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      Merlin rode to the edge of the choppy water, his horse snorting and blowing, prancing as the waves washed over its hooves. Whether it was the water or Merlin’s own nervous energy spilling into the leggy animal that was causing the dancing, he couldn’t be sure.

      Ahead of them, the ocean spilled up through the strait between the mainland and the island, waves crashing against the rocks of the rough-hewn chunk of ground that drew his eyes. Devoid of life, plants, or fresh water, it was the perfect prison for an emperor who wielded his power like no other, a perfect prison for one who drew life forces to him for his own uses.

      A place no one went, a place far away from the powers of the world for the Emperor to draw on, and yet . . . even this prison was failing. The bars were crumbling. The stones and jewels that held the bonds that kept the Emperor caged, drawing from each species of supernatural, all to bind him, were no longer doing their job.

      “Fucking Ishtar and her stupid games. Her stupid greed for those jewels.” Merlin tightened his hands on the reins, fighting the urge to turn around, to put his heels to his horse and gallop as far away as he could. He was not a coward, even if he was rather good at preserving his own life. Ishtar had corkscrewed everything by taking back the jewels. Jewels that were never meant to be hers in the first place.

      And now, he would have to face the Emperor. His bastard of a father who’d somehow been gaining in strength even though the Jinn were no longer tied to him. Even though the blood vines and standing stones that were supposed to bring him power had been usurped by Marsum.

      That was the second part of why he was here, to find out who was helping his father.

      “Damn my soul to hell if it isn’t already.” He urged his horse into the water, pushing it deeper until it was swimming. With a brief touch to the horse’s neck, a pulse of power slid from Merlin and into the animal, shifting its body just enough. The horse’s back legs fused into a powerful fin that propelled them through the salty water. The spray splashed his face and arms as the hybrid horse swam hard for the island as though it had been using a fin for years.

      Once deeper in the strait, the water smoothed, the choppy waves easing off. Merlin took the quiet moment to peer into the water.

      Below them, shapes darted and danced, and he found himself slowing his mount, leading the reins to the side to circle in the current. With a frown, he waved his hand over the water, clearing it further, magnifying it with a simple spell that made his eyes go wide as he realized what he saw.

      “That explains one part of the puzzle,” he growled. His horse snorted and continued to swim in a lazy circle.

      At the bottom of the ocean stood the impossible as far as Merlin was concerned.

      Stones erupted upward out of the ocean bed, standing stones that gathered power for the Emperor. Within the circle of the stones lay the bones of creatures of all shapes. Fish mostly, caught unwary by an invisible net, sharks, a small whale and worse, water nymphs and mermaids. The life energy and power of supernatural creatures was a boost to the Emperor’s power like no other. And suddenly it made sense why they’d not seen more standing stones on land, why more lives hadn’t been lost out in clear view.

      The Emperor hadn’t needed them. He’d hidden himself all too well, which meant . . . he was likely far more powerful than Merlin had thought, and the cage that held him might be too weak to hold him much longer, even without all the jewels removed from play.

      “This is going to prove more difficult than I’d hoped,” Merlin said to himself and immediately wished Flora was with him with an off-color response. Wished for her sharp tongue and soft mouth. She had a good head on her shoulders and he could’ve used her insights right then.

      He sighed, turned his mount, and headed once more for the rocky, sand-colored island, the horse flicking its fin behind them rhythmically. There was nothing else to do but go forward. Yet even with the spray of the water against his skin, his legs submerged in the cool of the sea, there was no relief from the heat that built inside him.

      Watching the water closely below, Merlin counted four more sets of standing stones, all the same as the first, littered with bones, filled with death.

      “Really?” he muttered. This was not going as planned, not for one second.

      The shallows came up a few minutes later, uneven and rough, and he quickly smoothed his horse’s hindquarters back to two legs. The animal dragged them both up onto solid ground, legs trembling, sides heaving as the water dripped from its hide and all the tack. Merlin slid off and led the animal forward. The rocky ground was smooth and wet from the waves, deadly slick with a single wrong step. He guided the horse until they were off the worst of the rocks and in a shallow sandy spit. A flick of his hand put the horse into a doze, resting, waiting for him, sleeping peacefully.

      On his own, he climbed the first hill, then the next, and the next. The center of the island was where he was headed. Each hill led to another, and all met at the central peak that held the entrance to the prison. As he took the last steps of his journey, he thought about the world, and if the people in it would ever know what he’d done to protect them. Or if they would just continue to move on, oblivious as always to those behind the scenes making the world safer.

      Would they understand the costs he’d paid already?

      He snorted. “Think highly of yourself, don’t you? That’s what Flora would say.” He knew he was no savior, no hero. He’d done what he’d done to protect those he’d loved and nothing more. And the choice at the time had seemed a good one. The right one. But the fallout was happening now, and he would not be the only one to face the consequences.

      Looking back, though, he wasn’t sure there would have been any other choice for him to make.

      Imprison his father and keep the world free from a tyrant, or leave said tyrant free and have a millennia of captivity for the entire world. At least the past two hundred years had been relatively safe.

      Merlin’s short coat caught the edge of a breeze as he crested the last bit of the miniature mountain range and looked down into the valley below. Blasted black rock and soil were still a testament to the explosion of magical power a couple hundred years before. Nothing had grown in all that time, nothing had taken root and flowered. Not a single seed or sprout of green marred the charred ground.

      His own spells tingled as he walked through the booby traps he’d set all those years ago. No one had dared come to this place. He would have felt if they’d attempted to cross the magical wards. Not even Marsum.

      That made Merlin smile. “Marsum, you have got to be one of the biggest assholes I know, and I know a lot of assholes, but you are not stupid. You always saw the long game better than I gave you credit for.” As if thinking of the leader of the Jinn somehow connected him to the supernatural, there was a moment where he stood not on the rock of an island in the middle of a sea, but in the desert. Facing Zamira. Seeing Maks with a blade in his hand. Saying goodbye to his soul mate. Merlin’s eyes found Flora’s. She saw him and mouthed change of plans and then Marsum was no more, his head gone, taken by Maks.

      Merlin snapped back inside his own body, back on the rocky island. He wobbled where he stood and put a hand to his head. Those flashes of insight were a gift from his mother’s line and they still took him by surprise for how seldom they rose.

      “That’s going to kill Zam to lose him.” He put his hands over his face. Zam losing Maks was bad, that was putting it simply. Of all the people they could have lost, Maks was not one he’d wanted to go. The boy had grown on him, and his loyalty to Zam had cut through even the bindings Marsum had put on him. There was a ripple in the air around him, the back blast of power shifting from Marsum and into Maks’s body. Merlin shook his head slowly.

      “What a bloody mess of pigeon poo this is.” Yet even as he said the words, his mind already worked toward a way to change it, a way to fix things. A tight grin crossed his lips as he slid down the last few feet to the center of the blast zone. That’s what he was, a fix-it magician. Flora would laugh her pert little ass off when he told her that. Like the handyman of all the mages. Maybe he’d never be the powerhouse his father was, but he’d always find a way to help those around him fix the messes they made.

      He shook his head and knelt in the ash at his feet, digging his fingers deeply into the soft material, looking for the latch hidden within. From here on in, any use of his power would alert his father to just how close he was to the Emperor’s physical body. And the element of surprise was what Merlin needed now more than ever. Deeper and deeper he went in the ash until he was up to his elbow in it, breathing it in with each inhale. Mouth pursed and head turned to the side, he pushed down farther until his hand touched something cold and metallic.

      The ring to the door.

      He wrapped his fingers around the handle and pulled, the ash spilling off in a wave of dust, bits of bone, and particles of death. A black square opened next to him, the edges a mixture of steel and silver. Strength against might, strength against some magics. The dust and ash filtered down into the darkness ahead of him.

      Merlin held the door open with one hand, took a step into open space, and dropped into the prison that held the Emperor before he could change his mind. In the darkness, the urge to snap a finger and make light bloom around him was strong, but he held off.

      “I came prepared. As always,” he said to the darkness as he pulled from the pouch at his waist a steel lighter. He flicked it open and ran his finger over the striker. The smell of lighter fluid was there and gone in an instant as the flame popped to life. He held the flicker up, turning in a slow circle until he found what he was looking for. A torch set on a ledge above head height. Anyone who didn’t know what to look for would never have found it.

      “Seeing as I put it there, I should recall where it is,” he muttered as he pulled down the centuries-old torch. The handle was made of metal and the interior was still prepped with fat and incense. The sweet smell of myrrh filled the air, and he breathed it in. Meant to keep evil spirits at bay, the myrrh was a nice touch if he did say so himself. If completely useless against the evil spirit within these walls.

      He set the lighter to the torch and the light bloomed, the fat crackling and the smell of incense even stronger than before. The room was black at the edges of the light. Merlin took a shallow breath, and then a step . . . and there was a click beneath his foot.

      “Well, shit,” he whispered. “That’s not one of my booby traps.”
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      I held my hands as steady as I could with the palms facing down toward the sand, fingers spread as wide as they could go. The tops of my hands were covered in grains of sand, and I tried to knock the sand off using whatever fucking magic boiled around inside me. Only apparently, I was broken when it came to magic.

      “Flora,” I growled her name as I stared at the sand on my skin, “this is ridiculous! If I want the sand off, I’ll just turn my hand over like a normal crazy person.”

      Lila lay a few feet from me, sunning in the heat of the desert sun. Lizard that she was, the sand and heat agreed with her. She grinned up at me and I stuck my tongue out at her. This was not my first training episode with Flora. Nor was it the first where I’d lost what little patience I had.

      The other woman sighed and stepped in front of me. Her black hair was pinned up to show off her slender neck and softly angled jawline. She was a beauty, of that there was no doubt. But despite her youthful appearance, she didn’t come across as young at all. Old soul that she was, I wondered just how many years she really carried with her.

      Her hands slid under mine, palms up, and a tingle of electricity jumped from her skin to mine like miniature lightning bolts. “The power is within you, Zamira, but because it is a mix of Jinn magic and whatever else hums through the Emperor’s bloodlines, there is no sure way for me to train you. I am as frustrated as you in this.”

      Her smooth skin and un-sweaty face did not convince me in the least of her frustration. My jaw flexed and tightened as I focused on the power in my belly the way I had when I’d healed Batman’s leg. A broken leg on a horse is a death sentence, and I’d saved him with whatever magic shit I had in me. So why the fuck couldn’t I make a little bit of sand scatter from my skin?

      Lila rolled onto her back and swept her wings up and down, making a dragon imprint in the sand. “Maybe you can only do big magic. Maybe the little stuff is just not worth it.”

      Flora shook her head. “That is not how magic works, Lila. The little things are how you learn to do the big things. Brick by brick, you build your repertoire, and that is what brings you safety, that is what allows you to help others. And it allows you to understand your limitations.”

      I closed my eyes tightly, scrunching them as I focused only on the power, the magic, the whatever-the-fuck I had going on inside me.

      Cursed by my mother to never be anything but a house cat shifter.

      Blood of my sworn enemies running through some of my veins.

      Blood of royalty running through the other.

      Misfit. Outcast. Alpha of a lion pride. With my eyes closed, I could feel the other members of my pride not more than a mile away at our camp. Those from my original pride stood out the strongest. Darcy, Kiara, and my ex-husband asshole extraordinaire, Steve. Then there were the newer members, all part Jinn, part shifters like me. Benji and little Frankie were lion shifters. Asuga was a cheetah shifter and Nell was a caracal. Like Maks.

      “Maks.” I whispered his name without meaning to and the little bolts of lightning dug into me as I felt like I was swept away, high above the sand. But Lila didn’t call my name, nor did Flora.

      Which meant this was not real, or at least, not physical. I’d learned enough that sometimes real didn’t have to be anything but what was happening in your mind, or in your dreams. The sand whirled around me and I dared to open my eyes. I’d not taken a single step away from Flora, but the wind had indeed picked up. Through the whipping grains of sand, her mouth moved but there was no sound over the noise of the wind. I was doing this? Was I?

      How come I didn’t think so?

      “Because you are not doing this,” Maks said softly behind me. “I am.”

      I spun, hands up. But in defense or to grab him and hold him, I couldn’t tell you even now. But they were up, and he caught them, tangling his fingers with mine until they were laced tight. “Come with me, Zam. I know you want to. I know you love me still.”

      His blue eyes were the same, and yet not; his face and body the same, and yet not. He’d killed Marsum so I wouldn’t have to. He killed Marsum to save me—body and soul—but my heart had been shattered like a crystal goblet on a stone floor, the shards still there and cutting into my bare skin when I least expected it. I pulled back on my hands. “Maks, I’m going to find a way to bring you back. To free you from the Jinn.”

      His smile was crooked as he laughed at me. “You think if there even was a way, I’d want to be free of this power? For the first time in my life, I’m not afraid. You of all people should understand that.”

      I shook my head, fighting the tears. “You weren’t afraid when you were with me.”

      He threw back his head and laughed so hard, I thought he’d fall over if not for our still-tangled fingers.

      Irritation flowed through me. “I did not make you afraid.”

      Maks shook his head, laughter still spilling out of him, and for just a moment, I knew he was there with me, wholly himself, with none of Marsum’s evil tainting his eyes, his face or his heart. “Sweet goddess, you don’t think I was afraid facing the Ice Witch? Or the dragons? Or anything in between?”

      “Not afraid like you were of Marsum.” I tried to tug him to me. “Please, Maks, you’re stronger than him. Your heart is stronger than him. Better than that messed up piece of—”

      “You’re wrong.” He yanked me hard so our chests slammed together. He stared down at me, the heat between us as it always had been, consuming, a fire burning so hot, it was a surprise our clothing hadn’t melted off. “You’re wrong,” he said again, softer this time, his head lowering, his lips so close, I could lean in and taste his mouth. His tongue flicked over my upper lip, curled downward—

      “Seriously, Zam, pay attention!” A sharp slap followed the words and my jaw dropped open. I just stared at Flora, the irritation on her face, the way she pursed her mouth. Stared and lifted a hand carefully to my cheek. She had a mean right hook.

      “What the fuck?” My words were breathy, as if I’d been running. Or panting.

      Yeah, I was betting on the second bit.

      “I’ve been talking to you for a solid three minutes and you’ve just stared off into la-la land as if I weren’t even here! I am trying to help you!” Flora’s words were sharp, pointed like little needles.

      “Maybe I wasn’t here,” I mumbled, half wishing I could close my eyes and go back to wherever that was. If that was a dream, I wanted more of it. I wanted Maks back. The ache of wanting him back and wishing he were at my side was a physical need, as if my own body would be a traitor to me and run to him if I let it.

      Lila snickered. “I know that look. That’s your I’m-all-hot-and-bothered look.” Her snicker died as if she realized just who I’d be hot and bothered by. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry, Zam. It’s the Toad, isn’t it?”

      That made me smile, even if it was a sad smile. “Yeah, the Toad.”

      Flora looked from Lila to me and back again. “You mean Maks?” Her head whipped around so she could stare at me, her green eyes wide. “You saw Maks?”

      I didn’t see the point in lying to her; everyone knew there was something between me and the new leader of the Jinn. “Yes. But he just . . . it was like a dream.”

      Flora took a careful step toward me and placed a hand on each of my forearms. “He is the master of the Jinn now, Zam. There is no telling what he is capable of. Especially where you are concerned. For you, I believe he would bend all the rules he can.”

      I shook my head. “He would never hurt me.”

      “No, but he would steal you away, I think. And that would hurt everyone else. The whole world,” Flora said. “Everyone needs you, Zam. Far more than he does.”

      A burst of anger snapped through me and I flipped my hands sideways to knock her arms from me. From my fingertips shot tiny little flecks of . . . something like a cross between the Jinn’s black mist and magic I’d seen somewhere else, but where? Glittering, dancing magic that was hypnotic as it wove through the black curl of the Jinn’s magic.

      One thread of it reached out as if alive and snapped Lila in the ass, just hard enough to make her yelp. “Zam! Ow to hell in a handbasket, that burns like a dragon in heat! Ack, my stomach!” Her face tightened and if a blue dragon could go green, she did.

      “I’m sorry!” I tucked my hands under my arms, holding them tightly to me. She spun away from us, toward my saddlebags on the ground. Her tiny body heaved and convulsed as she wobbled, her mouth open as she gagged hard. “Lila, away from the saddlebags! Don’t you dare vomit acid on them.”

      Too late. Her body retched hard and a spew of green acid that glittered not unlike the magic that had shot out of my hands landed on the edge of the leather. I bolted forward as Flora yelled.

      “No, don’t touch it, Zamira!”

      “I fucking well know that!” I snapped over my shoulder as I slid to a stop next to the bags. Lila still heaved so I grabbed her around the middle and turned her away from the leather saddlebags. I grabbed one of my smaller knives from my boot and used the tip to open the bag. The papers were still in there. Holding the leather open while the acid ate away at it, I used my other hand and carefully pulled out the papers.

      “Just like Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom,” I said. “Nice and slow.” One drop of the acid would eat all the papers and I still needed them, or at least, I thought I did. As I cleared the edge of the leather, the tip of the knife got caught up in the acid. Smoke curled from the fine steel as the green sparkling puke did its job, devouring the metal like it was butter and not the knife.

      I dropped the blade and stepped back.

      “Drop the papers,” Flora said, calm as could be. “Some are touched.”

      One look at the papers was all it took to show me the truth. “SHIT!” I dropped them and Flora lifted her hand, a wind swirling the papers around. The papers . . . they were the only connection I had to my long-dead mother, and her writings the only hope I had of ever dealing with the Emperor. Because within their words was the way to kill him, maybe even kill him and not free the monster he held back, the falak.

      I dropped to my knees and held one hand up as if I could catch the paper as it was eaten by the acid. Lila still retched to the side, whatever the snap had done to her not slowing down. My eyelids fluttered once, and then the paper blew into a whirl around me, not unlike the whirl of sand that Maks had created . . . only this time the paper erupted, the glyphs on it escaping the surface as if they were alive.

      Images smashed into my brain. The Emperor standing over a body I was sure was Merlin. A pyramid that spun on its point. A glyph of a small house cat wrapped in chains. My mother’s curse. “Unbreakable,” I whispered to myself, understanding the pictures far more clearly with each passing second. They were the glyphs still but I was seeing them, reading them as never before. A caracal bleeding in the sand. A flail like my own only made of shimmering black crystal. Lions. Horses. War. Death. Famine. The falak—the twisting oversized serpentine creature writhed as if alive, even within the pictures. I took a step back. I’d hoped in my heart of hearts that the creature wasn’t real, that it was a monster drummed up to keep the world compliant and accepting of the Emperor’s rule. Apparently I was wrong.

      “What do you see?” Flora asked, her voice to my left.

      “I see the glyphs as they were meant to be, but what happens when I stop seeing them?” I thought I already knew the answer, feeling it in my bones. They would be gone forever, my mother’s words and knowledge lost.

      “The paper they are on, it is special. And rare. It held those glyphs and now it releases them to you. I’m so sorry,” Flora said.

      Her words tipped something inside my head and I snapped my fingers at Lila who’d finally pulled herself together. “Lila, the other papers, the ones we pulled off the Jinn.”

      “Yeah, the blank ones?” Her voice was hoarse. “I’m so sorry about the bag, about your mother’s notes—”

      I didn’t dare look away from the floating images. “The other papers, they were in the bags on Ford’s horse. Go, quickly, get them and bring them here.” Some of the first glyphs faded, to be replaced by others. A flower of deepest red. A book so old and wrapped in metal. Dragon’s eggs.

      Lila didn’t waste another breath, but shot into the air, gone in a flash of blue and silver scales. The images flicked and danced, some staying, some fading.

      The desert, a swamp, the queen of the giants. “She’s dead,” I said.

      “Who’s dead?” Flora asked. “Someone is going to die?”

      I held perfectly still. “No.” I held my breath. “Flora, how do I get the glyphs I see onto the clear pages?”

      “How in Hades would I know that?” she said. “This is magic beyond what I understand, Zam. I can help you in some things, but not with this, cupcake.”

      Something in the way she spoke made me smile. Maybe it was the sudden new nickname. Maybe it was her honesty. Part of me didn’t want to like her, really. She seemed too good to be true and I’d learned the hard way that too good usually was.

      An image of Maks standing over a black lion with a spear through its back made me suck in a sharp breath. “No, not that.”

      Flora stepped closer but didn’t touch me. “No matter what you see, know that it is not all set in stone. Your mother could see some of the future, but not all of it.”

      “Sweet baby goddess, she was a seer?” I spit the words out, and two of the glyphs disappeared as if they were offended.

      The rush of Lila’s wings was a welcome distraction from that last thought. “Here, there aren’t as many, I think.” She landed on my shoulder, papers clutched in her front claws. I took them from her without breaking eye contact with the swirling glyphs. I took a step and held out a sheet of the paper. The glyphs it touched disappeared from the air and were instantly rewritten on the page. Holding the papers in the air as if they were a butterfly net, I carefully chased the glyphs as they floated. And as many as I could, I gathered them until the papers were all full. The glyphs left were the ones I wasn’t sure of, or at least didn’t look as bad as those I’d caught.

      I would have stood there longer, staring at them, memorizing them if not for one small thing.

      The bellow of a pissed off, oversized pussy shattered the quiet. The roar was from Steve. I’d know his voice in either of his forms anywhere, much as I hated it. “Lila, were the boys at each other?”

      “When are they not? Couple of testosterone-infected idiots,” she muttered. I was going to ignore Steve; that was usually the best answer.

      Until Ford answered him, and the challenge was laid out in the syllables of the deeper, angrier bellow.

      They were going to fight.

      To the death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      “Fucking boys and their heat-addled brains thinking a fight to the death is a good idea after we all just barely survived the Jinn.” The words became almost a mantra as Balder—my horse— and I galloped the mile or so back to camp. Though I’ll admit, I dropped the mantra down to just “fucking boys.”

      Those two words said it all. Because real men didn’t behave like this, like a pair of overstuffed roosters fighting for a coop of hens. Unfortunately, I couldn’t wring either of their necks. I had to find a way to make peace between them because, apparently, I needed them both. At least for now.

      The only reason I hadn’t sent Steve packing was that I needed him to stop the Emperor. He had to carry one of the stones. Not that I’d given him the clear diamond.

      The bellows of the two male lions were clearer with each stretch of my horse’s long legs. Lila clung to Balder’s neck in front of me. Her violet-colored eyes searched my face as she looked over her shoulder. “We really should let Ford kill Steve. That would solve a lot of problems.”

      She wasn’t kidding. Steve had, remarkably enough, agreed to come with me and the others as we headed out to find the Oracle. We needed her help, we needed her knowledge . . . and we all knew it was going to be dangerous as anything we’d done so far. Maybe more so because of the blasted lands we had to cross. And as I mentioned, I needed him. Apparently. Really, the only reason I kept him with us was simple.

      Lila’s grandmother, had said we’d need a golden lion to hold one of the stones I was unintentionally collecting. With Bryce dead, and Shem missing, Steve was my only option.

      But while Steve had agreed to me leading the pride, he’d also been nothing but a massive pain in my ass.

      “We can’t let Ford kill him,” I muttered.

      “Even after the caravan we came across?” Lila prompted.

      I cringed. We’d come across a caravan with its people wiped out by a rogue supernatural of some sort. It was hard to tell by the marks in the sand and on the flesh. And the stench was horrific, like the bodies had been dead for weeks in wet, humid weather, but that wasn’t the case. The bodies were still warm when we found them, their stores of food still edible, the horses still there, if terrified. We’d gone to take what we’d needed—that was just how it worked in the desert.

      What I didn’t know was there had been a survivor hiding under one overturned wagon. An older man, partially bald, one leg broken. Injured, but alive.

      “We don’t need this.” Steve had reached down and killed the man with a twist of one hand around the man’s neck without even questioning whether he should or shouldn’t. He’d taken back the idea of being an alpha asshole in less than a week of agreeing to be part of my pride.

      The shock was still there, the disbelief that Steve had slid so far into whatever dark spot held him that he could kill someone just because . . . well, there was no reason that I could see. There was no reason to kill the man. We could have set him up on a horse, sent him on his way with some food and supplies and taken the rest ourselves. We could have asked him what happened. Find out what had attacked them and how it might be avoided.

      And that, more than anything else, kept me from giving him a stone that held power in it.

      Which was all the more reason why we had to find the Oracle, and I had to find a way to bring my brother back from the dead. Because I needed a male golden lion to stand with me against the Emperor, and there was no way it was going to be Steve-O. I’d keep the camel douche around only as a backup. And even that was reluctantly.

      “I know, Lila, I know,” I said as I pulled Balder into a sliding stop, the sand spraying up around us in a shimmer of golden grains. The two lions circled one another about thirty feet ahead of me. I slid off the saddle and approached them as I pulled my flail from my back. The handle warmed immediately and I spoke under my breath. “No blood today, just intimidation.”

      The handle cooled. Though it was not sentient, the weapon was close, and so fucking deadly, it had nearly killed me on multiple occasions. Now, though, it was mine through and through. The bond that had been forged between us was made when Marsum had cast it aside. And I’d picked it up.

      I swung the flail in a slow, looping circle to my side. Traditionally a flail was a heavy bitch of a weapon, meant to break shields and armor, to bash in heads with sheer force and wicked iron spikes. Magic, though, had a funny way of changing things. This flail was light in my hand, which allowed me to fight with it in ways that I otherwise couldn’t. It didn’t hurt that the weapon hit with the force of hundreds of pounds, and that the twin spiked balls at the end had a weird habit of sticking into my enemies and drinking their magic and blood.

      Creepy as fuck? You bet. But the weapon was mine and no one was going to take it from me.

      The handle warmed a slight bit in response to my thoughts.

      The bright gold lion—Steve—launched at the taller yet leaner black lion—Ford. Steve’s jaws worked to clamp on Ford’s neck, but Ford dodged him, slid under, and slashed at Steve’s back legs, missing him by inches. They both had their lips curled back, ears pinned and tails lashing as they swept at each other with their huge front paws. Darcy, my former best friend and lioness shifter, ran to my side.

      “You have to stop them! One of them could get hurt.” She grabbed at my arm and I slowly turned to look to her.

      “You mean Steve could get hurt?”

      Her mouth snapped shut a moment and she swallowed hard. “I thought you were the alpha.”

      Oh, low blow right off the bat? I made myself smile at her. “I am the alpha, which means I choose when and when not to step in.”

      Her golden eyes narrowed. “You . . . you want him dead?”

      I laughed at her. “If I’d wanted him dead, I would have left him in the Jinn’s care. Remember last week? When I rescued you all with Ford’s, Lila’s and Maks’s help?”

      That at least got to her. She lowered her eyes. “I know.”

      “Then why would I want him to die now? Do I hate him? Not really, not anymore. I don’t like him. I don’t trust him, but the hate has faded some.” That wasn’t entirely true, but she didn’t have to know that. After all, she thought he was amazing. She was fucking him now. Or again was the more correct term. I turned back to see the two lions tangled up on the ground, rolling through the sand as they fought for dominance.

      “Why are you just watching then?” Lila asked from my shoulder. I’d not even noticed her land there.

      “Because if Steve starts to lose, he’ll cheat,” I said.

      “He would not!” Darcy snapped. “He’s not like that.”

      “You mean he has honor?” Lila asked, all innocence and sweetness. “Is that what you mean?”

      I had to bite back a laugh. Honor was not a characteristic anyone would match up with Steve. Darcy had the audacity to flush and shake her head.

      Ford backed off Steve and shook his head. “Enough. This is stupid. I don’t want to fight you. You are not the alpha here.” Ford spoke as he shifted to two legs, which signaled to end a fight between two lions. But he didn’t know Steve like I did. I tensed, feeling the shift in the air a split second before Steve made his move. And I made mine.

      “Coward!” Steve roared as he rolled and came up at the end of his shift from four legs to two. Through the roll, he grabbed a sawed-off shotgun the bastard had obviously buried in the sand in preparation for the fight. He whipped it around and pointed it at Ford.

      Only I was already there, and Steve ended up shoving the rough muzzle of the gun into my chest. For just a split second, I thought he’d pull the trigger. His eyes dropped to my face, surprise written all over them, followed quickly by anger.

      “You’d better put that away before I ram it up your ass and pull the trigger. Maybe we can make you an even bigger asshole than you are now?” I kept my voice as calm as I could when all I wanted to do was rage at him that he was being a fucking coward.

      “That prick thinks he’s better than me! I am—”

      “Not the alpha!” Ford roared behind me, his naked body jammed up against my back. “Zam is the alpha!”

      Steve pushed on my front and Ford pushed from behind. Two large naked men, and me in the middle. This was surely someone else’s fantasy, because the last thing I needed was two men in my life. I dropped my flail to the ground at my feet and put a hand on each chest. “Back up, boys. We aren’t making a Zam sandwich and I’m not starting a harem.” I shoved them both back a few steps while Lila snickered.

      “If I ruled Dragon’s Ground, I could have my own harem,” she said. I didn’t dare look at her. But I couldn’t resist.

      “I’m sure Trick would be first in line.”

      She sucked in a deep breath and then laughed. “Yeah, he would be. And I’d let him.”

      I still had a hand on Ford’s chest as it rose and fell, sweat-slicked and all but vibrating with anger. I’d done good by naming him my enforcer. One good thing. He leaned into my hand, wanting another go at Steve. I shook my head.

      “Enough. Both of you,” I snapped. “I don’t have time or the patience to break up a fight every day. You get that? We are trying to save the fucking world and you two are so busy marking territory, you can’t see that we are in danger!”

      “He won’t stick around,” Ford said. “He wants to leave. He wouldn’t save you, and you’re his alpha.”

      Steve adjusted his bottom jaw forward in an expression I wanted to slap off his smug face. “And you would put your life in front of hers?”

      Ford took a big breath. “I would. I would lay down my life for hers because I know she would do the same.”

      “How sweet,” Steve purred. “Let’s see if you’re full of shit or not.”

      Part of my head said he wouldn’t dare, the other part said was I really surprised?

      But Steve was bad about telegraphing, and that was all I needed. He snarled and tried to snap the gun up to point it at me. Too slow.

      Goddess of the desert, I knew this move would work, but I’d be scrubbing my hands for days.

      I shot a hand out and grabbed Steve by the balls, digging my nails into the soft skin. Steve’s whole body stiffened, and he held perfectly still, the gun no longer moving, not even an inch.

      “Zam, I would never actually kill you—” He squeezed the words out but barely.

      I smiled up at him. “You’ve forgotten how things are done in a real pride, Steve. We don’t kill each other. And yes, I will rip your balls off to prove my point. How would that be, Darcy? You don’t mind? I mean, it’s not like he’s our only male now. We have Benji and Ford. Hell, even one day Frankie will be all grown up. You aren’t special anymore, Steve. You might do well to keep that thought at the front of your pea brain. We don’t need these balls to keep our pride going.”

      “Don’t,” Darcy said. “Please don’t.”

      I dug my middle finger into the connection between sack and body and he closed his eyes, face purpling. Anger or pain, I wasn’t sure. Nor did I really care. No, that’s not true. I wanted him to hurt a little. Mostly because he was an idiot and idiots learn best with pain. “Steve, you will behave. Or I will castrate you. Maybe just the left testicle. You always did complain it was smaller. Then if you misbehave again, I’ll take the right testicle. And a third strike . . . well, a third strike, you remember what that is in a pride, don’t you?”

      His eyes locked on my mine and I schooled my face as still as I could. Let him see that I was serious, that whatever there was between us was done and in the past. That I would kill him to keep the pride whole.

      “Capiche?” I smiled and tightened my hold a little more.

      He dropped the gun to the sand and gave me a tight nod, sweat beading along his brow. “Consider me warned.”

      I dropped my hand from his balls and he stumbled back, cupping himself. My other hand was still on Ford’s chest, my back to him as I watched to make sure Steve went to his side of the camp.

      “You’re going to have to kill him one day,” Ford said. “Can I help?”

      I gave him a gentle push. “Get dressed.”

      He took a step, the slide of sand under his feet telling me that he’d stopped. “You really don’t want a harem?”

      I whipped around, my eyebrows up. “Are you fucking serious? I obviously can barely keep you two from killing each other.”

      Ford grinned and waggled his eyebrows at me as he scratched at his ribcage, puffing his chest out. “Maybe we just need a better distraction.”

      “Real subtle, man.” I rolled my eyes as Kiara stepped out of her tent. Ford’s eyes followed mine and he went very still. Yeah, that’s what I thought. He was keeping his eyes on the prize, as it were. Kiara saw me and started my way.

      “Alpha, may I speak with you?” she asked so quietly I barely heard her. This was the Kiara who had been fooled by Steve. I couldn’t have her be this quiet little mousy thing.

      “Not if you’re going to act like a doormat. You’re a goddess-given lioness. Act like it,” I said.

      Her lips twitched and she straightened up. “Zam. I need to speak with you.”

      I jerked my head to the side, bent and picked up my flail from the ground, then set it into the strap across my back. I scooped the shotgun up with my toe, flicked it into the air and caught it, then tossed it at Ford.

      “Come on, we’ll get Balder and then we can talk,” I said to Kiara.

      Only that talk didn’t happen. The light bounce of feet on the sand, the pads of a cat moving at high speed. It could only be Asuga, which was good and bad. Good that she was there. Bad that she was in cheetah form and all but flying over the sand to reach us.

      I ran to meet her as she slid so hard to a stop that she tumbled in the sand, her legs all akimbo. She shifted, clothes still intact, just like me. A trick of the Jinn blood that allowed us to keep our clothes on our bodies while the other shifters always ended up naked as the day they were born.

      Her pale green eyes met mine, flashing with fear. I put a careful hand on her shoulder. She flinched and I smiled. “Asuga, are you okay?”

      She bobbed her head, barely out of breath despite the speed of her run. “Yes. But there is trouble coming.”

      “What did you see?”

