dealt with later.
What mattered was learning what had happened to Steve, why and how he’d been kidnapped, and planning their strategy for eliminating the threat to them and to all the weres. This had become so much more than a djinn-inspired test. 
Fay plunged forward three steps, caught Steve’s hand and pulled him to her; away from confronting his grandparents. “You’re right, Mrs. Jekyll. I need to go. I need food, a shower, clean clothes. Even sleep. Steve needs the same.”
Steve closed his hand around hers. 
“Last stitch.” Doctor Singh had followed Steve. Now he held up the scrap of thread. “You may go.”
“Glad I have your permission, doc,” Steve said sardonically.
“Steve, stay!” his grandmother ordered.
He walked towards the stairs, Fay beside him.
Behind them came a wavering, feminine groan, a sigh, and the rustle of a gentle collapse. When they turned, Mrs. Jekyll had “fainted”. 
Doctor Singh rolled his eyes. 
The two guards looked uncomfortable. 
Faroud was frankly fascinated. He winked at Fay.
“Steve, don’t leave the fort,” his granddad said. “We must talk. Your parents are flying here since we couldn’t trust the portal for transit.”
Fay waited. This was Steve’s family, his call. As much as she disliked the arrogance his grandparents displayed in ordering him around, she knew she didn’t have enough experience of families to judge the nuances. Perhaps this was normal across generations? Perhaps even a sign of caring?
Steve looked at his granddad as the elderly man knelt beside his gracefully reclining wife. Steve’s expression stayed grim. “Grand-Mère ordered my mate to leave the fort. She insulted Fay and our future children.”
Children! Fay squeezed his hand, convulsively. She hadn’t ever considered motherhood. Would their children be leopard-weres? How would the weres treat them if they were mages, like her? Did she want children?
Yes.
Not yet, but one day. Children. She smiled at Steve. Thoughts of children were joyous.
He scowled at his grandmother, still faking unconsciousness. “I’m mad. But Mom, she’s going to raise the roof.”
Just out of Steve’s line of sight, but within Fay’s, Faroud nodded vigorously.
“Words spoken out of an anxious time.” Mr. Jekyll attempted to gloss things over.
Steve was having none of it. “Words spoken out of prejudice and aimed to hurt Fay. Aimed to drive away my mate. Uncle has accepted Fay, and if he hadn’t, I would leave. She is my future. Do you think she could heal me if we weren’t bound more tightly than most couples? If you need proof, there it is. But you shouldn’t need proof. You should welcome Fay because I love her, and for herself. Mom knows that. Dad knows it. They’ll give Fay the welcome family should.”
He paused. “We’ll stay in the fort.”
They walked up the stone stairs, emerging to a ground level, sunlit corridor. Steve led Fay a short distance down it to another set of stairs. They kept climbing. Three flights up, they exited to a carpeted corridor.
“Guest rooms.” Steve opened a door, revealing an impersonal room with a bed, dull shades of gray furnishings and a window that looked out across Alexandria. “Can you do that privacy bubble thing?” He closed the door behind him.
“Done.” She walked into his arms.
She felt his heart pounding faster than normal and knew it wasn’t from climbing the stairs. This was anger and other emotions. He’d drawn a line in the sand for his family and other weres to protect her.
“I’m sorry about my grandparents,” he said. “I didn’t think they’d be this bad. Somehow accepting you has gotten tangled up with relinquishing the Suzerainty. Even for Granddad.” Surprise and then frustration in his voice. “They seem to have forgotten that neither are in their power. They don’t decide your and my relationship.” A squeeze. “And they don’t control Uncle, either. The Suzerainty is based on the power he gives.”
Fay touched his chest, his healed side. All she could do was be there. 
“Are you very hurt?” he asked.
“Me?”
“I wasn’t lying to Granddad. Mom and Dad, especially Mom, are going to be mad about your poor reception here. You’re already part of their family.” 
“It can’t be that easy. Acceptance isn’t that easy.”
“It is.” He bracketed her face with his large hands. “What was it Uncle said about dream essences, that we’re all part of what we touch in our day, what is important to us? That’s you. You’re part of me, Fay. Just as I’m part of you. That’s where our mate-bond comes from. That’s why loving either of us means accepting both of us, welcoming all that we are and will become.”
“Including children?” She’d meant to sound teasing. Instead, she heard her uncertainty.
So did Steve. “Were, magic or mundane, our children will be loved.”
She kissed him for being there. For saying the right things, even as he spoke from the heart. 
He returned the kiss, unbuttoning her shirt as he did so. “You shower first. I need to phone Mom and Dad, let them know we’re okay and find out when they’ll be here. That crazed jackal-were took my phone. It’s a good thing I don’t use it as an organizer. He won’t find anything vital.” Steve crossed to the old-fashioned phone on a table by the bed. 
“Do you still need the privacy bubble?”
“No. I just…we need time alone.” He sat on the bed, chest bare, the signs of his struggle on the mountain still visible, for all that he’d healed. His smile was rueful. “I don’t know how to give us that time till we get this thing done.” This thing, the test that had become so much more. Tarik had to be stopped. “Go and shower, sweetheart.” He started dialing a number.
She walked into the bathroom and closed the door, giving him privacy. Still she overheard the beginning of the conversation.
“I’m okay, Dad. Yeah, Mom, we’re both fine.” 
Fay stepped into the stream of hot water and washed away hours of travel and the sweat of the rainforest. Her scrapes and grazes stung. She’d been in this state, and worse, before. Fortunately, unlike with weres, healing magic could fix her minor injuries. She set a charm in the flow of the water so that it washed away pain and blood. Bruises blossomed and faded. By the time she finished showering, her skin had healed. 
Just in time. Steve walked into the bathroom, his gaze roaming her body. There was nothing sexual in the look. He was searching for injuries. 
“The scrapes were minor and I fixed them.” Fay wrapped a towel around herself, then another around her hair. “The shower’s all yours.”
He’d left his boots in the bedroom. Now he stripped off his jeans. “Mom and Dad’ll be here in an hour and a half. I’ll get us some food, then we have an hour to nap. You said you wanted sleep.”
Not so much sleep, as rest. A time to regroup. But…“We should talk about—” She broke off. Why tell their stories twice? His parents, and his grandparents, would want to know what had happened to them. “All right.”
As she watched, the hot water of the shower ran over his body, rivulets silvering against the dark tan of his skin as he tipped his face to the spray. She walked out of the bathroom before she stepped into the water with him. The shower space was too small for two people.
In the bedroom, she considered her dirty clothes. She could magic new ones, translocating them from her belongings at Steve’s house in Cyprus, or she could hoard her magic, unsure how it would be tested in the next few hours and days.
A knock at the door interrupted her debate.
Great. She was wearing a towel.
“It’s Lilith. I brought clothes.”
Fay hurried the few steps and opened the door. 
Lilith held a stack of women and men’s clothes. Her expression was reserved, but not unfriendly. She handed them over. “We keep a supply of clothing. I had to guess sizes. If you make a list, I can send someone out for anything you want.”
“Um, this should be fine.” Fay hadn’t expected a concierge service akin to that of an expensive hotel.
“Ask for help,” Lilith advised, and it was advice. “You need to concentrate on this test Mrs. Jekyll is so stirred up about. And letting people help you makes you more knowable.”
“Less magical?” Fay asked wryly.
“You’re an unknown factor. People need to slot you into a place. You’re Steve’s mate and what else? Ally? Enemy? Distant? Friendly?”
Steve walked out of the bathroom, towel around his waist. “Try hungry. I was going to go for food, but if you could ask the kitchen to send something up, Lilith, that would be good.”
“I’ll send a marshal to collect it.”
“Security duty?” Steve raised an eyebrow.
“Someone kidnapped you via the portal, from the fort. I take that security breach seriously.”
“So do I,” Fay said. She was beginning to feel cool, wrapped insecurely in a damp towel. Or maybe it was a deeper sense of insecurity and betrayal. Everyone was on edge for a reason. At the fort, the weres were accustomed to feeling safe.
It wasn’t quite as bad as the devastation in the Collegium a fortnight ago when they’d discovered a demon haunting the presidential suite, but this was its own kind of evil. People needed places they were safe. The ancient notion of sanctuary met a timeless human need. There had to be somewhere you could rest.
Lilith closed the door behind her, Steve returned to the bathroom, and Fay had her private time: a few minutes before food arrived. She put the clothes on the bed, separating out hers and Steve’s, and pulling hers on, quickly combing her hair and braiding it still wet. But as she moved automatically through the routine of getting dressed, her brain had nothing to distract it. She remembered Steve’s injuries and her own feeling of helpless despair on the mountain. 
From what Narelle had said, Tarik intended to challenge Steve. The energy he wielded was outside anything Fay had experienced or heard told of before. It had corroded her magic. If she was better prepared next time, could she hold out for longer? or would she need to use her magic hard and early, unable to trust that it would remain strong under the bombardment of Tarik’s miasma? How much help could she be to Steve?
He walked out of the bathroom, clean shaven, and started dressing.
“What does Tarik want with you?” The question burst out of her. “Narelle said he thinks of himself as the rightful heir to the Suzerainty.”
Steve zipped his trousers. “Does he? Interesting excuse. Uncle will love it.” His tone said the opposite. He reached for Fay as she walked across to get her boots. “If I had to guess, I’d say Tarik has fixated on me as the symbol of what he has to defeat to showcase his power and—if he has delusions of claiming the Suzerainty—proving he’s the better man for the job.” He grimaced. “I’m to be his trophy.”
“Never.”
His caressed her shoulders restlessly, trying to soothe himself or her, or both, with touch. “Just for now, forget him. I need to hold you. We have a few minutes till the food gets here.” He settled them on the bed, spooning her. “Hell. As bad as being kidnapped by the bastard was, escaping down the mountain to find you there…” His voice deepened and vibrated with stress. He shifted even closer.
Fay would have preferred to face him, but as his bigger body cradled hers, warming her all along her back and thighs, she understood the comfort of the position. Her muscles relaxed and so did his. It was a quiet lesson in the power of simply being together. Her heartbeat and her hopefulness steadied.
As much as they needed to eat, the arrival of food was an intrusion. A marshal brought a tray containing spicy grilled lamb, flatbread, salad, baklava and coffee, and Steve took it at the door. A small semi-circle table stood against the wall by the window with two chairs. They ate looking out over Alexandria, able to glimpse the Mediterranean Sea shimmering in the late afternoon sunshine.
“Dad is an international human rights lawyer. His name’s David.” Steve began talking as he ate a second sandwich of folded flatbread and lamb. “He has a dry sense of humor. He’s not a diplomat like Granddad. Dad’s aggressive, but people don’t initially realize it since he pours that energy into protecting the innocent. You should see him in court or negotiating a settlement. He’s ferocious. But in everyday life, Dad’s low-key.
“Mom’s different. She’s in finance and makes a killing. She enjoys finding businesses that need restructuring, and going in and fixing them. She’s loud and social and loyal. She only uses that whole being the daughter of an earl thing if she thinks she can get an advantage over someone she detests. Otherwise, social status is irrelevant to her.” 
Perhaps that was meant to reassure Fay.
“They live in London, high in a penthouse that satisfies Dad’s leopard. Near enough to Mom’s pack to satisfy her wolf’s gregariousness. They have all sorts of friends—weres, mages and mundanes—and keep an open house.”
He finished the sandwich.
She ate a baklava. The sticky honey was sweet and faintly flavored with orange water. She asked a safe question, aware that Steve was trying to prepare her, or make her feel better, for meeting his parents. “What’s your mom’s name?”
“Michelle.”
The phone in the room rang.
Steve wiped his fingers, crossed to it, and picked it up. After a moment, he said. “Already?” A pause, a sigh and a wry look at Fay. He spoke into the phone again. “Yeah, why not? The more the crazier.”
Fay heard laughter from the phone before Steve replaced it. “Your parents are here early, I take it?”
“On their way from the airport. And my sister and other grandfather are with them.” He crouched in front of Fay. “My aunts and uncles and cousins are waiting to hear if they should fly in, too.”
“They’re worried about you.”
“Mmm.” Humor lurked in his light brown eyes.
“Aren’t they?”
“Possibly. But mostly, I think they’re curious about you. Remember, I’d warned them away so that we could have time together. Now that they have an excuse, they all want to gatecrash.”
“Oh.” Panic!
Mrs. Jekyll had not been a good introduction to his family.
“Would you like to run away?”
She glared at him, catching his laughter. “I’m not used to big families.”
“I know.” He rubbed her knuckles. “In a way, though, this is a good time to meet them. That crazy jackal and his pet mage give them something else to concentrate on.”
“Something other than me?”
“And how we interact, what schemes they can lure you into. Some of my cousins…no, we’ve got enough problems right now.” But he smiled, not truly bothered by his cousins.
Fay changed the subject, slightly. “Did you hear Lilith suggest I ask for help?” She waited for his nod, guessing he had heard from the bathroom. “She meant more than clothes, didn’t she?”
He sighed and raked a hand through his hair. “Lilith is an experienced marshal. When the opening for head of security at the fort came up, Granddad appointed her.”
“And your grandmother agreed?” Fay couldn’t see Mrs. Jekyll welcoming the challenge of another woman with authority in her home.
Steve grimaced. “Grand-Mère hasn’t shown you her best side. She can be—is—loving and charming. She’s Granddad’s best asset in dealing with mundanes. But you’re right. She likes to feel in control. Lilith, the way she dresses, she looks like a housekeeper.”
Fay snorted.
“Not a cleaner given a title in lieu of proper payment,” Steve responded to her disbelief. “Maybe I should have said butler. Lilith dresses in black, dresses just a fraction on the dowdy side of smart.” A glance at Fay. “Hell. I overheard Mom and Lilith talking. They crafted the strategy on Lilith getting the head of security position at the fort, and how they’d show Granddad that Lilith could deal with Grand-Mère.”
“Wasn’t that…did that…” Fay struggled to frame her question. “Did your mom helping Lilith manipulate your grandmother feel disloyal to you?”
“Loyalty doesn’t mean indulgence or blind trust. Being aware of the weaknesses or personality quirks of someone you love lets you compensate for them. The fort’s security came first, and then, how to manage it without hurting anyone’s feelings.” He tipped his head to one side, perhaps reading her uncertainty in her face. “What would you have done?”
“Wouldn’t a male candidate have been available for the job Lilith does? I think Mrs. Jekyll deals better with men.”
“So you’d have indulged Grand-mère?”
“Her preferences would have been a factor in my decision.” She’d have thought he’d feel the same.
“Lilith dressing as a butler does that. But spin the situation another way. If you decided an important element of fort, and all were security based on Grand-mère’s preferences, then isn’t she manipulating you?”
Fay’s mouth dropped open.
Steve grinned, amused and sympathetic. “Family is complicated. Decide what is right, then soften the edges.” 
She gathered her composure. “Is that how a wolf pack works?”
He laughed. “No. Grandfather simply tells people what to do and roars when they have their own ideas—which they do, frequently. You’ll like Grandfather. He’s direct. He’ll expect you to call him John.”
“And I’m to meet him in a few minutes?”
Humor curved Steve’s mouth and danced in his eyes. “Which is worse, the rogue mage and crazy jackal, or my family?”
She punched his arm.
“How do you feel about meeting them in public, in the café?”
To some extent, public life would be her future. Staying with Steve meant enduring the curiosity of the weres. Heck, even in Siberia Victor had heard of her. “I wouldn’t mind another coffee.”
He kissed her quickly in a sign of approval.
Ten minutes later, they stood in the café’s kitchen with Steve sliding their tray of empty plates onto a counter. “Thanks.” He introduced Fay casually, just her name, and requested two coffees. There were sidelong, curious glances from the staff before she and Steve sat at a table where they could see the entrance to the fort.
It was like magic. Within seconds, people filled the café. All were curious, none approached their table. Fay wondered what stopped them. Was there some protocol for addressing the heir to the Suzerainty?
“Lilith posted guards.” Steve didn’t bother to whisper. Were hearing would catch any comment. “We’re ringed in by marshals at the closest tables.”
And that’s how closely we’re monitored here in the fort, Fay thought. 
Steve stood. “They’re here.”
Adrenaline surged through her and receded. We should have waited somewhere private. Wherever she looked, people watched her. Standing seemed a huge effort, her feet suddenly gigantic and clumsy, her body stiff. She’d rather fight a hundred demons than face this moment.
Steve put a gentle hand at the small of her back.
She saw the love in his eyes and his pride in her. It calmed her sudden fear. Through their mate-bond, she felt his love. She had to trust him. She had to believe that his family did welcome her; that their love for him was enough to ensure her acceptance.
She had to relax. She had to show them that she wanted to like them. 
Two tall men and two women almost as tall walked in. Silhouetted against the evening light, their faces were momentarily obscured. Then they rushed forward.
Chairs scraped as the people in between got out of the way—even the marshals.
Steve’s mom reached them first, and hugged Fay. She ignored her son who’d been kidnapped in favor of hugging Fay! “Welcome to the family.”
“Um, thanks.” Fay returned the hug uncertainly. 
Michelle was her height, strong and lean. She wore an expensive suit and smelled of expensive perfume, but her make-up had worn off and she hadn’t renewed it. When she drew back a little, her blue eyes showed red rims. Tears. She smiled at Fay, then abruptly launched herself at her son.
As Steve hugged his mom, his dad pulled Fay in for a quick hug. He looked so much like Steve, only older. And then there was Steve’s grandfather, the earl. John. He was a large man with white hair and sharp blue eyes, as burly as a lumberjack. 
“Good girl.” The old man slapped Fay on the back. “Rescued our boy, I hear. Good girl.” She was crushed in the longest hug of all as he whispered under his breath. “You’re his, so you’re ours, and now these bastards know it.” 
They sure did. Around them, in the crowded café, everyone watched. Not that Fay had time to worry about everyone. Breathless, she faced the last of the quartet, Steve’s sister, Liz.
The young woman was Fay’s age, Fay’s height, but dark to Fay’s fairness, and astoundingly beautiful. Liz wore shirt, jeans and boots, ready for action. She also had an understanding smile. “You’ll get used to us. Hello, sis.” The hug was brief but real. 
Released, Fay’s knees went wobbly. Steve wrapped an arm around her waist, holding her up. “Thanks.” She glanced up at him and saw the understanding in his eyes. She hadn’t been nervous of meeting his family: she’d been terrified. Mrs. Jekyll’s hostile reception had rattled Fay more than she’d been willing to admit, even to herself.
She looked at his parents, grandfather and sister. Steve’s dad was the most reserved, but all of them smiled at her. 
Then the earl’s smile widened into a teeth-baring grin. “Where’s Tomy?”
Lilith seemed to materialize out of nowhere. “The Suzerain will meet you in the Court.” All very formal and official, except that the look Lilith exchanged with Steve’s mom, Michelle, had a fleeting complicity.
Comprehension swept through Fay. Steve’s family had made such a point, a public point, of welcoming Fay because Lilith had reported the disaster of her encounter with the older Jekylls. Michelle and Lilith were allies.
And Fay had allies, too. Steve’s family had her back.
 