      She closed her eyes. “I was out doing a circuit around the camp, as you asked. Nothing I could see but . . . I could feel my half-brother. He’s part of the hunting party that’s been sent out for us. He . . . sent me a warning. To run.”

      The heat around us did nothing to stem the chill that flashed through me. “Your half-brother?”

      She nodded and shrunk in on herself. “We share the same father. A Jinn father.”

      Fucking sand up my ass crack, the Jinn knew where we were. But was it because of Asuga’s connection to her brother?

      Or was it because of mine to Maks?
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      “Get everyone together, quickly.” I sent Asuga ahead of me, her long dark hair bound up in braids, dancing with beads that Kiara and Darcy had woven in for her. If the Jinn really were on their way, we had to get our camp cleared out—immediately. Fuck. As if things weren’t already too complicated. Steve and Ford. Finding the Oracle. Evading the Emperor.

      “I thought Maks was going to try to keep them away,” Lila said, her claws digging into my shoulder. “I guess this means the Toad is really gone then.”

      Only he wasn’t, not really, and I’d not had a chance to tell her the details of what I’d seen of him in the whirlwind, that he’d called to me and a part of me had wanted to go to him, to throw the world away to be loved.

      I drew a breath and brushed off the strange sensation that I could do just that, that I could turn my back on the pride and go to him. “This is going to be bad. If the Jinn can still track their half-siblings, we’ll never throw them.” Of course, the same could be said for Maks. I would have to find a way to cut my ties with him once and for all.

      I bit the inside of my lip to keep from crying out, to keep all that bottled up hurt from escaping.

      Lila touched the lobe of my ear, tugging it gently. “We’ll find a way to bring him back. We have to. Just like we’ll find a way to bring Bryce back so we can ditch Steve. We only need one golden lion, right?”

      The smile I gave her was forced, but I managed. “Yeah. Right. Okay.” There was no time to dwell on him, anyway. He was out of reach, and we had more immediate issues. As in Maks had sent his Jinn after us, and not to play pattycake or hide and seek. I strode toward the center of the camp, the others drawing near. Well, except for Steve and Darcy. They hung back, which was fine. I didn’t really care if they heard this or not; it was more for the newbies.

      I caught Benji’s eyes first. “Ben, do you have any half-siblings, or a father still alive in the Jinn?”

      He shook his head. “No. Neither does Frankie.”

      I looked to Asuga and Nell. Asuga shifted on her feet. “I didn’t tell him nothing, and my brother wants . . . he wants me to be safe. I was never safe in the Dominion.” Her words were hesitant but there was no sense of a lie on them.

      I turned to Nell. “And you?”

      “I have no one there but Maks,” she said.

      It took everything I had not to stiffen. Could he be playing us both? “Did you see him today?”

      She turned her head away, but not before I saw the flash of her eyes as they widened, the blue showing clear and haunted. “No.”

      Lie, it was there in every line of her body. Lila leaned forward and let out a hiss. “You know she’s lying, right?”

      “Yes, I know.” But it still didn’t answer the question. Was it Nell or me that Maks was tracking? I turned to look at the others. “We need to pack this place up.”

      Steve lifted his hands, his face a perfect look of condescension. Jesus, if I never saw that smug look on his face, it would be too fucking soon.

      “I mean it, Steve! Or you lose the left ball right fucking now!” Whatever calm I’d managed to hold onto earlier was gone in a single sneer of his mouth. Gods, he pissed me off when he was barely even trying.

      I would have said more, and maybe he would have argued, but a new sound cut through all the bullshit like a hot knife through lard.

      A howl on the wind, the cackling laughter of hyenas on the hunt.

      Ishtar had sent hyenas after us already, and they’d been killed by the Jinn. I had to give her credit for finding more of the hyena shifters so soon after killing her first pack. For years, she’d used me and Steve, Darcy and the other lion shifters to do her dirty work, convincing us that we were saving her life, that without our help and the jewels, she would die. Once I realized she wasn’t who I thought she was, that her power hung on the jewels and her life wasn’t on the line, I’d changed my mind about giving her the jewels in my possession.

      Because of that choice, Ishtar now hunted me and my pride. Three of the jewels she sought, we held. The blue ice jewel was Lila’s to carry, and the clear diamond that had belonged to the Swamps was in a pouch under my shirt and meant for the male golden lion. The third jewel, the green dragon stone, was also on me, in its own pouch—it was supposed to be Maks’s. We had three jewels and Maks had a fourth, the stone belonging to the Jinn. If I’d taken it could have broken the wall to the east, but that would free the Emperor.

      Merlin wanted me to have the stones. Flora wanted me to have the stones.

      But they didn’t want the Emperor free. So to say I was confused was no small thing. I rubbed at my head. But now was not the time.

      A second howl ripped along the edge of the wind and my jaw tightened of its own accord. Fuck, this was bad. A third followed the second, the tone totally different. Three hyenas. Plus the Jinn coming in from the rear.

      But at least it was just one at a time—hyenas first. We could deal with one or the other, but not both at the same time.

      “Get your shit and mount up!” I yelled. “They’re about ten miles off by the sound of it and coming fast.”

      Lila shot straight into the air from my shoulder. I didn’t have to ask what she was doing. She was my second in the pride even though she was a dragon. She was family, sister of my heart and soul, and she was looking out for us the best way she could—by getting a bead on those coming to kill, or worse, capture us.

      I ran for my small tent and slammed the poles down, rolled the canvas into a tight ball, then tied it off in about three seconds flat. Benji struggled with his tent and I helped him next. “Go cover the fire pit with as much sand as you can. We need to cover our tracks well,” I said.

      He nodded, fear written all over his face as he turned and ran to do what I asked. Sand on the ashes and we always kept the horses away from camp and covered their mess every day, keeping it as clean as we could, always covering our tracks. But hyenas could smell shit two miles off, sometimes more if the wind was right. I stood as an idea hit me right between the eyes. I stopped what I was doing, dropping the half-folded tent, and ran for Balder.

      “Ford, get Batman,” I yelled.

      He was next to me in a flash, and luckily everyone else was up and mounted a moment later. Goddess save me from what I was about to do, but it was my place alone to make the decision. I pointed a finger at my ex-husband. “Steve, get everyone clear of this place; head for the edge of the blasted lands but don’t go in.”

      His eyebrows shot up. “And now you trust me?”

      I yanked my own shotgun out from under my stirrup strap and pulled the hammer back. “Listen, fucker, I’ve had about enough of your shit for one day. Unless you want to go with me to head off the hyenas, and Ford can lead the others to safety, this is how it’s happening.”

      Remarkably, Steve nodded and didn’t have one stupid word to say. For once.

      I looked to Kiara. “Keep an eye on him and rip off his left testicle if he causes any grief. Okay?”

      Kiara and Steve both startled and Steve laughed. “She wouldn’t.”

      I saw the moment Kiara’s spine stiffened and her eyes flashed. “Try me.”

      “There’s the fiery girl I knew was hidden away.” I gave her a wink, then turned and looked for Flora. Petite, old beyond her looks, and a priestess of a lightning god. She waited quietly on the edge of the group. “Can you dust the camp? Clear our tracks for as far as you can in both directions?”

      She nodded. “I won’t have much left for a fight if I do that.”

      “Hopefully no fight. Not if Ford and I pull this off.” I twisted in my saddle and leaned forward. Balder leapt from a quiet standstill into a full-out gallop in three strides, the power in his limbs enough to unseat anyone who didn’t know how much juice he had in him.

      “Good boy,” I whispered over the whipping wind. I held him back a little so Batman and Ford could catch up. Ford was not Maks, but Batman seemed to like him well enough, and Ford was good with the horse, which was impressive. The lion shifter didn’t have much experience with horses—he’d been on his own for years. But he took to the saddle and care of Batman as though it was second nature to him.

      And that did something twisty and uncomfortable to my heart . . . as though it were another drop on the scales already set against Maks coming back to us. It felt as though Batman had replaced Maks with Ford.

      Fickle horse.

      Behind us, the wind swept up, dusting away the horses’ hoof prints, hiding the direction we’d come as Flora worked her magic. That would have to be good enough for now to keep the others safe.

      Lila swept down from the sky, barely catching the edge of my cloak, pulling herself to my shoulder. Her mouth tucked in close to my ear. “Three of the hyenas are coming fast, but something is wrong with them. They don’t look right, and the sand they are kicking up is making it hard to see just what’s going on with them.”

      I frowned as I crouched over Balder’s neck. “They shouldn’t be kicking up sand.”

      “I know. It’s . . . weird.”

      Weird was not good when it came to facing an enemy. You wanted straightforward bad guy. Guns. Magic. Swords. Teeth. Claws. Not weird.

      Weird was generally bad, and I’d had enough bad and weird shit to last me several lifetimes.

      Ford rode up beside us and I glanced at him. His face was lit up with the joy of the gallop, but his balance. Lawd Jesus, his balance was all over the fucking place, and poor Batman had to fight to keep underneath his rider. Apparently he’d not taken as well as I’d thought to riding. Or maybe just riding slowly.

      “Good boy,” I said.

      Ford grinned at me. “Thanks!”

      I shook my head. “I meant the horse.”

      He grinned wider. “I know.”

      I turned my head back to face what was coming. The seconds passed, then minutes, and I counted the miles based on our rate of speed. Four miles, then five, away from camp, and then suddenly they were there behind us and coming in from our left-hand side. Our hunters and a billowing spray of sand around them just like Lila had said.

      Sand sprays and hyenas, what in the seven hells was going on now? “Slow it down some.” I held a hand out and waved at Ford to ease back. Batman saw my hand and slowed before Ford even tugged on the reins. He really was a good boy.

      We eased to a trot, the horses blowing, sides heaving as we slowed. I couldn’t take my eyes off the coming hyenas—or what I assumed were hyenas. “Lila?”

      “On it.” She pushed off my shoulder, and I braced for the shove. For being only six pounds, she was strong enough that she could knock me out of the saddle if I wasn’t careful.

      I slowed Balder to a walk, then to a standstill. He pawed at the sand, and shook his head, flipping his mane around. “Yeah, I don’t like it either,” I muttered.

      Ford handed me a pair of binoculars. I brought them to my eyes and squinted as the image came into view.

      The hyenas were at best a mile away, and I still couldn’t see them clearly even with binoculars. There were glimpses of snouts and legs as they raced toward us, bits of fur and something else . . . I blinked, pulled the binoculars away, and then put them back to my face. “That can’t be.”

      “What?” Ford made a grabby motion with his hand and I slapped it away.

      “I think they’re . . . dead.” Just in those few seconds, the image of the three hyenas running had become clearer, sharp enough that I could see the details. The dead black of their eyes, the chunks of skin flipping off their bodies, the bones jutting out of their legs as they ran. No movement to their mouths, no panting tongues, no heaving sides from breathing.

      I threw the binoculars at Ford. “Time to go.”

      “Where?”

      “North, we’ll lead them north.” I urged Balder into a gallop and Batman followed. We had taken only a few strides when Lila dropped from the sky, landing on Balder’s neck. She clung to him, her claws digging in but he didn’t so much as flinch. “You aren’t going to believe—”

      “The hyenas are dead?” I offered as I leaned into the gallop.

      “Yeah, well, that isn’t all.” She shook her head, her violet eyes worried. “It’s worse than just dead dogs chasing us.”

      Ford shook his head. “How is it possible to get worse than dead hyenas? I mean, how do we kill them, to start?”

      “We try to draw them away first, then we’ll make a stand.” My mind already raced with how to manage dead dogs. What would be the best way to tackle them? “They likely won’t be as smart as a living hyena, so that should be in our favor.”

      Lila jumped and slammed into my chest, her front claws grabbing at my face.

      “Hey!” I yelled. “What are you doing?”

      “You aren’t listening to me, so I’m making you listen!” she snapped. “This is worse than just hyenas. Or dead hyenas. They have riders, Zam.”

      A chill of understanding coursed through me. Of seeing Maks and Ishtar standing together.

      “Sweet goddess of the desert, the Jinn have mounts in the hyenas?”

      Lila nodded. “Yes. And . . .”

      “Really, there’s an and?” Ford yelled.

      Lila’s eyes, though, they filled with tears and that said it all. Don’t let anyone tell you dragons aren’t emotional. Lila’s heart was big enough for three people and she was moved to tears when she thought someone she loved was in trouble.

      I leaned forward and hugged her to my chest. “Maks is with them, isn’t he?”

      Her head bobbed against my chest. “Yes, he is.”
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      A part of me knew I shouldn’t be surprised that Maks was in the hunting party of Jinn and undead hyenas. I knew he still wanted me with him. I’d felt it in his touch in the sandstorm, in the heat of his eyes. Whatever love he had for me was still driving him to . . . well, to do what? Protect me? I buried my head against Balder’s neck, his mane lashing me in the face, and closed my eyes. I wanted to let the rhythm of galloping hooves carry me along for a space of time.

      Ford wasn’t going to let what Lila said go. After all, Maks was his adopted brother who he’d been searching for since Marsum had taken Maks away. “He won’t hurt us, you can’t really believe that, do you?”

      I lifted my head enough to look across at him. His face was twisted in a pain I knew all too well, one of grief and confusion mixed with a dash of goddam hope. The loss of a sibling was no small thing, not when you’d been hunting for a way to find them, to save them. Bryce and his death had been no small cost to my own hurt, to my own drive, and I had to believe there was a way to bring him back. Just as I believed there was a way to bring Maks back.

      Hope really was a right bastard. I couldn’t let it go, though, and I understood Ford’s need to believe that Maks was salvageable.

      “Today is not the day to test out his affection for us if we can help it,” I said and urged Balder faster. Lila tipped her head to the sky as the clouds rumbled and danced, darkening the day to a false night.

      “That feels strange,” she said, her words barely heard over the rush of the wind and the thud of the horses’ hooves in the sand. “I don’t think it’s Flora.”

      The wind around us snapped up, harder than before, grains of sand and bits of debris smacking into our exposed skin. I squinted my eyes against it and hunched farther over Balder’s back.

      “Flora’s got her panties in a twist today,” Ford yelled as we thundered across the dunes, obviously missing what Lila had said. He wasn’t wrong. This was the strongest storm I’d seen since we escaped from the Jinn’s Dominion.

      Unless it wasn’t her? I glanced at Lila and she shrugged, reading the question on my face. If it wasn’t Flora, could it be the Jinn? I’d never heard of them manipulating the weather, but I wouldn’t put it past them.

      The land changed suddenly from the grains that slid under the horses’ hooves and made them work twice as hard to keep up a gallop, to a hard pack dirt, perfect for speed.

      “Let’s go!” I yelled and gave a low hiss to Balder. He unleashed his speed as if he’d been standing still, his legs stretching out and his body flattening into a lean line. Beside us, Batman fought hard to keep up and, shockingly, didn’t drop far behind.

      I looked to the side to see Ford with a grin on his face as he crouched low over Batman’s neck, mimicking me. If not for the fact that we had a small pack of dead shifter hyenas and three Jinn chasing us, this might have been an enjoyable gallop through the desert.

      The sky cracked above us and a bolt of lightning sheared off to our left, lighting up the space around us and making my skin prickle. The horses veered to the right until another bolt slammed down on that side.

      Forget that bit about an enjoyable gallop.

      “Fuck, that’s too much, Flora!” I looked behind us as if I could see her and give her the finger. I didn’t think this was her sense of humor, but I’d been wrong before about what others found funny.

      I looked at Lila and . . . she still stared straight up into the sky, her face all scrunched up as she searched the clouds with her violet-colored eyes. “Lila?”

      “I think I see something!” she said, and then she pushed off me and shot upward fast, her wings brushing against my face for a split second before she was skyward bound. In the black clouds, the lightning danced and—

      “Holy shit, that’s a dragon up there?” Ford roared.

      Yeah, and he didn’t mean Lila. A big dragon was there and gone in those flashes, the body undulating through the clouds.

      Lila had thought earlier her father was following her, could Corvalis be here? Fucking bloody damn hell, that was the last thing we needed. He hated his daughter and had tried to kill her twice, both times failing, which made it all that much more likely he’d try again. Knowing the luck that I carried around with me most days, there was a strong chance it was indeed the big black bastard of a dragon who we’d ousted from the Dragon’s Ground, and in doing so, earned his eternal hatred.

      Score one for the girls.

      Sort of.

      “Lila! Get back here!” I screamed up at her. She’d gone up there to check because she could feel something, because she knew someone was up there manipulating this storm. Because now that we were so far from the Pride and Flora we knew it couldn’t be her. The weather was too strong, too far away from her. Her skills were impressive, but not on this scale.

      And that was if we disregarded what we’d all seen.

      “Maybe it was just a cloud formation?” Ford offered.

      I wasn’t sure I could put much more stock in hope today. It had already fucked me over enough. I wasn’t going to give it another chance.

      We galloped hard and Lila did not show up. She did not fly out of the sky, and the weather only grew stronger, the lightning coming harder and faster, driving us first to the left, then to the right.

      I made myself look back to see where the pursuers were, to see if they’d gained any ground.

      Behind us was an empty space, no storm roused up, no flying sand.

      I held a hand out to Ford, palm up. We slowed without words between us. Or almost.

      “You sure that’s a good idea with the lightning and shit?” he asked.

      “It’ll hit us or it won’t,” I answered. “We keep running, we could be running with the storm instead of away from it.” Even as I said the words, the lightning seemed to strike a little farther away, not as close as before. A whoosh of wings snapped my head up just as Lila dropped from out of a dark cloud that boiled as if it were water on the ocean and not clouds in the sky.

      The lightning eased and struck farther away yet, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Lila, what the hell?”

      “I thought I saw a dragon up there,” she said. “But there was nothing. It’s just a storm.” She landed on my shoulder and sighed. “It’s probably better that there was no dragon.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, don’t be disappointed that it was just a storm. The lightning was giving us a run for our money.”

      I leaned forward and patted Balder on the neck. “Okay, let’s do a big loop and head back to the others. We’ll meet up with them by the end of the day. The hard pack here will hide our tracks.”

      Fool that I was, I thought we’d escaped both the storm and the hunters behind us.

      Balder hadn’t taken two steps when a bloom of warmth rumbled in my blood, warmth that I’d only ever felt when Marsum had forced me into a kiss. I put a hand to my chest as my heart picked up speed, adrenaline suddenly coursing through me, chasing the sudden heat.

      Jinn magic.

      “Zam, look out!” Ford yelled and I instinctively leaned, putting my leg against Balder’s side and driving him to the right. Where we’d stood only a second before, the ground exploded with a rock-splitting boom that sent Balder even farther to the right, shying from the shards of rocks and flame that spewed outward in a vicious spray.

      I didn’t need to look back to know that the Jinn had caught up to us. The sense of magic had given me some warning. I’d just not known what it was until it was almost too late. Another boom of exploding dirt to our left sent us back the way we’d come. Flames shot into the sky to our left, right, and in front as the horses and we worked to find a way out.

      “They’re pinning us down,” Ford snarled.

      “Correction,” I said, “they’ve pinned us down.” I let out a shaky breath as I turned Balder to face the only opening in the flames.

      It happened so fast, there was no time to do anything but face the music.

      Three Jinn, three dead but still weirdly alive hyena shifters . . . and just me with Maks beside me. I blinked, no, not Maks, Ford. I was with Ford. Not with Ford, but beside him, facing Maks.

      Camel piss, I should not be confused by who was beside me. I was going to blame it on Batman being his mount. And the way he laughed just like Maks. They might not have been blood brothers but they still shared traits. Tics, movements, way of speaking.

      I gritted my teeth, and though my eyes watered from the heavy smoke off the red-hot fires, I stared toward the oncoming Jinn, my chin up in about the only show of defiance I could give right then. Two Jinn came at us, not three, roaring all the way. I distantly wondered which one was the brother of Asuga. It didn’t matter. They were here to kill us.

      I reached over my shoulder and grabbed the handle of the flail. It warmed immediately and bonded itself to my hand as though stuck there with fresh glue. “Murderous bastard,” I whispered and the weapon . . . wiggled. Yeah, it seemed to enjoy its job of death and destruction perhaps a little too much. Then again, it had saved my ass more than once.

      Even if the fucking thing had tried to kill me too.

      I pulled it from my back and held it out to the side so I could start twisting my wrist in a looping circle, the twin spiked balls speeding up, prepping for maximum damage.

      “Lady’s choice, you want the left Jinn or the right?” Ford said, the sound of steel leaving a sheath ringing through the air.

      “Stay on two legs as long as possible,” I said. “If we get the chance, I want to be able to run north again. And I’ll take the one on the right. He looks like he wants to die today. And you should dismount.” I looked at Ford. “I’m afraid you’ll cut Batman’s head off by accident.” I dropped Balder’s reins so I had both hands free, directing him only with my legs. Ford slid from Batman, a grimace on his face. Yeah, riding was a hell of a lot more than just sitting nice on a pony.

      The Jinn had slowed and now stood about forty feet away as the fire raged around us, holding us where they wanted us. Maks sat comfortably on his mount farther back and I fought not to look at him. What good would it do?

      “Toad,” Lila shouted, flying into the air above my head, “you stop this nonsense right this second!”

      Maks laughed, and it hurt my heart to hear it. His laugh, but not him. “Lord, what fools these mortals be!”

      “A Midsummer Night’s Dream,” I whispered, hating that he would play our game still.

      He grinned at me but spoke to her. “That’s you, Lila. A fool to think you’ll ever be anything but a tiny little dragon with tiny little abilities. You can’t even mate, can you? How could you ever be anything but a null?”

      Lila gasped and then let out a snarling roar that cut me to the quick . . . because it was wet with tears. “You . . . vile . . . horrible . . .” She couldn’t say more than that.

      I made myself bark a laugh at him, though with difficulty. “Nice to see you’re here today, Marsum,” I yelled. “Still making Maks do your dirty work, still controlling him, using him. You really are a broomstick up a camel’s ass, aren’t you? Good for nothing but getting the shit moving.”

      Maks laughed again, but I still couldn’t look at him directly. I kept my eyes on the other two Jinn and their mounts. The Jinn were just Jinn like those I’d seen before. They looked like men, their bodies and eyes the same as so many. The one on my side had the same build as Asuga and his eyes were the same dark color.

      “She’s safe,” I said softly. He nodded ever so slightly, a sigh going out of him. I had no doubt he’d still fight me, and I’d still try to kill him, but he deserved to know when he’d warned her to flee.

      My eyes slid to the hyenas. They were something else entirely. Oversized, as was expected. Hyenas half the size of lions, only now . . . their spots were sloughing off, their fur was missing in patches and their bodies looked rough, to say the least. A few places were burnt, a few places had chunks of bone sticking out, one foot looked to be twisted the wrong way. But they were not bothered by any of it.

      At least, as far as I could tell.

      “Maks, don’t do this,” Ford called out, and I stiffened and looked at him.

      “Don’t,” I said. “He’ll just try to get in your head.” Hell, didn’t I already know that. That was what Marsum wanted—to get into our heads. To make us doubt ourselves and each other. “The thing is,” I continued before Maks could respond, “Marsum was about as dumb as a bag of sand. Maks is smart. Marsum is using him, as users do, and using his best abilities—his brains.”

      I shrugged as if it was no consequence. Lila landed in front of me and tucked herself against my belly. I put a hand on her to still her shaking. “He’s going to try and tell us the worst about ourselves. That’s what bullies do.” I smiled at Ford then, and did something more than dangerous, maybe even stupid. But he’d hurt Lila, and I knew there was one area that would be open to a blow. You see, two could play a game of stab-them-where-it-hurts-the-most. I winked at Ford. “We can talk about it in bed later.”

      Ford’s eyebrows shot up, and Lila grabbed at me as she gasped, and I finally looked at Maks. Made myself look at him.

      His blue eyes might well as have been black for how dark they were. Whatever smile had been on his face was gone, whatever laughter that had rolled from his mouth had disappeared. I bared my teeth at him. “Doesn’t feel very good, does it? You lay into Lila again, and I’ll cut your tongue out myself, Maks. You don’t touch my family. You don’t touch those I love. It won’t matter that I loved you.”

      Past tense. Loved.

      He frowned and the darkness slid off his face, and for just a second, a moment so fast I almost missed it, he was just Maks. His eyes met mine, sorrow and pain flowing between us—and more than that, understanding.

      But then he was gone, and before he could say anything, his eyes narrowed, once more darkening. With a tip of his head, he gestured to us.

      “Kill the male, bring the girl to me.”

      Batman let out a low whinny, obviously recognizing his friend’s voice, and Maks flinched as if he’d been hit.

      There was a moment where the scene just seemed to pause. No one moved, there was no thump of a horse’s foot, and even the crackle of the flames around us dimmed.

      And then the two Jinn and their pets launched at us.

      “I’ll knock them down, you take their heads!” I said.

      “I thought you were going right. I was going left!” Ford yelled at me.

      “Or maybe that,” I yelled back. Anything to throw the Jinn off. The warmth in my blood sung sweetly to me as I closed the gap between me and the Jinn. I swung the flail, spinning it hard and fast, ready to move Balder into position. “Lila, stay with me. I don’t want to get separated.”

      She hunched down on the front of my saddle and wove her claws into Balder’s mane. “Got it.”

      I leaned into Balder, into the wind, and focused on only one thing. Killing the Jinn. I would not think about Maks. I wouldn’t think about my heart.

      I couldn’t, not if we were going to survive, if I was going to protect my pride.

      The flail’s handle glued itself to me as it did, warming as I snapped it around in a sharp circle, the spiked balls ringing like a pair of bells as they banged against one another. The Jinn closest to me grinned, his eyes wild and the magic crackling around him. Asuga’s brother.

      There would be no quarter given on either side, and we both knew it.

      “Hang on, Lila,” I said through gritted teeth. “This is going to be a fucking bumpy ride.”
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      The Jinn were mean as snakes on a good day, and the hyenas they rode were ugly as a giant’s asshole (yeah, I’ve unfortunately seen one up close). And we charged them like knights of old, the Jinn wielding magic, and Ford and I wielding weapons. The Jinn closest to me—Asuga’s brother—came toward my left and I held the flail in my right hand. We galloped hard, closing the distance fast.

      I put my right heel into Balder’s side and he leapt to the left as the Jinn cast a ball of red flames at our heads. I ducked down, the heat searing across my shoulders, and as I came up, I swung the flail with all I had. I screamed as I struck; the fury and pain of Maks there in front of me but my not being able to save him came out of my mouth, a battle cry I couldn’t hold back.

      The twin balls slammed into the right arm of the Jinn, and for a moment, I thought the weapon in my hand laughed, a mad cackle rippling through the air. The blow was hard and clean and the limb sheared off, flying into the air above our heads, following the arc of my hit. Time slowed as both the Jinn, Lila, and I stared at the arm. Not because it was horrific, which it was; the blood sprayed us both, and our mounts; the bone was white as freshly fallen snow.

      No, we stared because the spikes in the balls elongated, reached up and grabbed at the limb, and then . . . well, for lack of a better description, ate it. The limb was pulled to the weapon and then was just gone. Eaten up.

      Well, that was a fucking twist.

      “May my wings never tangle with that shit,” Lila squawked, hunching tighter to me. And then we were past the Jinn and his mount. Balder spun on his haunches, turning tight, far tighter than the hyena could move as I worked to control the downswing of the flail.

      Asuga’s brother screamed even while he bled, but he spun the hyena whose jaws were open wide.

      This time I couldn’t dodge the magic that he threw at me. The ball of power hit me in the side, and my ribs collapsed inward with an audible crack. I slid to the side of my saddle, fighting for air.

      “Take my arm, would you?” he roared. “I’ll take you apart piece by piece, sand whore!”

      “I said not to hurt her!” Maks roared.

      The hyena, of course, had no such restrictions, though, and did not respond to Maks. Jaws snapping, it lunged at Balder’s chest.

      “Up, Balder!” I yelled with what breath I had.

      I clung to the saddle as Balder slid to a stop and popped up on his hind legs as the hyena slid beneath us. Asuga’s brother rolled clear of his mount, his arm no longer bleeding, but still missing.

      It hadn’t grown back.

      Balder needed no encouragement. He came down hard on the now-confused hyena that was under him. With a defiant whinny, he slammed his steel-hard front hooves into the hyena’s neck. There was a clear crack as Balder landed, drumming the hyena over and over, dropping it flat to the ground, its spine broken cleanly.

      Balder was not done, though, and I still hadn’t gotten my breath back more than a gasp.

      He reared up again and came down, stomping the life out of the undead creature, until its head was nothing more than a mushed pile of fur and brains.

      I still held the flail, though my hand and arm were numb. I couldn’t drop it, and I couldn’t lift it to put it away.

      Asuga’s brother lifted his good hand, and magic swirled around it like a thick morning mist, gray and impossible to see through.

      “Death is too good for you,” he snarled. With a flick of his wrist, the magic spun toward me, right at my head.

      I had one chance and it was more instinct than actual knowledge. I had to get the flail up to catch the spell. A scream ripped out of me as I snapped the weapon in front of my face. Red hot knives jabbed at my innards, my own ribs piercing me as I fought to stay alive.

      The magic hit the flail and once more, the weapon drew it in, absorbing it, shivering with what I could only call pleasure.

      I stared at the Jinn, his face twisted with rage as he lifted his hand again. “Keep her alive,” he said quietly.

      Damn it. “I will.” We circled one another, carefully.

      “Tell her I love her,” he said.

      My guts twisted and all I could do was nod. How many families had been torn apart by Marsum and his games? Games he was still playing even now after he was dead.

      From my other side came a roar from Ford as he fought the other pair. I wanted to look, to make sure he was okay, but I didn’t dare take my eyes off Asuga’s brother.

      “Lila, Ford okay?”

      “Bitten, but holding his own,” she said.

      The magic Asuga’s brother spooled was bigger than before, spreading outward like a desert sandstorm around him. There was no way I’d be able to catch it, not this time.

      And we both knew it. All I could do was limit the casualties.

      “Lila, get high! Help Ford!” I said. She launched upward. I couldn’t save me and Balder, but I could get her out of the way. I had to believe she’d survive this.

      I dropped my reins and clutched at my side, the flail hanging from my other hand. There was no way. No way I’d—

      A dark blue curl of magic slid around the Jinn in front of me, weaving its way up his legs so slowly, he didn’t seem to notice. At least not until it got to his belly. He lowered his hands, though they were no longer spinning his death magic.

      “I said,” Maks spoke calmly, but still his words echoed as if he’d shouted, “not to hurt her. That’s a killing blow, young Asgo.”

      The eyes of the Jinn in front of me went wide. “Master, she is a cull. She should be killed. She’s leading you around by your balls—”

      He got no further. The blue magic snaked around him so fast, I didn’t see it move. I only saw the result as Asgo’s body was yanked apart in all directions, an explosion of blood, guts, and a wisp of magic.

      I turned toward Ford in time to see him in full lion form—so much for fighting on two legs—tackling the hyena in midair as it went for a snorting and wild-eyed Batman. They went down in a tangle of limbs, but Ford was on top and his mouth was around the hyena’s neck in an instant, ripping its head free. The other Jinn was belly down in the sand, his head nowhere to be seen.

      Ford stood over the hyena and let out a bellow, the sound echoing around us.

      Lila dropped close to him and I finally turned to where I knew Maks stood behind me, his eyes like a warm weight on my back.

      And he was far closer than he’d been only moments before. Close enough that I could see the flecks of darker blue in those eyes that had so entranced me from the beginning of our journey together.

      “Why did you save me?” I asked. “Really, why? Marsum has to know I’m not going to stop trying to get rid of him permanently.” I carefully put one arm around my middle, holding my ribs together. The pain of speaking made tiny rivulets of sweat run down my body, but I had to hold this together.

      I had to . . . talk to him. Find out why he was really doing this. No matter that Maks loved me; Marsum had wanted me in order to control me and a new generation of Jinn. To make me his mate. That couldn’t still be the case, could it?

      “Because you belong with me. All the souls I carry can see that. There is a connection,” he held one hand out, palm up, his voice lowering, “that neither of us can deny. It is why you feel heat when I am close, why you were drawn to Maks. Come to me, Zamira.”

      Something in his voice did just that, he called to me. To my soul. And despite all the pain in my body, I slid off Balder’s back. Each step shot fire through me. But even that pain didn’t clear my head of his voice, of the comfort and safety he offered me.

      I stumbled and had to stop to breathe through a particular shard of broken ribs poking at my lungs, and the red-hot pokers helped clear my mind a little, for just a second. I knew I should fight this, I should fight him. But . . . I lifted my eyes to him. “Your Jinn hurt me. You let him snap my ribs like toothpicks.”

      Maks held out a hand and his magic, deep blue, swirled toward me. Lila screamed for me to move, but a part of me did believe him when he said he didn’t want to hurt me. I had to believe that Maks was in there somewhere.

      That he still loved me.

      Besides, I couldn’t fight him, not when I could barely breathe, never mind lift the flail. And would I use it? Would I use the flail on Maks if there was no other choice?

      The magic wrapped around me like it had done to the Jinn. An image of my body being pulled apart, exploding, hit me so hard, I thought I was going to puke.

      Lila still screamed and Ford yelled, but they were distant, and I could ignore them as Maks’s magic slid over me, sunk under my skin and pieced my ribs back together as if they’d never been broken. But he didn’t stop there.

      He might as well have his hands on my bare skin, under my clothes, sliding across my belly, down my arms, along the back of my legs. My head snapped up and I stared at him as a slow smile slid over his face. Heat curled through me and my breath hitched as the magic softened further, like silk.

      Hot silk so fucking tantalizing that I wanted to roll in it and push my ass up for a hard slap while Maks—

      “Stop it,” I said, and even I heard the weakness in my voice.

      “I don’t think you want me to do that. My power on your skin, my mouth on yours, and your own power rising to meet it . . . I think you want it more than anything else, Zamira.” He took a few steps toward me and then stopped. He crooked a single finger and his magic wrapped itself around me tighter, lower, sending my heart rate into overdrive.