Chapter 11
 
Walking towards the Court, Steve knew a deep gratitude for his family’s response. Of course they’d been worried for his life when he’d been kidnapped, but with him safely returned, they’d rallied to support Fay. As much as he’d tried to help, meeting Tomy and Raha had been an ordeal for her. He was still angry with Grand-mère over her attitude and words.
But Fay was more settled now. She’d didn’t stride beside him, ready to repulse an attack. Instead, bemusement had relaxed her a little.
Steve smothered a grin. His mom might be the exuberant, sociable personality, but his dad had a way with him. With Grandfather leading the charge down the corridor to the Court, his mom and sister squashed in around him and Fay, and his dad brought up the rear, musing on changes to the fort.
“We’ve not had magic in the fort for ages. Except for Uncle, obviously. But you can’t ask him to re-orient it.”
Fay tripped as she turned her head to look back at his dad. 
“Don’t listen to him.” Michelle caught Fay’s arm; unnecessarily, since Fay had steadied herself. “David has this idea that the view from the fort would be better if we turned the building twenty degrees.”
“What’s twenty degrees? Nothing.” His dad’s dry tone almost hid his teasing. He was clever, enviably so. With one tease, he’d told Fay that not only was her magic accepted, it was considered an asset.
“I could swivel the building,” Fay said slowly, evidently thinking through the implications of more than simply moving a hulking pile of stones.
“Really?” And that was Liz, bumping into Steve in her eagerness. “You could move the fort?” 
“It would cause chaos, ripping up plumbing and electricity supplies,” Fay responded cautiously. “I’d need all those mapped if I was to—”
“Who cares?!!” Liz squealed. “That is so cool. You can literally rock the Suzerainty to its foundations.” That was Liz. Despite qualifying as a doctor, she sounded like a teenager. But an enthusiastic one.
Grandfather ignored all of them and pushed open the Court door. “Tomy, Raha, we’re here.”
Fay caught Steve’s hand and squeezed it. 
Yeah, John’s opening statement did sound ominous. Challenge laced it. Did Fay realize his grandfather was going to war on her behalf?
His other granddad did. Steve saw the wariness in Tomy’s eyes—light brown like his own. Steve thought he also detected regret as Tomy’s gaze found Fay, surrounded by the family. This was how Tomy should have responded to Fay’s presence in Steve’s life. Instead…
Grand-mère sat to Tomy’s right. She’d changed clothes from two hours ago and wore a severely tailored purple suit, and had redone her make up to match, including her fingernail color. Her battle armor.
Perhaps that was why Michelle hadn’t bothered to change from her office clothes and still wore a suit?
“Hi, Granddad.” Liz broke the ice. She walked in and around the boardroom table to kiss Tomy on the cheek, then bend and kiss Grand-mère’s cheek.
David quietly closed the door, a statement that this was private family business as much as official Suzerainty duty. Uncle’s magic, even without his presence, made the happenings of the Court secret, when necessary.
Everyone took a seat at the table.
When Steve would have sat to the side, as he usually did, John shoved him instead into the chair at the foot of the table. It was a not so subtle statement as he found himself facing Tomy at the head. Meantime, John held the chair to Steve’s right for Fay.
“Thank you.” She sat. 
John sat on her other side. They stared diagonally the length of the table to Grand-mère and her pinched expression.
David sat beside his mom, touching her shoulder briefly. Michelle sat beside him. It left a no man’s land of six-chair-distance between the two groupings. The gap wouldn’t help mend matters and it would make discussion harder.
Abruptly the six empty chairs either side of the table vanished, as did the table itself. A smaller table replaced it, and Fay, John and Steve’s chairs all slid up, carrying them, to fit around the new table.
“That’s better,” Fay said. Her voice was quiet, but she’d just asserted herself. She’d used her magic, in the heart of the Suzerainty, to send a message. 
Steve grinned. No matter what they faced with the crazy jackal and his rogue mage, this wasn’t wasted magic. His family regarded Fay with stunned expressions.
“I hope you can return the table,” Grand-mère snapped. “It’s an antique.”
Everyone ignored her, busy staring at Fay.
Liz giggled.
David smiled. “I’ll calculate the best angle for the fort. Maybe eighteen degrees.”
Michelle snorted a laugh.
Fay stayed on topic, although her level gaze at Grand-mère was itself a statement. “I want to hear about Steve’s kidnapping and how he escaped. He hasn’t told me yet. But I’ll report my dealings with the rogue mage first. I used the portal to Vladivostok, then a plane flight and hired car and driver till I reached the village where the tiger-were the rogue mage had targeted lived on the outskirts.”
She described her encounter first with the tiger-were, then the rogue mage. “I compelled the truth from her. Narelle Fletcher. She’s an Australian, badly trained in magic, and with emotional and psychological issues. She’s an abuse victim, and Tarik Joshi continues to abuse her. She is utterly his.”
“So the wicked were makes the mage do his wishes? Convenient.” Grand-mère sniffed.
Fay brought a silver locket out of her pocket. She laid it on the table. “This is the amulet Narelle used to ground her spell. She channels the enslaved weres’ dream essences through it to Tarik.”
“It doesn’t look impressive,” Liz said.
The silver of the palm-sized amulet was tarnished, smudging the pattern etched into it. The broken chain connected to it was shinier, but that only made the amulet resemble worn out costume jewelry. Yet Fay studied the amulet with horror and fear, and sadness.
“What do you see?” Steve asked her.
“The stolen dream essences are leaking from it. Narelle’s spell is unstable. I could destroy the amulet, but the risk is that it would break the enslaved people’s connection to their dream essences. And I’m not sure if the amulet is actually necessary to the spell Narelle cast. The spell appears self-sustaining, which means it might continue without the amulet, having a life beyond the object used to focus it. I’d like to know how Tarik is using the dream essences. The energy I felt on the mountain was…wrong.”
“Demoralizing,” Steve agreed. “The energy felt warped and it seemed to choke a person, as if we were breathing in depression.”
“You fought through it,” Fay said.
“I despaired for my own safety, but they weren’t going to get you.”
Granddad interrupted. His thin face held deeper lines. Worry and sadness. “How did they get you, Steve?”
Like Fay, Steve had had time to think over his experience and to arrange his thoughts so that he gave a clear report. “The porter of the Mountains of the Moon portal—a portal I didn’t know existed—snatched me from Faroud during the handover.” He censored how that had felt—the terrifying violent helplessness of abduction in the in-between. “As soon as we stepped out of the Mountains of the Moon portal, they tranq’d me. As the drug shut down my ability to move, I had a brief glimpse of the compound. They put me on an all-terrain vehicle, lashed me to it, and drove me up a mountain. A different route to the one Fay and I took running down, but I was unconscious before we were far into the climb.”
He looked around at his family. “I can’t have been out for long, given how quickly Fay rescued me.”
“You rescued yourself,” she interjected.
“No. The enslaved weres would have recaptured me on the mountain. Seven chased me. Another two remained in the cave.”
“I counted four more weres at the compound,” Fay said.
“Thirteen known enslaved. Plus the others he’s just draining the essences from.” Mr. Jekyll put a hand to his forehead in a gesture of weariness and worry.
Steve looked around the table. “Uncle said there were two dozen weres enslaved. Fay and I returned the wolf-were, Barbara Winnet, to herself. So we know they can be freed, in controlled situations.”
“Narelle said she had five more names, five more to enslave, on a list Tarik gave her. But she didn’t think he needed them. She thought he already had enough power to accomplish his goals.”
“And what are his goals?” John asked.
Fay looked at Steve. “To challenge Steve. Tarik told Narelle that he is the true heir to the Suzerainty and he intends to rule the weres.”
“Nobody rules us,” Liz said.
Steve frowned. “What do you think he means by challenge?”
“No idea. I hoped you’d noticed something during the kidnapping,” Fay answered.
He rolled his shoulders, trying to loosen their tension. “When I woke up in the cave—”
Granddad interrupted, scowling at Fay. “You should have given me this information immediately. Lilith could have profiled Tarik. At the least, we’d have background on him.”
Fay put a hand on Steve’s arm, requesting his silence. “It doesn’t matter who Tarik was. Using the spell, a magic so ugly and unstable, he’s someone else now. Uncle showed us a warning. Tarik is poisoned, and judging by the energy he unleashed at us, poisonous. No matter his reason for having Narelle cast the spell, now it owns him. He’ll be unpredictable because we don’t know the effects of the spell.”
“Except for that story you found.” Steve recalled her research on the plane flight to North Carolina. “The Egyptian wizard who had so many voices within him.”
Fay nodded. “Narelle seemed a coherent personality. Troubled but herself. If the spell does swell the spell-caster with the essences of the various enslaved, that must have passed to Tarik, along with the bulk of the power. He is being destroyed by his own actions. The human psyche isn’t designed to hold multiple dream essences.”
“He’s mad,” Michelle said bluntly.
“Evil and powerful,” Fay agreed. Her hold on Steve’s arm lessened, shifted, and became a caress. “Tell us about the cave.”
He saw his grandmother’s gaze narrow on Fay’s hand. Steve looked at Fay, at the clear blue of her eyes, sharp with worry for him. Turned to watch him, she couldn’t see Grand-mère’s expression. 
His mom did, though. She glared at Grand-mère and opened her mouth to say—
His dad hastily intervened. “We interrupted your report, Steve. Tell us how you escaped this madman.”
“Tarik has adapted the cave for habitation. It’s above the snowline with a narrow entrance, difficult to attack and easy to defend. Once through the entrance, the cave opens to a substantial cavern approximately five meters high and thirty meters across.”
John whistled appreciation of the cave’s size.
“They didn’t bother to light it much, so the shadows could hide other exits or caves.” Those were the problem. Crazy Tarik might be, but Steve doubted the man had chosen a base where he could be trapped. A frontal assault with weapons developed to stun the enemy might only flush Tarik and his slaves from one location to a new hideout.
And that was something else he had to remember. “Not all the people serving Tarik are enslaved. Apart from the porter, I didn’t smell any non-weres. But not all the weres appeared enslaved, their dream essences stolen.”
“How were they different?” Fay asked.
“A certain level of awareness. They didn’t trudge, they moved with purpose. They showed intelligence and the ability to make decisions. I woke up within minutes of arriving inside the cave. I don’t think Tarik anticipated that. His people had dumped me by the side of the cave. They were busy with…something else, and I had time to observe them.” He didn’t mention how bad he’d felt at the time or what he’d seen. Tarik had skins and stuffed animals: weres killed in their animal forms. Trophies. Vile. 
Steve hadn’t been able to do anything about that outrage. He might have been awake, but the drug had cramped his muscles and left him fighting the urge to vomit. That would have been a disgusting way to alert his captors to his consciousness.
He had worked at the ropes that bound him. There shouldn’t have been any give in the bonds, but he’d found enough to rub his wrists raw as he freed them. “I’m not sure if it was honest accident or if at least one of the enslaved weres has retained or regained a sliver of independence. My ropes held just enough slack that I could get free. When I did, I didn’t hang about. I knocked out one guard by the cave entrance, and then, I sensed Fay’s presence.”
“How?” Granddad snapped.
But Steve was deep in that memory. “When I woke up in the cave, it was awful. The feeling in there sat on my chest like a stone. It was a burrowing grief, a despair. Just to want to escape was an effort. The temptation was to do nothing.”
“I felt that energy on the mountain,” Fay whispered. “I couldn’t believe how you fought through it. I could feel it overwhelming me. I almost couldn’t move.”
Steve looked into her haunted eyes. They alone at the table knew the horror of Tarik’s power. What they didn’t know was if that was the extent of it or if it could be worse. He spoke to her. “Sensing you there, through the mate-bond, cut through the drag on my soul and muscles. I didn’t know how you came to be there—I didn’t know then how long I’d been unconscious—but everything in me screamed to get you away to safety.”
“You fought seven weres for me.”
His grin was lopsided. “You tore up a rainforest and blew up a hut for me.”
Her answering smile was wry but real. “We were terrible guests. Do you think Tarik will invite us back?”
Steve’s lips pulled back from his teeth. He couldn’t stop the snarl. His canine teeth maybe even lengthened, as they shouldn’t in human form. “We’re not waiting for an invitation.”
His warrior-princess kissed him. A mangled kiss that wrecked against his snarl, but one that showed he could be his worst and she wouldn’t flinch.
His snarl eased to a growl, a rumble of displeasure.
“I realize you’re going to attack Tarik,” Liz interrupted. “Before we discuss that, Fay, can you describe this energy. Steve could still have been affected by the drug they used on him. Some people react badly to anesthetics. What was this energy you felt? The whole notion of dream essences is new to me.”
“New to me, too.” Fay leaned back in her chair as she looked at Steve’s sister. “I wasn’t exaggerating when I said that Steve was incredible to fight through it. It rolled out like a poisonous gas, but on a psychic level. It seemed to squash positive emotions, suck energy—” Fay broke off. “Energy drain. I was holding the amulet.”
They all looked at the tarnished silver locket.
“Did it steal some of your energy?” Granddad asked. For the first time, his voice warmed with concern for Fay.
A tightness in Steve relaxed, even as Grand-mère glared at her husband.
“No,” Fay said definitely. “It couldn’t steal my energy. I’m well-warded and I’d know if someone attacked my protections. Besides, they functioned in the fight.”
“She turned us invisible and deflected bullets,” Steve elaborated.
“Which is of a different level to psychic attack.” Fay continued to stare at the amulet. “But I wonder if the amulet’s proximity enabled Tarik to draw more power. It was as if the living energy around us dimmed. It was a miasma of hate that rolled through the rainforest.” She looked at Steve. “Do you think Tarik pushed his emotions at us? That he can use the poison in him as a weapon?”
David studied the amulet without touching it. “I can’t answer metaphysical or magical questions, but I’m interested that Steve reckons not all of Tarik’s people are enslaved. I doubt the porter is. So Tarik must have employed them. Who are they?”
“Malcontents,” Granddad answered. “You know them, David. They think they are better than humans and resent the tradition of hiding who we are. They want to rule with terror.”
“Don’t they know the Collegium would fight them?” Fay asked.
“Can you fight them?” Granddad countered. “You sound as if Tarik’s energy overwhelmed you. You fled.” He shook his head. “This isn’t magic as you know it. Maybe you can’t fight it.”
“She fought,” Steve gritted. “Unprepared. How did you even get there so fast? I’ve had time to calculate and—”
“Uncle,” Fay said succinctly.
Everyone straightened a fraction around the table.
“He intervened?” Michelle asked.
“He arrived at Victor’s cabin in Siberia, announced Steve’s kidnapping and translocated Narelle and me to the mountain slope below Tarik’s cave. Uncle definitely knows more than he’s told us. I suspect he could end Tarik’s enslavement of people right now. Instead, he’s playing games.”
Grand-mère hissed her disapproval.
Fay nodded. “But that said, we can’t control a djinn, so we must allow for his idiosyncratic intrusions into our plan.”
“And what is our plan?” Michelle asked. Steve’s mom had been uncharacteristically quiet, watching Fay with close attention.
Fay glanced at Steve. “I need to study the amulet and the spells around it. If we can release the enslaved weres safely, I’d like to do so. However, if Narelle’s spell is as tangled as it appears, then it might have re-created itself, even bound itself to a person—Tarik. In which case, the spell can’t be destroyed without killing either the person who cast it or the person who channels it.”
It was Liz who grasped the inference first. “So, potentially, this amulet is no longer the primary conduit for the stolen dream essences. In effect, Tarik has become the amulet.”
“Perhaps.”
Steve frowned. “Do you need to consult the Collegium? I’d rather you didn’t travel through the portal till Tarik and his tame porter are de-fanged. But if the Collegium sent mages to you…Granddad, would you allow them entry to the fort?”
“You would tell them of a way to control weres?” Grand-Mère asked, enraged.
“I’d rather not give them the details,” Fay said. “And I don’t know if they could help. Dream essences aren’t magic. They’re…they’re like the mate-bond I can feel to Steve. It’s incredibly strong and resilient and I can push energy along it, as I did when I healed him, but it’s not obedient in the way magic is. I can structure how I use magic. Dream essences are all about instinct and emotion.”
“So what can we do to help?” Liz asked.
“Don’t get kidnapped,” Steve said.
His sister pulled a face. “I was thinking of something a bit more dynamic.” She looked at Fay. “I could research dream essences, see what the library has.”
“The library?”
“The fort has a library,” Liz said. “There are even scrolls in it from when the first library of Alexandria burned. Didn’t Granddad tell you?”
They all looked at Tomy, who cleared his throat.
Fay frowned at Steve.
He shrugged. “It didn’t occur to me. I’m not a scholar.”
“I’ve been looking at the library myself, in between other demands on my time,” Granddad defended himself. “I haven’t found anything.”
“Would they have maps of the Mountains of the Moon, particularly its cave system?” Steve asked.
Liz scribbled a note. “I’ll find out.”
John finally launched himself into the discussion. “The first stage of any plan is clarifying its aim. What do you intend to do—capture Tarik, kill him, free the enslaved, retrieve the rogue mage?”
Silence gripped the Court. It was too glib to say “all of the above”. They had to have one over-riding purpose. John was right. 
Steve said slowly, thinking aloud. “Uncle never defined what my test was. He presented us with the information that weres were being enslaved. He didn’t say what we should do beyond the implicit need to free them.” He rolled his shoulders. “Besides, this has gone far beyond a test. The evil Tarik has done to people can’t be allowed to continue.”
“He didn’t do it,” Grand-mère said. “That woman did.”
“Narelle.” Fay picked up the locket. “I can see her magic. It is so frayed. She fled from Steve, down the mountain. By now, Tarik will have sent one of his people to retrieve her. She’s not a threat. It was Tarik who found the spell to steal the dream essences. He used her. She’s not blameless, far from it. I saw the dreadful state the enslaved wolf-were was in. Narelle can’t be allowed to exercise her magic without restraint, but that’s for the future. For now, in terms of threats, I’d say she’s nearly irrelevant.”
Fay looked around the table. “You can contact Victor Gustev. One of his nephews works here as a marshal. He’ll know how to contact Victor, and Victor will tell you what he saw of Narelle. She is pathetic.”
“Perhaps.” Michelle looked steadily at Fay. “But you should never underestimate those of lesser power than yourself.” Her gaze flicked momentarily to Grand-mère. “They have their own ways of surviving and controlling others.”
“All right.” Steve called a halt. Everyone had heard his and Fay’s account. Anything more would be wasted time, rehashing things. “Fay will study the magical element, the amulet in particular. Dad, if you could help Liz with the library research, a map of Tarik’s cave system would be excellent and he must have found it somewhere. Grandfather and I will consider tactics for approaching Tarik’s hideout, especially if we bring in a taskforce of marshals. Lilith will be part of that.”
“And me,” his mom said.
Steve nodded. 
“And me?” Tomy asked from the head of the table. 
Steve realized he still felt betrayed. And in response, his own feelings betrayed him. He didn’t plan to include Tomy. 
Liz jumped into the tiny beat of silence. “Granddad will show me his research so that I can take it from there. People know something is happening, so he’ll be too busy dealing with their questions and speculation to help.”
Tomy put a hand over his eyes, head bowed. 
Grand-mère stood and put an arm around his shoulders. “Now look what you have done,” she accused the family around the table.
“Not them.” Granddad’s voice was muffled. “Me. I failed them. They do not expect me to put family first, to help.”
With Grand-mère looking daggers at everyone and Granddad so obviously crushed, emotional guilt sat heavy. Steve fought through it. In a shadowy, lesser way, it was like facing the energy Tarik had broadcast. Steve had to hold onto the truth and not surrender to the negativity. “Granddad, that’s not true. We know you value us, your family. We know how hard you’ve worked as Suzerain and the burden of it. But you have shown that you’re not willing to help Fay, to accept her, so I have to respect your choice.”
Michelle looked pride and approval at him, but Steve ignored his mom to focus on his grandparents. They had to realize that their choices wouldn’t prevent his and Fay’s future together, but would decide if Tomy and Raha were part of it.
Emotional turmoil in the middle of his Uncle-given test was far from ideal.
To his right, Fay pushed back her chair and stood. “I think I’ll study the amulet down by the portal where the magic is stronger.”
“I’ll walk you down,” Steve said.
She glanced at him, startled. A tip of her head suggested he should stay with his family.
He pushed his chair back into the table, hands resting a moment on the top of it. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
“Good idea,” his dad said decidedly.
Fay waited till they were out of the Court and walking down the corridor to the stairs down to the portal. “I’m sorry. This, with your family…”
He pulled her to a stop. “This is what families do. We’re family, but we’re also individuals with individual agendas and loyalties, even different beliefs. We pull apart as much as we pull together. Granddad is facing changes. Stepping down from the Suzerainty, becoming an ordinary person, no matter how balanced he is, that is a huge hit to his identity. He and Grand-mère have put a lot of that onto you, which isn’t fair.” He smiled, lessening his intensity. “Fay, just because someone’s old doesn’t mean they’ll behave well. It helps that Grandfather is here. He’ll talk to them.”
Fay grimaced uncomfortably. “I don’t want to cause trouble.”
“You’re not.” He put an arm around her waist and they started walking again.
The stone walls of the staircase were shadowy in the dim light. A soft murmur of voices echoed up it. Probably the guards Lilith had left. Steve gestured for Fay to precede him. He watched her straight back.
She was a fighter, but she ought not to have to fight his family for him.
The two marshals stood between the portal and the stairs, one watching each, even as they talked.
Faroud sat in his chair near the portal, evidently part of the conversation. “Are you wanting to travel?” he asked Fay and Steve.
“I just wanted to be near the portal’s magic while I studied something.” Fay held the amulet in her left hand, its chain dangling a few inches. 
Steve gave the two marshals a commanding look.
They nodded. They’d protect Fay, as well as the entrance to the fort. 
“May I see what it is?” Faroud stood and approached.
Steve kissed Fay’s cheek. “You can find us in the Court when you’re ready.”
“Gee. Thanks.”
The marshals grinned, undoubtedly at her dry tone. They’d seen how badly Grand-mère had reacted to Fay. And maybe better than Steve—who’d stayed away from the fort the last few years, intent on his mercenary life—the marshals knew how deeply Granddad would feel the loss of the Suzerainty.
Steve left Fay to her study of the amulet and took the stairs two at a time. He emerged into the corridor and stood a moment. What he really needed…his hands curled into fists. He was so damn angry. It was controlled. He doubted Fay guessed. He’d fought hard to hide it from her. But he was so damn angry that the quiet time she and he needed alone had been stolen, and then, she’d been attacked by Uncle, by his family, and by that hell-damned crazy jackal.
It wouldn’t help if he stirred up more trouble with his grandparents, but he wasn’t going to back down. Fay wasn’t were, so what? She was his mate. She was an amazing, and an amazingly powerful, person in her own right. She deserved respect.
He, and his choices, deserved respect.
His dad met him at the door to the Court and pushed him back out simply by moving forward. It was step back or jostle David. “Let your Mom deal with this.”
“Dad.” Protest and anger, determination.
“I know.” A wry look. “Believe me, I know.” He spoke under his breath, aware that sharp were hearing could pick up their words from inside the Court.
Liz slipped out, sidling around their dad. “Come on, Steve.” She linked her arm with his and tried to pull him away. 
But it was John who broke the impasse. The old man shoved them all away from the door. “Kippers and steaks, boy,” he roared. It was the earl’s favorite cuss word. “Focus on the important point. There isn’t anything in this world that’s going to drive your woman from you, so you focus on protecting her in whatever mess this is. And by mess, I mean the fool jackal and his tame mage. Some in the family might take longer to remember that they’d like some great-grandkids, but don’t you worry about their ageing brains.”
Steve didn’t get to hear Grand-mère’s response to this attack. John gripped one arm and Liz the other, and they towed him away.
 