      Fuck, I was going to have an orgasm right there, standing in the middle of the desert, and he hadn’t even touched me.

      As sure as shit stinks, it was not fear that had me panting. “Stop!” I threw the word out, desperate because I was climbing a hill of pleasure that would have me begging if he didn’t stop now.

      I closed my eyes and tried to find my own magic, something that would fight this. In the moment, I didn’t even think of the flail, forgotten in the heat of my desire for him. A hand brushed my cheek, wiping away a tear I didn’t know was there.

      I opened my eyes. Maks had closed the distance between us, and now filled my vision.

      Eyes so blue, they rivalled the clear summer sky, and I could see nothing but him, no Marsum, no other Jinn.

      “I did this to you. I brought you this pain of losing him,” he said softly, his lips brushing against mine. “But I can make it better too. I can teach you to manage your power. I can help you find a strength you never thought possible. And we would be together.”

      Except he’d said this pain of losing him. Talking about Maks in the third person. Because he wasn’t really Maks anymore.

      I drew a breath as he exhaled, as if I couldn’t breathe without him. As if we were already tied together so strongly that nothing would ever tear us apart again. I wanted so badly to lean into him, to let his arms come around me and hold me tightly, but I hesitated.

      Was someone screaming my name? Maybe, but the sound was so distant over the thud of our hearts beating in tandem that it was like a whisper in the back of my mind.

      “Maks, I—” I’ll never fully know if I was going to tell him that I would go with him. That I didn’t want to leave his side. Or if I was going to deny him.

      A streak of blue and silver scales entered my vision on the right side and a round, rock-hard dragon’s body slammed into my right shoulder with so much force that I was flipped backward a solid eight feet. I skidded across the ground on my ass, Lila clinging to my chest as she screamed in my face.

      “He’s hypnotizing you, blasted idiot!”

      Her claws cut into my skin but I didn’t scold her. The new pain and her filling my vision instead of Maks helped to center me as I scrambled to my feet and backed away as fast as I could. I kept going until I bumped into a large body that radiated the heat of the desert.

      Ford braced me, still in lion form, sliding around my side so he was in front of me. Protecting me from his own brother. I dropped a hand to his back and clutched at a handful of his thick coat.

      My throat tightened, and I nodded to Lila. “Thank you. Both of you.”

      She didn’t loosen her hold. “There is too much between you. You can’t get close to him like that again.”

      Too dangerous by far, I should have known. But how could I have? All the other Jinn I’d faced (sure, there weren’t that many) hadn’t been able to sing my soul to them. I paused, those words resonating in a way that I didn’t fully understand.

      That was exactly what he’d done.

      Laughter echoed around us, a woman’s voice that was full of cruelty where once there had been love and concern for me. Full of desire for power where once there had been only the need to protect those less than her.

      Ishtar slowly appeared next to Maks, and for just a moment, I thought she was there in person. But no, the lines of her body and the smooth silken, cream-colored dress were far from solid. Like a ghost, she faded in places, translucent to the sands behind her. But her voice was strong and clear as she called across to me.

      “I would have thought you of all people would have learned the power of the heart, Zam. Did Steve and his betrayal of you teach you nothing? Maks will be no different. You think you are the only woman he is calling to him?” Ishtar laughed, throwing her head back in a way I’d never seen before. Fully gone was the woman I’d known as a surrogate mother. With each gemstone I’d brought her, she’d gained in strength until now she was mad with it.

      Her words were a lead shot in my belly. Of course, I suspected Maks was calling to Nell too. That he was using her to track us.

      Not the time, though, this was not the time to dwell on that.

      “Yeah, Steve taught me lots,” I said. “Like how those you loved the most are more likely to fuck you over and laugh when they do it.” I held up a hand and flipped her off, forcing a grin on my face.

      Her laughter died as if I’d flipped a switch and not my finger at her. “So true. Did you not love me the most before you decided to keep the last four gems for yourself?”

      Four gems? I had three. Next to her, Maks smiled and the bastard had the gall to wink at me.

      Lila let out a low hiss. “She thinks we took the Jinn’s gemstone from Marsum.”

      “And Maks let her believe it.” I ground my teeth as I took another step back. The two horses were there, crowding us. No point in trying to explain to Ishtar that Maks hadn’t told her the truth. It would be the thing to say, right? Who wouldn’t deny it?

      I shrugged. “You started it, the whole betrayal thing. And like a good fight, my father taught me not to start it. But I will always finish it.”

      I curled my hand deeper into Ford’s coat. “Shift.”

      He did as I asked, back on two legs once more and completely naked. Ishtar’s eyes went to him immediately. “You always did like the well put together men, didn’t you?”

      I shrugged. This was a stall tactic on their part, but for what? What, or who, did they have coming to help them? We needed to be ready to run at the first chance.

      “What can I say?” I smiled, reached over and blindly slapped Ford on the ass. He grunted, shock and a distinct pleasure rolling from his connection to the pack to me. I blocked that shit the second I felt it. This was all posturing, all ways to get in Maks’s head and throw him off. The same way he’d been trying to get into our heads.

      And maybe this was my way to purge him from my head too. Maybe a good roll in the hay with someone else would help. Worked for guys all the time. Why couldn’t it work for me?

      Ishtar lifted a hand and I tensed, but all she did was lower it to Maks’s shoulder. “I was so pleased when the new leader of the Jinn reached out to me. His suggestion that we combine forces to bring you to heel was . . . well, let’s just say it was inspired.”

      “Dissembling harlot, thou art false in all!” Lila yelled.

      My mouth quirked and I nodded. “That’s a good one. The Comedy of Errors, right?”

      Lila bobbed her head. “Yes, I’ve been waiting to use it. Nothing like timing it perfectly.”

      I watched Ishtar’s face tighten and her eyes narrow. I waited until her magic curled around her, flowing rapidly before I filled her in.

      “Chill the fuck out, Ishtar. The harlot is Maks, not you. Though, I’m pretty sure you’ve slept with a number of men only for gain so, maybe both of you can take that title?” I smiled, reached back and took hold of Balder’s dangling reins. The smart boy that he was, he lowered them right into my hands. Next to me, Ford tensed and I felt him move, mimicking my movement.

      Ishtar slid her arm farther across Maks’s shoulders in a move that was far too intimate for my liking. I let out a low hiss and Ford grabbed me to stop me from taking steps forward. Ishtar smiled.

      “You’re right. I do like powerful men. Like the Emperor. Like Merlin. And now . . . like Maks.”

      Anger and jealousy rocketed through me like a viper’s strike, vicious and deadly poisonous. Everything in me wanted to run over there and knock her away from him, to physically smash her smug face as she wrapped her arm around Maks.

      Or to see him push her away. Which he did not.

      The pouch around my neck containing the clear diamond began to heat, and rapidly. A split second and then the diamond might as well have been directly against my skin, soaking in the anger and jealousy that poured out of me.

      “Zam?” Lila whispered. “You’re shaking.”

      Ford reached over and put a hand on my shoulder. “It’s not real. He wouldn’t sleep with her.”

      Maybe he was right. Maybe it was just like my ass slap on Ford, a way to hurt the other. Only it felt real. The image in front of us looked like Maks didn’t mind, and I knew Ishtar, knew that she wasn’t kidding about powerful men. She did like them, and they liked her.

      “We have to go,” I said through clenched teeth. “They are stalling, which means more of those stupid hunters are coming.”

      “Why doesn’t Maks just take us?” Ford didn’t let me go, and his solid presence and question helped for a moment.

      “I don’t know.” And I didn’t. And then Ishtar slid a hand over Maks’s waistline and dipped lower yet.

      I could see nothing, the rage blocking my vision so acutely that I could only use my other senses. Hearing Lila gasp, feeling Ford tense, smelling the horses as they sweated behind us, nerves making them shake as they picked up on my emotions.

      All I could think about was getting away, as far away as possible. I tightened my hold on Balder’s reins in one hand and reached up to put the other over Ford’s fingers, clinging to his strength. A burst of energy spiraled out of me, and wove through the diamond, like a dust storm swirling and eddying, tiny grains of sand whipped around us, and impossibly, through us.

      Through us?

      That question was the last I had as I opened my eyes. Maks ran toward us but I knew he’d be too slow. The magic burned through me, feeding off my rage, and I let it eat up the anger. Let it take it all until there was nothing left in me to give. The magic rolled through me and Maks faded. His eyes met mine and I could only think of one thing.

      Shem had been right about him. Too much Jinn to be anything, or anyone, but my enemy. I wished I’d listened to my uncle.

      Wouldn’t he get a kick out of that, knowing he was right? Uncle Shem, the crazy one, vindicated at last.
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      The world around us just kinda . . . disappeared. The closest thing I could compare to what happened was being in the center of a dust storm, of the world fading to nothing but a swirl of sand and grit, of seeing nothing, not even your own hands. Of feeling like you were tiny bits of sand yourself, as though there was nothing of you existing.

      The horses whinnied and pulled on their reins, and the storm I’d created threatened to pull us all apart, away from one another. I clung to them, Ford, Lila, Balder, and Batman, and they to me. I wanted to tell them it was almost over; the magic faded as it dropped us wherever it was going to drop us. The rage in me fed it, and now that the rage was gone, the magic dwindled, slowing until the imagery around us slid away.

      Only with its leaving, it dragged the air from my lungs and I could feel it trying to do the same to the others. The diamond was trying to suck the life out of them, like the flail liked to suck the life out of things.

      No. I thought, you are not fucking well touching them. I crunched into a ball and held my breath, holding the magic to me. The wounds Maks had healed on my ribs ached as they were drawn from the inside closer to my lungs and guts, the magic sucking them inward. What the fuck was it with my ribs lately? Every damn thing seemed determined to snap them in half.

      I would have laughed had I any air left to me.

      The world stopped spinning and I opened my eyes. Fuzzy, still fuzzy, and I knew it was because I had no oxygen.

      “She’s not breathing!” Lila said. “Do something, you big dumb brute!”

      I wanted to stand, to tell her I was fine, only there was no strength in me. My lungs really had collapsed, at least that was what I thought. My vision narrowed to a mere pinprick, and all I could see was Ford as he leaned over me and pressed his mouth to mine.

      A whoosh of air was pushed into my lungs, driving back the narrowing vision a bit.

      “Again!” Lila coached.

      I was fine. I’d be fine. Those words were on the tip of my tongue, only I wasn’t fine, nor was I breathing on my own.

      Ford pressed his mouth to mine again and breathed for me, over and over. Why was he still doing it? Was I not breathing?

      “Her heart, you need to restart it!” Lila was there. But I couldn’t see her. I couldn’t see either of them now. Was this the cost of using my magic, or the cost of using the diamond? Not that I’d meant to, it just sort of happened.

      Something slammed into my chest, hard enough to send the air he’d pushed into me flying out, and driving the stone in the pouch into my skin. A sharp burst of energy flowed from it and into me, and I gasped as my heart suddenly caught a beat. Holy shit, had it really stopped?

      A mouth pressed against mine, the taste of lion and desert and the Oasis on it. A whoosh of air and I drew it in, breathing with him. He drew back, and then was there again, breathing with me.

      I opened my eyes as he came down a third time. His mouth on mine and I breathed him in.

      The image around me changed, shifted, and I was looking at a very young Maks from under a bush. Maks bolted out to meet another man I recognized all too well.

      Marsum. Marsum’s eyes locked on the young Maks and a slow smile slid over his face.

      “Get out of here!” Maks yelled. Shit, he couldn’t have been more than ten as he took a wild swing at the man. “Go on, we hate you, you filthy Jinn!”

      Marsum caught Maks’s hand in midair as if it were nothing. A child’s anger was nothing to him, nothing to stop it.  “Well, there you are,” he said softly and the body I looked through shrank back farther, the knowledge that the man I looked at was a lion killer.

      The vengeance of the desert incarnate.

      Marsum picked up Maks by the arm he’d caught, dangling him. Maks did not fight back, his body limp in a spell that could not be seen but I had no doubt had been cast.

      The memory hurt as if it were my own even as it faded.

      Ford’s lips against mine trembled, and I wondered if he saw the memory of his past as I did. I drew a breath on my own and the memory faded farther, sliding away like sand down a slope, gone before I could be sure I’d seen it and had not been imagining the images that had been in my head.

      Ford saved me, as I’d saved us from Maks. He pulled back, on his knees beside me, eyes full of concern and something else I chose not to identify right then. I lifted a wobbly hand. “I’m back.”

      He didn’t pull away, but instead slid an arm around my back. “Don’t do that again. You scared the piss out of me. Out of us both.”

      I forced a smile. “Duly noted. And I really hope I’m not sitting in a puddle of piss.”

      Ford snorted. “Of course not. I buried it with sand already.”

      Lila scrambled into my line of vision. I smiled again, easier this time. “Quite the ride. You okay?”

      She bobbed her head. “The magic started to take energy from us, didn’t it?”

      I held a hand out and Ford helped me sit up. “Yeah. I didn’t know what it would do to you, so I . . . I made it draw only from me.”

      “Don’t do it again,” she said, her voice firm as she grabbed the edge of my shirt and gave me a shake. “That thing, whatever you did might have saved our scaly hides, but it nearly killed you. If not for Ford and his magic kisses, which make no sense to me, but—”

      “CPR, Lila,” Ford grunted. “I learned it from an old lion years ago. He said I might need it one day to save someone whose time wasn’t yet here.”

      From behind us came the sound of someone clearing their throat. “I did say that. Though I had no idea it would be my niece you’d be saving.”

      We swiveled as a unit, looking beyond the two horses next to us, to a small camp set up with a fire that crackled despite the time of day, and a horse half asleep next to it. Shem sat by the fire, his eyes wide as saucers. “Zam, I didn’t expect you or I’d have baked a cake.”

      I pushed to my feet and wobbled across to him. He met me partway and caught me in a hug that, for just a moment, chased away some of the ugly that we’d faced. I may or may not have caught a sob before it slipped out of me. How he was here, I had no idea. And I didn’t care. I was just glad he was.

      “Maks turned on us. He killed Marsum so I wouldn’t have to and he took the position of giant asshole of the universe,” I mumbled into his chest.

      Shem gave a dry laugh. “Kitten, I believe that position is already taken by your grandfather.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh with him, the sound muffled against his shirt. “No fucking shit. What is it with me and assholes?” Weird to laugh after nearly dying, but I felt right. Good. And I didn’t regret doing what I’d done—whatever it was. Not if it had kept the magic from sucking Lila, Ford, or the horses dry of their lives. I could never have lived with those losses knowing I could have prevented it.

      “Kitten?” Ford asked, a heavy drawl on the word.

      “No.” I turned and gave him a sharp look over my shoulder. “You saved my life, but you don’t get to call me that any more than my uncle does.”

      Ford winked. “Roger that. Kitten.”

      Lila groaned. “Why do we always get saddled with the worst traveling companions? Mouthy creatures, aren’t they?”

      I slid to my knees and snorted. “It’s because they have balls, Lila. And you forget, I’m still his boss.” I pointed at him and then motioned to Balder and Batman. “Ford, strip the horses, rub them down and get them feed and water. And get some clothes on while you’re at it.”

      He saluted me and moved—bare assed—to do as I asked.

      Shem sat beside me, leaving a few inches between us. Lila sat at my feet and tucked her wings around her body.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “Northern reaches of the desert,” Shem said. “I’d planned on going as far as the great ocean and then riding east. See if the Emperor could keep up with me there.”

      I thought about why Shem had left, to draw the Emperor’s ire away. Because Shem believed the journal he’d given me held the key to the Emperor’s downfall. My mother’s journal, and she’d believed it too. What was left of it was in my saddlebags still. “Has he . . . come after you since you left us?” I asked.

      Shem frowned and slowly shook his head. “Strangely enough, no. There has been no sign of him or his . . .” He looked past my shoulder. I twisted around in time to see what had caught his eyes and stopped him from speaking. The sound of stones grinding, or the earth cracking, rumbled through the air.

      And forty feet away, to the south, the ground rippled and thick standing stones with rounded tops pushed their way out of the earth, upward, and upward into the sky. The same standing stones that were meant to feed the Emperor’s power when they caught the unwary in their snare.

      “Does it seem coincidental to you that I show up, you’ve not seen anything of the Emperor and then this?” I waved a hand at the stones and then looked back to Shem. His eyes were closed, and his breathing ragged. I reached over and put a hand on him. My touch snapped him out of whatever zone he’d been in.

      “No, I don’t find it coincidental. Which means you and I together are what he wants to prevent.” Shem locked his eyes on mine. “The question is why?”

      It could be that Shem was a Bright Lion, and I needed one, apparently, at some point. I shrugged. “Right now, the reality is I need you. I need you to be part of my pride, Shem. Will you come back with us? I . . .” I didn’t want to say I couldn’t do this on my own, but the words hung unsaid in the air between us.

      He gave a sharp nod. “Yes, I agree. Strength in numbers at this point. But I see you are avoiding a discussion about your Maks.”

      I cringed and looked away from him to watch Ford as he fumbled a bit with the horses’ tack and worked to get them some food. Still completely naked. Nice to look at as he was . . . he wasn’t Maks.

      I put a hand to my mouth, still feeling his there breathing into me. I wasn’t sure I could be that person who just moved from the love her life on to someone else, even if it was his brother. And maybe that’s what made it so hard.

      Sometimes Ford reminded me of Maks, and that would make it oh-so-easy. Assuming, of course, Ford could get over his issue with my teeny tiny size, as he had pointed out when we first met.

      No, it was best that he and Kiara become a mated pair. She deserved a good guy, and Ford was that.

      “Tell me what happened,” Shem said, pulling me out of my thoughts.

      “I know why Maks did it,” I said, my voice low. “He did it to save me, that he loves me still, Shem.” Maybe my voice cracked a little, but I managed to keep talking. “And even knowing that, I can’t help but hate him a little. What if one of the other Jinn had stepped up and had taken Marsum’s head?”

      “What would have been the chance of that?” Shem asked. “Truthfully, would any of them have saved you?”

      “No,” he was right about that, “but that doesn’t mean they might not want his power now, that they won’t try to kill Maks. And then he’s truly gone. Right now . . . there’s hope.” I looked at Shem and he looked away.

      My jaw flicked. “There is hope, Shem. That’s the only way I can move forward right now, by believing somewhere down the line, I can make this right.”

      “It may not be up to you to make it right, kitten. It may be that you always will be apart in this life and have to wait until your next go-round.”

      Shem let out a breath and pursed his lips, tapping at them with two fingers. “You know, sometimes the things we do for love are the things that scare us the most. Maks did not want that power of his father’s any more than you, had you taken Marsum’s head. But he did it to save you. That is the strength of true love, Zam. The willingness to give up everything, even your very soul to save the one person who means more to you than the whole world.”

      I looked at him, to see his eyes distant, thoughtful. I wasn’t sure he was just talking about me and Maks any longer, but perhaps him and my mother. He’d loved her, even though she’d been with my father. What had he given up for her, to try to save her?

      He turned to me. “You have to let him go, Zam. He did what he did to save you, and now it is up to you to let him go. By looking to the past, you only slow your progress. You make it so much harder on yourself.”

      I swallowed hard, then pushed to my feet. “No, I refuse to believe he’s lost. He’s still in there. He still loves me.” Lila hopped along in front of me, bobbing her head.

      “Yes, I agree. He would not have healed you if he didn’t care. And he’s trying to bring you back to him, to the Dominion. He’s not trying to kill her, Shem.” She lifted a back leg to scratch under one of her wings.

      “I know. He wants to fuck her, Lila. He wants little Jinn babies out of her. He wants a super Jinn, one that is related to the Emperor’s bloodline. It is not Maks that wants her, but the other Jinn masters who see her lineage as an asset. And they have Maks now to make it happen.”

      I moved to walk away, but Shem stood with me and put a hand on my arm, stopping me.

      I stared at Ford and the two horses. He had the saddle straps all tangled, how I had no idea and I didn’t want to—

      “Zam,” Shem said softly, “does Maks want you back? Or does Marsum? The Maks you knew is gone and he would not want you with Marsum, you know that. And the souls of all the Jinn rulers want only one thing. More power. As a grandchild of the Emperor, you are more power in their eyes. A child with you would create a dynasty that would not be rivaled for years.”

      I opened my mouth to tell him to fuck off, to take his theories and shove them up his ass. But the truth was . . . I didn’t think he was wrong. Marsum had tried to draw me to him before, and now so was Maks. I swiped a hand over my face as if I could wipe away all that happened.

      So, I did the only thing I could think of.

      I changed the subject.

      “I’m not sure it was the Emperor who tried to take you, Shem. Ishtar is fully in play too. Hell, Marsum could have been the culprit.” I forced myself to look him in the eyes. As if daring him to change the subject back to Maks.

      Shem’s smile was sad and he nodded. “True enough, it could have been any of the three. Though with those appearing,” he waved a hand toward the standing stones, now full emerged in a perfect circle, black and glossy against the sand, “I think we can assume it is the Emperor still.”

      I nodded. I didn’t really care who was after us, because at this point I could only see one thing. I was surrounded by assholes. Crap covered, stinking assholes.

      Fuck my life. I was in deep shit and had no way to climb out of it that I could see. I walked over to Ford and silently took the leather straps from him, untangling them without a word. He smiled at me, lopsided grin and all. “Thanks. I thought I’d leave that for you so you could feel useful.”

      Lila leapt up and swooped around him, tugging at his ear. “Do you always feel the need to sass her?”

      “I’m her enforcer.” He took a mock swing at Lila which she easily dodged. “I help her keep the others in line and remind her of her own humility. It’s my job, pipsqueak.”

      I had the straps untangled in just a few seconds, then swiftly checked over the horses. Balder and Batman both looked none the worse for the wear with their travel through . . . space? Time?

      The Veil. I shook my head. “My father talked about the Veil, that it had layers and layers to it, more than even the seven that are commonly regarded as the norm. Do you think that’s what we came through?” I asked.

      Ford pulled on a pair of pants and laced the front of them, then a shirt followed. “No idea. The Veil was more of an abstract idea that my mother kind of mentioned in passing, but otherwise . . . it was nothing but a story.”

      Nothing but a story. Only it wasn’t nothing, what had happened back there. I touched the pouch that hung around my neck that held the clear diamond. There was no warming of the pouch under my hand, no obvious power flowing off it.

      Call me a pessimist, but I doubted that our little jaunt through the Veil—or whatever it was—was going to be the last thing that caused me grief that day.

      And wouldn’t you know it, I was right again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      Ford leaned in close, crowding my personal space. “Are you really okay, Zam?”

      “Well, I’ve had better days.” I snorted. “Shattered ribs, healed by my ex whatever he was to me—” goddess, that hurt to say, “shot through the Veil, can’t breathe, you do CPR and restart my heart, find my uncle. It’s been busy in the desert today. I’m not going to lie, I’d kinda like a nap.”

      He grinned down at me and pulled me into a one-armed hug, his thick bicep at the back of my head—he was so much bigger than me. “You deserve a nap.”

      I pushed out of his hug easily. “Knock it off. The boss never gets a nap.”

      Ford shrugged. “I’ll have a nap with you. Bet Lila would too.”

      As if on cue, she yawned. “Yes, a nap would be nice right now.”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Shem take a step toward the standing stones that were far too close for comfort. Standing stones that liked to draw people in and suck all their power out of them. “Ford, grab him!”

      Ford didn’t hesitate. He spun and sprinted toward the older lion shifter, then tackled him to the ground with a double thud and two hard grunts.

      “Get off me, you big galoot!” Shem roared.

      “Alpha said to grab you,” Ford sat up so he straddled Shem’s hips and held his arms pinned to the ground, “I don’t ask why.”

      Shem tried to throw Ford off, but it was no good. Ford was younger, bigger, and stronger. And Shem had spent years essentially trapped within the Dragon’s Ground living off small rodents and whatever else he could find. Not exactly the recipe for physical strength.

      I squatted beside his head. “You were headed to the stones, Shem.”

      “I was not!” he snapped. But his eyes slid toward the monoliths and he tried to roll toward them. “I don’t think. Maybe?” He gave a weak smile. “Oops.”

      I sighed. “We need to rest, but the stones are calling to you.” And the truth be told, I could feel that same call just under the edge of my skin, humming, whispering for me to come closer. Seductive, it was cool water on a blistering day, warmth on a winter night, and had the feel of Maks’s hands on my body again. I shook my head and turned my back on the big stupid rocks. “We’ll sit together. Any of us moves in that direction, we grab that person. Got it?”

      Ford stood and held a hand out to Shem. My uncle took it, surprising me. “Yes, good call,” he said.

      We walked back to the fire, the four of us. Lila raised her eyebrows at me and I could almost hear the question. Was this a good idea to stay at all?

      No, not really. But I needed at least a couple hours rest. The ache in my body would slow me down, and I was so tired I wasn’t sure I could shift into my cat form even if I wanted.

      Shem sat by the fire and Lila placed herself next to him. Ford and I sat across the way with our backs to the stones.

      “Do you have a map?” I asked. “You said we were far north, but I want to see if we can pinpoint where the fuck we are in relation to the others we left behind.”

      As soon as I thought about the rest of my pride, I reached out for them, sensing them through the bonds that tied us all together.

      Benji, Kiara, Frankie and Asuga . . . they came through loud and clear. But there was no Steve. No Darcy. Nell was missing too, but that could have been because she was so new, that’s what I told myself. I closed my eyes and tried again, but the same ones came through and not the others.

      My first thought was what the fuck had Steve done this time?

      “What’s wrong?” Ford asked. “Your face looks as though you just saw a ghost.”

      “I can’t pick up on all the others in the pride. Benji, Kiara, Asuga, and Frankie are there. The others . . . they’re just gone.” Fuck, had Maks got to them? Had he killed them? But why would he leave some alive and kill the others? My heart and throat squeezed as I thought of losing that many members of my pride so soon after promising to look after them. Promising to be a good alpha.

      “Fuck.” I snapped the word out as I stood and paced between Ford and Shem.

      “It could be that they are blocking you somehow,” Shem said. “Steve is strong-tempered, as is Darcy.”

      “But why would they block me? And Nell has no idea what she’s doing. She’s new to the idea of a pride or being connected. It makes no sense, not even for that idiot, Steve.” Hands on my hips, I should probably have sat and eaten the offered food from Shem, worked to build my strength and feed not only my body but whatever the magic had taken from me.

      I couldn’t even find Flora, but I wasn’t connected to her. “They have Flora, at least. And until we get back to them, she can look after them.”

      Lila cleared her throat, drawing my eyes to her. “Well, I’m certain that none of that storm was Flora’s. Even at the beginning.”

      Ford and Shem turned to her too. She climbed up to sit on one of the rocks at the edge of the campfire, absorbing the heat from the flames.

      “What do you mean? How can you know that?” I asked.

      “That storm was dragon borne. I could feel it on my skin which is why I flew up, leaving you like I did. There was no dragon, but that was the magic that created it.”

      That image of a dragon in the sky had been there for a flash, but I’d chalked it up to seeing things. “Was it your father?” That would make for a shit storm of epic proportions. Corvalis was big, mean, and hated Lila for her size and lack of power. And he had a tendency to eat other dragons’ powers, absorbing it for his own strength and usage.

      And then it hit me just what she’d done. “You thought it was your father, and you went to face him on your own? Are you out of your mind?” I was yelling, sure, but the enormity of what could have happened to her was not lost on me. She could have been snapped up, eaten in one bite, gone, and I would never have known what happened to her. Assuming the big bastard didn’t come after me next for stealing his emerald jewel.

      She shrugged. “If it had been him, I would have led him away. Or led him toward the Jinn. That was my only thought. I couldn’t let him hurt you any more than you could let your magic hurt me.”

      Damn it, she was right. She went on. “Besides, whatever dragon created the storm was gone by the time I got up there, lost in the clouds. Whoever it was didn’t want to be seen.”

      “So it could be your father still, stalking us? Setting us up for a great big showdown?” I asked.

      Lila grimaced. “Yes, I’d thought that too. It’s possible. He likes his drama.”

      Shem snapped his fingers, stopping us in our tracks. “You can do nothing for it now but get to the rest of the pride as quickly as we can. And there is no point creating problems where there are none. Either a dragon will show up, or he won’t.”

      “Comforting as always,” I muttered.

      There was a flutter of paper and he held out a well-worn map. “This is what I have. Can you use it to figure out the route we will take to get to them? You can sense them, yes? Your father could do that, so I assume you have the ability too.”

      I took the map and finally sat. Ford shoved something into my hand. “Eat while you read it.”

      I forced a bite of the handmade wrap of meat and grains. The map spread out in front of me showed the area around us, and as I pored over it, the scene was laid out clearly.

      I licked the ends of my fingers as I took the last bite of the food. I’d barely tasted it, but my belly was happy for being fuller. I tapped the paper. “Here. This was the oasis we were near after the battle.”

      Ford leaned over beside me. “Then we traveled east.”

      I nodded and traced our path. “Here, this was close to where we left them. A day’s ride, maybe two from the blasted lands.”

      “Uh, why are you going there? Because that’s a very bad idea in my estimation,” Shem interjected.

      “I’ll tell you in a minute,” I said, not sure that I would. Shem had his own idea of how things needed to be done. And often it wasn’t the way I thought.

      “Where are we?” I tipped the paper so he could see it. Because there was a section on the map I was really, really hoping we were south of, that we could avoid altogether.

      Just before he touched the paper, Lila peered over the edge. “What is that gods-awful strip running diagonally through this section?” She scratched at the section with the tip of one claw.

      And then Shem touched the paper on the northern border of that gods-awful strip, as Lila called it.

      “Goddess of the desert, save us from having to actually go through that fucking hell hole again,” I groaned.

      “Again?” Lila crawled over to where I’d sat down once more.

      “That,” I poked the paper hard, tracing around the thick dark section that I’d really, really hoped we’d be able to avoid, “is witch land.”

      “We’ve survived that before,” Lila said. I smiled at her.

      “Here’s the thing.” I traced it. “It’s narrow and runs lengthwise between us and the blasted lands, which means we have to go through it. And it’s a fucking goddess-awful swamp full of witch-made creatures, sinkholes, and water that acts like a living creature amongst other things. Most maps don’t even show it. The witches keep it hidden well so the unwary are the ones they catch.”

      Shem nodded. “I agree. That is not my idea of a seaside vacation.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’ve been there once, but I had a goal, and a plan, and I knew the layout of the section of land I was going into. I’d staked it out for months, waiting and watching and learning it. We don’t have months, and we’re coming into it from a totally different direction than I went in before.”

      “Can’t we just go around it?” Ford asked. “Avoid it completely?”

      “Too long.” I shook my head. “That would put us weeks behind the others, and back in the path of Ishtar and the Jinn. Going through the swamp, as much as it sucks, would be days at the most. It’s a straight shot.”

      “How is there even a swamp in the middle of the desert?” Ford grabbed a few bits of dried brush and threw them into the fire, his movements jerky and his brows drawn. “I’ve traveled the length of this land. I’ve never heard of it until now.”

      “Magic,” Shem and I said at the same time.

      “The jewel they had up until last year allowed them to keep their home hidden,” I added. “I only knew where to look because of Ish.”

      All three sets of eyes turned to me. I pulled the leather pouch out from under my shirt. “Yeah, the clear diamond belonged to the witches of the swamp. And let’s just say they were a little pissed when I left with it.”

      If I closed my eyes, I could still see their faces as I tore away from them. The anger, the killing bloodlust, and I’d gone as fast as I could on only the path I’d marked, the markings disappearing behind me like bread crumbs, hiding my trail. A gift from Ish to find my way home again. My heart gave a funny pang that I pushed to the side. This was not the time to think about Ish and all she’d meant to me. About how I’d loved her as only a child could love the only mother they’d ever known.

      She’d never truly cared. It had only ever been about getting her power back and nothing more. I’d loved her, and she’d used me.

      “They saw me,” I said. “They know it was me who took the gemstone from them, and if they find me in the swamp, they will kill me and all those who are with me.”

      “They can try,” Lila preened. “We’ve done pretty well so far.”

      I dropped a hand to the top of her head and scratched under her chin with one finger. “True enough, but I think we’ve been lucky too. And it’s one thing to face a single witch, but we’re talking about a whole herd of them here.”

      Ford was quiet, but Shem was very obviously thinking as he hummed under his breath a little tune that I could almost recall. A lullaby from when I’d been a child. When Shem had watched over my brother, Bryce, and me. Sunshine, you are my sunshine, that was it.

      Thinking of Bryce gave my heart another serious twang. Part of me might believe Shem when he said that Maks was lost, but I trusted the Emperor—maybe foolishly—when he said Bryce could be brought back. I just had to get to the Oracle. The Oracle would know the answer.

      I blew out a breath. “Ideas? Anyone?”

      Shem nodded. “I do have one. But I doubt you’re going to like it.”

      As he spoke, I knew he was right. It was our best chance, and I really didn’t like it.
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      The thing was, stepping on someone else’s booby trap was generally a very bad idea. Merlin held very still as his foot depressed the stone below him. Very old school, very Indiana Jones. And the minute he realized that, he knew who had placed it there.

      “I’ll be buggered,” he muttered. “How did you slip in here?”

      But he knew the answer to that too. She would have slipped in as a cat and not triggered any of the spells because her curse made her invisible to many magics.

      He drew a breath and dove forward as the sounds of tiny arrows cut through the air where he’d been only a moment before. One caught at his shoulder, nicking him, but otherwise he was good. He hit the floor hard and lay on the stone breathing carefully, his torch still in his hand as he slowly rolled to his back. Where he’d stood, a hundred or more tiny darts stuck out from either side of the walls.

      Old school, but super effective if any had landed. “Oh shit,” he slurred the words as the poison slid through his system. It wouldn’t kill him, but it would knock him out, and falling asleep here, in his father’s prison, was about the worst possible thing that could happen.

      Because the dreamscape was his father’s realm.

      And his father was not happy with him, his only son, right at that moment.

      “Shit cakes,” he mumbled as he passed out, his body slumped on the stone, the torch falling to one side and guttering into nothing. The darkness slid over him and he fell into the dreamscape even though he tried not to.

      Within the dream, he stayed on the floor, flat on his belly, unmoving. Like any large predator, his father noticed things that moved, things that darted and looked like they were trying to hide.

      “I shall have her free me yet,” his father’s voice said in the darkness.

      Merlin assumed that the old bastard was talking to himself. He was wrong.

      “Your strength is growing, but not yet where it needs to be,” a woman said, her voice soft and light. Merlin didn’t recognize her, and he desperately wanted to know who it was, who was helping his father?

      “Ah, daughter, you have always been the one to look out for me.”

      Daughter? Merlin frowned. Another bastard child then, one the Emperor had kept hidden from him.

      Not that Merlin would have cared but—

      “She must not get to the Oracle,” the woman, his sister, apparently, said. “To free you, she needs to bring the diamond here and she cannot find this place without Merlin guiding her. If she goes to the Oracle . . . I fear how far flung she will go from this place.”

      The Emperor sighed heavily, and the sound of footsteps followed. Merlin held his breath. What a fucking place to be in.

      “She seeks to free her brother’s soul. The Wyvern will be needed for that,” he said, thoughtfully as though mulling the words over.

      “The Wyvern is farther yet!” the woman cried. “She cannot be allowed to go there. The Wyvern—”

      “Peace, daughter, and watch as you see a chess master at his best,” the Emperor said. “I have played this game from the beginning. I know where to put my pieces. I know where I want all the players. Even my foolish son will have a place in this game.”

      Merlin stared hard as his father turned toward him. “What say you, Merlin? Are you ready to pay the price for your treachery?”

      He rolled to his feet, his hands out as he backed up. “Here’s the thing, you deserved it.”

      “A child’s response,” his father said, as soft and bemused as any old grandfather. “You still have not grown up. You still do not understand the depth and scope of what this world is, do you?”

      Merlin didn’t know if he should take a step back or forward. The longer he was there, the clearer his father’s form became to him. Behind him was the swoosh of a skirt, a deep blue silk that swirled as a woman spun and ran away, fading into nothing as she left the dreamscape.

      “She is afraid of you,” the Emperor said. “She believes you would cage her as you did to me.”

      Merlin shrugged even while he sweated. “Well, I suppose I would if she tried to enslave the world.”

      “For the world’s safety.” His father held up a finger, and pointed to the sky. “For everyone to be free.”

      Merlin couldn’t help the laugh. “Please. You can spout that to those who are stupid enough to believe it, but between you and me, let there be honesty if nothing else.”

      His father’s face slowly went from jovial grandfather to the harsh warlord Merlin knew. Subtle changes, ones that might not even have been noticeable had you not been looking straight at him. The lines of his mouth tightened, the color of his eyes deepened, the wrinkles that made him look older and somehow softer, smoothing out into the hard planes and angles across his jaw.

      Merlin pointed at him. “There, that’s who I am dealing with. You might fool that daughter of yours, you might even fool Zam, but you do not fool me.”

      “To fool the fool is difficult. I agree.” His father’s mouth twisted on the words, almost to a snarl. “By rights, I should kill you where you stand.”

      Merlin took a step back as he tried to wake himself on the other side of the dreamscape. “True, but then you would lose out on so much information.”

      His father’s eyebrows shot up. “Information?”

      “About what has happened.” Sweet cupcakes on steroids, he was bluffing like he’d never bluffed before. As long as he wasn’t found out, he’d be fine.

      Eyes narrowed, the Emperor took a step. “Information about what?”

      That last word was thrown at Merlin with a great deal of power behind it and it dropped him to his knees. He bowed his head in mock submission even as his brain throbbed with the energy that had been slammed into it.

      “Ishtar.”

      “She is of no consequence.” The Emperor’s response was immediate, before Merlin even finished speaking. “She gathers the stones like a squirrel readying for winter. It’s pathetic. And futile.”

      “And if she gathers them all, she will hold all the keys to your prison. You understand that is what she wants?” Merlin tossed that tidbit out, one that had taken him weeks to finally grasp. Ishtar wanted the power, but he suspected it was only to keep her ex-husband trapped.

      A classic shitty divorce tactic.

      His father grunted. “She was always bitter.”

      “Bitter.” Merlin grunted the word back at his father, hating how like him he sounded in that moment. Here was the more reasonable side of the man he knew as his father. But for how long? “That’s one word for it. Vindictive might be more accurate. She’s plotted for years to get the stones.”

      His father waved a hand at him. “Did you come to chitchat, or free me, perhaps?”

      Merlin had to keep his feet from moving and keep himself just out of reach. “You know even I can’t do that. The spells were not just my own that bound you. You’d have to get the Oracle, Wyvern, and Jinn leader here at the very least, all working together . . .”

      His father’s face twisted into a hard smile. “Indeed. Which means I should keep you here.” His hand shot out toward Merlin, reaching for his throat.

      Merlin threw himself backward so hard, his head hit the ground, the resounding crack of his skull against stone reverberating through him and waking him. The blow, remarkably, snapped Merlin out of the drugged state he was in—barely. With a groan, he pushed himself off the floor and reached until he found the torch once more and lit it.

      He sat there, thinking, aching, wondering just what in the seven hells his father was up to? Because there was more to this than just getting free of his prison. The old bastard was too savvy by far for there to be only one thread of his plots on the go. Especially not with one of his other children helping him.

      The Emperor’s daughter didn’t want Zam to reach the Oracle or the Wyvern, both once powerful entities that had helped Merlin cage his father the first time. But the Emperor said he had Zam moving where he wanted.

      Which was it?

      So the question now was, did he stay where he was and try to stop his father from within the dreamscape, or did he go to Zam and try to help her face whatever challenges she would battle?

      “There is no easy answer,” he said softly, rubbing at the back of his head. He looked around the sparse room he sat in, wondering.

      Stay or go?

      Go or stay?

      Back and forth he went until finally he shook his head. “You are on your own, Zam. No one knows the old bastard like I do. And if anyone is going to get information out of him, it will be me.”

      Even if it made him want to curl up like a child and hide, he knew it to his bones. He had the best chance of getting his father to slip up.

      Which meant he was going to have to find a way to outsmart a very angry, rather vengeful Emperor. Again.
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      The desert was quiet around us as we sat at Shem’s camp, the horses even silent as his suggestion seemed to echo in the air. I grimaced and kicked at the fire but didn’t argue with his idea.

      Shem was right, even if his idea was one that stuck in my craw like a bone going down sideways with spurs on the end. It wasn’t a bad idea, even if I felt like it was stupid. Not if I wanted to cross the swamp without being found. Not if I wanted to get to those who were still alive on the edge of the blasted lands waiting for us. Kiara. Benji. Frankie. Asuga. Fucking hell on fire, what had happened to the others?

      No, I had to block out that fear, that possibility that something was terribly wrong with my pride. I could feel that those to the southeast were not hurt, not injured. For now, that would have to be enough. We would get to them as quickly as we could and that would be that.

      We waited until nightfall to move, though, which gave me some time to sleep, and for all of us to rest before we made a run through the swamp. We took shifts so no one was awake alone, in case the standing stones pulled on us once more.

      Even though I wanted to charge ahead, I knew that everything that had happened in the last day had taken a huge toll on me, and I needed to sleep if I was going to be of any use to those who depended on me.

      Crazy to think that just a few weeks before, I would have done just that, charged ahead until I dropped. But that was before I was alpha.

      My choices didn’t just affect me now. I had to think about what was best for the group.

      When I woke, Shem held a hand out and snapped his fingers at me. “Take it off.” With a grimace, I slid out of my long red cloak and hood combo. He stuffed it into one of Balder’s saddlebags and pulled out the thicker, dark gray cloak I had for a backup. He swung it over his shoulders.

      “You’re sure it was the red you were wearing?” he asked.

      “Positive.” I folded my arms, irritation flowing through me.

      “And you’re sure you want to ride with me and not Ford?” Shem raised both eyebrows.

      I glanced at Ford in time to see the frown on his face. “He won’t fit either of my cloaks, so it makes sense for me to ride with you, Shem. Unless you have another plan up your sleeve?”

      That did nothing to ease the look on Ford’s face. Like I’d hurt his feelings by saying I wouldn’t ride with him. Damn it, the man had saved my life, and I’d seen his memories and now I’d made him think that . . . what? That I didn’t like him?

      I did like him. He was part of my pride. He was my enforcer and even my friend, I think.

      But the only other person I’d rode with when I was in my smaller form was Maks. And it somehow felt disloyal to ride with Ford. Shem was family, that was fine.

      And yes, I chose not to think about why there was any feeling of disloyalty at all. Why Ford had his feelings hurt.

      Why I felt bad for hurting them.

      La-la-la-la fingers in my ears and not going there.

      Shem’s plan was simple. I would ride with him, hidden in the hood of the dark gray cloak. They would try to go across a section I knew from my previous entry was less active with the witches who had sunk their magic into the land. That was the best I could offer in terms of help on the information end of things. My previous job had been to find the witches and take their gem and get the fuck away without being injured or worse, and I’d done that. Over a year ago now.

      I chose not to tell Shem or the others that I’d flipped off the witches as I’d made my escape. I mean, let’s be honest, did anyone expect me not to? Yeah, that’s what I thought. That had been the last insult on top of the mountain of insults I’d handed them by sneaking into their village and filching the jewel right out from under their noses.

      Mind you, they’d been sauced on a crate of țuică they’d just stumbled across. I smiled, and then other thoughts of the țuică and what it had done to my reservations whipped through me and the smile slid.

      Of that night in the snow with Maks and our first kiss.

      There was a flash image that danced through my mind of Ford giving me CPR.

      I gritted my teeth.

      Shem mounted up on Balder, his horse tied to the back of the saddle by a long enough rope that each horse could move somewhat independent of the other without losing each other in the swamp.

      Ford was already on Batman, still too quiet for my liking. Damn it, I didn’t like it. I needed him to be on his game, not grumpy and sulking. “Ford, would you lead?”

      He perked up and gave me a salute. Not perfect, but I’d take it for now.

      Shem held his hand out to me and I took it as I shifted, using the momentum of him pulling me to leap up and onto the pommel of the saddle. From there, I jumped to his shoulder and slid down in the back of the hood. At least the view was decent and I wouldn’t be covered in mud by the end of this little jaunt. That made me grin. I hated getting my fur dirty.

      Ford was only a few strides ahead of us and we caught up easily.

      Lila paced us in the air, swooping and diving as we rode the last few miles to the edge of the swamp. According to the map.

      “You mean, you really couldn’t see it before? The swamp, I mean,” Ford asked. He fumbled a bit with the reins and Shem reached over to untangle them for him.

      “Could have walked right by it and not so much as smelled a rat’s fart,” Shem said. “That was the beauty of these witches. They wanted nothing to do with anyone. They held their end of the bargain better than any of those who held onto the stones to keep the Emperor in his cage.”

      There was no recrimination in his words, but still I stiffened a little. “I wouldn’t do it again, Shem. I wouldn’t take the jewel had I known what the fuck it was really all about.”

      “I know why you took the jewel,” he said, “but it doesn’t change the fact that they were essentially harmless.”

      I snorted a laugh. “Please. Anyone who did wander too close was drawn in to be used as a pet, or worse. This swamp is far from safe. And you’re a damn fool if you think it is.”

      “Only those who went looking for them could find them. If you go looking for a witch, you deserve what you get,” Shem said.

      I did stiffen that time, my claws extending to dig into him. “I lost friends to another witch, Shem. Doing what Ishtar wanted. They didn’t deserve what they got. None of us did.”

      He sighed. “I know that. But others . . . well, Ishtar for one. Perhaps she’ll get her comeuppance one day.”

      After that, we all fell quiet. Well. If you discount Ford singing softly a tune I thought I’d heard before. He had a good voice, and that surprised me.

      “Killing me softly,” he sung quietly, which seemed appropriate for the mood of the night.

      I closed my eyes, lulled by the movement of Balder, the warmth inside the hood, and the soft tones of Ford singing. Every now and then, I opened my eyes. But the land around us stayed as a desert for easily two hours. I slept off a little more of the pains, bruises, and aches of the last twenty-four hours. Had it really been less than a day since we’d galloped to meet the Jinn and their hyena mounts? My heart was still battered beyond recognition, but even that eased a little. Not gone, just . . . I knew I had to let it go. I had to let Maks go.

      But knowing that and doing it were two very different things. And how did I look at Ford and see him grin, or say something that had Maks written all over it?

      It felt like weeks had passed, and yet with my eyes closed, I could so easily see him in front of me, his eyes as blue as ever. Pleading with me to stay with him. I opened my eyes and drew a deep breath to banish Maks from my mind.

      How do I let you go? I thought to myself. How do I truly say goodbye?

      My thoughts scattered and I scrunched my nose up as the first sign of the swamp shot up it. Rotting eggs with a side of overripe compost was the waft of perfume that greeted us first.

      Ford and Batman dropped back to ride with us. I peeked out of the hood to see his nose crinkled up and his eyes watering. “Jaysus, that stinks,” he said.

      “It’ll only going to get worse, so get used to it,” I said. When I’d ridden in before, we’d had a salve to put under our noses that helped block the smell. Steve, of course, had sent me in first and I’d gladly given him the jewel to carry when we came out. It wasn’t until after that trip that I found out he’d been fucking around on me.

      How many jewels had he taken to Ish, letting her believe he was doing all the work? Nearly all of them. Fuck, I’d been a moron. A stupid, stupid girl who had let love blind her. The epiphany hit me like a bolt of lightning. Was I doing it again? Was I letting my love for Maks blind me to the fact that he would crush me and all those I loved if I didn’t hold firm against him? My chest constricted, and I fought to breathe through it.

      Another roll of a new stink floated up my nose and I buried my face against the back of Shem’s shirt. Shitty water and decaying plants if what I was picking up was correct. The smells actually made the hairs inside my nose shiver as I fought not to identify them and failed. That was the problem with being in my cat form, I could tell you what was coming our way without much effort. And in this case, I didn’t really want to know. Though it did take my mind off other things.

      “The rankest compound of villainous smell that ever offended nostril. This is bloody horrible,” I said. Lila circled around my head.

      “Oh, good one. And really rather fitting, don’t you think?” She did a lazy loop before she answered. “The Merry Wives of Windsor, I think. Not sure what act though.” She pursed her lips. The smell did not seem to be bothering her as much as Ford and Shem.

      Ford leaned to the side as he dry gagged, his whole body heaving. Lila giggled, and I had to admit, it was kinda funny to see such a big strong guy pulled low by a bit of stink.

      “Hold it together,” Shem grunted, but I could feel his own body shaking to control a heave.

      “It’s better if you breathe deeply,” I said. “Just make the stink part of you.”

      Ford heaved harder, the retching of empty gagging making Lila laugh harder. “Oh, he’s got a sensitive tummy, too funny!”

      I peered out as Lila swooped by Ford’s head, using her wings to waft the air toward him, and fast as only a cat could be, Ford shot a hand out and snagged the tip of her tail, giving her a quick tug that threw her off balance.

      She whipped around, her mouth open and tiny teeth bared at him. “Would thou wouldst burst!” she snapped, her fangs missing his fingers, but only just by a hairsbreadth.

      “Don’t laugh at me, scaly one, or I’ll throw you into the first puddle of shitty water I see,” Ford said, and then proceeded to gag again on the last word.

      That one stumped me, though, Lila’s quote that was, and I snorted. “Damn, she got me finally.”

      “Timon of Athens. I think,” Shem said. Lila tipped her head at him, just a quick acknowledgment.

      I smiled as she swung back around Ford for another pass and his hand shot out again, this time missing her.

      “They are kinda funny together,” I said.

      “You don’t think he’d really hurt her, do you?” Shem asked quietly.

      “No, he’s not like that. He’s all bluff. And very good at looking out for the pride, and he listens well. Better than Steve, that’s for fucking sure.”

      Shem grunted. “I doubt it’s hard to do anything better than Steve from what you’ve told me.”

      That made me smile. “Ford is a good guy. I’m glad we found him. But you found him first, if what he said was the truth.”

      Shem adjusted his seat before he spoke. “I did. When I was on my way to the Dragon’s Ground, I stopped at an oasis. He was young. Barely out of his teens. And he was spoiling for a fight. Angry at the world. So it is interesting to me how much he’s grown up.”

      I nodded. “Fighting to survive changes you. It highlights either the best of you, or the worst.”

      “Sage advice, kitten. I knew you had it in you to be a good alpha.”

      My hackles puffed up and I stuck my claws in him again. “Why do you insist on calling me that? It’s fucking derogatory.” I had the urge to bite him every time he used the nickname. It only served to remind me how I’d been thought of my whole life. As small and weaker than all the other lion shifters.

      His answer surprised me.

      “It’s what your mother called you, her little kitten.” He shrugged, his shoulders rolling under me and my heart thumped painfully at the thought of my mom. “I will do my best to stop if that’s what you truly want.”

      “No,” I said quickly, “No, if that’s why . . . then I can live with it. I thought you were being a bastard because of my size.”

      He snorted. “Your mother’s size never stopped her from leading the pack, or the pride as was the case. If anything, she fought harder to prove her worth to all those who would spit on her when they thought she wasn’t looking. Neither I nor your father treated her differently for her size. I believe that is why she loved us both.”

      I found myself watching Ford. He’d made fun of my size on the first day I met him, and that . . . well, that said it all. I thought back to when Maks first saw me as a cat. He’d been surprised, but he’d never knocked me for it.

      Ford struggled to get his heaving under control with little success. He spat to the side, only to start heaving the second he took a deep breath. The smell was bad, I’d give him that, but he was going to be next to useless if he didn’t pull his shit together. And fast.

      The swamp rose up directly ahead of us, the stench growing with each step we took, and the details of the trees more visible. They were hung with moss that touched the water in many places and growing, thriving lichen that was slippery as snot on a sheet of ice when it was wet. I’d tried climbing one of them before and hadn’t realized how bad it was until I was flat on my back and under the filthy water.

      I crinkled up my nose. Around the edges of the swamp was a ring of stones partially buried. Fairy stones was what Ishtar had told me before Steve and I had left to retrieve the jewel for her. “Hold,” I said.

      Ford pulled Batman to a stop, and Shem had to do nothing as Balder stopped with the sound of my voice.

      “What is it?” Ford asked.

      Shem said nothing. I stared at the stones. “Are they really fairy stones?” I asked.

      “What do you think?” Shem answered with a question, the jerk.

      “I wouldn’t have damn well asked if I knew,” I growled.

      Lila dropped and landed lightly on Balder’s neck. “Fairy stones?”

      “Did they enslave the little people to work for them, is that what you’re asking?” Shem said.

      I bobbed my head. “Yeah, I think that’s what I’m asking. Because if that’s the case, then those little fuckers are loose in the swamp now. I’d bet the stone around my neck is what held the fairy folk to the witches.”

      Ford circled Batman back around to our other side. “The fairy people are really not nice.”

      “That’s the best you got?” Lila shot at him. “Even I know they’re no better free than they are slaves. I ate one once, you know. Tasted awful. Like a giant stink bug.”

      “You did?” I couldn’t hold the shock back. The fairy folk were nothing but pure magic from what I understood. I wasn’t even sure that they could be killed. But she’d eaten one, so I supposed that answered that question. “What happened?”

      Lila grinned. “That was when I got my acid. And my wings.”

      My jaw dropped open. I wasn’t sure if she was teasing or not. “Maybe I need to eat one.” Then I could shift like the rest of my pride, big and powerful.

      “I doubt that’s a good idea,” Shem said. “And they won’t be as docile as they were under the hold of the witch clan.”

      Clan. So he did know more about them than he was letting on. “It shouldn’t take us more than a day to ride straight through. Day and a half at the worst. We go as fast as we can. As quiet as we can. Got it?” I looked at Ford first who gave me a solemn nod, his lips pursed together as he visibly fought another round of gagging. Lila bobbed her head and Shem nodded as well.

      “Then let’s dive in.” I slid back. “And hope we can dodge the fairies and the witches and whatever else is in there.”

      Yeah, it was the whatever else that worried me too.
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      The edge of the fairy stones in the swamp land grew larger as we approached, and I’ll admit, I held my breath as Balder and Batman stepped over the rounded tops, the tips of their hooves clearing them easily. I stared down at the stones as best I could without hanging out of the hood, fascinated by them. I’d not seen hide nor hair of the little fairy folk when I’d come through before. I’d known that they were being held as slaves, but that was about it. Were they working with the witches now? Or had they taken over the forest?

      Would they be friend or foe? Strike that, I already knew.

      I leaned farther out and started to scoot from under the gray hood. Shem lifted a hand and shoved me back without a word. I grimaced, hating that he was right. I needed to stay out of sight. Bad enough the two men were riding out in the open, plain as day. I mean, yes, it was night, but you get my drift.

      So instead, I stared ahead at Ford on Batman, thinking about Maks. There were some similarities between the two men, which made sense because they’d been raised together. But Ford was far more . . . submissive wasn’t the right word. But Maks had taken me down, dropped my ego, and shown me that he wasn’t to be treated badly. That I wasn’t any better than him because at the time I’d thought he was nothing but a human.

      Not that I’d treated Ford badly, nor did I want him to drop me or anything. I gritted my teeth and blew out a slow breath of pure frustration. What was wrong with me?

      I knew what was wrong. Ford had stood behind me, stood up for me, and treated me better than most of the men in my life, and hell, even I could admit he was easy on the eyes. If, and it was a big if, I were looking for a mate, he’d be a candidate. Even if I only ever admitted that to myself.

      The other thing was, he wanted a big, powerful female lion. Two of those three words did not describe me in the least. So even if I wanted things to move forward, they wouldn’t. And I didn’t want them to move forward.

      “So why am I comparing them?”

      The problem was, I whispered that last question to myself. While I sat next to Shem’s ear.

      He cleared his throat. “Strange, isn’t it, how the heart can break into tiny pieces, yet even when the wound is fresh we can still be drawn to another who perhaps is a better fit for us. Sometimes the heart knows better than we know ourselves what we need.”

      My brain didn’t catch on to what he was saying for a good ten seconds.

      And then it did.

      And then I was pissed. I opened my mouth and nothing but a low hiss came out.

      “Don’t claw my eyes out just yet.” He lifted one hand, palm facing me. “You know that lions aren’t meant to be alone. An alpha needs a partner they can trust. Maks knows that too. So does Ford.”

      “Shut up before I do claw your seedy fucking eyes out.” I snarled the words. Fighting hard to keep them quiet. The trees around us reached out with long spindly branches that caught at clothes and hair, tugging in all directions, and one pulled the hood back, exposing me for just a quick second. Shem caught it and pulled it forward once more.

      “Ford is good for Kiara. Young. Strong,” I said. “He doesn’t want a tiny cat like me. His words, not mine.”

      “She needs a beta,” Shem said. “He’s not that. It won’t take much to bring him up to alpha status. Kiara is going to need a beta who won’t hurt her. It’s why she’s responded to you so well. She needs a competent alpha to show her the way, and a beta in her bed. You don’t need that. You need balance of someone as strong as you.”

      Thundering Christ on a camel, there was no escaping him, and I couldn’t leave the space in the hood for fear of bringing down the witches. I couldn’t even yell at him because it could put us all in danger. “Shut the ever-loving fuck up,” I snarled.

      “I’m just saying, I never moved on from loving your mother and it cost me. How much more could I have done to help you if I’d taken a proper mate and stayed close to the pride? Maybe I could have stopped Ishtar from taking you and your brother, even.”

      “Shut it.” I slid down into the back of the hood and curled around myself, burying my head under my front paws, but I could still hear him. His words burrowing into my head. Not out of malice, I knew that.

      Shem was trying to push me past the hurt of losing Maks. “Ford is for Kiara,” I said again. “Or some other young fertile lion.”

      “Then why are you hiding?” The question was so quiet and yet it stabbed through me. I didn’t want to examine that at all. I didn’t want to examine why I was so upset.

      Because there was a flare of something, of a heat you didn’t expect, with Ford’s mouth on yours? And that scares you? Somehow makes you disloyal?

      I curled tighter around myself. Cowardly? You bet. But I could do nothing else. I held tightly to the memories I did have of Maks. Of his touch, his love. His laugh and the sound of his voice. Even while part of me knew I would never have that again with him, I wasn’t ready to just give up. That wasn’t my style.

      And it was just too fucking soon, no matter that a tiny part of me wanted to point out that it would always feel too soon.

      So instead of Shem’s voice, I focused on the sounds around us. The water as it plooped with each of the horses’ hooves as they dropped into it, the slosh of their legs as we moved deeper into the swamp. The snort and blow as they tried to clear their nostrils of the stench of the swamp.

      “Go slow,” I said. “We don’t need any broken legs.”

      The two men did as I asked, slowing the horses, and I stayed where I was, listening. Feeling. Hurting. Confusion rocking me as that heat from Ford whispered through me again.

      Ford and Maks, two brothers, and both good men. What were the odds?

      Fuck. I hated Shem in that moment. Hated that he was forcing me to look at Ford and Maks through logical eyes. Because there were parts of what he was saying that were absolutely right. Lions liked to have their mates, they liked to not be alone.

      “You fought hard for Steve too, didn’t you?” Shem asked, breaking the silence between us.

      I didn’t answer. I didn’t have to. We both knew that answer.

      He sighed and adjusted his seat. “That’s who you are, Zam. I would never expect you to give up on Maks without a fight. I just don’t want you to let something—or someone—else go by while you fight. Just in case I might be right about this.”

      Goddess of the desert, why did he have to be so bloody logical? Why couldn’t he still be the Uncle Shem I grew up with, the one who threw caution to the wind and carried around the title of crazy as if it were a badge of honor?

      I wrinkled my nose and snorted once before I spoke, choosing my words carefully.

      “If I say I will . . . be aware . . . of this other thing,” I couldn’t say Ford’s name even, because he’d told me himself he would never want a puny little thing like me, which made this whole conversation a total moot point, “will you shut the fuck up about it? About him?”

      “Done.” The satisfaction in Shem’s voice was too much. As if he’d convinced me to throw myself at Ford and beg for him to be my mate.

      “Fucker,” I growled as I crawled farther up his shoulder. The heat and humidity were enough to put a slight curl into the ends of my short fur, and buried in a hood against Shem’s back was not where I wanted to be. I’d told him what he wanted to hear. For now, he would leave me alone.

      “Uncle Fucker to you,” he said, and damn it, my lips twitched. Uncle Fucker indeed.

      The night slid past us in near silence after that. With each hour that ticked by, the tension around us grew. I kept waiting for a trap to spring, for the screech of a ghoul or some other nasty working for the witches. With the swamp as foul as it was, we had to give the horses water from our own water skins. A bit of a trick, but both Balder and Batman gladly turned their heads for the fresh, if slightly stale water out of the canteens.

      I finally broke the growing tension as Lila dozed clinging to the front of Balder’s saddle, swaying with each of his steps, and Ford riding ten feet or so ahead of us. Still gagging every once in a while, which left me with a permanent half grin on my face.

      “What can you tell me about my bloodline, Shem?” I asked. “The magic in it? Flora thinks she can teach me, but when I try to work the way she wants me to, there is nothing there. But then when we were in danger with Maks and the Jinn, the magic took over and was more than I could have ever imagined. But I couldn’t control it at all, not like Flora thought I should be able to. It just did whatever the fuck it wanted.”

      Shem grunted and scratched at his face, the crisp sound of his nails against the stubble a sound that made me think of my father. Of watching him shave when I was a little girl wondering why anyone would want to grow hair on their face.

      Shem’s answer pulled me out of the memory of my dad. “No matter what Flora thinks, I don’t believe the magic is trainable. The magic in you, that is. And if it was, certainly not by Flora. She’s a priestess of Zeus; her magic was given to her, not born within her as is the case in your blood.” He snorted and rolled his eyes. “She means well, in her own way, but I think she and Merlin have more up their sleeves than they are letting on.”

      I frowned and stared out into the swamp, frustrated. His answer was not far from what I was thinking might be the case, but I’d hoped he would have a different one. “So what do I do? How do I learn how to make this work for me?”

      He blew out a slow breath and then cleared his throat as a waft of wind went by my nose that smelled a great deal like rank dog shit. Even my eyes watered with the sharp acid-laced smell until the swamp blurred. Sweet baby goddess, the smell was so bad that if anything was sneaking up on us, we’d never know until it was too fucking late to do anything about it.

      “Sorry, I needed a moment there,” he grumbled, then spat to the side and gagged a little before he went on. “Your mother always said that her magic was not trainable, that you had to just let it be. That she would learn or she would die, and there was nothing else she or anyone else could do about it.”

      I bowed my head, shaking it. “Well, that didn’t work out so well for her, did it?” He grunted and I went on. “She did die, Shem. You think she’d want you to give me advice that ended up killing her? Because maybe if she’d trained her magic, then Marsum wouldn’t have killed her. Maybe she could have fought him off. Maybe right now we wouldn’t be where we are, fighting to find the Oracle, a creature that by all accounts may or may not even let us get close without frying our asses!”

      Shem tipped his head so I could clearly see the look in his eye. “And then she would have taken Marsum’s place if she’d killed him. Just like Maks did.”

      Damn it.

      He rubbed a hand over his chin. “Trust me when I say I have looked at this from all directions for years. Trying to find a way to say we should have done this, or she should have done that. I tell you what she believed and that is all I can do because your magic is like no other. Unless you think you can get your grandfather to tell you something of it.” Shem shrugged. “He might. He seems taken with you. Perhaps he thinks you are more easily controlled than your mother was.”

      He wasn’t wrong about anything he said. But that didn’t mean I was any less irritated by his fuckery with those words of his. Or the frustration that came with them. Because yet again, I was stuck wondering how to make this life of mine work, how to find my way out of a situation where there was no light at the end of the tunnel. Hell, I couldn’t even see the fucking tunnel at this point.

      “I need a break from you,” I grumbled and leapt out from under the cover of the hood. I landed partway up Balder’s neck, startling Lila out of her doze, and then leapt across to Batman’s rounded ass. He jigged sideways a bit, looked back, saw me, and gave a long snort that may or may not have come with the horse version of an eye roll.

      Ford turned around. “Shouldn’t you be hiding?”

      A gray swath of material flew through the air and landed in his lap. We both looked at Shem who shrugged. “She should hide. You know, witches that hate her and all are watching.”

      I leapt up to Ford’s shoulder and then dropped down onto the bundle of cloth and burrowed partially under it. Ford flipped a corner over my body so that just my nose and eyes peeked out.

      “You okay? I heard you and Shem talking back there and it sounded like it was getting heated.” Ford raised both eyebrows. I promptly ignored his question. I needed a distraction.

      Matchmaking it was. If I got him and Kiara hooked up, then he would be completely off my menu.

      “I never asked you what you thought of Kiara,” I said. “I mean, it’s not like there has been time to talk about it, but I am your alpha and I’d like to know what your . . . intentions are with her.”

      The shock on his face was worth whatever would come next. His jaw dropped open and his eyes were about as confused as if I’d smacked him over the head with a hammer. “Kiara?”

      I laughed softly at him. “Yes, you know the one. Young, golden lion, fertile, strong, powerful shifter? The one that you went into the Jinn’s Dominion to help me rescue. She’s the one I told you about.” Actually, that wasn’t true, I’d told him about Darcy, but Darcy was now solidly with Steve, so we would pretend I said Kiara way back when. I flicked an ear at him and a thought crossed my mind that I didn’t like. “Tell me you don’t have a thing for Darcy. I’m not sure I’m okay with that.” Of course, that was assuming Darcy was alive. No. No, I would not think like that. Even if she was no longer the friend I’d thought she’d been, I didn’t want her dead. Never that.

      I just really wished she didn’t have her head so far up her own ass. Or Steve’s ass, which seemed to be the case.

      He managed to pull himself together. “Well, uh, Kiara is a typical lioness. If a bit on the meek side. I mean, she’s obviously coming out of that, but I don’t think she’s looking for a mate now, do you? I didn’t think pursuing her was a good idea.”

      His question and assessment of Kiara were valid. I’d watched her and there hadn’t been a single moment where she’d done more than glance in Ford’s direction. I tried another tactic. “Maybe Nell then? She’s lovely, if a different kind of shifter.”

      My gut twisted at the thought of keeping Maks’s ex-lover close to me through Ford. The combination of the stench of the swamp and an image of Nell and Ford together brought on the urge to gag. I tried to fight it, failed as it overwhelmed me and I let it roll, my body heaving uncontrollably.

      Kitty gagging. Not a pretty look on anyone.

      Ford laughed. “So. You aren’t immune to the stench either.”

      I shook my head, let him believe that was why I’d retched.

      I swallowed back the last of it and tried again. “Kiara is getting stronger. And she’s fertile. That’s got to be big points as I assume at some juncture you’ll want to start your own pride.”

      His lips tightened and then he frowned. “Wait, how do you even know that? Her fertility, that is.” He snorted and then sucked in a big breath which made his eyes water. “Fuck, that is some seriously bad stink.”

      “She was pregnant with Steve’s cub,” I said, ignoring the smell. “But she lost the baby when the Jinn took her.”

      “Oh, shit.”

      I nodded. “That’s where the fire in her is coming from. She’s lost a dream. They took it from her.”

      He shook his head, his eyes thoughtful. “No. I don’t think that’s where her fire is coming from at all. I think she has an alpha who finally sees the strength in her. An alpha who doesn’t treat her like a stupid little girl, but as the lioness she is. There is power in belief, you know. You believe in her. I think that is why she is changing.”

      His words sent a chill through me. I wasn’t sure what to say to that. Maybe nothing? Praise was not something I was used to.

      Certainly not from a full-blooded lion shifter. I sighed. “You were a right dick when I met you. Calling me names. Calling Lila names. Why the change now?”