 
Fay walked around the portal to sit opposite the stairs with the portal between her and everyone else, and a wall at her back. She could feel the surge of power from the portal. 
Whatever Faroud’s evident interest in gossiping—and his gaze tracked her avidly—he was taking guardianship of his portal seriously. No one would be coming through it without his knowledge and permission.
The stone floor was cold. Fay ignored the discomfort, crossing her legs and placing the amulet in front of her. It was harder to ignore her emotional state. She didn’t understand families. Her own family was small, distant and messed up. Steve’s family, both in their support and antagonism, bewildered her. It was as if she couldn’t find secure ground. Did she fight or placate, engage or ignore? His mom, Michelle, seemed to think Fay should let others fight for her.
Fay had never had anyone fight her battles, although Steve had fought beside her.
“Just do your job.” It was a relief to return to the discipline of the work she’d been trained for.
She centered herself in her magic, withdrawing gradually from awareness of the waves of the portal’s power that lapped over her to a humming focus on the coiled magic within her. Keeping her eyes closed, she activated her mage sight. She concentrated on the rhythm of her breathing with the underlying beat of her heart and the softer, soundless pulse of the portal. She braced herself and opened her eyes.
To her mage sight, magic flared everywhere. The portal blazed with it and she could see patterns Faroud must have traced around it, spells of defense and containment, and other, stranger purposes. Yet that magic was strong and true, clear and distinct. When she looked at the amulet, all of that changed.
Against the backdrop of the portal’s clean power, the fraying spell wrapped around the amulet and the dream essences leaking from it were cloudy, muddled and wrong. Skin-crawlingly wrong. Fay forced aside her repulsion to peer closer.
Her concentration deepened and shifted. She fell into an unfamiliar trance state. She didn’t know if it was caused by the dream essences spilling from the amulet, the power of the portal or her own new, mate-bond inspired awareness, but she chose not to fight it. Checking that her personal warding remained strong, she let the trance state take her, curious as to what it would reveal.
In her mage-sight, the spell strands weaving around and through the amulet acquired a translucence, as if they faded back. The spilling dream essences came forward. Their colors shifted and strengthened, growing out of grayness into hints of green and purple and even orange shades of brown, the raw ochre colors of deserts. The dream essences appeared as cords, twisted around and strangled by the amulet, leaking off color like dye dripping from newly dipped yarn. 
Fay touched one and it had a tangible weight for her trance-enhanced senses. She pinched it lightly between thumb and index finger. She could move it fractionally.
The cords of dream essences became visible about half a meter from the amulet, and fed in and out of it before vanishing again. Fay slid her finger along a cord. A drop of dream essence fell and she captured it in the palm of her other hand. It pooled there, collecting a second drip. The color shimmered purple, like poor quality amethyst crystal.
Fay looked at the floor and the other dream essences spilling there from the fraying spell. Carefully, she tipped her hand, letting the dream essence she’d collected fall to join the rest. She watched it drop, and then, startled, saw it join and merge with a facet of purple already in the puddle.
Fay closed her eyes. She couldn’t risk breaking the trance to think. What if she couldn’t sink into this state again? She had to think within this slow and solemn space formed of her heartbeat, the portal’s pulse and the unordered dream essences before her.
If she broke the amulet, it could destroy the enslaved weres; and the spell around the amulet was frayed, so any attempt to touch or alter it could break it. However, the dream essences leaking from the amulet were no longer part of the spell. They might be lost, but they’d also escaped before Tarik could steal them. If Fay could return this lost energy to the enslaved people, it might strengthen them so that they survived her and Steve’s encounter with Tarik and Narelle, and the consequences of it. The leaked dream essences might provide a cushion.
Or, returning the dream essences to their originators might feed Tarik more energy.
Fay didn’t underestimate Tarik’s power. His ability to overwhelm her was shocking. She’d withstood demons, yet he’d nearly locked her into immobility through malaise of the psyche.
She opened her eyes and the dream essences had grown even clearer. She saw them in a pool around the amulet, a puddle that didn’t drain away but formed a blob of many colors, each distinct. The dream essences coalesced, each drop finding its own self.
That decided Fay. The energy knew itself.
She sunk her hands into the pool of essences. It closed cool over her hands and coated her wrists. When she banished demons, she returned them to hell, to the place of their belonging. She didn’t want to banish the dream essences, but that familiar spell gave her a pattern. Just as she’d sent healing to Steve along their mate-bond, she could use the cords channeling dream essences into the amulet to restore to its originators the energy that had leaked.
Hardly aware of the scooping motion she used, Fay lifted the pool of dream essences and whispered to it. “Return yourself and strike fast, embed yourself in what nurtures you.” She used her experience with Barbara, the North Carolina wolf-were, to shape the spell, and hopefully, to protect the recovered energy. She flicked her fingers open, sending the gathered energy spinning back along the outer edge of its individual cords.
For an instant those in-coming cords glowed brighter and the amulet shuddered ominously. Then the glow vanished. The recovered energy had found root, beyond the pull of the rogue mage’s spell.
Fay’s trance state also shuddered, under the force of her relief. She grabbed for it and steadied herself. There was one final element to this temporary spell, now that she knew the energy had rooted and wouldn’t be used by Tarik against her and Steve. She shaped a continuance to the spell so that future leaks of dream essences would send those drops, too, back to their originators. 
Only then, exhausted, did she emerge from the trance. She looked across the portal and there was Steve, sitting at the bottom of the stairs, watching her. She scooped up the amulet and stood, only to stumble as pins and needles attacked her feet and legs.
Steve loped around the portal, reached out and took her weight.
“How long was I out?” she asked, stamping her feet and wincing.
“Over three hours.”
It hadn’t seemed that long.
“We found a map of the cave system in the Mountains of the Moon, and we have a plan.”
 



Chapter 12
 
Night had fallen while Fay was below ground, by the portal. She climbed the stairs beside Steve. He’d suggested they take the elevator, given her cramped muscles, but she’d chosen to walk off the stiffness of immobility. After the third flight of stairs, she was questioning the wisdom of her stubbornness.
She and Steve didn’t talk. He’d said he had a plan for attacking Tarik, and maybe when they reached the end of these endless stairs, he’d tell her.
Finally, he held a door open for her. 
“I thought I was fit.” She gasped in air. “But obviously—” Her thoughts stuttered and stopped in shock. The door opened to the roof of the fort, a level space with chest-high walls surrounding it. But it wasn’t the roof that shocked her. The endless stairs made that a reasonable destination. No, it was what had gathered on the roof that shocked her speechless.
There was a crowd waiting for them. A party crowd. People were in work clothes, but they held glasses and food. The aroma of barbequing meat filled the air. Strands of electric lights twinkled, and below the hum of quieting voices, came the sounds of two acoustic guitars. Then those, too, faded into silence.
Mr. Jekyll came forward. Visible behind him were the rest of the family, scattered among the curious guests. Mrs. Jekyll pushed through and took the hand her husband extended to her. He raised his voice. “It is our great pleasure to welcome to the fort, Fay Olwen, our Steven’s mate.”
People went to clap and realized their hands were filled. They settled for polite cheers.
Fay smiled uncertainly. A party? Now?
And how was she meant to respond?
“Surprise!” Liz managed to make her shout both wry and humorous.
Fay laughed. 
That seemed to break the frozen moment. People hurried forward with glasses of icy mixed fruit juice and plates of food. Fay ate and listened to people chat to her. Liz stayed near her, unobtrusively easing things with her cheerful babble. Gradually, Fay noticed that she was talking to an older, predominantly female group, while Steve had gathered a crowd of younger men. The older men gossiped among themselves.
This was all the weres in the fort, bar those on duty.
Mr. and Mrs. Jekyll sat on chairs at a table with two other elderly couples.
Steve’s parents roamed, the de facto hosts, ensuring everyone had someone to chat with, unless they quite obviously weren’t in the mood to chat. Like John.
The earl lurked on the outskirts of the group around Fay. Liz might be easing Fay’s social entrée. John was ensuring her safety. A few glances were directed his way, people rightly wary of him. Old he might be, but he was powerful.
Fay stole a few seconds in the midst of the party, enclosing her and Liz in a momentary bubble of silence. “Why a party?”
Liz, who was the smiling life of the gathering, lost her smile. Only for a second. “Rumors started, of Steve’s kidnapping and a threat to us all.”
Fay released the privacy bubble. The party was a statement of confidence. It would reassure the nervous and—she caught sight of Michelle watching her and Liz—Steve’s mom had ensured Fay’s public acceptance by the current Suzerain. Fay nodded her head in thanks and acknowledgement.
Michelle smiled before the crowd shifted, blocking her from Fay’s view.
“How did you and Steve meet?” someone asked.
Fay studied the teenage questioner. 
The girl had figurative stars in her eyes, evidently anticipating a romantic tale.
“Um. It was in New Zealand. Some idiot imagined himself a Tolkien wizard, and unfortunately, had a bit of magic. When he found a grimoire, he tried one of the advanced spells and partially summoned a minor demon. If the demon had been anything more than a dagmir, the wannabe wizard would have been eaten. As it was, the demon was stuck half in its world and half in ours, and it was trying to open the doorway and enter fully.”
Around her people stopped talking and openly listened. She wasn’t accustomed to so many people paying attention to her in a social setting. She swallowed some juice. Ice cubes jangled in the glass. She tasted lime, watermelon and mint.
“The wizard had rented a small house near one of New Zealand’s active geothermal areas. The place smelled like hell from the sulfur in the air. The mud pools were hot and gloopy. When I arrived to banish the half-summoned demon, Steve was already there. He was in the wizard’s house, retrieving the grimoire, which had been stolen.”
She smiled. “The wizard thought his magic was so clever and powerful, and Steve being a were, none of it worked on him. The wizard nearly danced out of his shoes with frustration. In the end, he tried to hit Steve with the big stick he called a staff. Steve threw him into one of the mud pools—not one of the blisteringly hot ones.”
Steve had approached during her storytelling. “The little rat was annoying me and the sulfur was eating out my nose. I was cross. But as I threw the wizard, I noticed that I nearly hit a gorgeous blonde.” He grinned at Fay.
“He splattered me in mud,” she said. “And unfortunately, the mud pool in which Steve threw the wizard was also the place in which the minor demon was stuck, half-present in our world. When its summoner arrived on top of it, that gave the demon the boost to cross all the way into this world.”
“Did it eat the wizard?” the teenager asked, awestruck.
“No, it just needed some of the wizard’s blood. One claw-strike was enough,” Fay said absently. She hadn’t thought of her first meeting with Steve in ages. “Steve called the demon ugly, and it charged him.” But when she thought back, that bit of provocation…she turned to Steve. “You did that on purpose. The demon was focused on me, so you distracted it.”
He put an arm around her. “That was before I knew you kicked demon ass.” He looked around at the crowd. “She did. That demon found itself headed like a comet back to hell.”
“Well, it was only a minor demon, not a real challenge.” She leaned into him. “Not like those we encountered later.
“And then what happened?” the teenager demanded. “Steve, did you ask her out?”
“Not exactly.”
Fay laughed.
He looked at her. “We could end the story here.” 
“Don’t you dare,” Liz said.
He sighed, mock reluctant. “So the demon was gone, but the idiot who’d summoned it was still stuck in the mud hole. Each time he tried to get out, he slipped back. It was either leave him there to die or give him a hand. But as I gripped his arm to pull him out, I was a fraction off balance, and like I said, the sulfur stink was eating out my nose. I sneezed.”
“It was a huge sneeze,” Fay interjected.
“Thank you,” he said ironically. “My foot slipped. The idiot summoner grabbed at my shirt, and the next thing, splat! I belly-flopped into the mud.”
“I laughed,” Fay admitted, which was what their audience did now. “But you looked so surprised to find yourself in the mud. And I did translocate a couple of buckets of water to wash you down.”
“It was cold.”
“I know.” She caught Liz’s gaze and both of them dissolved into giggles.
The teenager was disappointed, but something had changed in the crowd. The intensity with which people watched Fay eased. Was the reason as simple as shared laughter?
Steve put his mouth near her ear. “Come and meet some of the marshals. They’ll be going with us, tomorrow.”
She glanced at him, startled. But now wasn’t the time to question his intent to bring a combat force to tackle Tarik. She let herself be led to the corner where a group of twelve waited: nine men and three women.
They watched her and Steve approach. They’d finished eating and simply held glasses; fruit juice like hers, by the look of it. Pre-mission sober.
Steve made the introductions, using names and were-nature, plus any combat specialty. 
Fay memorized the faces of those who’d be their back-up.
For their part, the marshals would already be able to identify her, by sight, voice and scent. What seemed to fascinate them was her and Steve’s relationship. They were as direct as the teenager. 
“How come a clever, beautiful mage has hooked up with a cat?” one asked. 
Miguel Layton, a coyote-were, reconnaissance and unarmed combat. Fay considered him, and her answer. Steve was warm and solid, his arm still around her. “Steve purrs,” she said seriously.
Two men snorted a laugh and one of the women yelped in amusement. 
Miguel studied her solemnly. “Damn.”
“So that’s where you’re going wrong, man.” They ribbed Miguel, who grinned.
Fay had been involved in enough missions that this meet, and its aura of tense anticipation, was familiar to her. What was new to her was the sense of inclusion. The other Collegium guardians had worked with her, but she’d never been part of the teasing. She’d been too envied, too lethal.