      He grinned down at me. “Maybe I saw an alpha worth following too. Maybe she saw something more in me than anyone else ever had and gave me a chance that she didn’t have to.” He paused. “And I resort to being a dick when I’m nervous. Can’t help the male knee-jerk reaction.”

      I looked away, uncomfortable with the way he stared at me.

      Which was all well and good because it allowed me to really listen to the swamp. A bird call rocketed through the air, loud and almost violent in the noise it made. My hair stood on end. I couldn’t help the way my body puffed up. Ford saw it and slowed.

      “It’s just a bird,” he said. As if he were going to comfort me.

      “And what bird would that be?” I asked, a low hiss building in my chest.

      “Swamp bird?” he offered.

      Shem caught up to us and I looked across at him. He was not smiling. “That sound what I think it is?”

      I nodded. “They’ve found us.”
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      The sound of the bird that was not a bird but in reality the witches of the swamp communicating that there were intruders, aka, me, Lila, Ford and Shem, rattled through the air again.

      “You sure that’s not just a bird?” Ford tipped his head. “Sounds like one to me.”

      I leaned out and stuck my tiny yet razor-sharp claws into his thigh closest to me. “Listen to me, you dumb schmuck. I know what I’m talking about and we do not have time to convince you otherwise.”

      “Run or hide?” Shem asked, interrupting us. “What’s our best shot at this?”

      “Are we going to fight them?” Lila’s jeweled eyes flickered and the stone that gave her the ability to freeze creatures on contact seemed to glitter under the skin on her chest where it lay hidden, absorbed as it was. She hadn’t asked for it, but before our fight with the Jinn, the jewel had just sucked itself into her. Easier for her to fly, and fight that way, but she’d had no say in what was happening.

      But that was then, this was now, and our current situation was beyond dangerous. Not to mention I had the horrible feeling that not only had we walked into it, but that we’d walked into a trap thinking we could slip the noose.

      Only now, the noose tightened, and I wasn’t so sure we weren’t about to be hung for our trespass.

      The horses shivered and danced forward as if they too felt the tightening rope. Batman stumbled as he hit something hidden under the water. 

      “We can’t outrun them here.” I dug my claws in the blanket, which I was still partially hidden under. “Even without the chance that one of the horses would break a leg, the terrain is too fucking rough.”

      “Then we have to fight,” Lila said, and again I looked at her. Really looked. Her body shimmered as always, the scales hard as iron and light as a feather, but it was her eyes that caught me. There was something off in them, as though the Lila I knew had stepped back a little to allow this stranger to step forward in her place, a stranger who lusted for battle, for blood. It was a look I’d seen on Ish’s face more than once. And more than once I’d ignored it, thinking my imagination had the better of me. 

      “No fighting.” I stood and looked around, the blanket sliding down off my back. No point in hiding now, not for me. The trees around us were thick with old man’s beard, the moss hanging all the way to the water in most places like a natural curtain, the darkness of the night could work in our favor. “We hide.”

      “Easy for you and Lila,” Ford said. “You’re the size of fucking peanuts. How the shit are you going to hide me, Shem, and two horses?”

      So much for not pointing out our size difference.

      I jumped off Balder’s back and shifted in midair to two legs. There was no real choice here. It was all hands on deck if we were going to make it out of this fucking swamp with all the same body parts we came in with. “You two,” I pointed at Shem and Ford, “strip, shift and get your asses up into the trees.”

      Neither of them argued, at least. Lila paced the air. “What about me?”

      “Lookout duty,” I said, “but be careful. They like pets and they’d fucking love a dragon that spits acid and carries a jewel.”

      There was one itty bitty part I hadn’t been fully up front about when we’d talked about going into the swamp. The witches had seen me running out of the swamp, jewel in hand. But how I’d gotten that jewel . . . I’d been in my cat form. I’d slipped in right under their noses and they’d seen me as a new cat to own. I’d spent hours with them grooming me, feeding me tidbits, and in general loving the shit out of me.

      I’d done my part, purring and rubbing my head against their legs as I listened to them talk about killing the other creatures in their swamp, and about snagging unwary travelers as they tried to pass by. Despite what Shem wanted to say about them sticking to their own swamp, they were dangerous, and many people had lost their lives by thinking they’d found a place that was safe from the desert heat.

      The bird call came again and my skin danced and popped out more than a drop or two of nervous sweat. I remembered all too well what the witches did to their captives they didn’t like. I’d seen it while I’d snooped around their domain, looking for the jewel that I now carried. Bodies of men skinned alive, their eyes and tongues removed, fingers hacked off, what looked like bite marks in the muscle, testicles peeled like grapes . . . and they were somehow still alive. Their moans, the way their heads rolled from side to side as they tried to find some sort of way to escape. To free themselves even though they had no way they could leave. A witch had sat in the room with them, crooning the same thing over and over. 

      “When you run from a witch, and steal like a snitch, we’ll find a way to make your skin dance, for you there will be no last chance. A soul today, gone tomorrow, I will be the weaver of your sorrow.”

      The best I could tell was that they’d been caught in the swamp and tried to run. The only reason the same hadn’t been done to me was because they’d thought I was a cat, and once they saw my real form, they hadn’t connected the two shapes. 

      At least I didn’t think they’d connected the two shapes.

      My gorge rose as the old memories floated to the surface like bubbles in the muddy water around me. Images I’d pushed aside for the last year, too busy to do more than glance back at them. But now that I was here . . . I couldn’t seem to get them to go away.

      I held out one of the leather saddlebags to the two men. They stuffed their clothes in before they stepped off the bit of solid ground we stood on and slid down into the swamp, naked as they day they were born.

      “Cold,” Shem bit out.

      I glanced around at him, the corner of my mouth twitching as I raised an eyebrow. “I’d agree with that. For both of you.”

      Ford snapped his hands over his crotch before he turned from me and shifted to four legs. I didn’t even have time to laugh. The witches called again, closer, and I rushed to the two horses. I yanked off the saddles and bridles as fast as I could, setting the tack up in a low branch, tugging the long moss around them. The water was up to my mid-thigh and I struggled to get the tack out of the slime. I should have kept Ford close to do the heavy lifting.

      “Lila, can you cover it with the hanging moss?”

      “Yes.” She swooped down and grabbed the long moss as she went, dragging it with her to cover our gear. My hope was twofold. One, we’d be able to catch up to the horses, on the other side of the swamp. And two, if the witches saw the horses without tack they’d just think they’d wandered in from a desert herd and not think to look further. We’d lose our tack, but not our mounts or our lives.

      I hoped.

      Lila covered the gear and I scooped up handfuls of the muddy water onto the horses’ backs, smearing the sweat stains from the saddles. “Sorry, buddy,” I whispered as I smeared the stinking mud around Balder’s muzzle and along behind his ears, rubbing it over his head. The foam and slobber from the bit and sweat stains were too obvious otherwise. He snorted and pawed at the water, stirring it up in a frothing black foam. “Go south, my friend,” I whispered into his ear. “Stay true and go south.”

      I quickly did the same for Batman and then kissed at them, sending them off at a fast walk as they wove through the swamp. Balder looked back once at me and I shook my head. “Go.”

      He snorted once, bobbed his head, and broke into a jog, leading Batman to the south.

      The screech of the witches shattered the air so loudly, I knew I was out of time. I shifted fast to four legs, my body groaning with the multiple shifts one on top of the other, and promptly sunk down to my nose in the black swamp water. I swam to a chunk of land that was covered in only a few inches of the black moss and flattened my belly to it. The cold sunk through my fur and into my skin and deeper into my bones. Cold of the swamp or cold with the fear for what was coming? I was no fool. I knew how bad this could be.

      The Jinn were right bastards. These witches were just as horrid. And unlike the Jinn who Maks now led, these witches had no one holding them back from killing us. I breathed slowly through my nose, doing all I could not to move even while my body shook. There were a few moments where nothing happened. I closed my eyes so they were just slits. Lila had tucked in close with the gear, hidden by the moss she’d pulled down, her bright colors out of sight under a bit of cloth. I could only hope Shem and Ford were as equally well hidden.

      A soft whoosh rolled toward me along with a ghost of a mist that skimmed the top of the water. I wanted to tell the others to hang tight, this was it.

      The witches had found us.

      Voices rose above the sounds of the swamp, light and airy, beautiful and sweet. Though my body shook, I kept my breathing as slow and even as I could. No need to give myself away.

      We just had to wait for them to pass. Maybe they’d follow the horses. I cringed. That wouldn’t be good either. The last thing I needed was a rescue mission to get Balder and Batman back from the swamp. And yes, I would go and rescue them if it came to that—they were family too.

      From where I was, the curl of a red skirt was the first of the witches that I saw. A flash of bare toes under the edge of a skirt that swirled around within the mist and on top of the water. I let my eyes drift upward, careful not to move any other part of me.

      Fine-boned, dark-haired and dark-eyed, the first witch looked to be about fifteen at the oldest, though I knew that was a lie. They all looked like teenagers when I was here last too, but they were anything but. Her ruby red lips matched her dress and she cooed softly as she walked daintily toward me, lifting her feet over the logs she encountered, her hands clutched in the material of her skirt. “Oh, there is something here, I think. Yes, Ollianna, do ye feel it?”

      A second witch in a dress as black as the muddy water stepped up next to her. Auburn hair flowed around her as if held up by a thousand tiny strings. As fine-boned and beautiful as the first witch, she tipped her head to the side and ran her tongue over her lips. Check that, she ran her forked tongue out and over her lips as if she were tasting the air. I shrank into the water farther, slow and smooth, not even a single ripple giving me away.

      “Perhaps. Horses have been through here. It’s possible they wandered in. The desert bred ones take water where they can,” Ollianna said. Her eyes seemed to skim over me, unseeing of my hiding spot.

      I wanted to breathe a sigh of relief. Score one for us.

      “We did not come here for horses,” a third voice said, huskier than the first two. The final of the three witches wore a pale purple dress that made her blond hair look as though she’d been plucked out of a storybook garden. Hell, there was even a diadem woven into her hair. Obviously someone important. Or at least she thought so by the turn of her face, the way she held her nose up.

      Have at it, you special fucking snowflake. Be the queen of the swamp for all I care, just leave us the fuck alone.

      The only good thing I could think was that they didn’t look familiar. Which meant they might not have dealt with me before. Which meant they might not put this black cat together, should they see me, with the one there the night of their theft. Fingers—paws—crossed.

      With the three of them float-walking around, fingertips wiggling away as if they were feeling for something only they could possibly understand, I began to believe they would pass us by. Let me tell you something, hope, it’s quite the fucker when it’s snatched from you.

      The redhead—Ollianna—was the first to nod. “Horses, that is all I feel here. Emmy, Patrice, let us go, I have tea brewing on the fire that I would rather not over steep.” She turned and swept by me so close that her skirt brushed over my back, covering me for the space of a heartbeat. Icy cold shivered down my spine at that barest touch. The dark-haired girl in the red dress nodded—Patrice.

      “Agreed, Emmy, come along.” Patrice snapped her fingers at the final witch as if calling a dog.

      Emmy, though, didn’t take well to that snap of fingers, and worse, she didn’t move. Her purple skirt flowed around her like water, her diadem catching the bits of starlight that dared to cut through the heavy foliage above our heads. I held my breath as her eyes swept toward me. I closed my eyes. A few more seconds and we’d be free and clear.

      Oh, what a fool I was.

      Against my chest where the diamond I’d stolen from these very witches lay under my skin, the stone throbbed suddenly, burning with a fire that had me fighting not to gasp. As if it would wriggle its way out from my flesh and hand itself back to the witches.

      This was new. This placement of the stone should have been in my collar like all my clothes and weapons. Lila’s stone had stuffed itself under her scales, but this was a first for me. And the worst possible time to have it react like this.

      I gritted my teeth and sunk farther into the water so I could use one paw to press against the lump under my skin. Little fucker, you better not think you’re going to come out of me now.

      Sweet desert goddess, for the first time I regretted my ability to shift with all my clothing and weapons still on me. Because maybe if I couldn’t have done that, the stone wouldn’t now be a part of me. A part of me that wanted freedom and hurt like a red-hot poker forcing its way out from the inside.

      “Wait,” Emmy said. “I feel something. There is a power calling to me here.”

      The other two witches stopped and turned but didn’t come back. “What is it? Are you sure you are not feeling things again? You do recall that is an issue you’ve had in the past,” Ollianna said.

      Emmy glared at her. “Another witch, I think, I can’t be sure.” Emmy held her hand out and waved it through the air. “A witch with potential, like me.” The way she said that one word made my heart want to stop right then and there. That’s just what we needed. Another fucking witch coming in from the other side and one with potential. Trapped. We were trapped between an untrained witch and three very trained witches that were on the hunt for us.

      Or was she feeling the power of the jewel? Bitch tits on ice, this was going south fast.

      I barely kept my nose above the water as Ollianna, Patrice, and Emmy headed toward me, their eyes glued to the trees behind me.

      “Well, well, Emmy. I’m impressed. The sensation is so small that I’d thought it was a ripple from one of us, not a new witch,” Patrice said.

      “I am not so sure.” Ollianna stood closest to me. I could only hope she was weaker than the others, that she wouldn’t sense the jewel right under her perfect nose.

      The three of them stood in front of me, hands outstretched as if calling the new witch to them. And the diamond heated under my skin, stretching my flesh as it wriggled. Tears pooled in my eyes as the sensation grew.

      Go, go, get the hell out of here, you filthy witches. Go to your bloody tea pot! That was all I could think as I held my breath and the stone vibrated, and my skin began to tear.

      I couldn’t help it, the pain was too intense. I yowled, shrieking as I arched out of the water and then curled back around the stone.

      And just like that, the pain stopped, the stone went quiet. I looked up as the three witches stumbled back, arms windmilling, eyes wide, as they lost their connection to their magic and sunk into the thigh-deep water. Their dresses soaked up the filth and clung to them, just like it would to any normal person.

      I had one card left to me.

      I shook my head and let out a plaintive meow, desperate to pretend I was still just a cat.

      There was a trio of gasps and then Ollianna laughed. “A cat? Oh, holy moon goddess, most likely she has residue on her from being touched by a witch!” Patrice giggled, though the giggle turned into a weird growl right at the end of it which she swallowed down, covering her mouth with one hand.

      I shrunk away from them, backing up until I was at the base of a tree that was remarkably not sunk well below the water line. I moved to slide around the tree trunk. Surely they wouldn’t give chase to a little black cat.

      Emmy was the first to recover, her body and dress sliding upward, the mud and filth stripped from her with tiny droplets that spread out around her like splatter paint as she wove her magic through it. Her two companions did the same, laughing and smiling. Hell, they didn’t look like horrible witches at all. They didn’t look mean or nasty or . . . Emmy pointed a finger at me.

      “Bad kitty.”

      Shit fuck damn it all right up a camel’s asshole, there was no way this was going to be good for me.

      A burst of magic flew from her like an arrow, straight at my head. I dodged the blow and it hit the tree instead. The trunk groaned and split open like an overripe tomato, the smell one that echoed the stench in the swamp—death incarnate, rot, foul rank nasty.

      “Let the cat go. The fairy farts will eat it soon enough,” Ollianna said. “A cat is not worth your time or the effort to track it down and skin it. You know that.”

      “I hate cats,” Emmy said. “Stuck up, pretentious little gits. Why the Mother tolerates the beasties at all is beyond me.”

      “You should catch that one, give it to Mother,” Patrice said, and I shrunk back farther and sunk into the water. I went down over my head and came back up sputtering but they were no longer looking at me.

      “Emmy, there is nothing more to be done here. A cat and a pair of wild horses. Now that I think about it, all were most likely brought in by the fairies to draw us out so they could irritate us,” Ollianna said with a flick of her hand as she removed the last of the mud off her dress and feet. “Most of these alarms are not more than the fae getting their fickle revenge on us, you know that.”

      “Then why,” Emmy said, “is there a lion in that tree there?”

      And just like that, things went from almost okay, almost free and clear, to being in so much shit we were going to stink for the rest of our lives.
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      From where I was, halfway hidden by the tree trunk that had taken the blow meant for me, I looked up. There, dangling out of the tree like a pull cord for a set of shitty shaggy gold curtains, was Shem’s tail. Hell, he probably didn’t even know he was showing his colors. And had the starlight hit a different angle they might not have noticed him at all.

      With a laugh, Emmy flicked her hand toward the tree tops and Shem let out a strangled snarl as he was pulled out. Clawing at the branches, he fought to hold himself in the tree, but it was no use, not against a witch and her abilities. He might have been something of a shaman or a seer depending on which day you asked him, but he had no real ability when it came to magic.

      He twisted and thrashed as she yanked him unceremoniously from his hiding spot. Holding him in midair, she spun him around so he was upside down, his belly facing them. He snarled and lashed out with both front paws but said nothing. Maybe they would think he was just a wayward lion wandered in from the desert like the horses.

      Yeah, I didn’t think so either.

      Ollianna stepped up beside Emmy on one side, and Patrice joined her on the left, closest to me. “Well, you think we don’t know what you are, shifter? The question is why are you here in our swamp? The golden lions were wiped out by the Jinn. You’d think if any were left, they’d be smart enough to avoid dangerous places.”

      He snarled but otherwise said nothing. Ollianna smiled. “One way or another, you will answer me. And in the end, I will get what I want along with a lovely lionskin rug for in front of my fire. I’ve always wanted one, you know. Nearly had one last year even.”

      Last year . . . then she’d been one of the ones chasing Steve and me. Well, wasn’t that just fucking awesome.

      Shem roared and I blew out a breath. Time to play rough. I leapt forward, still in my cat form, landing between Shem and the witches with a tiny splash. I bared my teeth and hissed up at them.

      Emmy grimaced. “I do need to improve my aim.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said as I prepped myself for the shift from four legs to two, “my aim is fucking spot on. So if you want to live, I suggest you let us pass.”

      My speaking startled them and they all took a step back before catching themselves. I continued to growl, baring my tiny teeth. I knew how it looked. Ridiculous, but that was the plan, such as it was. Let them think we were easy prey.

      Let them believe they could kill me with ease right before I smashed the shit out of them. At least, that was the plan.

      “Never,” snarled Emmy, her beautiful face twisting into a semblance I did recognize. The hag under the teenager face had been one of those who’d kicked at me the last time I’d been in the swamp. The one who’d sung to the captives.

      Fear lanced through me and I buried it deeply.

      “Then you die,” I said.

      “You’re a cat. What can you do? Nothing, that is the answer,” Emmy said. But her friends didn’t answer her. They tugged her back a step. Maybe they knew more than I thought about me.

      The three of them shared a look, taking their eyes off me, and that was the opening I needed.

      I shifted, and as I stood on two legs, I reached for the flail on my back. A lot of things happened at once. The diamond peering out between the folds of my shirt was the first.

      Shem was thrown up and through the trees, far away from us to the south of the swamp.

      And I let the flail fly fast and hard, the handle warm under my fingers, sticking hard to me in order to do as much damage as possible. Patrice ducked the ball pair, but Emmy was not fast enough. The spikes drove hard into the side of her face, crushing bone and making her left eyeball pop right the fuck out, dangling by threads.

      A scream ripped out of her, unnatural and violent, and the screech was the one we’d been hearing earlier. She was the one with the weird bird call. I yanked the flail off her head and she dropped to her knees, sinking into the water up to her chin, a hand against the side of her face I’d crushed.

      The flail hummed and shivered and I knew that it wanted to dig into her, to take her magic. But I didn’t want that. I just wanted to get us out of here.

      Simple, right?

      Wrong again.

      “You two want a taste of what your friend is chewing on? Your own teeth and the inside of your brains?” I whipped the flail in a slow, lazy loop. “I don’t mind, but I’m thinking you’d be smart to fuck off now and leave us to our path.”

      Patrice flexed her fingers, and in the distance, Shem roared, pain-filled and then strangled as if she’d cut off his air . . . I snarled and leapt toward Patrice. Except something grabbed the back of my calf. I went down, right under the water and that same something coiled around me.

      Shit.

      The snake was big and moved fast in the water, liquid lightning that was so muscled, there was no way I could beat it strength to strength. I fought to get my feet under me. I needed to get up and get a breath and then I’d kill the fucker. Only I couldn’t find my feet.

      The flail. I had to get the flail into this fight.

      I tipped my hand so the weapon swung toward me under the water, drifting toward the thick, muscular body that wrapped around me. Above the water, the voices were dim, and they were laughing at me.

      They thought I was a fucking joke, did they?

      I rolled my wrist, twisting the flail closer yet. And then it touched down right where I wanted. The second the spikes touched the scales of the snake, they dug in and the reptile convulsed, the flail glowed under the water and then the snake was dead.

      I shot to the surface and drew in a big breath in time to see Lila dive into the fray and spit acid on the back of Patrice.

      The brunette witch screeched and threw her head back, a hand shooting toward Lila. A magical net whipped at Lila, one that crackled with lightning.

      “Lila, down!” I yelled.

      She dove for the water and the net missed her by barely an inch. Good enough. Only when she came up there was murder in her eyes, and not the hey, let’s survive this fight kind of murder. More the hey, I’m going to kill you all and then go on a rampage of death and destruction through this swamp until every witch is dead kind of look.

      The blue sapphire under her skin shone through her scales as she swept down and along the top of the water. The muddy filth froze solid, holding the witches where they were.

      “Lila, enough!” I yelled.

      The three witches looked at me. They thought I was saving them, but I wasn’t. I was saving Lila.

      My friend swooped through the air and I saw her intention plain. To go between the witches and freeze them solid. “Lila, no!” I yelled at her, but she ignored me.

      She cut between them, avoiding their touch easily as she pinged each of them, icing them over, making them solid statues that froze over in seconds.

      “Now, it’s enough,” Lila growled. “They won’t hurt anyone anymore.”

      Ford dropped out of the tree with a splash, rolled and came up on four legs.

      I reached for my connection with my pride and found Shem, hurt but alive. “Lila, go find Shem and stay with him—he’s hurt.”

      Her eyes shot to mine, glittering, so angry that my heart broke a little.

      “Please,” I said. “He needs us, and he needs to be protected if he’s injured.”

      That seemed to mollify her; she winged away through the trees, going straight to where Shem was. Ford sauntered over to me as the sound of hooves splashing through the water reached my ears. I spun around to see Balder sloshing his way toward us, Batman right behind him.

      “Disobedient,” I grumbled, grabbing his nose and giving it a shake. “This is not south.”

      He snorted, and if horses could shrug, he would have. As if he knew better, he knew that we were going to need him. And he was right.

      A cracking of ice snapped me around to stare at the witch-sicles behind me. Emmy, the one in purple, stared back through the thick ice. If hate burned, they’d be out in seconds.

      “Fuck,” I whispered. “Run, Ford.”

      “Why?”

      “Jesus, Mary and Joseph on a fucking donkey, do as I say and run!” I roared as I leapt up and onto Balder’s bare back.

      This was not the plan. But now we had no choice. We had to run and I fucking hated it. Broken limbs, shattered bodies filled my mind even while I knew that we had to do this. I shifted to my cat form so I was as light as possible for Balder and then I hissed at him.

      A hiss was the sign for him to go as fast as he possibly could.

      He leapt forward, plunging into the swamp, as a wave of nausea cascaded over me. I fell from his back, hitting the mud with a splash. Too many shifts, too close together left me helpless.

      I sunk down as the horses took off, following Ford no doubt. I pushed to the surface and opened my mouth to call them back and instead puked. I couldn’t help it or stop it, as I shifted without meaning back to two legs and remained on hands and knees, puking my guts out, the clear diamond dangling from my neck like a fucking carrot right in front of the three witches I took it from.

      The cracking of ice slowly drew my head up. Ollianna, the redhead, shook free of the ice first.

      “That was very clever, hiding a stone in a small creature,” she said, her voice heavy and sluggish no doubt from the cold.

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” I managed to say while my brain went into overdrive. How was I getting out of this? I moved to push to my feet and she shook a finger at me.

      “No, do not move.”

      “I’m not sure listening to you is my best move at this point.” I smiled up at her even though I was freaking out inside. How long before the other two freed themselves? My eyes slid to them and they were still solid, though there were cracks in the ice.

      “We have a few minutes, you and I.” Ollianna swept toward me, her skirt within my reach had I wanted to touch it. I looked up at her and slid back so that I sat on my haunches. Another wave of nausea rolled through me and I gritted my teeth against it even as my stomach clenched. Ollianna stared down at me.

      “That stone is powerful, but it takes a toll on the one who carries it. And like your dragon, it will eventually cost you who you are.”

      I frowned. “The stones don’t bother me. And why are you telling me this?”

      She spread her hands and magic coursed through them, sparkling black lights that I wanted to stare at, to fall into, like the night sky and the stars that twinkled within it. I shook my head and Ollianna laughed.

      “I tell you because I do not want that stone back in our coven even if others do. I sensed you first, and I knew the stone was close. I could not persuade those two to go back, though. They seek to impress the Mother.” She tipped her head back to Patrice and Emmy.

      She sighed. “If the stones truly do not bother you, then I know who you are. I will give you two things, Zamira.”

      My jaw dropped. “How do you know my name?”

      “Family should always know family, don’t you think?” Her gray-green eyes damn well sparkled with laughter as I stared at her gaping like a fish.

      “We . . . are not family. You are no shifter.” Of course, I forgot how much of my bloodline was not shifter.

      She leaned in. “Niece.”

      Niece. “You’re related to the Emperor?”

      Ollianna nodded. “We all are here, though some are closer than others to his power.” She tipped her head to the side. “I give you this—knowledge. You will face the Emperor at some point, so do not let him convince you he is not a beast. And this, a moment free of your curse, enough to escape this swamp. I want you gone before the sun rises, Zamira of the desert, child of the cursed one.”

      She swept her hand over me and my body shifted without me asking it to do so, and I was on four legs once more.

      Only I stood taller. I blinked and looked down at my limbs. Big, solid bones, the body of a jungle cat, made for leaping through trees, navigating a swamp. I shook my head. “This is not possible.”

      “It is, for a moment. This is what your curse keeps you from.” She smiled and part of me hated that there was not a mean streak in it. “You saved us from that diamond when you took it, and now I will save you. Go, Zamira, and be ready. For what comes at you in the distance draws closer with deadly precision.”

      I stepped back and she turned, her shoulders slumping as she lifted her hands toward her two companions. They had loosened the ice enough to be able to thrash, their eyes on Ollianna, fear riding them.

      She would kill them to keep what had happened here silent. To protect herself from the Mother witch. To protect me too.

      Perhaps she was not the sweetheart I’d thought. I turned and leapt for the trees, shocked as I sailed onto not the lowest branch, but the one farthest up. My body was my own, and yet not. I didn’t want to enjoy this, but I couldn’t help it. Being a large cat was everything and more than I thought it would be.

      The power in my body, the ability to bound from place to place, the strength of my claws as I dug into the bark of the trees, racing across the branches and avoiding the water completely.

      This was strength.

      This was freedom.

      This was everything I’d ever wanted, and I almost cried knowing it was only until the edge of the swamp.

      I chose not to consider the fact that I was not a desert cat at all, but a cat made for the deepest, darkest jungles. Because while I didn’t think Ollianna cared one way or another what I looked like, that meant I didn’t doubt that she’d only lifted the curse on me. This jungle cat that I was, was not a creature she created. This was who I was. Who my mother was.

      Ollianna was my aunt? That thought stumbled my feet as I leapt between branches and landed on my belly, back end hanging down.

      The Emperor had been busy for being locked away. I snorted and pulled myself onto the branch and swiveled my ears. There to my left was the snort of a horse. I twisted and ran that way, still staying to the trees.

      I found them converged around Shem, who lay on the ground, naked as the day he was born.

      “We have to go back for her!” Lila snapped. “And if you won’t—”

      “I’m here,” I said, and three sets of eyes turned to me. “And don’t freak out, this is temporary.”

      I dropped out of the tree and bounded up to them. Ford was still on four legs and while he was still bigger than me, the size difference wasn’t so great after all.

      “We have no gear, and much as you might be able to ride bareback, I don’t think I can. And Shem can’t while injured,” Ford said, though his eyes kept drifting over me.

      “We go as fast as we can without,” I said.

      There was a popping sound behind us. I spun as our gear materialized out of thin air and dropped onto the one dry spot. A note floated down with it. Ford caught it and showed it to me.

      Ride hard, they are coming. O.

      “Tack up, now!” I yelled and Ford shifted, grabbed the gear and started to sling it over the horses’ backs.

      Shem pushed to his feet and helped where he could. He shot me a look, and I knew why.

      I hadn’t shifted. I wasn’t helping. And I . . . didn’t want to say that I only had this form for a short time. I didn’t know if I’d get it back if I shifted to two legs. Selfish, I knew it was selfish and I didn’t care.

      Ford did most of the work and handed Shem a pair of pants while he took his own.

      “That will have to be enough.” I jumped up and hugged the tree closest to us, climbing at a rapid rate. “Follow me.”

      I leapt from that tree to the next, my eyes scanning the dark waters below. From above, I could see the worst of the footing and I led them through it. Lila flew beside me, helping.

      “Stay left!” I yelled and the horses plunged before their riders even gave them the cue.

      Good boys, they knew who was still in charge. I grinned, my lips pulling back over fangs that could do some serious damage. Gods, how long had I wanted this? To have it now was a gift in truth.

      Ollianna might be a witch, but she was currently my favorite aunty. Assuming she wasn’t lying about that.

      All around us, the feeling of being watched intensified. The other witches, they were coming, that’s what the note said. Did that mean Ollianna had handed us over? Or had others sensed the diamond as she had and decided to come for it?

      I suspected it was the latter.

      “I think I can see a break in the trees!” Ford shouted. He urged Batman forward and the two of them nearly went down in a deep hole. Batman stumbled and then they were back up again.

      I was right above them as the first volley of arrows sliced through the air, right where Ford and Batman had been only moments before.

      The arrows were white, flecked with green ribbons that fluttered as they flew at their targets. I’d never seen anything like it before.

      “Go hard! Don’t stop until you hit sand!” I yelled. Whatever it was coming from, I didn’t think it was the witches. Which meant we had fae to deal with. Little though they might be, what I knew of them was enough to make me glad they’d never been handed a jewel.

      Mean by nature, they mobbed like insects on people, and could strip a person of all their flesh down to the bones in seconds, singing while they did it no less. At least those were the stories. Made of pure magic, they were hard to kill.

      The horses below, Shem and Ford riding, suddenly burst out of the trees, sand flinging up behind them. I slid to a stop at the last tree before the jungle turned back to desert.

      “Zam?” Ford yelled back.

      “I’m okay,” I answered. My feet clutched at the tree. Ten more steps and I’d be able to jump onto the sand, free of the jungle. Free of the witches once more.

      Free of this form that I’d craved for so long.

      I swallowed hard and Lila landed on my back. A strange sensation for me to carry her on four legs.

      “I get it,” she whispered. “Even when the necklace was strangling me, being a real dragon for a few minutes was worth the danger.”

      I bowed my head. “I . . . I didn’t know what I was missing, not really.”

      She wrapped her front legs around the back of my neck and said nothing. Because she did get it. A taste of all you could be, only to have it snatched away . . . I was not sure there was anything more cruel.

      And yet. If I were to somehow find my way to the Oracle, to save my pride and my brother once more, I had to go forward. I had to leave this form behind.

      A flurry of arrows slammed into the branches around us, and I turned my head to see a dozen creatures creeping along the limbs toward me. Twelve inches high, dressed in a camouflage that shimmered as they moved, hiding them completely when they went still, and they all had their eyes locked on me.

      Fun times, fun times.

      “They have escaped again,” Ollianna’s voice rung out below us and the fae flinched, their heads swiveling as they nocked their arrows. The green ribbons that dangled like moss shifted to a deep red.

      “Poison. The green was a stunning potion only, I think,” Lila said.

      Ollianna’s red hair came into view and there was a moment of absolute quiet as she was surrounded by other witches. Surrounded.

      She did a slow turn.

      “I see.”

      Emmy stepped out from the circle, her face still bashed in from the flail, her body bent at weird angles, and yet she was alive. Horrifically still alive. How the hell was this even happening?

      “She let them get away. They must be stopped!” Emmy’s words were broken like her jaw, and hard to understand.

      Ollianna shook her head. “That stone was going to be our death. It drew on us to keep the Emperor—our father—confined. I do not wish him free, but I do not wish to die for the cost of his prison either. Nor should any of you.”

      A bevy of hissing rolled through the witches. I turned my head to see the fae watching me, their eyes dark with hate—not for me, but the witches below. “Help me kill them. All but the redhead,” I whispered.

      The grins that met my words sent a chill through me. The witches were not my friends and I refused to think of them as family, but Ollianna was different. She’d tried to help in her own way.

      “You sure?” Lila’s question was meant for only my ears. I nodded slowly. I was sure. Maybe I would lose this form, but not yet.

      Not yet.
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      I crouched on the tree branch directly above Emmy at the edge of the witches’ swamp and stared down at her—the witch I’d already smashed in the face with the flail. Her blond hair was filthy, her dress was in tatters and what I could see of what was left of her face was right pissed. She was the witch Ollianna had tried to kill and obviously failed, and I knew in my gut that if we could take her out first, we’d have a fighting chance.

      Emmy was about to have the worst day of her life.

      I didn’t roar as I dropped from the tree, I just dropped, silently. I landed on Emmy’s back, wrapping my front paws around her shoulders and digging in with claws that had the strength of the flail running through them as I dragged her down and backward.

      She screeched and fell with my weight on her.

      “Her head, you must take her head!” Ollianna screamed, and then the world erupted.

      Emmy and I were thrown through the air, but I didn’t let her go. I clamped my jaws around the back of her neck and bit down with everything I had in me, expecting it to be hard to not only snap her neck but remove her head.