The marshals didn’t seem to care about her magic. Then again, they were yet to see it in action.
“It’s been a busy day,” Steve said. Everyone knew he’d been kidnapped and Fay had rescued him. It was the details that, hopefully, had been kept under wraps. “We’re going to have an early night.”
“I bet you are.” Miguel again, irrepressible.
Under cover of the laughter, they slipped away. Once they were in their room, Fay demanded details.
Steve sat on the bed and pulled off his boots. “We’re going after Tarik in the morning. When you freed Barbara, the lone wolf, from his spell, that shook him up. I doubt he meant to kidnap me so soon, but he saw a chance and took it. Then we escaped. He’s rattled. Now’s the time to strike.”
“Only if we’re ready.” Fay didn’t take off her boots, but paced to the window, turned. “If we use the portal—”
“We’re not. Helicopter.”
“That’s a long flight.” But better than walking through the portal into who knew what “welcome” party. “Why are we waiting? We could fly, tonight.”
“What did you find out about the amulet?”
“I can’t tell if the spell will hold even if I destroy the amulet, but I did gather up the dream essences leaking from it and loop them back to their originators. I’m hoping that grounds the enslaved the way Barbara’s homestead nurtured her. I wish I knew more about dream essences.” She walked to Steve. “How much can be stolen from a person before it erodes their personality and independence?”
He put his hands on her hips, pulling her closer. “We’re doing all we can.”
She looked down at him and whispered her deepest fear. “How does Tarik intend to challenge you?”
“He’s not dictating our encounter, so it doesn’t matter.”
“It feels like it does.” She massaged his shoulders, fingers digging into the muscle. “What if attacking him is exactly what he wants?”
“Dad found maps for the cave system Tarik’s using.”
“Did he?” That sounded promising.
“Three of the marshals going with us are experienced cavers. They’re calculating bolt holes and possible entrances we can use. But all of that can be discussed on the helicopter flight. We’ll have hours.” He nuzzled her breasts through the barrier of shirt and bra, telling her wordlessly what activity he preferred.
She’d nearly lost him today. The despair that had rolled over her in the mountain rainforest was only a whisper of what she’d feel if anything happened to him, tomorrow. She took her hands off his shoulders and unbuttoned her shirt.
He waited, looking up at her, his breath warm against her skin as the shirt came off.
She undid her bra, and his lips found her nipple, closing warm and wet over it even as the bra dropped to the floor. He sucked as she struggled with his shirt buttons. As the buttons went lower, she bent to the task, and suddenly, he fell backwards, bringing her with him.
“I love your breasts.” Gravity plumped them in his hands as he played with their fullness.
Her back arched. It felt good, so very, very good. Only, she still had her boots on. “Just a tick.” She rolled off him and tugged at her boots. 
His eyes laughed at her, even as he traced her spine with one finger. A lover’s intimate touch. 
“You could get your clothes off,” she suggested.
“Hmm.” He waited till she’d stripped off her last sock, then captured her hand, guiding it to his zip.
She shaped him through the fabric. The rasp of the zipper sounded loud. 
And then, he purred.
The remainder of their clothes came off fast. 
Steve was kissing her everywhere, a whirlwind of heat and muscle, need and worship. She understood, because she couldn’t get enough of him either. They were fighting each other for more, more of the intoxication of touch, more of the driving need; desperate for the completeness that waited for them.
The fullness of him inside her wasn’t enough. She wrapped her legs around him, angling to take him deeper. 
He kissed her roughly as he established the rhythm of their loving, fierce and hard. She cried out at the beauty of it, almost a protest that she couldn’t hold any more bliss. It broke her and he came a minute later, a roar mangling her name. Their hearts thundered. Breathing seemed impossible. He was a heavy weight over her until he lifted himself off, rearranged the bedlinen and her, and crawled in beside her.
She snuggled into him, satisfied and reassured. They slept until a knock at the door woke them. The room was lit with the pale gray light of predawn. 
“What?” Steve grumbled.
Fay stretched out her arm and hooked her phone from the bedside table. Not quite five a.m..
“Tarik has sent a message through the portal.” Steve’s grandfather’s voice, John.
“We’ll be down there in ten,” Steve said, all sleep and protest gone.
They hustled.
Walking along the corridor and down the stairs of the old fort, it had the quiet of a building at night, but it wasn’t the dead and abandoned quiet of people asleep. Others were awake. Marshals were moving, like Fay and Steve, towards the stairs and descent to the portal.
The portal was brightly lit, self-illuminating, with Faroud standing near it. Before him, crouched on the ground, was a woman.
“Narelle.” Fay halted, snapping her magic out, checking for threats and finding the portal’s power churning defensively, but nothing more. No magic coiled in the woman. Fay frowned.
“That’s who she says she is.” Faroud looked down at the woman. “She says Tarik sent her to Steve.”
“To me?”
Fay ignored Steve’s wary question. Suspicion and horror grew in her. She recalled Narelle’s naïve words, her insistence that she and Fay were alike, both partnered to powerful men. But Fay’s lover would never abuse her.
“Narelle?” Fay walked closer slowly. 
The woman wouldn’t look at anyone. She still wore the clothes she’d had on in Siberia. She hadn’t changed since fleeing through the rainforest, although she’d lost some of the clothes. Her shirt was gone, so the undershirt served as covering. It was dirty white, stained with dirt and…blood. Her hair was a tangled mess, hiding much of the undershirt and the slumped curve of her back. She’d pulled her knees up and rested her face against them, her arms wrapped around her legs. The fingernail on her left pinkie finger was missing; not simply torn, but gone. Her feet were bare and ripped up.
Fay crouched down beside her. “What did he do to you?”
Narelle raised her head.
There wasn’t a sound in the chamber, although two dozen people filled it. From a bruised and swollen face, Narelle looked at Fay. “He beat me. He had me…I tried to use my magic. I did…in the end. And nothing touched him. Nothing! I tried and I tried. I begged. I screamed. My magic.” Her hands shook. It wasn’t just her pinkie nail that was missing. “It’s gone. My magic is gone. It tore out of me, drowned. It didn’t work.”
Pity crushed Fay’s heart. Narelle had done the unspeakable, enslaving people, but this too was suffering. However, Fay had to ask. She had to be sure and everyone had to hear the answer. “Who did this to you?”
“Tarik.” His name, through bloodied lips. “And some of his men.” Narelle hid her face again.
Fay looked around and saw Michelle and Liz. “She needs help.”
“Are you sure it’s safe?” Mr. Jekyll intervened. He wore a tailored suit, was impeccably groomed, and appeared exhausted. Frown lines grooved his forehead. “What if she enslaves them?”
“She can’t.” Fay put a gentle hand on Narelle’s back. “There’s no magic in her.” Fay could feel the emptiness and her soul shuddered. “It can happen. It’s rare. Lewis Bennett, the Collegium president, burned out his magic saving people. He held on past the point of impossibility, but the price was his magic. Narelle…” Fay withdrew her hand and stood. “Narelle burned her magic out in fear. She was never properly taught and perhaps that eliminated some of the tripwires that would have halted her magic use before reaching flame out.”
“If you’re sure.” Mr. Jekyll opened his hands in a slight gesture of acceptance.
Before Fay had time to do more than blink at the notion of Mr. Jekyll accepting her judgment, Michelle and Liz came forward.
Liz had scooped up a medical kit, but as she looked at Narelle and beyond her, at the many onlookers, she changed her mind. Her gaze snagged on a tall man with broad shoulders, taller even than most weres. “Connor, can you carry her up to a room for me, please.”
“No!”
Narelle’s shriek halted them.
Liz briefly covered her own mouth, dismayed. “Sorry. I didn’t think.” After what she’d suffered, Narelle wouldn’t want a man’s hands on her. She’d fear to be in his power. “Mom and I’ll help you somewhere private. Can you walk?”
Mrs. Jekyll pushed through the crowd. “There must be a wheelchair somewhere in the fort. Find it!”
A young man dashed up the stairs. 
Mrs. Jekyll kept walking, past Narelle, till she stopped in front of Steve. “It’s a message to you.”
“I’ve worked that out, Grand-mère.” A muscle bunched in Steve’s jaw. It pulsed.
“A taunt and a warning,” Mrs. Jekyll continued. “That this monster will do this to Fay.”
“He won’t.” Steve’s tone made it a vow.
“He will,” Narelle whispered. “And he’ll make you watch.”
“Unacceptable.” Mrs. Jekyll gestured to Fay. “Come here, dear.”
The unexpected request snapped Fay out of her fixation on Tarik’s mind games. She agreed with Miguel’s muttered comment of the jackal-were, “Bastard’s clever. He’s trying to psych you out.” It wouldn’t work.
But staring at Mrs. Jekyll, and finding Steve’s grandmother smiling at her, did worry Fay. The woman was smiling at her. Gathering her courage—emotions were way outside her field of experience—Fay walked around Narelle to stand by Steve, facing Mrs. Jekyll.
“I was wrong,” Mrs. Jekyll announced dramatically, for all to hear. “In the shock of discovering Steve’s mate so different to us, and in our fear for the Suzerainty test he was to undergo, we made you less than welcome, Fay.”
Well, that was true, but now was not the time. Fay went to say so, and Steve bumped her shoulder. She took the hint to remain silent and closed her mouth.
“We are ashamed.” Mr. Jekyll joined their tiny group, the cynosure of all present. “We do not wish to be like this mad man, Tarik, targeting and fearing you. And yet, even he, had the sense we lacked to see that you are vital to Steve.”
“This is a dramatic change of heart.” Steve folded his arms.
It was Fay’s turn to nudge him. She’d accept what she could get.
Incredibly, Mrs. Jekyll smiled, again. There was softness, even a hint of tears in her eyes. “We were stubborn, but we can’t resist the truth. Not forever. As you pointed out, Steve, Fay healed you. She didn’t use her magic. Magic can’t touch weres. But love can. She will fight beside you.”
Crouching beside Narelle, Liz sniffed back tears. 
“We behaved badly, Fay,” Mr. Jekyll said. “But John is right.” He cleared his throat. “We would like to know our great-grandchildren. You are one of us.”
She had been claimed, publicly, by the Suzerain.
Steve embraced him. “Thanks, Granddad.” He hugged Mrs. Jekyll, muttering. “I love you, Grand-mère.”
The old woman’s returning hug was tight.
And Fay received her own hugs and kisses on both cheeks. It was overwhelming—and a relief to return to their mission. Fay wasn’t used to emotion, especially with a curious audience. She cleared her throat. “About Tarik.”
“Insane and arrogant,” Mrs. Jekyll said scornfully. She, too, seemed relieved to return to her ordinary self. That she’d humbled herself to apologize to Fay in public underscored her sincerity, but they all needed to move on.
Fay took a breath. The message that Tarik had sent via Narelle might be meant for Steve, but the marshals had seen it. It was fine for Tarik to underestimate her, but dangerous if her allies—and her new family—did the same. “He’s also wrong. I am not Narelle. I am much, much more dangerous.”
She was lethally angry at the abuse Narelle had suffered, but bubbling up was an intense resentment of all the weres’ assumption that she was easy prey. Mr. and Mrs. Jekyll had thought she couldn’t match Steve’s power. They had accepted her, now, but it was past time for a reality check—and the use of her magic so close to needing it to confront Tarik was completely justified. The combat force couldn’t operate efficiently if they remained under the misguided belief that she required protection. “Faroud, may I?”
The porter gave her a slight bow. “Freedom of the portal.” He, at least, seemed inclined to respect her and to guess her intent.
“Thank you.” Fay had learned the rudiments of portal and in-between courtesy from her stepfather. Faroud had just given his permission for her to enact magic at the edge of his portal. “Miguel.” He had the sort of confidence that would survive the experience, so she picked him. “Neither Tarik nor anyone here, except Steve, understands what he’s taking on. I’m not indestructible, but I’m far more lethal than any of you. I could bring the fort down on us. I could bring Tarik’s cave down on him. And I can be more subtle.”
She magicked a rope net and scooped Miguel up, suspending him in the hessian cocoon over the portal. Then she vanished, turning invisible, locking her scent and sound inside a bubble. She levitated till she stood on air beside Miguel, then she dropped the invisibility. “I don’t do parlor tricks, so this is the first and last warning anyone gets.” She touched the rope net with a finger and Miguel spun in a circle.
Steve smiled at her. His smile had a feral edge, suggesting that he, too, had raged at the lack of respect accorded her. “Underestimate Fay and you deserve everything you get.”
She lowered the net, releasing Miguel a meter from the ground. 
He landed agilely and gave her a long look, followed by an abrupt nod of the head, signaling respect and apology. She had controlled his fate, utterly.
Fay returned to Narelle’s side.
The ex-mage stared at her. Tears leaked from the corners of Narelle’s eyes. “I should have been like you…I could have been.”
Anything Fay said would be the wrong thing. Even with training, Narelle couldn’t have neared Fay’s power. The woman was a lower level talent. But she’d just lost, violently, whatever talent she had possessed. Struggling to find a response, Fay was shocked to be nudged aside by Mrs. Jekyll.
“We can only ever be ourselves and we should be proud of who we are.” The old woman looked at Fay. “We will be proud of you.”
The wheelchair arrived. “Sorry. It took me ages to find it, and then, I had to wipe the dust off.” The young man stepped back as Narelle was helped into it.
Fay stood beside her a moment. “Is there anything you can tell us, anything that will save lives.” It wasn’t in Fay to use a truth spell to compel an answer from someone in Narelle’s condition.
“Tarik has all the power he needs. That’s why he did this to me. He didn’t need my magic anymore.”
Basic logic, something they’d all already guessed. Fay touched Narelle’s shoulder. “Thank you.”
Liz pushed the wheelchair towards the elevator. The abused ex-mage was accompanied by women from three generations of Steve’s family.
John rumbled a reminder. “She’s hurting now, but she still enslaved us.”
“I remember,” Steve said. They all heard the implicit promise. Justice would not be forgotten.
Fay clasped his hand, unsure if she was offering or asking for comfort. But apart from that gesture, she remained outwardly controlled and focused on their mission. “Faroud, did you have to accept Narelle? I mean, could Tarik’s porter breach your portal.”
“I accepted the woman,” Faroud said. “My defenses are strong.” He’d woven more cords, larger and longer, circling the border of the portal.
“I want to see if I can break them,” Fay said.
 
 



Chapter 13
 
“The helicopter is ready to go,” Mr. Jekyll said. 
“We’ll lose hours if we take it.” Fay paced around the portal, away from the crowd of marshals and onlookers. “And if Tarik judges mages by Narelle, maybe he won’t expect a direct attack.”
Faroud walked around the portal from the other direction, meeting her on the far side. “My defenses are brutal.”
“Send them full strength at me. Don’t hold back.” Fay scowled at the magic surrounding the portal and pouring from the in-between. “Do you have someone you trust to babysit the portal if I knock you out.”
He gave her a startled look. “You’re that confident?”
Fay scowled some more at the portal. Against demons, she could use her full power. Against humans, no matter how strong they were, she held something back. Against a portal, she wouldn’t hold back. “You could catch some of the aftershocks.”
Mr. Jekyll raised his voice, were hearing having caught their words. “Faroud’s uncle is retired, but he could fill in, in an emergency.”
“Call him,” Fay said.
The portal churned with power, but studying the amulet and how it channeled the energy of dream essences had taught her a different way of attacking the portal. Energy, like individual water droplets, coalesced with its like. Faroud had used the energy of the portal to shape its defenses. When she attacked the portal, to enter without its porter’s permission, she’d need to instantly return the energy that defended it to other portal purposes.
“Everyone step back.” She thought about the likely result of her interference. “Turn your backs and close your eyes if you choose not to leave.”
Everyone shuffled around. No one left.
“Ready?” she asked Faroud.
He sat in a yoga pose at the edge of the portal and gripped the longer cords he’d woven. “Go.”
Fay inhaled, exhaled, and wound her magic into a tighter and tighter coil. It had to be ready to lash out at the portal before the portal could defend itself and take her out. If it all went wrong, she was conscious of her stepfather’s token in her pocket. She wouldn’t be lost to the in-between. She could find her way to her mom’s home.
She hit the portal’s defenses. They reacted instantly, but even as they crashed against her personal warding, she caught the energy powering them; caught and deflected it, scattering it so that the individual drops of energy cascaded down and into the channel she provide for them, feeding them back into the portal.
The portal went nova. It flared so brightly that even with her eyes closed, she saw the blaze. She walked through the lightshow and into the portal. It had to be a complete test. Could she defeat the defenses from inside the in-between?
The familiar dis-orienting chaos of the in-between swallowed her. She opened her eyes. There might be no up or down, no left or right, but the Alexandrian portal shone and hummed with the additional energy she’d fed it. 
Abruptly, the portal’s blaze died. Faroud had regained control.
Fay stared at the portal. She wasn’t sure at what distance in the in-between a porter could sense someone’s approach. She took a step closer and another.
The portal’s power struck her. It flung her away, into the disconcerting confusion of the unmapped in-between.
But she grabbed for the energy that struck her. Grabbed and held it, reshaped it into a wide rubber band and used it to launch herself back at the portal. As the energy sped to return to itself, it brought her with it.
She burst through the portal and into the fort’s underground chamber. She landed on her feet beside the portal—and beside Steve.
He caught her around the waist, steadying her.
“How is Faroud?” she asked.
“Alive,” Faroud croaked. “This must be how a hangover feels.” He held his head with both hands.
Fay, on the other hand, now that the nausea of in-between was fading, felt energized. Some of the portal energy that she’d used had stimulated her own magic. She looked around. “Is everyone else okay?”
“I didn’t shut my eyes as you said to.” A marshal put his arm in the air, identifying himself. “I’m blind. Is that going to pass?”
Fay winced. “It should do.”
Lilith glared at the marshal, not that he could see her. “Take him to the infirmary.” No sympathy for those who couldn’t follow orders. “Get Katut down here. He’ll have to take Alex’s place.”
“Faroud, are you well enough to guide us through the in-between to the Mountains of the Moon portal?” Fay asked. Otherwise they’d have to delay while she contacted her stepfather, convinced him she wasn’t suicidal to attack a portal, and had him locate the Mountains of the Moon portal and return for them. She held her breath.
“Yes. I traced the path they took Steve along. I can find it.”
“All right, people.” Steve didn’t have to raise his voice. Were hearing could catch a whisper. “Gear up.” 
Boots hit the stairs as the marshals went to grab their kits.
Fay and Steve had brought what they’d need with them. Fay extracted the amulet from a pocket. Despite Narelle being its creator, her loss of magic didn’t appear to have affected the spell. Dream essences still leaked from it, but now that spill of energy was redirected back to its originators, making the whole amulet feel somewhat safer. Fay no longer felt as if she carried dynamite with her.
That said, bringing the amulet into proximity with Tarik could have all sorts of negative repercussions.
A touch of magic restored the broken silver chain and Fay looped it over her head. The amulet nestled against the hollow of her throat.
Steve made an uneasy sound, a cut-off protest. 
Fay grimaced in understanding. “It’s better than in my pocket where its bulge would be visible or a pat-down would find it. I’m bringing it with me, but invisibly.” She wrapped a cloaking spell around the amulet, vanishing it.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
She stared into his eyes. They were leopard-yellow and bright with emotion. “Did the portal put on a show?”
“Bright lights, a high keening sound and Faroud flew about four feet.”
“Ah.” Noncommittal.
John provided the comment she couldn’t find. “We don’t have to worry about these idiots underestimating you anymore.”
Beside him, Mr. Jekyll smiled wryly. “You’ll do well in this family.”
John slapped him approvingly on the back, and Mr. Jekyll swayed but kept his balance.
Fay was completely at a loss. She glanced at Steve.
He raised an eyebrow, amused and ironic.
“Uh, thanks?”
Steve’s cough didn’t really disguise his laughter.
His dad ignored the byplay. “Fay, how much did Steve tell you of what we found in the library?”
“Nothing.”
David rolled his eyes. 
“Sorry, Dad. We were busy.”
As Fay recalled what they’d been busy doing, she couldn’t control her blush. Steve got an elbow in his ribs for his chuckle.
David outlined their library discoveries. “It turns out that Tarik spent some time in the library here a year ago. The archivist remembers him. That helped, as she was able to pull out some of the material Tarik had requested. We found the map for the cave system in the Mountains of the Moon. We also found a medieval story of a wandering magician who controlled sandstorms and dreamed in many voices.”
“The story you found, Fay.” Steve had lost his humor. “We think that inspired Tarik, that and a couple of other things related to shamanic magic, to look for the Ancient Egyptian spell Uncle showed us. We still can’t pinpoint how he found it, but we’re clear he was looking for power.”
“And we know who he was,” Mr. Jekyll said.
Fay stared. “What do you mean?”
“Heritage,” David said. “Tarik is from the Joshi family. They’re all jackals, and up until the 1800s, they were also the family from whom Uncle selected the next Suzerain.”
Fay absorbed that. This was the history on which Tarik’s obsession was built.
“The Joshi family are decent people,” Mr. Jekyll said. “They’re Indian, although many of them emigrate, so the clan is dispersed around the world.”
“Why did Uncle take the Suzerainty from them?” Fay asked.
“He never said.”
Fay frowned. “Haven’t the Joshi family shown resentment about that previously?”
“Never,” Mr. Jekyll responded categorically. “They’re clever people, well aware that power has a price. They’ve only ever exhibited quiet satisfaction at being free of the burdens of the Suzerainty.”
A burden that would be Steve’s if they survived this encounter with Tarik.
The marshals were returning, kit bags strapped to their backs, weapons either in hand or undoubtedly tucked away ready for instant use.
In the distance, the elevator doors opened and the café’s chef pushed a trolley out, laden with food. A second trolley followed, filled with three urns of coffee and many cups. People accepted the caffeine and the bread rolls filled with either sweet or savory fillings. 
Steve counted heads before whistling for attention. “We’re going to attack Tarik via the portal. Lilith has filled the helicopter with people. If Tarik has someone watching from a distance that might win us a distraction. If he has spies within the fort, it won’t fool them. Gossip flows through here fast, so we need to act just as fast.”
“If he has spies, we’ll find them while you’re gone,” Lilith said.
It was a big task, but looking at the determined expression on her face, with its hint of angry betrayal, Fay believed her.
Steve didn’t miss a beat. “Fay has demonstrated that she can open the Mountains of the Moon portal. Faroud will lead us to it. We must all hold hands on the journey through the in-between. There is no time to round up stragglers. If you get lost, you’ll stay that way a while.”
“And you’ll be demoted,” Lilith said.
Steve glanced at Fay.
She stepped up, assessing the marshals as a fighting force as she added her part to the briefing. “We can’t count on Tarik’s porter being dazed for long. When you get through the portal, kill or render unconscious everyone you encounter. We can’t risk the porter being alert and capable of re-establishing control of his portal’s energy to direct it against us. We have enough threats to counter.”
Steve took over. “Tarik’s energy attacks emotionally. You will feel an avalanche of negative emotions. Whatever they are—despair, anger, grief, inadequacy—they are not the truth. You must and will fight through it. Africa is awash with weapons. I doubt Tarik neglected to arm his people. You’ll be fighting humans, but you’ll also be fighting weres. Some of the weres are with Tarik by choice. Others are enslaved.” He took a deep breath. “If you have a chance to disable rather than kill, take it. But our priority has to be our survival. Do not hesitate.”
A subdued murmur of assent answered him. The reminder that they might have to kill innocents weighed on all of them. 
Fay changed the focus. “I’m going to dab a tiny patch of magic on each of you, enough that out of sight and hearing and in the middle of chaos, I can find you. If I’m able to, I will push a warding around all of us. I can’t block Tarik’s energy, but I might be able to stop bullets—something you shouldn’t count on. It depends whether I can tap the portal’s energy to enhance my own. Faroud, can you wait for us in the in-between?”
The porter nodded.
Steve continued the briefing while Fay moved among the marshals, touching each on their right shoulder, hoping that if worst came to worst she could find them and pull them in. Faroud moved behind her, passing out cords—tokens—so that everyone could find their way back through the in-between to the Alexandrian portal.
Steve tied a cord around his left wrist. “Once through the portal, we split up as we planned when we expected to arrive via helicopter. Holding the compound and especially the portal is vital. We need to secure our retreat. The rest of us head up the hill. Those taking to the cave system—”
“We’ll take the lower tunnel,” a woman in her thirties, dark-haired and green-eyed spoke up. “We’d planned on the western shallow cave entrance, but this one will work. The map shows it as narrow with a steep ascent, but we can manage it. And it’d be our least-likely approach.” The two men standing with her nodded. “We’ll guard the back exit from Tarik’s cave. He won’t escape that way, once we’re in place.” She glanced at her companions and the taller man nodded. “We’ll need ten minutes head start…but we’ll get that if you have to fight your way up to Tarik’s hideout.”
“Unfortunately,” Steve said. “I doubt Tarik will be so obliging as to stay in the cave. The reality is he could be in the compound when we arrive or somewhere else altogether. We secure his hideout and disarm his people. We want the people he’s enslaved secure from him, even if that means knocking them out to keep them from obeying him.”
Fay crouched and tied one of Faroud’s cords around her ankle. “I suspect that once I’m in proximity to Tarik, I’ll be able to track him by the energy channeling through the amulet Narelle ensorcelled to steal dream essences.” She glanced at Steve.
He nodded, expression grim. “If you see Tarik—thanks, Lilith, for finding the photo—kill him. We have nothing to discuss with him. However, do not close with him in a fight. He could be poisonous. He is deadly, crazed and incalculable.” Steve paused. “He is also my test to be Suzerain.”
Panic welled up in Fay, and she beat it back. Screw the djinn. If she saw Tarik, she wouldn’t leave him alive to fight Steve—except, the problem she’d identified earlier remained: would killing Tarik effectively kill the people whose dream essences he used?
No deaths were acceptable as collateral damage. If possible, and despite the order Steve had given the marshals, she or he had to take Tarik alive. 
She gripped Steve’s hand and felt the strength of his clasp. Love and determination flowed along their mate-bond.
Without further discussion, everyone linked hands. Fay took Faroud’s. Steve grasped Miguel’s. In a long conga line of deadly fighters, they stepped into the in-between.
 



Chapter 14
 
Faroud hadn’t lied. He did know where the Mountains of the Moon portal was in the in-between. He led them there to Fay’s slow count of ten seconds. 
It seemed an eternity to her nauseous, dizzy progress.
He squeezed her hand tightly, and she knew they were at their destination when he pointed at a shimmering splodge in front of them. She’d readied her magic before entering the Alexandrian portal, knowing that her concentration would be affected by her negative reaction to the chaos of the in-between. 
As the in-between swirled and eddied, weak gravity pulling from three directions, Fay hit the portal, slamming it with a gigantic version of an open sesame spell, the sort of thing usually reserved for minor magics of entering uninvited. In other words, she’d amped up a spell spies and thieves used.
The shimmering appearance of the portal dimmed, darkening fast. Tarik’s porter hadn’t set attacking defenses, at least, not as his first response. This was a lock. The porter was attempting to close the portal.
Fay smiled grimly. She had gotten lucky, choosing her own attacking spell well. The open sesame spell held, wedging into a sliver of the portal. And she had one other point in her favor, one she wondered at the porter overlooking. Portals were naturally open. Her stepfather had told her. He could guard who came through his, but closing a portal required a lot of energy. All Fay had to do—instantly—was redirect the portal’s power away from the lock to its natural state of openness.
The energy resisted a moment.
Faroud pointed. Here and here, his gesture said.
She pushed the energy at the points he indicated and the lock broke. The portal shimmered brighter than ever. It would stay open. But now that she had some feel for the energy of the portal, she kept her mage-sight focused on it. She couldn’t wait. With her next heartbeat, she dragged at the portal’s energy and flung it out to where the compound surrounded it.
On their last visit, she and Steve had destroyed the hut around the portal. They would emerge into clear ground, visible to all threats. She had to protect her people. She released Faroud’s hand and ran through the portal, shaping the energy around her into a protective warding that pushed outwards, pulsing away from the portal and forming an invisible barrier. How long she could hold it, she didn’t know, nor how far she could push it.
Steve ran out, overtaking her and crouching, as she had, to present a smaller target while he assessed their situation. The marshals emerged behind them, moving instantly to cover every direction. Around them, the rainforest was gold and silver where the early dawn light lingered, trapped in a heavy mist.
Men raced from the four remaining buildings in the compound.
Bullets and grenades hit the barrier Fay held. She’d pushed it so far that inside it lay three of Tarik’s people. They must have been beside the portal when she blasted its power out, and one of them had to be its porter since no one was fighting her for the portal’s power, and surely he’d have fought to regain it.
However, she wasn’t a porter and keeping hold of the portal’s energy was a severe distraction. Her brain strained, she could almost feel it bleed, as she struggled to hold the dome of coverage over Steve, the marshals and herself, all while casting a new spell. 
The dome was impossible as a long term solution. For a start, she couldn’t extend it any further, and once they moved out, they’d be vulnerable in open ground. However, from her own magic, using the tag she’d placed on each marshal’s shoulder, she could personally ward them for the two minutes they’d need to break from the compound or otherwise find cover.
She felt the personal wardings lock in place and shuddered with relief as she released the dome. The power of the portal slipped from her grasp.
Bullets spat at the dirt at their feet which was charred and littered with burned debris from yesterday.
“Go!” Steve shouted. 
They ran, the main force with her and Steve, the other two groups breaking off to gain the compound and to find the hidden cave entrance. They ran as humans, unwilling to discard their weapons. But behind them, roars and howls indicated that their pursuers didn’t share their concern. Perhaps Tarik’s cave held enough weapons for all? Perhaps the lack of their dream essences made the weres prefer their animal forms for hunting? Or perhaps her ward had worked psychologically as well as physically and they believed the marshals untouchable by bullets? In twenty more seconds, that wouldn’t be true.
Fay tripped on a fallen branch and Steve caught her arm, keeping her upright and moving. She ought to save her breath—the mountainside was steep—but for once she ignored discipline. “If I’d known I’d have to run back up here, I wouldn’t have torn the rainforest down.” Hazards from the storm’s destruction were everywhere. It wasn’t just Fay who tripped.
She didn’t see a signal, but suddenly the remaining marshals turned and shifted into their animal forms. Three tigers leapt at the pursuit and halted it. They were buying time.
The other marshals fanned out.
She dropped the warding around the marshals. As much as she hated to do so, it was better now than adding the loss of protection to the awful effect when Tarik’s evil energy reached them. She kept waiting for it. Radio contact, if nothing else, would have told him that she and Steve had returned with support.
What if he wasn’t in the cave? What if he’d already retreated somewhere else and Narelle had been a distraction as much as a message?
Fay lost the rhythm of her breathing and pace. Her thigh muscles trembled, burning and threatening to cramp from the run uphill. But she was fitter than that. She should be able to continue. She looked at Steve as he pulled ahead. She had to go faster. If Tarik attacked him, Steve would die.
She halted, shocked. Steve would die? That wasn’t her thought. Her Steve could and would fight. He’d win. She believed that with her whole heart.
Poison! Tarik’s bad energy was already enveloping them, but this time he was sneakier. He was worsening fears.
“Poison!” she shouted it to the rainforest and any were, marshal or enslaved, who might benefit from the warning. She used magic to amplify her voice. “Whatever you’re thinking, whatever crippling fear, it’s not true! You can defeat it.”
Machinegun fire raked the area where Fay stood. 
Ahead of her, on the obliterated path, Steve turned. His expression was agonized, as if he expected to see her dead. He knew about her warding, but Tarik’s poison was in his mind.
The bullets bounced off her warding and his.
Steve grabbed her arm and pulled her into a denser thicket, a bit of rainforest undestroyed by the storm she’d sent through yesterday. That meant they were off-track for Tarik’s cave. Steve bent his head to her ear. “We have to give the cave team their ten minute start.”
She put her hand over his heart. Despite knowing that her despair and horror were coming from Tarik, she needed this reassurance that Steve was alive.
He covered her hand with his. “Tarik lies. We’ll survive this. We survived my family.” His grin was more rictus of pain than humor.
But Fay appreciated the effort.
A wolf-were attacking from the side broke the moment, such as it was. The rustle of leaves, branches and hanging vines gave away the wolf’s presence. 
Steve reversed his gun and used it as a club, swinging upwards to catch the wolf under the jaw. The downward swing knocked the wolf out completely. Caught mid-leap, the weight of her body thudded to the earth.
Fay looked incredulously at Steve. “Did you see?”
He nodded. “She left herself open to attack. It seems the dream energy you fed back to the enslaved has restored some independence. She couldn’t refuse the command to attack us, but she made herself vulnerable.”
It was a thread of hope that pushed back against the malaise Tarik sent at them. 
And it seemed that he felt their resistance. Energy pulsed down the mountain. It was as if a dark bell had rung, summoning all the denizens of the night. The sun vanished behind a cloud. This high, with rainforest clearing soon to snow, the morning was cold.
Fay shivered. 
Apart from the wolf-were unconscious at their feet, no one had followed them up this part of the mountain. Sounds of fighting came muffled by the dense undergrowth. The marshals could be dying slowly.
Without thinking, she took her hand from Steve’s chest and drew her knife. The blade had sent over seventy demons back to hell. An overly impressive banishment count that was the result of her father losing control of the Collegium and allowing demon summoning. That had been righted, but at what cost?
She had no family. Her mom was a near-stranger, only recently found and living a world away in Australia. Her dad had vanished or done his best to. He was on an island off Seattle.
She was alone.
Steve’s family hated her. They mistrusted her magic. So did she. She’d been born because her dad wanted power—and see how he’d abused it. Abused her.
Despair numbed her. This was the slow crawl, the smothering shroud, of depression. This was knowing she’d be alone, so wanting death. “Steve!” She couldn’t fight this. Even when she’d been truly alone, she’d never endured such weakness. This wasn’t just suffering: this was accepting that she could only be a victim. “I can’t…”
His mouth was warm and hot, real, over hers. For a second, she breathed his breath, before he drew back.
Her emotions stayed chilled, but she could think. “Why isn’t this affecting you?”
“It is. But not as much as you. Your skin is cold.”
She nodded. Her internal chill was stronger.
“Is it the amulet?” 
She touched the invisible locket at her throat. “I don’t know. I can’t risk throwing it away. The enslaved...we’re their only chance.”
“We’ll save them.” His hand rested against the curve of her face. “The cave is two hundred meters up and to the right. We have to go.”
“Yes.”
“Can you do this?” Ruthless assessment, not quite disguising his fear for her.
Her own fear, her fear of losing him and being alone, resurged. She beat it back. She turned her head enough to kiss his palm.
For a fleeting moment, his expression was anguished. She could have pierced him with a spear. 
She felt the echo of his pain in her. To love so deeply meant this fear of loss.
She’d been on missions before, more deadly ones this this. Summon an Axlttrea demon and they ate alive the people around the summoning pit. Men, women, children, the demon didn’t care. Just being near an Axlttrea demon made your humanity quake. It was fear and outrage, disgust at the vileness. Yet, Fay had been able to control her emotions, then. It was only post-mission that she’d shake apart, shuddering under a hot shower, crying till the water ran cold, and still unable to melt the frozen horror from her bones.
But this was worse. Even without demon stench and blood, this tore at her discipline—and it wasn’t all Tarik’s doing. Now, Fay had something—someone—to lose. Steve, happiness, even the unexpected and uneven welcome of his family. She’d been the strongest of the Collegium’s guardians and isolated because of it. Only now did she realize that her isolation had been part of her strength.
Steve gripped her shoulders. Unlike her, he’d grown up in a loving family. He’d learned how to use love as a shield and source of strength. He gazed into her eyes, finding the words she needed to hear to fight back. “Tarik will not use our love against us.” 
Cleansing anger flared through their mate-bond.
He was right. She would not let Tarik disrespect their love by using it to weaken her.
Steve nodded, once, evidently sensing her renewed commitment. He set off up the mountain, along the final, concealing strip of rainforest. Above, the cloud forest gave way abruptly to low shrubs, bent trees, and then, to melting snow. It was open ground on which they’d be visible.
Fay hurried to stay near Steve and maintain their warding against attack. She could feel Tarik’s energy tearing at it.
Was this perversion of dream essences antipathic to magic? Narelle’s spells and control of magic had been fraying, and Fay had blamed poor training and control. What if, instead, it was the rogue mage’s prolonged exposure to this negative energy? She and Steve had to act, and act fast.
The plan was simple in outline, impossibly difficult and dangerous in practice. The idea was for Steve to engage with Tarik, keeping him occupied, while Fay studied the magic around the jackal-were for a way to dissolve his control of the enslaved. Then she had to dissolve that control, no second chances.
It wasn’t a great plan, but Steve and his family had put weight on the fact that the djinn, Uncle, had set this as Steve’s test to confirm his right to be Suzerain. Despite Fay’s horror and fear, Steve had to fight Tarik.
 