      My teeth sunk through with enough force that they clicked as they touched, and I yanked hard to one side, Emmy’s head popping off like a flower. She rolled under me still twitching, her death throes spurting blood out of her neck hole like a hose. I spun and leapt back into the fray as a witch of great age stood in the middle of the seething mass, watching it all go down.

      Ollianna held back four witches on her own, hands sweeping from side to side, blasting them with power like I’d never seen before. Her face was a determined mask, and for just a moment, I thought there was a likeness to my own face, and then it was gone. I shot forward and snagged a witch by an ankle, flinging her behind me and into the air.

      What looked like a hundred tiny arrows flecked with red ribbons slammed into her body, pincushioning her before she even hit the ground, motionless. The fae fell from the sky to her and went to work on her neck, gleefully singing as they tore into her flesh and worked to take her head.

      I spun as Ollianna went down to her knees.

      A roar exploded out of me and the witches turned as I raced toward them. A spell came at me and I didn’t understand how, but I knew the flail could absorb magic, so shouldn’t I be able to as well? The thought was faster even than the spell as it flew and I held onto it.

      The shimmer of sparks cascaded down my body and disappeared. I would have sworn the flail shivered inside me, my claws and fangs tingling. I bared my teeth as I leapt at the stunned witch, her hands still spinning the magic that had done nothing to me. We went down in a snarling, screaming tumble and I didn’t think about it, just went for her throat, tearing it out in a single bite.

      The witch to my right screeched and her hand swept down at me, a blade going straight through my right shoulder, pinning itself to the scapula.

      I roared and swiped at her with my other paw, driving her back. A glitter of blue scales and then Lila was on her head, yanking her back by her hair as the jewel hummed under her skin. The witch slowly froze until there was nothing but a block of ice. Only this time, Lila slammed her tail into the witch’s neck.

      The crack rebounded through the air as her head rolled from her shoulders.

      “Enough.” The word was quiet and yet the power in it made me shake. Like the Emperor, that voice made me want to obey and that was enough for me to hate it.

      I snarled and turned toward the woman speaking as I hunched my back, the fur standing along my spine. The old one in the center of the fight but not taking part. Just like the Emperor.

      My right shoulder burned from the knife wound but I barely acknowledged it as I slunk across the ground, ready to pounce on the old woman.

      One gray eyebrow flicked upward. “Truly, you would attack me?”

      “You would kill Ollianna.” I growled the words.

      “She killed Patrice and tried to kill Emmy. Her sisters,” the old woman said. “You think you are the only hero of this world, Zamira of the desert?” She shook her head. “You will learn soon enough that there are many heroes, and that they all have a story. Go then, take the betrayer with you if you like her so much.”

      She waved a hand at us. Ollianna let out a sob. “Mother, you know the diamond is wrong for us. I wanted to protect—”

      “You wanted to live,” the Mother witch said. “You are not willing to give your life to the cause as you swore you would. And now your father seeks to break free. Who do you think he will destroy, Ollianna? His enemies? Or the ones who betrayed him?” She flicked her fingers at Ollianna and sent her flying through the air, out past the edge of the swamp.

      Then her eyes turned to me. “And you.”

      I didn’t move nor take my eyes from her. A slow, wicked smile slid over her face. “Before your journey is done, you will cross breadth and width of our world. You will lose everything you hold dear, and you will wonder if you are the hero many want you to be, or a pawn pushed across a chessboard.”

      Lila sucked a breath of shock, but I didn’t move.

      “That’s it?” I snorted as though her words didn’t send chills all the way down my spine to the tip of my tail. “Broad stroke prophecy? Even I can do that. Ready for it? You will die, one day, old woman, and when you do, the regret in you will make you wish you’d never lived, that you’d never seen the eyes of the Emperor.”

      Her eyes widened, and she stepped back as she made a motion in front of her as if she could drive me away. “Begone from my home, monster. You are neither witch nor shifter nor mage nor Jinn. You are nothing, and everything. And that means you will never find a place of peace. Wander forever and never know what it is to belong.”

      Well, that was a curse if I ever heard one. Even if it wasn’t backed up by a magical spell.

      I realized as I crouched there, she couldn’t fling me out like she’d done to Ollianna. She was waiting for me to leave.

      I stood and backed up, step by step leaving the jungle. At the very edge of the swamp, with the heat of the desert calling behind me, and the cool of the jungle in front of me, I hesitated.

      Lila dropped to the ground beside me. “You can do this, Zam. We will break our curses, I’m sure of it. Just not today.”

      I let out a roar, full of defiance, of anger and frustration as I took that final step backward and my body shifted to two legs. If I couldn’t be a jungle cat, I couldn’t stand to be a house cat. At least, not for right now. I backed up, eyes on the moving jungle until I bumped into Balder’s nose. He blew softly over me, and I turned, stumbled and Shem reached down, holding me up by the edge of my shirt. “Zam, what happened back there?”

      “Hang on a second.” I forced my legs to move forward. My shoulder and the wound there made itself suddenly and keenly well-known as I walked toward the black and red lump in the sand about a hundred feet past where Shem, Ford, and the horses had stood waiting.

      Ollianna didn’t stir as I drew close.

      “Hey, Ollie,” I said.

      She pushed herself up to a sitting position. Her gray-green eyes found mine and I cringed at the pain in them. She’d been ousted from the only home she’d ever known because she’d helped us.

      “You want to come with us?” The words popped out of me as Shem and Ford rode up. Shem gave a strangled squawk.

      “Heaps of camel shit, tell me you’re joking,” Shem said. When I didn’t answer him right away he groaned. “She’s not kidding. Can you believe this? She’s not kidding! She wants a witch to come with us!”

      I laughed then. I couldn’t help it. “Shem, we have with us a dragon, a priestess of Zeus, shifters of every variety, half-breed Jinn, and gods only know what else. Why not a witch? She saved us. She tried to save me. That has to be worth something.”

      Her eyes fluttered closed. “I cannot give you the form you want, Zamira.”

      Well, there went that small hope. “Right. But that doesn’t mean you can’t come with us.”

      I made myself hold a hand out to her and she shook her head. “I will not touch you. Not while you carry the stone.”

      Ford leaned out of his saddle and held a hand to Ollianna. She took it and squeaked as he yanked her up onto the saddle behind him. She seemed bothered by the fact that he was there in front of her and did her best not to touch him, which was amusing as shit.

      “Careful, he’s looking for a mate,” I said.

      She whipped around and stared at me. “I am not having a child of a shifter!”

      I laughed at her. “Ollianna, just think of the cubs you could have.”

      It was Ford’s turn to whip around and stare at me like I’d lost my mind. “You are insane. A witch? She’d turn me into a toad if I didn’t pleasure her right!” And then he winked at me. A game of teasing the witch was right up his alley.

      I took a few steps, then a few more, feeling my way south, feeling my connection to the pride of my heart.

      Boom, and there it was, they were waiting at the edge of the blasted lands only a few hours from us. Not all of them, though. I still couldn’t pick up on Darcy or Steve or Nell.

      Ford and Ollianna rode ahead of us and Shem swayed on Balder’s back as I walked beside him. Lila flew around us, staying close.

      “Did you sense something between them? Ford and Ollianna?” Shem asked quietly.

      “Why do you ask?” I tipped my head to the left, stretching the tightening muscles around the wound. It had healed with my shift, but not well.

      “Because you suggested they pair up within seconds of them meeting. It was strange, don’t you think?”

      I shrugged and winced. I wasn’t about to say that I would throw Ford at every woman within reach if I had to. To prove that he wasn’t right for me. “I was teasing, lightening up the tension.”

      Lila shook her head. “No, it was weird.”

      I frowned. “Well, maybe I’m weird then. What the fuck do you want?”

      Shem smiled, but it was sad. “Something changed for you in the swamp, Zam. I don’t know what. But something. Maybe you connected better with who or what you are, I don’t know. But you came out, they touched hands and you suggested they be mates. And look at them now.”

      I looked ahead to see Ollianna’s head pressed against Ford’s back, her eyes closed and tears streaming down her cheeks. Funny to think that a witch could have such emotion. More than that was that her arms were around his waist and he was holding her.

      I stared at them a long time, wondering if Shem was right. But I could feel nothing strange, nothing weird as they were saying. Even what I’d said to the Mother witch was just what it was. Not a real prophecy but a broad-based saying that could have applied to anyone.

      “There is power in words, both written and spoken,” Shem said. “I suggest you be more careful with them. While you may not feel it, or sense it, you are shaping the world around you.”

      I swallowed hard and then looked to the south, hoping he was wrong.

      “Your mother was the same, Zam,” Shem said softly. “It was part of her ability and she didn’t even know it, I don’t think. She was younger than you are now when she died and she’d only just started to learn what she could do. I believe . . . you are more dangerous than you realize. Some people believe that power is diminished the farther it gets from the source within bloodlines, but that isn’t always the case. Sometimes power jumps a generation.”

      I looked at him and he looked away. He looked away from me like there was something wrong with me.

      My lower lip trembled, catching me off guard. That stupid witch was right. I was nothing. I didn’t belong anywhere. Lila shook her head and flew to my left shoulder. She wrapped her tiny arms around my neck along with her tail. “Don’t look like that, Zam. I’m not afraid of you. I will never be afraid of my sister.”

      A tear slid down my cheek and she wiped it away with the edge of one wing. “Thank you, Lila.”

      Shem rode ahead of us, catching up with Ford and Ollianna. What was happening? Was Shem right about the jungle? It had given me a glimpse of what could be, of what I’d always wanted. “You know that line about it’s better to have loved and lost than to never have loved at all?” I said.

      Lila shook her head. “Never heard it before.”

      I laughed. “Well, it’s bullshit. I wish I’d never been in my real form. I wish I didn’t know what I was missing. Whatever magic slid over us in there . . . if Shem is right and it’s changed me, how is that good? How can that possibly help us?”

      Lila sighed. “I don’t know. All I know is we have to stay together, no matter what. Men will come and go,” she tipped her head toward Ford as if he and I had ever been a thing, which made me smile, “but sisterhood is forever.”

      I lifted my hand to her, dreading what I was going to say next. “Lila, I couldn’t do this without you.”

      “Of course not. I thought we’d already covered that.” She bobbed her head and grinned, showing off her teeth.

      Now to the tough part.

      I was going to have to just dive in on this one, though, no way to make it nice and neat. How did I tell her that she had to give up the one thing that leveled the playing field for her? The acid she produced was finite in its amount and took time to replenish, and her size, like mine when I was on four legs, didn’t always work in her favor either. The sapphire she carried was the one thing that gave her power.

      The one thing that gave her strength.

      “Shit.” I growled the word. I just had to rip this off like a bandage stuck to a messy fucking wound. I took a breath. “Lila, here’s the thing—”

      Ahead of us, Shem shouted, cutting me off. “We’ve got a place for camp!”

      Lila lifted off my shoulder and was gone in a flash of wings into the dark before I could say anything else.

      “Shit indeed,” I muttered. I clutched my injured arm to me, the knife wound reminding me that I was far from invincible. A little farther to the left and there would have been a lung puncture involved.

      The sand slid out from my feet the farther we got from the witches’ swamp and I found myself turning to see if there was anything marking the wretched place. Behind us was nothing but darkened desert without a single flicker of light.

      Ahead of me, I could feel the pull of my pride, of Kiara and the others who I could sense waiting. This close I could pick up on tiny bits of emotion; Kiara was a mix of worry and anger. That could mean a lot of things, but my money was on Steve being an ass. Even if I could no longer pick up on him, it was an easy bet really. When was he not being an ass?

      All that ran through my head, pulling me south while a tiny part of me wondered if I could have stayed in the swamp. If I could have begged the witches to lift the curse on me. If they would have done it even if they could have. No. The answer was no, of course, they would have skinned me alive over hot coals before they ever gave me freedom from my curse.

      Footsteps, light and barely brushing the sand, whispered behind me. The swoosh of a satin skirt in the air and then Ollianna was there beside me, looking toward the swamp.

      “They would have told you they could give you the gift of freedom from your curse, but it would be a lie. At best a manipulation to hold you there. At worst, a way to get you to do their bidding,” she said.

      I turned my head. Her words were almost exactly what my own thoughts had been. “And you? Do you not grieve what you’ve lost?”

      Her smile in the dark was sad. “It is complicated. Mother did me a kindness by sending me out with you. The other witches would have tortured me for years for turning on one of our own, killing me, but so slowly that it would have been nothing short of eternal torment. So I will miss some of them, but they would have been my death had I stayed.” She stared out across the sand and I wondered if she could see the edges of the swamp.

      “They sound like great sisters to have,” I muttered. “With them, you don’t need enemies.”

      She laughed at me. “My sisters see me as the betrayer. I am the villain to them no matter how you see me. And what would you do if that little dragon turns on Shem or Ford? What would you do to her if the jewel takes her over and makes her the beast of legend? Would you let her go on killing those you love?”

      I frowned. “I wouldn’t fucking torture her. I’d help her if I could.”

      “And if you thought she was beyond help?” A dark red eyebrow lifted with more grace than I had in my entire body. I grimaced.

      “I would do what I had to. I am not a child to shy from the ugly parts of life.”

      “Exactly. And that is what I did to save the rest of them. I did the unspeakable.” She sighed. I really didn’t want to like her, but she was easy to be around, and blunt. I liked that.

      Something the Mother witch had said bumped around in me. “She said I was neither shifter nor Jinn nor witch . . . that I would always be alone, which is really just an asshole thing to say but . . . the other blood she said I carried . . . was new.” Gods, this was a hard question to ask, harder than it should have been. “Am I part witch?”

      Ollianna turned to face me square on. “Your blood is more mixed than any one person I’ve ever met, Zam. And some of it is the blood of a line of witches that has been dead for many years.”

      I rubbed a hand over my face. “Enough of that kind of blood that it could be where my magic comes from?”

      Her eyes popped wide, shock written clearly there. “I’m sorry, did you say you have magic?”

      A shout of pain from Shem got my feet moving in the direction of the camp the two men had set up, which gave me time to think about just what I was doing confiding in a witch I just met, a witch who’d saved me, yes, but also had tried to kill her own siblings. Even if it was to save the others.

      A fire crackled and danced. Shem was stretched out in front of it while Ford doctored the older man. Shem grimaced and groaned. “Not so tight, cub!”

      “I’m not a cub, old man,” Ford growled as he finished wrapping Shem’s arm. “And stop whimpering. You’d think you’d never had an injury before.”

      My lips twitched. “He was never much of a fighter, more of a runner.”

      Ford grinned and Shem frowned. “That’s not fair. I’m not big like the other lions.”

      “And I’m a fucking house cat, but I still stand at the front of a pride,” I pointed out as I slid to the ground. Both horses had been un-tacked and were nibbling on the bits of grass that sprouted out of the sand around us.

      “You’re special,” Shem said.

      I didn’t care what he thought, what he said. I wasn’t special. I was a fucking idiot. I was the head of a pride that was splintering and now I’d brought a witch with us that I wasn’t fully sure I could trust. And I just didn’t care enough to think any more about it right then.

      I yawned, my jaw cracking and my spine tingling with fatigue as I stretched. The others were talking and I didn’t care. I just wanted to sleep. A teeny tiny part of me wondered if Ollianna had put a sleep spell on me, but I didn’t think that was the case. More likely being a full-sized jungle cat had a fair bit to do with the fatigue, along with the run all night through the swamp and the multiple shifts of my body between sizes. How many had there been? Six, I think. I wasn’t sure I’d ever done that many in such a short time.

      “We sleep till dawn, then head to the others,” I said around another wide yawn before I closed my eyes. Curled around myself, my red cloak back on me and now my only cover, I wanted nothing short of oblivion for a few hours. Lila landed on me and dug down into the curl of my body where she settled with a happy chirp.

      Tomorrow, I’d talk to her tomorrow about the stone. Fear lanced me for a moment thinking about that confrontation, but I pushed it away and wrapped tighter around her.

      As I drifted off, a blanket was laid across me to protect us both from the chilly night air of the desert. For a moment, I could pretend it was Maks. That he was there and looking out for me.

      “Sleep well, Alpha,” Ford said softly as he walked away. I squeezed my eyes shut even more, willing myself to sleep, wishing to be anywhere but there in the desert with Ford in that moment, feeling my heart torn in multiple directions. No, that wasn’t fair. As long as Maks was alive, Ford didn’t really have a chance. Because as long as Maks was alive, I had to believe I could bring him back.

      No matter what I’d told Shem. And with that full understanding of my own heart finally settling over me, some of the anxiety fled, and I fell asleep.

      Only the sleep was not real sleep, but a dream world I’d visited once with the Ice Witch, Magi, when she’d wanted to show me the past and the things that had brought me onto this path of mine.

      I didn’t even open my eyes at first, I couldn’t. I could feel the dream world around me, the weight of it, the feel and smell of it.

      “Please let this be just a brilliantly vivid dream,” I said and then slowly opened my eyes.

      Nope, this was no dream, and I wasn’t the only one who’d fallen into it.
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      I groaned where I lay on the desert sand, Lila still curled inside the crook of my body. Asleep but not, this dream world was not a place I wanted to be. Because what happened here was mimicked in real life. Get a scratch here? Wake up bleeding. Die here? Yeah, dead in real time.

      I lifted my head to see the horses standing with their heads down, each of them with a back leg resting as they slept deeply.

      Neither Ford nor Shem were there in the dream world, but Ollianna was, her body curled up on her side as I had been, her bright red hair spread out over her back and face.

      “You think she could step into this world too?” Lila said softly, as if she were worried she would wake Ollianna up.

      “That would be my guess, if I were to guess, that is. Maybe you have to have witch blood to be here?” With the exception of Lila, that made sense. The Ice Witch was a witch, Ollianna was a witch, and apparently, I had witch blood in me. I pushed slowly to my feet and Lila scrambled to climb up the front of my shirt and situate herself on my shoulder. As I stood, Balder lifted his head, cracked a yawn and then shook his head. I watched as his eyes opened and he looked right at me.

      “You can see me, buddy?” I asked.

      He bobbed his head up and down, yawned and went back to sleep.

      “Must be an animal thing,” Lila said. “’Cause look around.”

      I did as she suggested in time to see a few desert animals scurry across the sand, barely pausing when they saw us, but there were no other people. Well, except Ollianna, and I wasn’t about to wake her in this place.

      She was with us, but I was no fool—she was a witch, and I didn’t trust her further than I could throw her at this point. That’s what I told myself anyway, even if a part of me was totally comfortable with the witch tagging along. Ridiculous, I was going soft in my old age.

      Behind us was a bit of a rock bluff outcropping, the reason the men had chosen this as the place for a camp no doubt. “Let’s get up higher, see what we can see.” I reached up before I even finished speaking, digging my fingers into the chipped rock ledges. I pulled myself up, hand over hand, until my feet were able to get a toe hold on the stone. My cloak flared out behind me with a sudden downward whoosh of air.

      Lila swooped around me, barrel rolling happily. “Blinking piles of fairy shit, you should see what’s up at the top!”

      I grunted and worked harder to get myself up the stone face. “You think fairy shit sparkles?”

      She laughed. “You know what I mean!”

      Lila paced beside me, never once asking if I wanted to shift to four legs and let her carry me to the top. I wasn’t ready to face that form again, knowing what I wanted was as far away from me as the moon. That, and I wasn’t sure how that worked here in the dream world. I wasn’t shifting again unless I had no choice.

      The top snuck up on me. I was just suddenly there, climbing over the edge, flat on my belly. I lay there a moment, breathing it all in, wondering how this dream would end. The dry smell of the desert wrapped around me with a hint of rain on the horizon. I lifted my nose and breathed it in, eyes closed.

      “Look, look!” Lila’s excitement was demanding. I pushed to my feet and opened my eyes at the same time.

      Below us on the far side of the rock bluff was something I couldn’t quite comprehend. At least, not at first.

      The ground below was smooth and flat with tiny rivers flowing here and there, a dark line to the left, and a darker line to the right.

      Snow-capped mountains dominated the top left of the image near one of the thick dark lines, and I stared at a wide green forest below it. “My gods, it’s a map of our world, hemmed in both sides by two walls.”

      Lila circled my head, finally finding her way back to my shoulder. “Right? And look, there’s the Oasis.” She pointed with the tip of her left wing and I looked in that direction. Indeed, there was the Oasis, the water looking as crystal clear as ever, even if teeny tiny.

      The desert spread wide, showing the Jinn’s Dominion and their glittering domes, then on to the swamp we’d only just survived. My eyes shot east to the edge of the blasted lands. The ground there was ash, dust, fire. To find the Oracle and get the answers I so desperately wanted, we had to cross it. I squinted at the edge of it, movement making me stare harder. “Is that the others?”

      Even as I said it, I knew I was right. The closer I looked, the more I saw tiny movement of different creatures and people on the map. Some were there and then gone so fast I wasn’t sure I was seeing them at all. But the ones on the edge of the blasted lands had to be my crew. I did a head count. And they were all there, even those I couldn’t sense. Steve, Darcy, and Nell. Were they hurt maybe? A closer look was what I needed.

      On an impulse I didn’t understand fully, I reached out to the map, my hand over it, fingers wide.

      “What are you doing?” Lila asked.

      “Not sure. Trying something,” I said as I drew my fingers together as if I could pull the image closer. The map wobbled and for just a second that section of it came into perfect clear relief to the point where I could see faces, and one of them wasn’t very happy. But then again, when was Steve happy if he wasn’t fucking someone over?

      As soon as I relaxed my fingers the map slid away from me, shimmering and dancing, snapping back into place.

      “Try again,” Lila said. “Maybe you can make it stay closer to us.”

      I nodded and lifted my arm. A hand dropped onto it, large with a ruby stone set into a single ring. I knew even before I turned who it would be.

      “Do not touch the map,” the Emperor said.

      I yanked my hand back from him and the map now seemed a thousand miles away. “Why not?”

      “It will fall apart if it is touched too often. It is the one place I can see the world and all those places I once roamed freely.” His eyes went to the miniature of our world, thoughtful. He was dressed in baggy clothes made for the desert, a shawl wrapped loosely around his neck that he could lift if the winds swept up. For an old man, his body was thick, built like a brick shithouse, as my dad would have said, and still full of muscle.

      He turned away from the scene and his eyes locked onto Lila. “Who is this you bring with you?”

      She slid down my back, hanging from the edge of my cloak so she was fully hidden. I squared myself to him. “Leave her out of this. Whatever the fuck this is.”

      The Emperor gave me a smirk. “Fine, be a child about this then.”

      I didn’t let his words bother me in the least. “What are you doing here?”

      That question drew a laugh from him. “What am I doing in the place I created? The better question is what are you doing here, little bad luck cat?”

      I took a step back, feeling the edge of the cliff behind me. “I fell asleep, woke up here. That’s the general way it happens.”

      He took a step toward me. “You’ve been here before?”

      I clamped my lips shut, feeling as though any additional words would somehow get us into trouble. And though I didn’t fear the Emperor as I had once, I was no fool. He was locked away for a reason, and it wasn’t because he made too many angel food cupcakes for everyone.

      He held up both hands to me, palms out in a mock surrender. “I created this place as a way to be part of the world after that son of mine stuck me in a box. He thought I was fully bound away, but he forgot a step in the spell. Not that I was surprised.” He sighed and rubbed a hand over his face like nothing more than an exhausted, exasperated father. “There was never a mage with more penchant for messing up a spell than Merlin.”

      Even though Merlin and I didn’t always see eye to eye, I found myself bristling. “And just why would he lock you away from the world if you were such a good man, huh? You don’t exile your own father for no fucking reason.”

      The Emperor smiled at me. “I never said I was a good man, Zamira. I never claimed to be anything but what I am.” He spread his hands wide.

      I frowned and pinched my lips together. He sighed. “The world is not black and white. It never has been. There cannot be white and black without gray and all the shades of light and dark between them. The colors that light the white parts, and the stars that light the dark.”

      “Waxing philosophical will get you nowhere with me,” I said. “Gray, black, white, there is still right and wrong, good and bad. You still want to be free and rule the world. So which of those are you? Would you be master of our world?”

      His grin was wide. “All of them.” He looked out again to the map. “Would you not want to be free if you were caged, Zamira? Would you not want the ability to go where you wish, when you wish? To be what you wish?” There was something in the depths of his eyes and for a moment I thought I saw an image of a large black jungle cat stalking through dense foliage, barely visible but for the burst of green from eyes that locked on mine. Cages, there were many kinds of them and he knew it.

      Fucker.

      He reached toward me, and I froze as his hand went to the handle of the flail that stuck above my one shoulder. “This would free me. A powerful weapon is all it would take to truly break my cage. Another mistake my son made.”

      I twisted so his hand slid away from the weapon, but my foot slid back and I lost my balance. His hand snapped out, locking his fingers around my wrist, the only thing keeping me from falling.

      I stared at him, defiance roaring through me. “And with you free, the falak would what, just fuck off?”

      “As long as I live, the falak will sleep. I bested it in my youth, many thousands of years ago, so long ago that it lives only in memory as a legend of the desert. Yet it is no legend. Killing me will do the world no good.” He smiled as though he thought he had me in checkmate, cornered and perhaps even forced to do as he wished.

      He reached out with his free hand and touched my cheek, his skin rough, hot like a flame. I snapped my head away and he laughed. “So like your mother, so full of fire and a passion for life that drives you like nothing else would. But the question is, will you burn out like she did? It seems the way of some women, to push themselves to the brink.”

      With a twist of his wrist, he yanked me forward so I was on solid ground. Only he was between me and any sort of escape.

      “Come to me, Zamira,” he sang. “Free me with your weapon.” His voice wove deep into my skull, tugging my feet toward him even though my mind screamed at me not to. Lila’s claws dug into my back.

      “Don’t listen to him,” she whispered, and that was all I needed to pull back.

      Trusting Lila was easy, but leaving the crooning power of my grandfather’s voice was not.

      “I will never bring you this weapon.” My feet were on the edge of the cliff again.

      He took a step toward me. “Bring it to me, granddaughter.” There was so much command in his voice that I struggled to breathe around the weight of it.

      I tipped my chin up and looked down my nose at him. “And if I don’t?”

      “Then I will have someone take it from you and free me from this place. And then you and I will have a discussion face to face that you will not like.”

      I forced a smile. “Threats will get you asbo-fucking-lutely nowhere with me.”

      With a snarl, I spun away from him and leapt off the cliff, stretching my body out as far as I could.

      “No!” he roared as I fell, and there was a moment when I thought his magic might wrap around me. But it slid away, barely touching the back of my body as I fell toward the map. My eyes went to the blasted lands again, searching for the Oracle. For her haunt.

      “Shift!” Lila screeched.

      I did, the change flowing over me like water running downhill as if I hadn’t already shifted six times that day. Lila’s claws dug into my now smaller, furred body. She swooped across the map toward the blasted lands and I stared, finally seeing the edge of the Oracle’s Haunt right in the center.

      Lila spiraled downward, and as we dropped, she managed to snake her head around so she could look me in the eye. “You see where the Oracle is?”

      I nodded. “I did.”

      “And you saw what was between the Oracle and us?”

      I grimaced and bared my teeth. “Yeah, I saw that too.”

      Fuck, I wasn’t going to catch a break any time soon, was I?

      That would be a resounding nope, not today, probably not tomorrow either.
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      Merlin paced the large space within the pyramid where his father lay, supposedly asleep, supposedly spellbound. Five hundred steps in one direction, five hundred in the other, a perfect square of larger than average proportion.

      “Why am I here? All the spells are in place. None of the booby traps have been triggered. Everything is as I left it two hundred years ago. Hell, there isn’t even a rat turd to be found in here.” He clasped his hands behind his neck as he walked, frustration ebbing and flowing through his body. He had come to be sure his father was still here, to be sure the spells had not been broken, and they were not. Yet he found himself unable to leave, unable to move forward with his other plans.

      His father was working with someone. Maybe more than one someone.

      And the trap that was not his own? Because it had almost killed him? How Zam’s mother had gotten in here…he had no idea. Merlin rubbed his shoulder where the arrow had torn into the flesh. It hurt, even after binding it and waiting out the healing.

      He sat on the stone and leaned against the wall. “If I want to speak to him again, I must fall asleep and let myself go into his world.” Merlin pursed his lips.

      All of it was a bad idea; he knew that, but he tipped his head back and closed his eyes. If he could see his father—carefully, without being seen himself this time—then he might be able to make sure the Emperor’s power was still low, that he was still weak enough for all of Merlin’s spells to hold him until Zam was ready.

      When he’d seen his father before, he’d not been looking for weakness. He’d only been looking to find a way out without being caught.

      Much as Marsum was a right bastard, knowing that he’d been behind some of the spells that should have been drawing power to the Emperor was good. It meant that the Emperor should not be all that strong.

      By all accounts, the Emperor should be sound asleep, weak as a newborn kitten.

      Only Merlin knew that was likely not the case at all. Not with the standing stones at the bottom of the ocean drawing him power as they sucked the life force out of sea creatures and supernaturals alike. No, he had to go one more time to the dreamscape to make sure there was nothing else to gain, no more conversations to overhear that could help him help Zam.

      She was the key to all this, and without her . . . they were all doomed.

      He grimaced and slowed his breathing, quickly falling asleep before he thought better of his decision.

      Between one breath and the next, he’d woken in the dream world. “Zam. I need to find Zam help.”

      His words circled through him and then in a shot he was flying through the air, high above everything, slowing only when he came to a place he knew well. His father’s map of the world he was bound to between the two walls.

      From where he floated on the very edge, he could see a figure he knew all too well. One he did not expect to see there. Zam stood on a cliff’s edge, her red cloak fluttering out behind her, that long dark hair swirling with the wind, Lila on her shoulder, the handle of the flail above the other shoulder. The girl cut a striking figure, there was no doubt about that, not for an instant. From where he watched, she stared down at a map that his father had made. A map that did not show all the dangers that lay before the viewer. A map made to lead people astray.

      “Zam! It’s false! Do not believe the map!”

      For just a moment, he thought perhaps she would hear him. But then his father was standing there with her. Talking to her. He didn’t dare draw too close, but within moments, Zam had jerked free of him and threw herself off the cliff, shifting so Lila could carry her.

      Merlin grinned. Damn, she was a spitfire. He was glad to have two nieces he could be proud of at the very least. Even if the rest of his family were blacker than the darkest night.

      His father turned as if finally sensing him and Merlin made himself go to him, to stand next to him on the same treacherous cliff.

      “You have some balls coming here,” his father growled, his face twisting with nothing short of hatred.

      “Well, of course I do. Can’t have just the women in the family standing up to you, can I?”

      Merlin tipped his head to indicate Zam.

      His father’s body hunched and twisted, his other form nearly coming through. Merlin didn’t so much as take a breath. This was the problem. Which of the Emperors would he face? The one that had some sense in his head, or the one that was pure monster?

      The Emperor’s body hunched and for a split second his spine bristled, pressing against his loose shirt.

      Monster it was.

      “Bad timing,” he whispered. He’d hoped to have the logical side. But apparently his luck had run out. He’d made a mistake. He should never have come here. He should have left when he had the chance.

      Merlin started to wake himself, pulling himself out of the dream world as fast as he could. But not fast enough.

      A hand clamped over his neck and yanked him fully back into the dream world. “You know the rules here, son. Death here is death there. Bindings here are bindings there.”

      Merlin clawed at the arm that held him with so little effort as his father loomed over him, filling his vision.

      “That girl carries one of two weapons that could free me from this tangled mess of a spell that even you could not unravel if you chose. You will bring her to me.”

      “No.” The word was tough to say, because he could barely breathe, but he said it anyway. “No.”

      The fingers tightened, and with that hand, his father’s magic slid all around him, into his ears, up his nose, into his mouth and through his eyes. “You will bring Zamira to me.”

      Merlin fought the binding with everything he had, pushing it away, flinging his own power at his father, but that was batted away as if it were nothing. As if he were a child again, learning at his father’s knee the ways of the mage, seeing his friends used as tools, seeing his mother cast aside. “No.” The word was whispered, gasped really. But it was all he had left.

      His father smiled down at him. “Just like you to make this difficult. Fine then, we will stay here until you say that one little word that I want to hear from you, son.”

      He let Merlin go, but not really. His hand was gone from Merlin’s neck, but his power was inside his head now and they both knew it was only a matter of time before Merlin broke and did as his father wanted.

      “You’re a shitty father.” Merlin squeezed the words out between clenched teeth.

      His father stared down at him. “Says the shitty son.”

      “Why not take Zam like this, if you need her?”

      His father’s face twisted. “That fucking curse.”

      Merlin laughed. “The curse of her mother keeps you out still? That’s amusing.”

      “Enough talking.”

      “Never.” Merlin could only hope that at this point, he could hold his father off long enough for Zam to find her way to the Oracle, to find a way to her brother. Because she was going to need those who loved her most beside her if she was going to stand against the Emperor.

      His father’s eyes darkened, lightning dancing across the orbs. “Then I will find a way to silence you.”

      A lance of pain shattered what was left of his thoughts and he howled as this father’s magic bored into his skull, driving out any desire to speak, any desire to do anything but survive.
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      “Zam, we have a problem,” Lila yelled as we swooped through the dreamscape away from the Emperor. I twisted to look behind, thinking he was coming after us. But the Emperor no longer stood on the rock alone. Merlin was with him and they looked to be arguing.

      “He’s not coming,” I yelled.

      “He is not the issue. Something is wrong with my wings.” She cried out as both wings went limp, folding against her body and sending us into a full on dive.

      “Lila!” I yelled her name, helpless to do anything but wait for her to save us. No wings on a house cat. Yet again, I was useless.

      She groaned and I craned my head in time to see her eyes close and her body blink out of existence. She’d woken up?

      Which left me free falling on my own.

      A very girly squeak escaped me before I could catch it. I spread my legs wide, doing what I could to slow my fall with my tiny body. The ground raced toward me. To the left of me was the witches’ swamp.