 
Steve halted at the edge of the rainforest. He swore silently as the stink of fresh blood reached him. He’d expected to have to extract Tarik from the cave. Instead, the bastard sat on a rock outside the entrance. The ground around Tarik was red with blood and strewn with bodies. A carnage site, just visible through the flimsy barrier of a few low trees and shrubs.
Tarik whistled. Confident, crazy or taunting them to recklessness? The torn corpses wore the combat clothes of mercenaries.
“What has he done?” Fay’s murmur barely disturbed the air beside Steve. “There is no energy in death. This doesn’t feed him. He’s not a demon.”
Maybe not tangibly, but psychologically…in his crazed mind, Tarik had feasted.
“Are any ours?” Steve asked urgently. Were any marshals?
“None wear my tag,” Fay said.
Tarik had killed his own people.
Steve put a hand on Fay’s shoulder. She worried him. Always strong, her strength remained, but she was suffering. Her skin was pale, marked with sweat and yet cold to the touch. He felt the pressure of the energy Tarik commanded, but it didn’t disable him. Fay, however, looked as if she was barely holding onto consciousness.
He stretched out his senses, but over that distance and the smell of blood and death, he couldn’t be sure. He whispered in her ear. “Is it mined?”
Seven heartbeats as she sent out her magic to scan the land between them and Tarik. “No.”
“Can you maintain our warding as we approach him?”
“I will.” 
She had to, or they’d both die trying. 
Steve considered the situation, then slid off his kit. He shifted. Clothes always shifted with a were’s transformation, but objects in the clothes didn’t. The cord-token Faroud had given him to get him home through the in-between, fell off.
Fay picked it up, looked at his massive leopard legs, and unbelievably, smiled faintly. She caught his tail and tied the cord around it, tied it in a bow.
He swatted her butt with his tail and launched himself across the space to Tarik.
Tarik stood. “I knew it would be you and I.” He shifted.
Steve skidded to a stop.
There had never, ever been any transformation like this. Tarik wasn’t a jackal-were any longer. He wasn’t any one animal. He had shifted into an amalgam of creatures; undoubtedly that of the weres whose dream essences he’d stolen. His head was a lion’s, but his ears were jackal. He was the size of an elephant-were, but with the body a grotesquerie of gorilla and tiger. It should have been impossible, unworkable, but instead there was a bulky, muscular power to the monster.
Tarik opened his lion’s mouth and roared.
Steve raced towards him. No gunfire. That didn’t mean a sniper didn’t wait in the trees. He hoped Fay stayed safe and he had to keep her safe from this monster. But he didn’t know how to judge the likely distance of Tarik’s leap. The fight would be over before it started if Tarik broke Steve’s spine in the first strike. Looking at the front legs of that thing, they could also crush. There was bear somewhere in that mix.
Don’t engage. No close combat. 
Steve leapt at Tarik, but twisted in mid-air to land on the rock that half hid the cave’s entrance. Tarik should have moved to the center of the clearing. Now, Steve had height on him. Steve dropped onto Tarik’s back, rolling off as the monster moved, but still scoring its side. A twist and Steve was away. First blood to him.
Then the fight started in earnest.
Pain and time ceased to matter. There was only the clarity where the air itself seemed to freeze while they danced with lethal intent, among the dead.
 
 
For Fay, the fight was horrendous. Tarik’s misshapen form ought to be impossible, yet he moved it ponderously, unleashing a physical power devastating in its impact. The wrong hit, if it landed, could crush Steve. That Steve was agile and clever gave him a fighting chance, but it wasn’t as if he could wear Tarik down.
Tarik was clearly drawing on the dream essences he’d stolen. He maintained the flow of negative energy even as he fought. It sucked at her spirit and tried to drown her, but she had her lifeline, the mate-bond, and she was damned if Tarik would take Steve from her. Steve fought so that she had time to free the enslaved, and she would.
He fought with ruthless focus. Tarik was heavier, with a greater reach, longer fangs and ten inch claws, but he was clumsy. Whereas Steve moved lithely, no motion wasted: attack, retreat, feint and slash.
Fay squinted in mage-sight, but still the perverted dream energy muddied the air around Tarik. She couldn’t see how he used it, couldn’t see the pattern and pulse of it.
A tiger-were ran up to her and she absently recognized her own tag on its shoulder, drawing back before her blade spun. The tiger paced restlessly on high alert, guarding her even as it cast divided attention at the fight raging in front of them. At least one marshal had survived.
Fay frowned at the fight. Steve dove for Tarik’s right hind leg, clearly aiming to rend the muscle. Tarik kicked out, missing Steve by a hairsbreadth. If the kick had connected, Steve would be dead. “I need to be closer.”
The marshal went first. 
Fay followed, but it was hard. The nearer she got to Tarik, the worse his energy seemed to affect her. She released the invisibility spell on the amulet and bumped into the tiger, who gave a low grumble. Apparently it was this far and no further. She accepted the marshal’s judgement. He had more experience than her in how weres fought.
She tugged at the locket and its thin silver chain snapped. She studied the way the energy pulsed from it to Tarik. The amulet vibrated, not physically, but magically. The channels from the amulet to Tarik were stretched as he demanded everything. Narelle’s original spell fretted under this new, reckless demand. Would it break?
Two more tiger-weres approached, both limping, and one leaning on the other. The other two marshals who’d ensured her and Steve’s safe passage had survived. That they were here meant the enslaved weres were no longer a threat. Fay shivered. Tarik’s demands had probably driven the enslaved to their knees, perhaps into unconsciousness.
That still left those who followed him willingly—those he hadn’t killed.
She had to trust the three marshals to guard her against that threat, while she made a decision.
The tiger-weres melted backwards, returning to the rainforest where they were camouflaged.
Pain stabbed her through the mate-bond, echoed by Steve’s snarl. She looked across the clearing. Blood dripped from his throat.
After all this, after all they’d risked, she’d have to destroy the amulet and risk separating the enslaved weres irrevocably from their dream essences. Tarik was already compromising their survival by the energy he drained from them. Even the leaks that her spell collected to return to the enslaved wouldn’t be enough to sustain them against this reckless draw.
Half-breath, half-prayer, Fay exhaled and tried to crush the amulet. It refused to crumple. With her mage-sight, she saw the dream essences pouring through it to Tarik. He was sustaining it.
Despair thundered over her, as if she stood beneath Niagara Falls. It seemed the spell had centered itself on Tarik. She couldn’t weaken him. She had to attack him some other way.
Fay attempted to ready her magic to strike. It was like slamming face forward into wet cement. Blood dripped from her nose. 
Oh, God. She’d heard of this, but never encountered it. This was when you’d hit the limits of your power. Somehow, Tarik had contained her energy…no, not contained. 
“No,” she whimpered. She’d done this. The warding she maintained against bullets and other threats was being eroded by Tarik’s energy, and not noticing, she’d simply spent more and more of her magic to protect Steve and herself.
He now fought without her protection. 
So would she. She released her personal ward. She’d never gone naked into battle before, but had no time to judge the feeling. The little magic she freed up had to be used. If she attacked Tarik directly, it would be futile. He remained a were, immune to magic, and now she lacked the power to freeze the air around him or lock him in a bubble.
Steve had wounded him. Tarik bled and limped, but even as she watched, his massive left front paw hit Steve’s right shoulder, scraping deep before sending Steve somersaulting away, head over tail. He’d be dazed, vulnerable.
She could see the dream essences channeling to Tarik; feel her last bit of magic. This had to be the place to attack. In her right hand, she held her blade, which had tasted demon blood. A last stand. She focused all her attention on the energy pulsing out of the amulet.
An enraged leopard’s snarl, composed of protest and fury, broke her concentration. Fear for her pulsed along their mate-bond.
Run! Steve commanded.
She looked up.
Unstoppable as a tank, Tarik pounded down the mountain. Two tiger-weres flowed around her and launched themselves at Tarik. He swatted them aside. The snap of bones cracked the silence. He was nearly on her.
She couldn’t outrun him and she lacked the magic to reform her warding.
She did what she could and wrenched at the dream energy channeling to him. It protested her violent attack, pouring over her hands and arms like molten gold. She screamed. Her hands spasmed, dropping the knife.
The earth under her feet trembled. The cloud forest was silent. There was only Tarik and death.
Tarik went down, his big body driving hard into the dirt, digging it up as gravity finally halted him at her feet. Steve had torn the monster’s right hind leg off.
It was incredible that Steve had caught up with Tarik’s fast charge. Near impossible that at that speed he’d bitten true and caught the leg. He spat it out and walked to Fay, shifting to human in the few steps.
Arterial blood sprayed out of Tarik, saturating the ground around him. The negative energy he commanded faltered.
The relief of it had her almost dropping, but Steve was there, hugging her close, and her own arms—no burning pain, now—closed around him.
Behind Steve, Tarik shivered to human. Blood continued to pump out of him. In a minute, without treatment, he’d die.
Steve knelt and clamped the artery.
 
 



Chapter 15
 
“Medic!” Steve shouted. He knelt on the ground, ignoring the blood, feeling a grim kind of determination as he studied the jackal-were. “You’ll not escape this easily.” 
Tarik stared back at him. “I would have enslaved you. The rest were practice runs.”
“Nice.” But not enough for Steve to take his hand away from Tarik’s wound and let the man bleed out.
Tarik’s gaze slipped to Fay. “You should have been mine. Narelle was weak.”
“You were lucky,” Fay said. “I’d have killed you.”
Steve smiled. That was his woman.
She put a hand on his shoulder. Her other hand held the amulet. 
“Can you free the enslaved?” he asked.
A strange expression crossed her face. 
“You want a medic?” Miguel trotted along the edge of the snowline to them. “You want me to fix him?”
“He has to stand judgement,” Steve said.
“Huh.” Miguel snapped open the medical kit and extracted clamps and bandages. He moved swiftly, competently. “I saw him. Fancied himself King of the Beasts. More like King of the Nightmares.”
The three spelunker marshals walked out of Tarik’s hideout and into the thin sunshine. They walked circumspectly through the scene of carnage. “There are bodies in the cave, stuffed and mounted. And skins.”
“Sick bastard.” Miguel bandaged Tarik with swift efficiency.
Steve strode over to a clump of snow and roughly scrubbed his hands clean of blood. 
Fay uncapped her water bottle and tipped it over his hands. “I can’t heal you, yet,” she said softly.
“I’m good.” Good enough. Cracked ribs, blood and bruising. His left knee was wrenched rather than dislocated or he wouldn’t be walking. “What’s with you?”
“I burned out my magic. Not irrevocably. Not like Narelle or Lewis Bennett. But I need a few hours, some rest.”
He wiped his hands on his trousers before putting an arm around her. 
She whispered her confession into his throat. “I was so scared for you, I didn’t know what I was doing.”
“I know the feeling.” Too well. He squeezed her tight, nuzzling his face into her hair. He hadn’t thought he’d reach Tarik in time to stop the monstrous bastard killing Fay. That race across the clearing had been lung-burning, heart-freezing terror—and if he’d mistimed his lunge for Tarik’s leg… “We’re safe.”
“Indeed you are.” Uncle popped into view. The djinn wore his middle-aged, respectable Frenchman’s persona.
Steve wasn’t even aware of releasing Fay and grabbing Uncle by the front of his shirt.
The djinn dangled a foot off the ground. He looked down at Steve and quirked an eyebrow. 
Steve shook him. “You set us up.”
“Did you expect anything different?”
Around them, the marshals watched. Somewhere in the rainforest, the enslaved waited. Steve didn’t open his hand to release Uncle, but the djinn was suddenly on the ground beside Tarik. One knee of his impeccable gray business suit touched the blood-soaked earth. It grew a creeping red stain.
Uncle held out his hand to Fay. “The amulet.”
She looked at Uncle, and then, to Steve. She couldn’t have conveyed her weary uncertainty more clearly if she’d tried. At her best, she’d struggle to defy Uncle, and right now, none of them were at their best.
Steve strode across to Tarik, pushed Miguel aside and took his place, staring at Uncle over the wounded man. “Give it to him,” he said to Fay.
Uncle didn’t help. “You had your chance to kill the bastard and you didn’t take it. So now it’s my turn.”
“I was going to take him to Granddad for judgement,” Steve ground out.
Uncle nodded. “Anything else and you’d have failed the test.”
Fay’s fingers convulsed around the amulet, three inches above Uncle’s hand, twelve inches above Tarik’s chest. “That was the test?”
“What test?” Tarik demanded.
Uncle gave him a somber look. “Finding you and your idiocy was never the challenge. What Steve did about it…”
“You didn’t want him to be marshal, judge and executioner.” Fay dropped the amulet into the djinn’s hand.
“He can be. But not this time.” The rainforest went still, again. The bird calls and rustles of small creatures that had slowly returned, were silenced. Uncle’s expression was terrible as he looked at Tarik. “You enslaved people. You sought to rule.”
“It went wrong!” Tarik stared into the djinn’s pitiless, ancient eyes. “It was Narelle’s fault. That stupid witch.”
“No.” Uncle placed the amulet gently on Tarik’s chest, over his heart. “In fact, the woman you abused is the reason you’re not dead, yet. She slowed the leak of poison in you.”
“What poison?”
Uncle touched Tarik’s forehead. “The madness of many people, their futures and their pain. One person cannot carry multiple essences. So, now, we destroy the locket that filtered and delayed the impact. Do you wish to ask God for mercy?” 
“No!”
The djinn bowed his head. “So be it.”
Bright light exploded, too bright to see the amulet break.
Steve pulled Fay into him, shutting his eyes. He was angry with the djinn, but Steve trusted him. He waited out the silence. Waited for his dazzled retinas to function. When he opened his eyes, Tarik was dead.
The man’s eyes bulged, his mouth gaped in horror and his body…the ribs were torn open. Tarnished silver coated the shattered bones and minced organs.
No blood had splattered Fay or Uncle.
“It is done.” Uncle vanished.
Miguel broke the shocked silence. “Ten minutes earlier and he’d have saved me bandaging the bastard.” He raised his voice. “Who needs a medic?”
Out of the rainforest, the formerly enslaved emerged. They were in human form. Their expressions…a wolf-were spoke for them all. She approached Tarik’s mutilated body. “We remember. Everything. Burn him. The earth shouldn’t hold such as he.”
“It shall be done,” Steve said. He ached from the fight. Every breath stabbed, courtesy of his broken ribs. He bled, too, weakening him. Doctor Singh was right, though. Weres could ignore pain. “I want everything here documented, photos taken, names recorded. There are bodies.” His voice faltered despite himself. “In the cave, Tarik had people stuffed or skinned in their animal form. We need to identify them and return them to their families. If anyone has injuries, let Miguel see them. The portal is open and we’ll send for assistance, returning first those who need healing.”
“Starting with you,” Miguel said.
“Yes,” Fay interrupted before Steve could protest. 
He wanted to argue. He needed to stay. It was about honoring the suffering here. Then he looked at everyone: the marshals and the enslaved. They all felt the same. They shared his need to eradicate the horror of Tarik’s nightmare reign. 
A deep sigh welled up and his ribs stabbed. He hid a wince, but the way his breath cut short was a giveaway. 
He had passed Uncle’s test. He was Suzerain now, even if the formal ceremony hadn’t been held. The knowledge was part of him. He felt the power of it; that he could remove a person’s animal self. It was enough—too much. He had to let others take responsibility. He wouldn’t be the Suzerain in the way his granddad had been.
He released Fay, but kept a hand on her hip. He needed the connection to her. “Fine. Can someone locate the all-terrain vehicles Tarik’s people used? I need a ride to the portal.” It would bounce like hell, killing his ribs, but trekking down the mountain was even less appealing. “And I want those who served Tarik rounded up and brought to the fort for judgement.”
 
 
Fay drove the all-terrain vehicle while Steve sat behind her. If she hadn’t temporarily burned out her magic, she’d have been able to smooth their ride. As it was, she was aware that this was torturing Steve. Radio contact had confirmed the marshals had secured the compound, so she drove straight to the portal and hopped off the vehicle, her own muscles hurting, to turn and help Steve.
He dismounted before she could.
The sight of Faroud by the portal was a huge relief. There’d be no delay. 
There wasn’t. Faroud grasped their hands in silence and they stepped into the in-between and out into the fort’s underground chamber.
Fay stumbled backwards in shock and Steve reached around Faroud to steady her.
Uncle was waiting for them, and arrayed behind him were Steve’s family and other people, strangers kitted out to help the clean-up operation in the Mountains of the Moon. The marshals, led by Lilith, clasped hands, and Faroud transported the human chain back through the portal. 
Steve’s family descended on him and Fay, hugging, touching and reassuring themselves that they were safe. Mrs. Jekyll even patted Fay’s shoulder.
Uncle caught Fay’s astonished gaze and winked. Then he clapped his hands. “Enough. You two, shower and clean up. We’ll meet you in the Court.” 
Surprisingly, it was Liz who objected. “Steve needs medical treatment.”
Uncle smirked, which wasn’t an answer, but all she was going to get.
She stamped her foot. “I’ll bring the medical kit to the Court.”
“Thanks.” Steve headed for the stairs. 
Fay caught his arm and pulled him towards the elevator. “Climbing stairs with broken ribs? Really?”
“See! I told you he needs treatment.”
The elevator doors closed on Liz and Uncle bickering.
To Fay, the impersonal room she and Steve had been given looked wonderful: clean, safe, and just theirs. She closed the door and crouched to unlace his boots.
“I can manage.”
“With pain and great difficulty.” But she let him kick the boots off himself. “You shower first.”
He grunted as he shrugged off his shirt. “If there was more room, we’d shower together. Come in with me.”
She nodded. Like him, they’d too nearly lost each other to willingly accept even the distance of different rooms. She adjusted the temperature of the water while he stripped off the rest of his clothes.
Bruises and gashes marked him. Internally…there could be more damage than broken ribs, although surely Uncle wouldn’t have teased Liz if Steve had life-threatening injuries? 
Frustration simmered in Fay. If she had her magic…but it wasn’t there. It, too, was recovering.
Steve stepped into the water.
She watched him. She loved the lean strength of his body, but there was nothing erotic in her response to him, now. Tears started. She pressed the heels of her palms to her eyes, but the tears continued leaking. Her breath hitched, hiccupped. A sob escaped.
Steve reached for her. “We survived.”
She stood with him, half in the shower, half out; ignoring the stream of water.
“We’re okay, Fay. We’re safe. We’re together.”
Magic whispered into her to steal gently along their mate-bond and heal Steve. It returned to her, healing her physical hurts. It grew and grew, till her magical reserves were replenished.
Steve felt it, too. “If you made the shower larger, we could shower together.”
It happened almost as he finished speaking. They stood in a replica of his bathroom at the villa in Cyprus. Her magic had even remembered to include her preferred shampoo.
Steve unbraided her hair and lathered it, massaging her scalp. She soaped his chest, caressing where his ribs had broken and where he’d healed. Touching one another, caring for one another, healed their souls. Steve kissed her gently. “We have to go to the Court.”
Everyone was waiting for them.
She slid her hand down his side, over old scars. They had to finish the mission. A final report and—“Will Uncle formally make you Suzerain, today?”
“He has. I can feel the power in me to severe a person’s animal self. It is like a titanium coating over my bones.”
“It has weight or it makes you invincible?”
“It’s heavy.”
She hugged him, her face against his throat. 
He gathered her wet hair, sweeping it to one side so that he could run his hand down her spine. “Let’s finish this.”
 
 
The Court had changed when Fay and Steve entered. The boardroom table was gone. In fact, there were no seats. People stood, waiting. Some wore dirty, torn clothes. Those were the formally enslaved. Others were marshals. Fay recognized a few. And others were unknown to her. 
Steve’s family stood together at the front of the room. Liz saw Fay and Steve first. Her eyes narrowed as she registered their healing. She shot a suspicious glance at Uncle, standing near her, beside Mr. Jekyll.
Uncle smiled blandly at Liz and stepped forward. He remained in his Frenchman persona, but the blood-stained suit had gone. He was devastatingly handsome in a casual white shirt and chinos. 
Steve walked to meet him.
Fay stopped beside Michelle and David, and the rest of Steve’s family.
“You know who I am,” Uncle addressed the crowd. “I am the djinn who watched over your ancestors. For decades, you might not see me, but my Suzerains do. From me they receive the power to deliver justice for the worst crimes.
“Two centuries ago, the Joshis were stripped of the Suzerainty because they were too weak to do nothing. The responsibility of were justice burdened them. They thought they had always to act. They lacked the strength of character to stand back and wait for things to play out. Life often delivers its own justice.”
Fay stared at the djinn, shocked as she realized how deeply and truly Uncle knew Steve. Steve would be a good Suzerain because he could endure the weight of the relationships that centred on the institution. He could walk among the tangle of the weres’ expectations, grumbles and loyalty, and not carry them as a burden. He had the strength to allow others to be flawed without stepping in and trying to fix them. He felt the weight of the power Uncle had given him, but he would not try to evade it.
Uncle’s ancient gaze met hers; an acknowledgement of her unspoken insight. Wisdom shimmered in his eyes, unhidden, for once, by his mischief. He spread his hands, turning back to his audience. “Tarik resented what he saw as his family’s loss of status. He did evil and he is gone. Those who followed him willingly have forfeited their were-natures.” A murmur of surprise from the gathering. “The rogue mage who assisted Tarik has lost her magic and her memory of the spell she used. Those who saw the state she was in can tell the others.”
“She’ll not be punished further,” Steve said. He scowled as people’s gazes flicked to Fay and away. “I don’t protect the woman because Fay is a mage. Fay is strong and good, and I am proud of her. I love her. The woman whom Tarik used is a victim. She hurt others, but justice is not obtained by cruelty. This ends, here.”
Uncle nodded. “Steve is now Suzerain. We could have done the transfer with pomp and ceremony. Instead, he earned it with pain and blood, and the love and anguish of his warrior-princess.” The djinn bowed to Fay. When he straightened, he held out his hand to Mr. Jekyll. “Tomy, you have served justice with honor and mercy. Rest, my friend, and savor the joys of life.”
A sparkling, swirling wind, such as Uncle had used to announce his presence in the villa’s bedroom started in the far corners of the Court. “Life is for living!”
 



Chapter 16
 
Fay clutched at Steve to regain her balance as Uncle’s sparkly whirlwind translocated them from the fort to the balcony of the villa in Cyprus. The Mediterranean Sea reflected the blue of the cloudless sky. Birds soared on the air currents. The late afternoon sun was warm on their faces.
“That tricky djinn.” Steve swore, but his tone was admiring. 
“Back where we were so dramatically interrupted.” Fay wrapped her arms around his neck. So much had changed in three days, but her love for Steve had only deepened. It had been tested, she had learned much about him, and she loved him even more. She knew herself more truly, too. “Kiss me.”
He bent to do so, the look in his eyes telling her that as he’d promised their first morning together at the villa, he’d love her till she screamed.
“Oho, there you are! When did you get back?”
Steve jerked straight. “Patrick? No.” It was a groan. “You’re not alone, are you?”
The newcomer, a short fit guy in his early twenties, grinned. “Listen.”
From inside the villa came the dull roar of many voices. “Pat? Who’s there?” someone shouted.
“Steve,” Patrick yelled back. “And a gorgeous girl who I’m guessing is Fay.”
“Friends, cousins, afflictions,” Steve said to Fay. “Uncle must have thought it hilarious, returning us to the villa, but knowing it was filled with an insatiably curious horde.”
“You wound us.” Patrick staggered, one hand over his heart, his eyes twinkling.
“I wish I could,” Steve responded.
Fay laughed. “On the other hand, I expect they brought food, and I’m starving.”
“Of course we brought food.” Patrick grabbed her hand. “I’ll ply you with a feast while you tell us everything that happened. Everything,” he emphasized with a mock-frown at Steve.
Steve freed Fay from Patrick, and slung his arm around her shoulders. “Food does sound good.”
The food and their welcome were excellent. It wasn’t a horde, but a group of a dozen in Steve’s large kitchen; people who explained that they’d congregated at the villa in case Steve needed them. Beneath all the teasing, the love was real.
Fay watched their faces as Steve briefly summarized their adventures.
“Man, that was some test.” Patrick’s humorous face was solemn for once. “Glad you made it, cuz.”
Afternoon faded into evening. Someone switched on soft lighting. They’d moved from the kitchen to the living room overlooking the sea. In the distance, lights bobbed gently on boats, glimmering like fireflies.
“We’re done.” Steve stood and pulled Fay up from the sofa they’d been sharing. “We’ll see you in the morning.” 
A chorus of goodnights followed them, and someone turned on some music. 
Together, Fay and Steve climbed the private stairs to his room. The bed was made up, the room tidy, with fresh roses in a vase beneath the mirror gifting a faint perfume to the air. Steve closed the door.
They looked at each other for a long moment, then he backed her against the door. Finally, they were alone. His mouth was hot on hers, but there too briefly. He nipped his way down her throat, ripping at her shirt and parting it so that he could push his hands inside the cups of her bra and knead her breasts.
The bite of her bra straps pinched. She vanished the bra and all her clothes, and arched into him. “That feels good.” His shirt and trousers were rough-smooth against her skin. “I want your hands and mouth everywhere.” 
“You’ll get them.”
His clothes vanished at her first orgasm, her magic whipping out, nearly out of her control as her need for him spiraled. They were naked: her against the door, him before her. The bed was too far away. He took her against the door, the unforgiving hardness of the wood behind her increasing her excitement. She panted, words gone, thought gone, wanting, knowing only him. She screamed as his final thrust took her somewhere else, the pulse of him inside her a rhythm that pulled her deeper.
“You screamed,” he said later as they lay on the bed. His voice was lazy and satisfied. He’d carried her to the bed and arranged them both.
“You promised I would.” She smiled at him, feeling completely relaxed even as his feather-light flick of her nipple detonated tiny charges. 
“I did, didn’t I?” A smile lurked in his eyes.
It puzzled her. It was as if he was waiting.
“Oh no!” She sat upright. “Your family heard me!”
He lay back against the pillows, laughing. “Yes.” He pulled her down on top of him. “But you’ve met the crew here. None of them will care, except to be envious.”
She shuddered. “Your grandmother has only just accepted me. If she’d heard…”
“I wouldn’t have let that happen.” He caressed the fullness of her mouth with one finger.
She relaxed and nipped the finger. He slid it into her mouth. Her eyelids drooped as she sucked on it. A lick of her tongue and she released him. Mischief bubbled up in her. “How embarrassing would it be if you screamed?”
He stretched beneath her, all masculine challenge. All hers. “Do your worst.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Note From The Author
 
The Collegium series is great fun to write, and I hope you enjoy the journey with me. Each novel is a stand-alone story. Demon Hunter and Djinn Justice both star Fay and Steve, but after that, the books feature new couples.
 
Reading order (not that it matters):
 
Demon Hunter
Djinn Justice
Dragon Knight
Doctor Wolf
Plague Cult (June 2016)
On Film (August 2016)
 
I want to write books that you’re desperate to read. To help me with that, I’m asking for your time to fill in a short Reader Satisfaction Survey. Responses are anonymous. If you’d like to chat with me about my books, I haunt my Facebook page and I’m on Twitter @Jenny_Schwartz, or you can contact me on my website.
 
Reader Satisfaction Survey — help determine the future of The Collegium series!
 
I’d also like to extend a special thank you to those of you reviewing my books on Amazon and Goodreads. This “social proof” is so important in helping new readers find The Collegium series—especially in coaxing Amazon to show the books to people like you who’ll enjoy them.
 
Thank you so much, and happy reading!
 
Jenny
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