      I turned my body toward the branches and swampy water below. Maybe I could slow myself if I could catch some branches, because if what happened in this place really happened in the waking world and I landed as hard as I was about to land, I wasn’t going to be much more than a piece of flatbread.

      Black, fuzzy flatbread.

      I tipped my body farther, straining toward the branches like a flying squirrel. The very outer edges of the branches reached around me and I grabbed at them as gravity pulled me down. My claws on both front feet cut into the branches, which yanked at my legs. I kept scrabbling as I fell, grabbing and catching until there was a moment I could feel myself actually begin to slow.

      I landed with a splash most unbecoming of a tiny house cat, sinking deep into the water. The stinking fluid jammed itself up my nose with the force of my fall, into my ears and past my lips though I’d clamped them shut. I pushed off the bottom of the swamp with my back legs and paddled for the surface. As I broke through there was a whisper rolling through the trees that froze me in place.

      “Ollianna . . . are you sure that was a good idea to remove her?”

      “I am sure.”

      Shit, that was the Mother witch and what sounded like Emmy again. That bitch just wouldn’t die. I’d taken her head, though, how could she be alive?

      I stayed where I was and for the love of all that was holy prayed that the stupid gem under my skin would remain quiet this time around.

      “But what if—”

      “No, there can be no second guessing of the choices made,” the Mother witch said, sounding as if she were moving farther away. “Ollianna is on her own now. She must do what she must do.”

      “I wish to go after them,” Emmy said.

      “I cannot stop you, child. But going after them won’t bring Emmy back.”

      Shit, so it wasn’t Emmy?

      “She was my twin,” the voice said softly.

      Oh, how was that for fucking awesome? The psycho Emmy had a twin. Peachy.

      Silence fell on the swamp, other than the usual sounds of creatures making their way through the trees and the water. I swam to the edge of the mud puddle that had saved my life and crept up onto semi-solid ground. Both front legs ached and they crumpled under me. I forced myself to shift to two legs, knowing the shift would heal the injuries, whatever they were. I bit my lower lip against the pain of the shift, but it healed most of the damage in my arms. I curled forward on the ground and made myself breathe through it for just a moment before I pushed to my feet.

      With a grimace, I hurried to the south, out of the swamp before anything else could happen.

      “That was too close,” I whispered.

      At the very edge of the swamp a weird sensation rolled over me. I stopped where I was and slid behind the nearest tree.

      Looking out to the south a small dust storm rolled across the desert. “Real life, or dreamscape?” I wondered out loud.

      “Both.”

      The answer came from above my head and I stepped back, reaching for the flail.

      A fairy floated down, wings of green gossamer, female if her nude body was any indication, hair spun like blue spiderwebs. And an extra-small crown perched on her head.

      “Let me guess, Titania?” I dragged the name out of my memory banks as the only fairy queen name I knew. Even if it was Shakespeare’s. “Queen Titania?”

      She nodded at me. “I am one and the same. Or Queen Titty, as my friends call me.”

      I had to fight the snicker. “No, they don’t.”

      She winked. “You’ll never know.”

      I tipped my head to the dust storm. “I have to go. My friends are in trouble if that storm is coming for them.”

      She bobbed her head and clasped her hands behind her back. “Dust storm here, hides an evil stalking you there.”

      I took a step and paused. “You know who it is?”

      Titania smiled. “Ishtar hunts you still. You and the jewels. But you know this already.”

      I should have been running toward the camp, but I had to ask. “How do you know? And why are you helping me?”

      Her smile widened. “The fae read the threads of this world like others read a book, and we see what comes. Evil comes. You will stand between it and us. So we will help where we can. Others will help where they can. Don’t know if it will be enough, but help you will have, Lion Heart.”

      My jaw ticked. “I’m not a lion.”

      “No, but you have the heart of a lion, the soul of a dragon, the love of a mother protecting her own, the magic of a witch . . . you are all and nothing, Zamira of the desert. Own it all. Own it, bright one, and know that you are enough.”

      There was a burst of magic and she was gone and I was running toward the swirling dust storm. It was still a half mile from the camp, her words humming through me, lifting me. They were almost the same as the Mother witch’s words, at least with what she was saying. And yet they felt different, they felt strong.

      And strength was what I was going to need to face Ishtar. But could I intersect her here in the dream world, and keep Shem, Ford, Ollianna, and Lila safe?

      I gritted my teeth and forced myself to a greater speed. I was going to try.

      The dust storm swirled faster as I raced toward it, coming in from the side. And there was not one figure but two within it. My heart faltered even though I knew logically I shouldn’t be surprised.

      Maks stood with Ishtar, hunting me still.

      No. He was not my Maks, not anymore.

      But maybe I could use his desire for me to my advantage.

      Ten feet away, I let out a scream that snapped them both around. I leapt into the air. Ishtar swung and shot a blast of bright red magic at me. I held my breath knowing I’d absorb it. But I didn’t have to. Maks knocked her hand down so the burst of power shot to my side. I shifted to four legs and screamed through that shift too. My body was pissed at all this two-to-four legs and back again business.

      “Ishtar, she is mine! Do not kill her!” Maks yelled.

      “She has my jewels, you fool!” she roared back.

      I scooted between them, spun on my back legs, and leapt onto Ishtar’s back, digging my claws in as hard as I could to the flesh and bone. She screamed as she spun, reaching for me.

      I might have taken a bit more glee in the damage I created than I should have. I kicked with my back feet as I tore at her with my teeth and front claws. The flail lent me the damaging abilities it had, and not for the first time, I was grateful for that.

      Blood splattered my vision and Ishtar’s shrieks were a gritty symphony to my ears to which I added the lyrics.

      “You are the reason Bryce died! The reason Maks is trapped! It’s your fault I had to go get Darcy and lose my one friend! I hope you die in a fiery pit of the falak’s flames!” I didn’t actually know if the falak had flames but it was a good guess.

      The biggest monsters always had some sort of superpower.

      She dropped to her hands and knees finally, and I leapt off as Maks’s hands shot toward me. I backed across the sand, hissing and teeth bared, covered in Ishtar’s blood, my body puffed up as big as I could make it. I couldn’t beat her, and eventually one of them would catch me if I stayed. But the wounds, those would slow her down.

      Maks stepped around Ishtar, his eyes trying hard to capture mine. I hated it, but I looked down. “No, Maks. I won’t look you in the eye. I won’t let you—”

      “Seduce you? Would it be so bad?” he said softly, his voice sinking into me. “Leave the lion, Zam. He is not your mate.”

      I kept backing up, kept my eyes on his feet. “If you loved me, you’d let me go, Maks. Which is how I know that it isn’t you that wants me at your side, but Marsum.”

      He snarled and his feet were moving toward me suddenly. I spun and raced to the right, away from my camp, drawing him farther from my people.

      There was a glimmer of light in the air, green gossamer wings, then Titiana shot through the air, between us. “Leave her, Jinn. She is not for you.”

      There was a blast of power that sent me flying ass over teakettle across the sand. I landed on my belly, sprawled out and staring back where Maks and Ishtar were still flying through the air, being flung far away from me.

      I got to my feet, wobbling. “Thank you!”

      “Where I can, I will help,” Titiana repeated. “Now go, wake!”

      Her words were all it took. There was a moment of pain, the world wobbled, and I snarled as I woke up, my legs below the knees numb. I tried to move them and panicked as the weight of them pinned me down. Had I damaged them in the dreamscape? Had the fall from the sky done more than I thought? I shoved at the blanket on me and a grunt rolled up from my feet. A large black lion head lifted and yawned.

      “Sorry, fell asleep on your legs,” Ford grumbled.

      “Lila?” I yanked my legs to me and crouched, my body shaking from the exertion of sleeping—not sleeping, of shifting through my dreams, of running and fighting for my life. Where was she, how had she snapped out of the dreamscape?

      She groaned and rolled out from under the blanket I’d flung off me. “Worst. Sleep. Ever.”

      “What took you out of it?” I asked.

      “I think that.” Lila tipped her nose toward a small bush with fierce thorns sticking out of it that I’d lain right next to. “I rolled against it.”

      I stood, and bent at the waist, locked my knees to keep from tumbling down. A whoosh of wind pulled at my hair and I turned to see a dust storm in the distance.

      “That’s not a natural storm. That’s Ishtar and Maks coming for a visit,” I said. “We have to move, and move now.”

      The morning light had barely crept above the horizon, but it was enough that I could see the fatigue on everyone’s faces. The horses were still asleep, their back legs cocked as they dozed, heads down. We had one hour at best before full daylight.

      No one moved. I clapped my hands together, startling everyone. “Unless you think they are coming for tea and crumpets and to offer us help on our journey, I suggest you all get the fuck up!”

      Shem got to his feet first and offered a hand to Ollianna. “And just why do you think that’s not a real dust storm?”

      “Because I saw Ishtar and Maks in the dreamscape. Amongst other things.” I shot a look at Ollianna.

      “I was there, too, with her,” Lila said. “I was worried you’d hit the ground and not wake up.”

      “You and me both.” I crouched and scooped her up. She shivered.

      “My wings still hurt.”

      “Don’t use them then, let them rest,” I said.

      Ford shifted to two legs, buck naked, and Ollianna turned bright red. Amusing as it was to see her discomfort, I snapped my fingers at him. “Clothes, Ford. Not everyone is a shifter here anymore.”

      He grinned and winked at me, then stretched his arms above his head and strutted over to the horses.

      “What a show-off,” Lila said. “You’d think he’d know it’s not that impressive when you’ve been around horses your whole life.”

      Despite the dire situation, her words drew a laugh from me, and even Ollianna giggled—the witch fucking giggled—and Shem snorted.

      “She has a point, cub,” the old lion said.

      Ford just shrugged, and grinned wider. “All the more reason to strut.”

      Ignoring him as best I could, I kicked dirt over the small coals, dousing what was left of them, then quickly went to the horses and tacked them up. I checked their legs to be sure the mad dash out of the swamp hadn’t done any lasting damage. There were some nicks and cuts, and Batman’s left knee was a bit swollen, but he didn’t seem bothered as I bent it. With Shem’s horse lost in the swamp, though, we were going to struggle with dividing the weight on Batman and Balder.

      Just the thought of shifting to four legs made my stomach curl with nausea. I wasn’t sure I could do it. I needed a fucking break.

      “It’s all well and good to have to go, but how are we going to go fast enough?” Shem said, echoing my worries. “Two horses are not the four we need.”

      He was right. “You can shift—” I said.

      “No, I can’t. I’m injured. Not all of us have that ability of yours to heal as we shift. Or to even shift if we are hurt badly enough,” Shem said, pointing at his ribs.

      I turned to Ollianna but she shook her head. “I am not a healer.”

      I grimaced. Even if I knew how, I wasn’t sure I could heal Shem either. I’d done it once for Batman. And that had been a fluke as far as I was concerned.

      Shem on Balder, Ollianna on Batman. I would have to shift again. Ford would have to go as a lion. I knew he could keep up . . . but it would be tougher on him, and what if we led them all the way to the others?

      Fucking fiery shit, there was no good way out of this. Titania and I had bought us time. We needed to use it.

      “For now, we mount up,” I said, pushing Ollianna toward Batman. “Ride with Ford for the time being. We’ll see if we can put some distance between us and them before we do anything else.”

      Shem caught me by the arm. “Do they know we are headed to the Oracle?”

      I frowned. “I don’t think so.”

      “Then they will begin to wonder if they have not already just why you are headed to the blasted lands,” he said.

      “So close, and yet so fucking far,” I muttered. I turned to Ollianna. “Can you create a diversion of some sort? Something to send them in the wrong direction?”

      A slow smile slid over her face. “Destruction and diversions are my specialties.” Her hands crackled with power as she lifted them over her head. And then the power there promptly went out like a candle snuffed. Her eyes popped wide and the horror in them said it all. She had nothing. “I don’t understand. That shouldn’t have happened!” she yelled.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” I roared, not at her, but at my luck in general. Of course, this would be the time for Ollianna’s magic to fail for no apparent reason. She bowed her head.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t understand. It could be because I left the swamp. I just don’t know.” Her eyes were downcast and for just a moment I thought about shaking her. Was she lying?

      Why would she lie when we’d all die?

      “What about that thing you did before,” Ford said to me. “Could you do it again, and take us to the others? It would hide our tracks and put us a couple days ahead, at least.”

      “That thing, what thing?” Shem said. “You don’t mean that thing with the jewel?”

      Ollianna lifted her head and looked from Shem to Ford. “What are you two talking about?”

      “That thing that almost killed her!” Lila shrieked from my shoulder, right into my ear. I flinched and took a step back, thinking while they argued.

      Using the gem was not something I wanted to do, not really. But at the same time, what if it got us out of here? Doing that jump thing had been instinctual, and I didn’t want to wait till the last moment. And now there were Ollianna and Shem added to the numbers. How would that affect me jumping us all somewhere?

      “You aren’t seriously considering this, are you?” Lila tugged on my ear, digging her tiny claws into me.

      “The jewels draw from us. There is a cost to using them, Lila,” I said. “But there is power there, and strength that we otherwise wouldn’t have. I see the cost on you to use yours. The cost of this one is a piece of my life if I am not careful.”

      I turned my head so I could look her in the face. There was confusion in her eyes. “What do you mean there is a cost to me?”

      “Not the time,” I said. “But we need to talk about it soon.”

      The confusion hardened and a flash of anger snapped through her eyes. “I won’t give it up.”

      Fuck, this really wasn’t the time.

      “Here’s the deal,” I said, avoiding Lila with a glance over my shoulder at the oncoming dust storm. “Lila and I walked the dreamscape last night. Ollianna, you know what I’m talking about.” She flushed and then nodded. I went on. “The problem is, between the Oracle and us is the blasted lands. And within the blasted lands are some . . .”

      “Gorcs,” Lila spat out. “A whole lot of gorcs.”

      Shem groaned. “And what do you plan for us to do about it?”

      I drew a breath. “I’m going to jump us to our pride, gather them up, and then we’ll jump to the Oracle’s Haunt, avoiding all the conflict.” We’d miss the gorcs completely that way.

      Shem’s eyebrows shot up. “And you think you can do this jumping thing not once, but twice back to back?”

      “Yes.”

      No.

      Not really sure at all, but I wasn’t about to tell him that.

      Ollianna drew close. “Do know how to thread your magic through the stone?”

      “I can’t even touch my fucking magic until it wants to show up,” I muttered.

      She smiled. “That is the way of much magic in the beginning. You can convince it, though. Welcome it through your body.”

      I frowned as they gathered around me, each of them putting a hand on me, or in the case of the horses, a nose. I should have felt claustrophobic, but I didn’t. It felt like . . . family, safety, home. I breathed out all the fear of what I was about to do and thought about welcoming my magic into me, creating a space for it. Like a place it would always belong.

      This was ridiculous, that’s what part of my brain tried to tell me, but my heart . . . heart of lion, soul of a dragon, magic of a witch, fierceness of a mother, those pieces of me were there and the magic was suddenly part of it, clicking into place like it had always been there, swirling through me and then through the jewel.

      “She’s doing it,” Ollianna whispered. “Hurry, Zam, they are close.”

      The wind around us picked up in answer to her words, sand and grit battering at our bodies as Ishtar and Maks closed in.

      “Just be sure not to drop us on the gorcs,” Shem muttered as the power lanced through me, as I thought about getting away from Ishtar and Maks.

      “No shit,” I whispered, “the last thing we need is to land with the gorcs.”

      Gorcs in the thousands, like a fucking mating grounds, as if they had gone home to spawn more little gorc bastards to come after those I loved.

      Landing there would have been the worst possible thing. We needed to get to Kiara. That was who I locked on.

      Only my mind wouldn’t let go of the image of the gorcs, and I knew even before the world stopped swirling that we should have just stayed and faced Ishtar and Maks.

      Because I could sense where we were going this time, and I couldn’t stop us.

      “Fucking gorcs,” I growled. “Just what we need.”
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      The power of the diamond rocketed through my body, pulling on my life essence as it worked to move us away from the desert, away from Ishtar and Maks. It cut through the layers of the world, through the Veil if that was correct, to take us somewhere else. The jewel drew on the life force of the others and this time, I let it take a little from each of us, fighting with it as I would fight with a young horse. Guiding, while stopping it from bolting ahead in whatever direction it wanted to go.

      A little energy from each of us was drawn in, and I held onto the magic with gritted teeth. Not so much energy that any one of us would be on death’s door when we came out the other side. I worked the reins carefully on the magic I had, asking it to do as I willed, giving it a space within me, while still using it, directing it with all my own strength.

      And then a part of me I didn’t like so much showed up to the party. My blood that was Jinn had its own magic and it was hungry for more than what I was offering.

      For just a moment, I saw all the parts of me. Five parts. Five pieces, all with an idea of what I should be, of how I should be. Jinn. Witch. Lion. Dragon. And something I couldn’t identify, that held itself back from me.

      The Jinn within me roared upward, clashing with me, fighting for control of the magic. But it wasn’t just the blood of the Jinn doing it. Sweat poured off me, and through my closed eyelids, I could see Maks standing next to Ishtar, his face a mask of concentration.

      “Bring her back, Maks. You are master of the Jinn and she carries Jinn blood.”

      He grunted. “She is stronger than either of us knew.”

      And then they were gone. Or at least the vision of them was. Maks—Marsum—was trying to control me through my connection to the Jinn.

      The jewel fluttered against my skin and for a moment the thought to go back to Maks briefly touched the front of my mind. “NO!” I roared the word and pushed us through to where we were going.

      Long as it wasn’t the horde of gorcs, we’d be fine.

      The magic screamed as it shot through the jewel, shattering it into a thousand pieces, slicing into my body. I matched the scream as we popped into existence, unable to hold it in.

      There was dead silence as I clamped my mouth shut and fell to my hands and knees. Carefully I pulled the front of my shirt up. Hanging from the leather thong was what was left of the jewel.

      A single shard, shaped like a teardrop, the center of it pulsing with light for a moment before dimming completely. The diamond turned black, and then crumbled in front of my eyes, the essence of it nothing but ash. My chest and belly were covered in slices from the shattering of the jewel, the remaining black ash sticking to it all.

      “Um. I know you’re hurt and all, Zam. But you need to stand up. Right now,” Ford said, his voice strangely calm yet full of obvious fear.

      “Steve is being an ass already?” I grumbled as I pushed to my feet, grimacing with the new wounds across my skin. So much for keeping the jewels safe. I didn’t even know what to think about this new turn of events. What would it mean for stopping the Emperor?

      Speaking of turn of events . . . I turned, my eyes widening.

      We were not on the edge of the blasted lands, but well within them.

      Oh, and it gets worse, my friends. We stood in the literal center of the gorc horde.

      “They are still asleep,” Ollianna whispered. “Amazing considering you screamed like a banshee as we came through the Veil.”

      “Mount up, quickly,” I whispered back. They did as I said, Ollianna behind Ford and me behind Shem.

      Lila clung to my shoulder, swaying. “I don’t feel well.”

      I looked at her as the sapphire pushed its way out of her chest and dropped out. I caught it midair, the stone sticking to me like the flail did.

      Her eyes were wide and then filled with an anger that was not her, not my Lila. I shook my head and whispered, “Not here, not now.”

      She looked away from me and hopped between the horses, landing on Ford’s shoulder.

      My heart cracked at the look on her face. The betrayal there. I didn’t call the fucking jewel to me. I didn’t want it.

      But now that the clear diamond was gone, the blue sapphire wanted . . . what? To be with me? That made no sense.

      The horses picked their way carefully through the sleeping bodies of the gorcs. One wrong step and the whole horde would be awake and on us. More than that, we needed to find a way to get by them, to get to Kiara and the others and then get by the gorcs again in the other direction.

      My thoughts skipped along. Maybe we should just turn and go to the Oracle now without the others. Maybe it would be better to leave them behind.

      But that didn’t change the fact that I was worried about them, about what Steve was doing. If he was even still alive.

      A sudden urge to vomit caught me around the middle and I tightened my hold on Shem.

      “Almost there,” Shem breathed. “I can see the edge of the bodies.”

      “Sentries?” I asked.

      “No, doesn’t look like it.”

      Only he was wrong . . . so very wrong.

      A shout went up behind us. “Backlashti!” Intruders in gorc, along with the boom of a drum, and the bellow of a horn calling the beasts to arms.

      “Go, go!” I shouted and the two horses leapt forward, landing on sleeping gorcs, waking them up faster than their call to arms did.

      The gorcs were slow to rise, but once they did, they moved like shit sliding downhill. A crossbreed between ogres and orcs, they were an abomination created by the Jinn to use as muscle against any who opposed them.

      And the gorcs hated everything that moved in the desert that was not them. We cleared the last edges of the horde, dodging the few massive clawed hands that reached for us. I pulled my flail and swept it toward those who got too close, taking heads and knocking them back with little effort. The flail warmed my palm and I shoved it back into the sheath on my back before it could get too excited about its job.

      I only hoped we could outrun them.

      “Where to?” Shem yelled as Balder pulled ahead of Batman, Ford, and Ollianna.

      We had to lead the gorcs away from the others. Riding straight to the pride would be a death sentence for my people with the gorcs hot on our tails. “Straight south.”

      Away from Kiara, Darcy, and the others.

      He nodded. There was no argument at least, which was nice. Behind us, the gorcs were coming hard and fast (get your mind out of the gutter), and we had to stay ahead of them as best we could for as long as we could and hope to all that was holy we found a way to lose them.

      Outrunning them was no small thing, but they had weaknesses. They were terrified of water and couldn’t swim worth a damn. “Lila, there was a river through the blasted lands. Do you remember where it was on the map?”

      She tucked her head away from me. No, that was not acceptable.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? Our lives are on the line and you want to act like a spoiled child because the stone popped out of you?”

      Lila’s head snapped around and she hissed at me, the spines down her back bristling.

      Ford stiffened. “Please don’t make her spit acid right now.”

      I locked eyes with her. “I don’t want your stupid sapphire, Lila. Just the fact that you’re reacting this way should tell you that it was doing something to you. That it’s making you a hoarder of power, just like your father.”

      She snapped her head back as if I’d slapped her.

      Ollianna reached up and touched the little dragon carefully. “Zamira is right. The stones will bend you to their will. They will make you want violence. It is the touch of the Emperor through them, infecting them. Why they don’t affect Zamira is beyond me, but they don’t. The stone is safer with her. For now.”

      Lila’s body heaved and I thought for sure she was going to spray acid on Ford as we raced from the gorcs. She swallowed it down and spoke clearly, if with reluctance. “The river was to the east, but southerly. We’ll have to lose them across it and then go far enough south that they don’t try to follow.”

      “Thank you.” I nodded at her.

      She curled herself away from me and my heart ached. I couldn’t lose her, not from this.

      Stupid fucking jewels, stupid fucking Emperor.

      I leaned into Shem, doing all I could to not be more of a burden. I could have shifted to four legs, but the wounds in my body were not too bad, and I had a feeling that I needed to stay on two legs.

      I looked behind us. A mile back, maybe less, the rolling horde of gorcs headed our way, bellowing and swinging their weapons. They’d catch us eventually. They had more stamina than any horse, even Balder. Especially with two riders per horse.

      “I think I see them up ahead!” Ford yelled.

      “See who?” I yelled back, horror flickering through me. No, no, no. They weren’t supposed to come this far into the blasted lands!

      I leaned around Shem to see just as Balder stumbled in a depression. I was thrown forward, arms straight out toward an outcropping of rocks.

      My right palm hit first, and the resounding crack was in fact not the ground, but the bones in my left arm as they snapped clean in half, the butt end of the crack pushing up on my skin. I rolled, clutching the broken arm to me to protect it as best I could. The adrenaline coursing through me kept the pain at bay, but I knew it was coming soon enough. I had to move fast before it derailed me.

      Shem slid Balder to a stop.

      I shook my head. Steve had led them into a fucking gods-be-damned disaster. All because he didn’t want to listen to me.

      “Go, get them ready!” I yelled at Shem as the pain rained down on me. There was no choice now.

      Above us, the sky darkened and the roll of thunder boomed behind us. Or maybe that was the gorcs’ thousands of feet on the earth as they raced toward us.

      Lila winged back for me, her eyes dripping with tears. “I’m so sorry, Zam, I didn’t know.”

      “You didn’t break my arm, you little goose.” I clutched at my forearm and pinned it to my middle as I kept moving, working to get my belt off and wrap my arm.

      I couldn’t shift. I’d done too many too close together. I was going to have to work around this.

      “You know that’s not what I meant!” she said as I forced my legs into a jog. Nausea rolled upward and with it, what was left of the food in my belly. I puked to the side but didn’t slow down. The gorcs were howling now, seeing me on the ground. Slow. Wounded. All but begging to be killed.

      Lila flew back and forth in front of me. “The stone, you were right, it was tugging at me. It still is. I didn’t want to believe it.”

      “Then you don’t use it.”

      “But how can I protect you then?” she cried. “You’re all I have left!”

      “Not true,” Ford said as he raced back to us in his lion form.

      I halted and he stopped beside me. “If I shift now, it will lay me flat.”

      “Get on, I can carry you.” He slid himself under me and scooped me up. I wasn’t sure this was going to be a good idea, but before I could change my mind he bolted forward, jarring the break in my arm. My vision dimmed with the pain, but not enough to miss the rain of arrows that spattered down around us, sending up the earth in big chunks. Iron arrows, barbed and deadly.

      They would dig in like nothing else in this crazy world. I leaned forward and squeezed Ford with my legs as I tried to protect my stupid arm.

      Lila flew to the side within my vision. “Watch out!” I yelled as an arrow sliced through the air, so close it cut along her side. She yelped and shot forward, just ahead of the onslaught.

      Ford galloped along. He’d saved me more than once now, my enforcer, my friend.

      Why did he confuse me so? Was it because he reminded me of Maks? And why the fuck was I thinking about it right now?

      Easier than thinking about the pain, or what you are going to face when the gorcs catch up to you.

      The smarter part of me had something there.

      “Is it Flora or Ollianna running the storm?” I asked. As if Ford would know. He didn’t answer with anything but a pained grimace and a grunt. His stride hitched and I felt it all the way through me, just like riding Balder when he took a lame step. I looked back to see an arrow sticking out of his flank, digging in with each stride he took. “Motherfuckers!” I sat up as another volley of arrows shot toward us.

      A burst of magic coursed through me, touched on the sapphire and then shot out of my good hand. Ice caught the arrows, weighing them down, dragging them to the earth before they ever reached us.

      “Neat trick,” I muttered. But it wouldn’t be enough.

      Above us the sky finally broke, rain falling as though someone above bucketed out a sinking ship. There was not even a single raindrop that I could see, just sheets of water as it fell, coating my vision, and thankfully slowing the gorcs behind us.

      “They can’t see us!” I yelled.

      “And I can’t see our people!” Ford yelled back.

      I reached out to my connection to them and locked onto them, letting it guide me and Ford. “To the right. Go!”

      Ford didn’t argue as I directed him, and he didn’t slow until we slammed into the back end of Balder.

      My horse grunted and jumped forward but didn’t kick out though he cocked a leg.

      I fell off Ford’s back. “He’s injured, we need to get the arrow out.”

      “No time!” Steve roared. “You’ve brought a fucking horde of gorcs down on us and you think we should listen to you at all? You’re out of your Jinn-loving mind.”

      “I did? If you’d listened to me, you motherfucking sheep humper, we wouldn’t have run into you! We were leading them away from where you were supposed to WAIT FOR US!” Oh, it felt good to scream at him, it really did.

      And suddenly I understood why I’d not been able to feel him and Darcy through the connection to the pride.

      He’d severed it himself. An alpha male could do that, split the pride and take members away if they were strong enough. And rather than let me lead, he’d made our pride weaker by splintering it.

      The urge to kill him was so strong, I took a step toward him and lifted my good hand to the sapphire. And just as quickly, I stepped back and dropped my hand, knowing the urge for what it was. “Listen, ass face, how about we survive this shit show, then you and I can have a chat about who is leading here?”

      Darcy put a hand on him, her hair and clothes plastered to her, and he blew out a big breath. “She has a point, Steve. This is not the time.”

      Her touch seemed to do wonders for his stupidity as he stepped back and gave her a nod. Maybe they weren’t such a bad match after all.

      I did a quick head count, noting Benji, Frank, Asuga, Nell, and Kiara. Kiara held little Frankie in her arms, the boy’s head buried against her neck. “Kiara, you keep Frankie with you.”

      “They have to come through me first,” she said, her words whipped toward me on the storm, her eyes as fierce as any lioness protecting her young.

      “Flora, good job on the storm!” I said as I turned to face the oncoming gorcs. “You think you can turn it up more?”

      Flora hurried to my side, fighting the wind that ripped through our group. “Not my storm, Zam.”

      If it wasn’t her storm, who the fuck was creating it? Because this was not storm season in the desert, nor was the prickle of magic against my skin any small thing.

      Lila clutched to my good shoulder, her eyes tracking the rolling clouds. “Zam, I think it’s my father. I think he’s here.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, you’ve got to be kidding me!” I shouted. Before I could stop her, she launched off me.

      “I’ll lead him away!”

      “Lila, no!”

      There was nothing I could do but watch as she flew into the boiling storm, the waves of rain and wind whipping her side to side, and then I lost sight of her blue-scaled body.

      “Let her go,” Steve snarled. “She’s of no use anyway.”

      Ford pushed between me and Steve, still in his lion form, his hip bleeding where the arrow had been pulled. “Let me kill him.”

      I growled. “Gorcs first. Steve later.”

      I planted my feet facing the direction of the oncoming gorcs. I couldn’t see them, but I could feel the thunder of their feet through the ground as they stampeded toward us. Rain slicked my face as I pulled the flail from my back with my good hand.

      Even with Flora and Ollianna, I had no doubt of the outcome of this fight. Thousands of gorcs . . . we’d only be able to hold them off for so long. “Kiara, go, take them and go!” I yelled.

      “No, we are a family, we stand together!” she yelled back. Stubborn girl. Yet a flare of true pride rushed through me. Damn it, this was not the time to get emotional.

      I turned my face to her. “You take them. We’ll hold the gorcs as long as we can.”

      “Then you’ll catch up.” Her eyes locked on mine and I nodded. A lie we both knew was a lie.

      “Yes, then we’ll catch up.”

      The rain plastered her hair to her face as she stared at me, stronger than I’d ever seen her in a moment that would break most people. I nodded at her to go. She rounded up the younger shifters and that was all I saw as I turned to face the fight of my life.

      Gorcs ahead of us, Lila’s asshole father above us. Call me a pessimist if you like, but I didn’t think this would go well.

      Not for one bloody damn second.
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      The storm around us whipped up harder, blowing in from our backs, shoving us toward the gorcs as if Lila’s father was trying to push us into danger’s path. That would not surprise me at this point.

      “Son of a bitch!” I snarled as I dug my feet in. I’d struggled to tuck my broken arm into my shirt. Darcy saw me and came to my rescue. She pulled her belt off and strapped my arm in a sling, pinning it to me effectively.

      There were no words between us. Really, there was nothing left to say. She’d chosen her side, and it was with Steve. The tiny shred of belief that we might at some point revive our friendship was pretty nulled at that point, but that didn’t mean I hated her. And I didn’t think she hated me.

      “Good luck,” she said.

      Her lips were tight as she stepped back and went to Steve’s other side.

      Ollianna was on my left, her face grim. I couldn’t resist it. “Aren’t you glad you came with me?”

      She shot me a look that would have curled the hair on anyone else, her words dry as two-day-old toast. “Extremely pleased with my decision. I hope you have some magic dust up your sleeve to at least slow them? No? I didn’t think so.”

      Magic dust.

      “Holy fucking shit, I do have magic dust!” I jammed the flail onto my back as a roar from a dragon that most assuredly was not Lila boomed across the sky, drowning out the thunder and lightning. I couldn’t help but look up, just in time to see a massive black shadow course through the clouds, undulating, wings spread.

      And a tinier version right behind it flying for all she was worth. I gritted my teeth. “Do not die on me, Lila!”

      “What are you doing? Get your fucking weapon out!” Steve roared.

      Only he was wrong. I needed the dust that the queen of the giants had given me. Magic dust. She’d said it herself.

      “Ollianna, can you give me a gust of wind when I open this?” I grabbed the leather pouch and yanked it from my waist.

      She looked at me. “I won’t be able to see you in this weather.”

      I whistled for Balder and he galloped to me, sliding to a stop in the mud. I mounted up. “Then just start pushing the wind toward them.”

      She bobbed her head. “I hope that really is magic dust.”

      “You and me both,” I muttered.

      I put my heels to Balder’s side and he shot forward, shoulder checking Steve as we passed him, making him spin away from us. “Good boy.” I leaned forward.

      I had no idea how far out the gorcs were. What I knew was that I needed to run along the front of them with the pouch open. Whatever the magic dust was, I needed it now. Of course, there was a chance that the magic dust was nothing more than a bag of sand, one last fuck-you from the queen of the giants.

      My guts clenched with nerves as Balder and I raced out into the unnaturally dark day, the rain pelting us like tiny rocks, the roar of a dragon above, and then the unmistakable stench of gorcs as we drew close.

      I smelled them, and then they were there, through the rain, their bodies reeking up the world even after the impromptu shower. Mouths, weapons, and oversized hands reached for us as I entered the first layer of the ranks.

      “Fuck!” I turned Balder with my legs only, leaving my hand free. He spun on his haunches and leapt forward, driving his chest into the gorc closest to him, knocking the beast down.

      I fumbled with the pouch. One-handed opening, it was a stupid thing not to think about. I grabbed the leather thong with my teeth and held my breath as I yanked it open.

      “Now, Ollianna!” I roared the words, praying she could hear me. A massive gust of wind and rain hit my right side, swirling toward the gorcs. I shook the pouch and dust slid out, caught in the wind and embraced the rain drops.

      The dust mixed like a spell in a pot, and the rain turned to a sickly green as it spread out among the ranks.

      I pushed Balder into a mad gallop that was deadly in this weather, but we had no choice. The edge of the gorcs’ ranks were to my left and they snarled and lunged at us, but we stayed just out of reach.

      The dust sparkled green, the color of the queen’s snot, and for a moment, I wondered if the pouch had been her version of her snot rag. But I didn’t have any time to wonder. The wind swept the dust forward and into the rain deep into the gorcs’ numbers.

      I kept shaking the pouch and more dust fell and was caught into the weather, and more gorcs were hit with it. But what was it doing? Anything more than changing the color of the water?

      As the last drops of the magic dust fell from the leather pouch, I threw it in the face of the gorc closest to me. The gorc snarled and flailed to get it off his face.

      You wanna wanna see this magic kitty kitty cat. The queen of the giants’ voice reverberated through my head and I did want to turn and look, but not yet.

      I spun Balder to the right, grimaced as he jumped over something, and my broken arm jarred hard, the shattered end of it finally piercing the skin and making me howl.

      There was the thud of feet behind me. I looked over my shoulder in time to see the gorc closest to me fall over as if he’d dropped dead. Had he? I slowed Balder and spun him back around to face what had been a horde.

      Bodies littered the ground, thick with green sludge. Not one arrow flew toward us.

      A whoosh of air drew my eyes skyward. Sure, maybe I’d stopped the gorcs for the moment, but how the fuck were we going to deal with Lila’s father?

      I could sense Lila still and she wasn’t hurt . . . she was in fact ecstatic. That couldn’t be right. Not with her father.

      On cue, the gorcs on the ground began to moan. And the weather eased off, improving my sight lines.

      “Well, if this isn’t a pile of camel shit, Balder, I don’t know what is.” I stared at the gorcs. An easy thousand were laid out on the ground, green froth rolling from their mouths, noses, and eyes, they were covered in the thick slime. But there was another thousand or more behind them, and they were still coming. Slower, yes, but still coming.

      A bolt of lightning arced through the sky and danced down along the ranks of the downed gorcs, racing from one body to the next, as if guided by a hand.

      Flora, it had to be her.

      Yet, when I turned she was already shaking her head.

      What surprised me, and shouldn’t have, was that Steve and Darcy were nowhere to be seen. Ford, Ollianna, and Flora were the only ones still standing there waiting to fight.

      A whoosh of small wings spun me around despite the pain in my arm that wanted to slow me. “Lila!”

      “That bastard Steve is making a run for it,” she snarled as she landed on Balder’s neck.

      “Yeah. Your father . . . I don’t understand, did you two make up?” I looked up as the second dragon dropped out of the clouds.

      I couldn’t help it as I saw the color of his scales, and the cheeky ass look in his eyes. I whooped with joy. “TRICK!”

      He roared in answer to me. “Thought you girls might miss me! Couldn’t let you have all the fun!” His white and silver scales caught the light as the weather dragon swooped down toward the ranks of the gorcs, lightning riding the tips of his wings and leaping off to smash into them, blasting them left and right.

      They were flung back with the force of the electricity. The call of the battle sung through my veins and I urged Balder forward, reaching for the flail.

      Steve might run from a fight. He might leave others to do battle for him, but that was not me. That was not in my blood.

      I screamed as the flail swung true on the first blow, taking a gorc in the head and throwing its body through the air.

      Thousands of gorcs . . . I was insane, I had to be. Yet there was no denying the blood lust as it settled over me. “Take the sapphire!” I yelled at Lila. “And give it back after!”

      She hesitated and then grabbed the sapphire from around my neck and shot away from me, every gorc she touched freezing where they were, their bodies tumbling to the side to shatter on impact with the ground.

      Balder kicked and reared, using teeth and hooves as though he were truly a trained warhorse. We kept an easy twelve-foot circle around us that moved as we dove deeper into the fray.

      Insanity, I knew it was the only answer that we were there. Especially as Ford joined us in his lion form, snapping necks and tearing out throats and bellies.

      To my other side came Ollianna, her hands lifted as she raised magic from somewhere, bodies blasting away from her as if her hands were full of explosives.

      I glanced at her, wondering why her magic worked now. Her eyes caught mine and she looked away, a flash of guilt there. Guilt?

      “Fuck, you played me?” I spat the words at her.

      “You had to at least try and use your magic,” she said, lifting her chin. “And if mine had ‘worked’ you wouldn’t have even done that.”

      I just stared at her. She was right, but that didn’t mean I liked what she’d done.

      Because I needed her there. Her and her explosive hands.

      The flail hummed in my hand, happily absorbing the blood and whatever magic might have been in each of the gorcs. Ten, fifteen, twenty, I lost count of how many we downed. I only knew at some point Trick landed, let out a massive roar, and the remaining gorcs turned and ran.

      My entire body shook as we stood there, heaving. Balder blew a deep snort, his skin no longer slicked from the rain but from sweat, steam rising off his hide. My broken arm ached to the very center of the bones, but I didn’t care.

      “I can’t believe we did it.” Ford limped to Balder’s side, blood running from multiple cuts, his mane saturated with blood.

      I looked around us. Trick grinned; Lila swept back, touching the last of the gorcs, freezing them where they were. Ollianna smiled and gave me a nod. “I am very happy to be here, Zamira. You are a warrior goddess, I think.”

      I laughed and grimaced at the movement. Now that the adrenaline faded, every ache and pain made itself clearly known to me. “You think the gorcs will be back?”

      Trick lifted his head and stared toward the retreating horde. “No, they’ve been soundly trumped, and they have young right now. That was their breeding ground you stumbled onto.”

      I frowned. “I thought the Jinn created them?”

      “They did,” Ollianna said. “And then nature took over. The Jinn are not strong enough to hold them all. They only meant to create enough to make an army, not a new ecosystem.”

      Ford grunted. “Good, I’m glad they are gone. Everyone is safe. And I need to lie down.”

      I spun in my saddle in time to see Ford drop where he was, his eyes rolling back in his head.

      “Shit!” I jumped from Balder and landed, my broken arm shifting and the bones grinding against one another in a rather unnatural way that pressed farther out of my skin. I bit back the scream as I placed a good hand against the pulse in Ford’s neck, a cold sweat popping out along my face and neck.

      His heartbeat was so weak, I could barely find his pulse.

      Lila dropped beside me, immediately releasing the sapphire. “You healed Batman’s leg, Zam.”

      I pressed my good hand against Ford’s chest. “I know, but I had no idea what I was doing. I just didn’t want to have to put him down!” And I’d not been hurt myself, or exhausted from too much shifting, or . . . sweet goddess, I didn’t think I could do it.

      Her jeweled eyes stared up at me. “You can’t let him go without a fight.”

      She was right, and it wasn’t that I didn’t want to, it was that I was afraid of the outcome. What if I tried and failed? This wasn’t like Batman, there had been no one to see me then.

      I drew a breath. This was stupid, who cared what these people thought of me? They were my family.

      How had I done it before? Ford’s heartbeat slowed under my hand and panic laced through me, tightening my chest.

      I leaned my head forward and pressed it against his side, moving on instinct. He was part of my pride, he was my enforcer and my friend and maybe . . . maybe something more. I dug my fingers into his fur as if I could hold him to this world.

      “Don’t leave me, Ford. I need you still,” I whispered as I clung to him.

      The connection between him and me flared to life. A tingle started down my arm and slid into him. I kept my eyes closed, ignoring the pull on my own energy as I fed it into him. Was this right? I didn’t know.

      “You are doing well,” Ollianna said from what felt like a long, long way off. “You can direct the energy to his wounds, follow the echoes of his pain.”

      I didn’t argue with her, just tried only to do what she said, using his connection to my pride as the map to his pain. There in his ribcage, that was the worst as it punctured through both lungs and nicked the bottom of his heart. That was the death blow. How the fuck he’d stayed standing so long was beyond me.

      Lion hearted. That’s what he was. As strong as they came. I let myself sink farther into him, into his wounds, using my energy and strength to do it.

      I smoothed the fibers of his body, knitted the muscle together and his heart pulsed harder, stronger, as I worked my way backward, healing the messy track from the arrow that led through his lungs. Each moment that I worked this strange magic through him I could feel his life strengthen under my hands.

      And I could feel his soul seeping into mine. His heart thumped stronger, and his skin warmed under my fingers. My head was pressed against flesh now, not fur.

      Tears pooled in the corners of my eyes, because I could feel an emotion I didn’t want from him showing itself to me. There was no chance for him and Kiara, or him and Ollianna, and I think I’d known it all along.

      Pure and clean, he loved me for who I was, and I . . . couldn’t give that back to him. A teardrop fell and landed on his skin, sliding down because I could feel everything he was, and everything he wanted. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      “I can wait,” he whispered back.

      “That is the worst of it,” Ollianna said softly. “You can come out now, Zam. We need you whole too.”

      I blinked as she pulled my hand off Ford and I lifted my head, wiping my tears and pretending I was just scrubbing my face. Ford grinned at me, back to two legs, naked and covered in mud as if we hadn’t just had the most intense heart to heart in my life.

      “Thanks, boss.”

      I opened my mouth to say something, what, I’m not sure. Something snarky and offhand, no doubt. But there was nothing left in me as I slumped where I was.

      Ford scooped me up into his arms and set me back up on Balder. I gripped at the saddle, barely able to balance, but I stayed upright.

      “Let’s go find the others,” Lila suggested, landing on the saddle in front of me. She tucked the sapphire into one of my pockets, her eyes darting away from it. “Even if the gorcs won’t come back, we can’t stay here. It’s a stinking mess.”

      I nodded. She was right.

      “How long was I out?”

      “An hour, little more,” Ollianna said. “That was an intense healing. If you’d waited any longer he would have died.”

      It took a few minutes to gather up the rest of the supplies, Batman and . . . “Where did Flora go?” I asked.

      Shem held out an envelope. “Here.”

      Flora had left me a note in the middle of a rainstorm and battle? “You read it,” I said. “I’ve got one hand now and I intend to keep it on my saddle so I don’t fall on my ass.”

      Shem did as I asked and peeled it open. “Dear Zam. You have your pride around you, and with Ollianna helping you, I believe she will be a better guide to your abilities than I ever could be. And I fear that Merlin may be in trouble, so I will go to him. No doubt we will cross paths again.” He looked up. “Flora.”

      I sighed. “Why am I not surprised that Merlin is in trouble?”

      Shem grinned. “Well, he is related to you.”

      “Shut it,” I grumbled. “That means he’s related to Ollianna, too, then.”

      Ollianna sniffed. “Yes, he is. Idiot half-brother that he is.”

      I urged Balder forward, and the others mounted up around me. “Let’s get the rest of them.”

      Fatigue washed through me. We’d faced down the gorcs, and fought for what felt like hours, nearly lost Ford, and Flora had left us. Don’t get me wrong, those things all on their own would be tough, but none of them would hold a candle to what was about to go down.

      I was going to have to face Steve once and for all. And I did not see it going well. Not for one stinking minute.
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      After the battle with the gorcs, we moved as quickly as we could, racing to catch up to our pride members. The desert was rough here with stones, but the hard pack meant the horses could move easily.

      We found the others by the end of the day, and it was Kiara who saw us first. To be fair, she was the only one we saw at first. She carried Frankie in front of her on the saddle, and she’d twisted around. She saw us, spun her horse and galloped back our way.

      “Zam!” She called my name as she slid to a stop, and I managed a smile for her. She was grinning and tears streaked her cheeks. “I thought we’d lost you all—”

      “I know. I thought so too,” I said. “But luck was on our side today. Luck and a rather large dragon.” I tipped my chin up as Trick swept overhead, blinking his eyes at us like a double wink. Lila beamed up at him from her perch.

      Kiara’s jaw dropped and Frankie reached for the sky. “Oh, pretty! Can I pet him?”

      Lila laughed. “Yes, he is pretty, isn’t he?” I half thought she was going to say only she could pet him.

      Oh, I was so going to tease her about that later. “The others?” I asked. “Where are they?”

      “They are ahead of us.” Kiara turned her horse so she rode beside me. “Zam, he’s trying to take the pride from you. He’s told them all that you are weak, that you aren’t a real lion shifter, that you’ll get us all killed. That it was your fault that the gorcs found us. I told him not to go into the blasted lands, but he wouldn’t listen.”

      I was not surprised, and yet it still hurt. It still dug into the old wounds I’d carried for years. To hear him say again that I was useless. Weak. Too small to be of any good. A girl. I held my broken arm and made myself take a slow breath. “And what do you think?”

      She didn’t hesitate, and for that, I loved her even more. “He’s wrong. He’s not our alpha, Zam. You are.” Her golden eyes swam with tears. “For the first time, I believe in our pride. I believe in my alpha. I will follow you anywhere you lead, into hell itself if you ask it of me.” Her words caught and she sniffed back tears. “I . . . you’ve saved me more than once, Zam. You’ve always looked out for me, even when you didn’t have to. I believe in you.”

      My throat tightened and my vision swam, her words meaning more to me than I’d have thought, more than she knew. “Goddess, Kiara, you aren’t supposed to make me cry.”

      She grinned. “I wish I’d listened to you before. He’s not a good man, Zam. I was a fool to believe him.” Her smile slipped with that last bit. “You can’t let him take the others. He won’t protect them. He wouldn’t even stay to fight at your side to protect them! He ran away like a coward!”

      “I know,” I said softly. “But I also know that I’m riding deeper into danger with every passing day.” I looked at her and Frankie. “I can’t possibly take a child where I am going.” The thing was, I’d planned on splitting everyone up at this point anyway. Maybe not like this, but I would have to do what I would have to do.

      Ahead of us, Steve, Darcy and the others had stopped, turned, and were watching us approach. Steve dismounted his horse and threw the reins at Darcy. She frowned at him and I wished she could see past her own insecurities to see that he was a dirty, rotten, douche who deserved to rot all by himself for the rest of his miserable life.

      He flexed his arms from side to side, stretching himself out. Although I expected him to challenge me, I really thought he might wait at least until we were all safe. Because that was the responsible thing to do.

      “You are not my alpha,” he growled, his golden eyes flickering with anger, frustration, and the need for power. Yes, I could see that all in him. Or maybe I just knew him well enough to know what he wanted. Fuck, if I didn’t know better, I’d say he had one of the jewels with him.

      Trick landed behind us. “Want me to eat him?”

      Steve took a few steps back, his face paling. “That . . . is against the rules. You can’t let him hurt me.” His words were breathy with fear and I laughed as I stopped Balder in front of him.

      “Steve, I will follow the rules even if you are a cheater, cheater, dirty ass eater.” I grinned through the throbbing of the bones in my arm. Fuck, I was going to have to shift and that was going to be a bitch and a half. I’d waited long enough that the bones would be slow to realign themselves.

      Darcy’s face twisted with anger, and I could only imagine what was going through her head. Maybe she was angry on his behalf. Or maybe she was angry that I dared to call him a bad name.

      “You do recall Steve’s sheep incident, don’t you? Dirty ass eater is the least of what I could call him right now.” I smiled at her and her frown deepened. I slid carefully from Balder’s back. “Look, you want to challenge me? Then let me shift and heal first. Let’s get everyone to safety where they need to be. Otherwise, you’ll always be known as the alpha who took on a cripple and won.”

      He opened his mouth and then thought better of whatever he was initially going to say. No doubt something stupid. “Fine. Shift if you think that will heal you.” He smirked. Of course, he didn’t know that I could heal myself via a change.

      I didn’t wait for any other encouragement. I shifted, pushing my body through the transition from two legs to four. I screamed as the bones in my arm reset themselves, cracking and snapping as they locked into place. My body shook as I lay in the mud, my thick black fur soaking up the water. Shem picked me up and held me loosely in his arms. “She’ll need time to be ready to—”

      “I challenge you, Zamira Reckless Wilson, for the leadership of this pride!” Steve roared. “You are of sound body. Four legs against four legs.”

      He stripped off his shirt and shifted into his lion form, ripping his pants as though he were that green superhero my father had comics about. Idiot. I stared at him from my place in Shem’s arms. Safe. With my family.

      There was only one answer to this.

      “Steve, take who will go with you. The others stay with me. You know I can’t fight you right now, you cowardly piece of shit.”

      He roared and took a step toward me.

      Of all the people I thought would stand between him and me, the one who stepped forward shocked me the most.

      Kiara leapt between us, a snarl ripped from her throat. “Back the fuck off, Steven.”

      He flinched as if she’d hit him, but he shook it off. “Kiara, get behind me,” he commanded.

      She widened her stance, Frankie on her hip, the other hand pointing a finger in his face. “I said . . . back . . . the . . . fuck . . . off!”

      Chills swept through me. Gods be damned, I’d never been so proud of anyone in my life.

      His lips curled into a snarl. “You’d stay with her?”

      “A thousand times over,” she said. Ford made a move as if to join her and I shook my head. This was her moment. She needed it.

      And I didn’t want anyone to steal it from her.

      To stand against someone who’d used and abused her, to put him in his place was beyond powerful. It would help heal wounds she didn’t know she had, and I didn’t want anyone to water down the moment.

      Steve made a move as if to get around her at me and she matched him. “If I put this boy down, I will come at you with everything I have,” she warned. “I will fight you to the death if I have to.”

      He stared at her, shock written all over his big stupid face.

      “And she won’t be alone,” Benji said softly. He stepped away from Asuga and Nell and came to what I realized was our side. Our side and theirs. Two prides.

      “You are not the Bright Lion Pride!” Steve roared. “I will not let you take that!”

      I couldn’t help the snort. “You mean to tell me you want the name? You want the fucking name?”

      He blinked, confusion on his face so thick I could have scooped it off. “Of course, I want the name. There can be only one Bright Lion Pride.”

      “Have it,” I said. “It’s just a name.” I gave it away easily, despite it being what my father had created. A name was not worth the safety. Maybe I’d have fought for it in the past, even a few short months ago, but not now. Not when I was finally beginning to see what was truly important.

      Steve stepped back, and Darcy put a hand on him. Asuga and Nell stayed with them. Funny, but neither were lion shifters. I knew that Steve wouldn’t care. He’d fuck them both and break all their hearts.

      Asuga looked at me. “I felt you fighting my brother. And then he died.”

      I blew out a breath and nodded. “I didn’t kill him. He said to tell you that he loved you. To stay safe.”

      She covered her mouth with her hands and turned, Nell wrapping an arm across her shoulders.

      Steve didn’t shift as he backed away. “We aren’t done, Zam. Not by a long measure.”

      “I beg to differ. You go your way, Steve, and I will go my way with those who I will protect with my life.” I felt their connections strongly, even Benji and Frankie, the threads of their life tied to me as surely as the threads of a quilt held it together, and Steve no longer could keep them from me.

      Steve rounded up Darcy, Nell, and Asuga and herded them away from us. His three. He could have pushed the boundary, could have pushed to keep all of them.

      But not with a dragon on my side. And I didn’t mean Trick or Lila. I looked at Kiara.

      “Kiara,” I said.

      “I know. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done it.” She turned with her head down.

      “Knock that shit off. You were fucking amazing,” I said. “Don’t ever be sorry about standing up for your family. For yourself.”

      Her head snapped up and her spine straightened. “Yes, Alpha.”

      I closed my eyes. Damn leaking things were going to make me look soft. Who the fuck was I kidding anyway? “We need to make camp. Lila, can you and Trick scout ahead for that river?” I made myself open my eyes. Lila was in the air before I’d even finished speaking.

      “On it!”

      “Follow them,” I said softly, the fatigue of healing both Ford and myself slamming me between the shoulder blades.

      I passed out in Shem’s arms, breathing deeply and dreaming the only thing I wanted, the only place I wanted to be. Maks waited for me in my dreams as he so often did.

      Only it wasn’t the dreamscape.

      And it wasn’t Marsum dressed up as Maks.

      It was just Maks.

      He grinned at me, blue eyes soft and full of longing. I ran to him and he caught me up in his arms as I wrapped my legs around his waist. I didn’t even kiss him, I just held him with all I had as if the strength of my arms would be enough to hold him to me forever.

      “Miss me?” he whispered.

      “Damn you, Maks, why did you do it?” I buried my face in his neck, breathing him in. This moment, whatever it was, was ours. There was no Marsum, no Ford, nothing but us.

      “I couldn’t let you carry this burden,” he said. “I couldn’t let you struggle like this when you have so much still to do. You’ve got to stop the Emperor, save the world, be happy.” He buried his hand into my hair. “I need you to do something for me. To trust me.”

      My chest heaved. “Don’t ask me that.”

      “Yes. You know what it is. You have to let me go,” he said even as his arms tightened around me. “To preserve what’s left of my own soul, I have to go quietly. I have to go to sleep. There will be nothing of me when you see my body from now on. It will be all the others. Not just Marsum. But all those before him. The violence is too much for me and I can’t fight it and win.”

      A sob rippled through me. “No. Please.” I didn’t even know what I was saying please for. For him, for me, I’m not sure.

      “Yes. I have to.” He kissed the crook of my neck. “I love you more than my own life. You are every bit my mate, the one I’ve looked for my whole life.”

      I lifted my head, tears streaming down my face. “I hear a ‘but’ in there.”

      He smiled, tears on his own cheeks. “It’s my job to protect you too. This is the only way I can do it.”

      “And it’s mine to find you a way back,” I said, and kissed him lightly on the lips.

      “There is no way back. Ford is good. Let me go and let your heart follow him,” he said.

      “There’s a way back for Bryce,” I said, ignoring his advice, “so there has to be a way back for you.”

      His body slid out from under me. “I have to go, Zam. I love you, so go. Live your life. Find someone to have cubs with. Lila would like that.” The sorrow in his voice cracked what was left of my heart.

      “Not without you, Maks.” I swallowed around the lump in my throat as he faded, his words echoing through me. He was gone for good. Forever.

      I woke, still in Shem’s arms, and wasn’t even fully awake before I spoke. “The Oracle will have a way to bring Bryce back, right?”

      Shem glanced down at me. “That is what we are going for, is it not? Is it not what the Emperor said?”

      The Emperor. My grandfather. I could almost hear the old bastard’s laughter as a realization settled over me, one I didn’t like, but I felt it in my bones.

      If the Oracle wasn’t able to help me save Bryce, then I wasn’t out of aces up my sleeve.

      And the thing that should have horrified me but didn’t was that it wouldn’t matter what the Emperor asked of me, for Maks: if it saved him, I would do it.

      “We all need to sleep,” Shem said. “Ford is injured still, and the healing takes the stuffing right out of you both.”

      Lila’s voice called out from above. “We have a place, about a mile ahead, right inside the edge of the blasted lands.”

      We hadn’t gone far then. My dream had happened quickly, there and gone before I could try to hang onto Maks once more. Gone before Marsum could find us and pull us apart. Maks had said goodbye on his own terms.

      I closed my eyes, the swaying of Balder under us lulling my body, but my mind wouldn’t shut off. I kept seeing Maks saying goodbye, the arrow in Ford’s chest, Kiara standing her ground, Flora’s note.

      Too many emotions all at once meant that they ended up leaking down my face in tiny droplets. I buried my head under my front paws and wrapped my tail around my head. The one benefit of being this size was I could hide my face easily.

      “Here we go,” Shem said a few minutes later and I lifted my head. A small depression in the soil had filled with a miniscule puddle, and around it was a ring of stones large enough to act as seats.

      That should have been the tip-off that this was a bad idea, but we were all tired, and our brains were too stupid to see what lay in front of us.

      A place of spells and magic.
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      Trick and Lila landed on the edge of the depression and Trick ended up wrapping his body partway around it, blocking some of the wind that blew in our faces. The horses—with the exception of Balder and Batman—weren’t overly pleased with the big dragon being so close, and they snorted and danced and tried to leap away.

      It took everyone working together to get them to settle long enough to hobble them and get them quiet. That, and Trick had to close his eyes and keep his mouth shut.

      “This sucks,” he grumbled out of the corner of his mouth. The horse closest to him whinnied, reared back and tried to bolt. Ford grabbed the horse by the rope and slowed her sudden escape attempt.

      “Don’t take this personally, Trick,” Ford said, “but maybe it would be better if you slept farther away?”

      Trick rose up, a glower on his face. “Fine.”

      He turned and walked away, finding another spot to curl up around himself. Lila gave Ford a serious stink eye that said it all. And then she added to it.

      “Me thinks thou art a general offense and every man should beat thee.” She tipped her nose into the air and flew over to Trick, landing next to him.

      I stared after her. “All’s Well That Ends Well.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think that ended so well,” Ford said.

      I snorted and leapt from Shem’s arms. “That’s the play she was quoting, you doofus.”

      “Oh.” Ford grunted. “I think I need to read more.”

      Kiara gathered Frankie into a blanket and lay down with him, curling around him. Shem, Ford and Benji joined them, Benji in his lion form, gangly and youthful. I took a step to move to them, joining my pride.

      But then I stood and watched them for a moment, watched them settle in against one another, taking comfort from each other’s warmth and closeness without a speck of inappropriate teasing. I turned and leapt up onto Balder’s bare back, sitting on his rounded backside.

      Ollianna stepped up beside me as I surveyed around us. “This is a dangerous quest you are on. More so than I even realized when I joined you.”

      “Yup.” I cracked a yawn. “You don’t have to come with us, you know.”

      She shrugged. “To meet the Oracle is not something any witch has ever done. Perhaps she will tell me my future.”

      I flicked an ear at her. “Why aren’t you like the others, Ollianna?”

      A sigh slid from her and she ran a hand over Balder’s side, absently, her eyes distant. “I have the dubious honor of being able to see the threads of life around us. You know when you stole the jewel the first time, I slowed them. I could see even then the damage it did to those not designed to carry them and the power they held.”

      My jaw dropped. “You saw me then?”

      “I doubt you remember me. This red hair is my natural coloring, but I can change my image, as the others can as well. My mother is not the Mother witch like the others.” She smiled. “But I hide what I truly look like, as do they, so I fit in better.”

      I frowned, thinking. “So you are half-sibling to them.”

      “Yes. My mother was a beauty, and I carry that with me. A witch only has the beauty she creates, she is not born like this.” She swept her hand to encompass her face and body. “They—we—are sirens of a sort. But if they knew my image was exactly as they see . . . well, that would not do me any favors. Not that it matters now.”

      I was curious about her mother. Natural, I suppose, since my own mother was something of a mystery to me. But that was not why we were there. “Flora thinks you can help me with my magic more than she could.”

      “Of course I can.” She raised an eyebrow. “We are of the same bloodline, and blood sings to blood.”

      That made a weird sense to me. “So the Emperor is a witch?”

      “Warlock,” she corrected softly. “The same as Merlin, only with more power accrued than my foolish brother ever could imagine. He caught our father off guard when he imprisoned him.” Ollianna sighed. “I was a child when he did it, and the Mother witch said more than once that he had far more brains than magical abilities.”

      I didn’t disagree with that. Not that I thought he was weak, but he seemed to always have a plan up his sleeve.

      Even if they didn’t always go as he thought they would. The fact that Flora had to bugger off to go help him said it all. Merlin was in trouble. Again. Maybe there really was something in our bloodlines that drew trouble to us.

      I lay down on Balder’s rump and stretched out on my belly. “Well, stay as long as you like, Ollianna.”

      “Why do you trust me?” she asked. “By all rights, you shouldn’t. You know that, right?”

      I put my head on my outstretched paws, my body aching and tired. The warmth rolling through me from Balder was enough to draw another yawn from me. “I don’t know. I just do.”

      “You trust too easily then,” she said.

      “Oh, I don’t.” I cracked an eye open and looked at her. “We need you here for some reason, Ollianna. And whether either of us likes it or not, we are family. Maybe you are meant to help me, maybe I’m meant to help you. I don’t know. As long as you don’t try to fuck me or my pride over, we are good.” I closed my eyes again.

      “You are not what I expected, Zamira. At each turn, I am surprised by what you do, and the things that come out of your mouth.”

      I smiled with my eyes still closed. “That’s what I’m good at. Doing the unexpected.”

      The whisper of her skirt across the sand tugged at my ears and I lay quietly, not sleeping, just listening. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to join my pride, it’s that I had to decide just what to do next.

      As the sounds of everyone falling into a deep sleep filled my ears, I lifted my head. A gust of wind rolling from east to west brought me the scent of the blasted lands. Toxic waste, brimstone, lava pits.

      Fun times lay ahead, dangerous, deadly times.

      I hopped off Balder’s back and jogged across to where Lila and Trick lay separate from the others. Lila saw me coming and flew to meet me.

      “Walk with me.” I tipped my head to indicate going deeper into the blasted lands.

      “Ford is a dick,” she grumbled.

      “He just didn’t want to deal with the horses freaking out. It wasn’t personal.”

      Her tail lashed back and forth.

      “Do you like him?” she asked.

      I sighed. “I do. But I don’t think it’s that easy. I love Maks and . . . I don’t know, Lila. It feels wrong to feel anything for Ford.”

      “But you feel something?” She wasn’t about to let this go, and I sighed again.

      “Something, yes.”

      We continued on avoiding the smaller pits and holes in the ground.

      Lila blew out a big breath. “I want the sapphire back, Zam. More than ever before. I don’t think I should use it again.” She hung her head. “I’m not strong enough to carry it and not let it use me. I think I understand now why my grandmother told me not to touch the emerald stone. I can’t imagine the power it has, that my father used.”

      The emerald stone was wrapped in several layers of leather within a second pouch I kept tied into my saddlebags. Away from us both.

      I glanced across at her. “For now, I’ll hang onto the sapphire. But we might need you to use it again. And as long as you trust me to take it from you, I trust you to use it.”

      She grimaced and changed the subject. “What about the blasted lands? How are we going to cross all this, with all these people and horses and a child no less?”

      “We aren’t,” I said softly. “We can’t.”

      Her head swung toward me. “What? What about Bryce? We have to get to the Oracle for him. To bring him back. He’s a key to you facing the Emperor. Isn’t he?”

      We were a distance from the camp and I sat down, Lila sitting next to me. In front of us a strange red glow lit up the horizon, the heat from the lava and toxic waste merging into a miasma of death just waiting to swallow us up.

      “I have to go without them. This isn’t their journey; it’s mine.”

      Lila grunted. “You aren’t going without me.”

      I leaned across and butted my head against hers, my throat tightening a little. “I wouldn’t have it any other way, my friend.”

      “Then what’s the plan?”

      This was where it got tricky. Literally. “If Trick will fly us, then we could go tonight. We both saw where the Oracle’s Haunt lay, deep in the blasted lands, nothing but the ground issues between us and there.” I stared out at the horizon, wondering if I was right to do this. Bryce was my brother, and he’d died fighting to protect me.

      For a moment, I thought I could feel his presence at my side, a restless spirit. Trapped. He was trapped, and his soul couldn’t move on. Either way, I had to find him. Either to free him from where he was or bring him home to me.

      “Why tonight?” Lila asked. “Why not wait till morning?”

      I stood and closed my eyes, forcing my body to shift back to two legs. Pain rocketed through me and I ended up on my hands and knees, retching as if my stomach were trying to remove itself from my body.

      “Oh, yeah, you look like you are right ready to go into battle,” Lila drawled.

      I spat to the side and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “We are running out of time, Lila. Maks and Ishtar are still behind us. The gorcs will rally; we know this. And goddess only knows what else is coming down on us. What about your father? Is he hunting you?”

      She frowned, the scales on her brow furrowing deeply. “I don’t know, Zam. I wish I did. But to go now, when you’ve barely survived? Is that smart?”

      “There is nothing between us and the Oracle, Lila,” I said. “The longer we wait here on the edge of the blasted lands, the more we could end up drawing danger to us. And let’s be honest, it’s following me. The quicker I can get the others to go in another direction, the better.”

      She was quiet a moment before she slowly nodded. “I don’t like it, but I agree. As your second, I will back you up on this.”

      I scooped her up and she climbed my arm to lie across my shoulders, her tail anchoring her. My first couple steps wobbled, and then I got my legs under me. I was fine. I had nothing to worry about. A dragon ride to the Oracle, I’d get the info I needed and we’d be out.

      But where to send the others while we did this?

      Back at the camp, they all slept soundly, curled around one another. Safe.

      And while they were mine in one way, my family and my pride, I knew that I was also different enough that I would always be here, on the outskirts. Watching over them.

      “Kiara,” I said her name softly.

      She raised her head and slid out from the pile of bodies.

      Her eyes swept over me, reading my stance. “You’re leaving, aren’t you?”

      I nodded, not really surprised she knew already. “You and Ford take everyone north, along the edge of the blasted lands, and then turn east. Follow the rising sun.”

      “Are you sure? Shouldn’t we stick together?” she said quietly.

      I shook my head. “Not yet. I . . . think I am drawing too much danger to you all, and I couldn’t bear it if one of you were killed because of me. Frankie and Benji, they are so young, and they need somewhere safe. You can give that to them, Kiara.”

      “I’m not an alpha,” she whispered.

      “Not yet.” I winked at her. “One day I think you will be. And you are well on your way, you bad ass lioness who faced down an alpha all by herself.”

      There was silence between us and then she reached over and pulled me into a hug. “Don’t die on us, Zam. Promise me you will find us when you are done with this journey of yours. That you will come home to us.”

      Her word sent a chill down my spine as I hugged her back. “I will always come home to my family. No matter how far I roam.”

      She stepped back and gave me a nod. “Shem and Ford will be pissed when they see you’re gone. Ford especially. He loves you, you know.”

      I shook my head. “I know, but I . . .”

      “She’s still hung up on Maks,” Lila said. “And I don’t blame her. He might have been a toad, but he was a good toad. We have to keep trying to bring him back from what he is.”

      “He’s a Jinn.” Kiara’s face hardened. “Even if he’s just half Jinn, there’s no saving him from what he is. You can’t change him.”

      A few short weeks ago, I would have gone toe to toe with her. I would have called her names and made her back down from me. Not now, not with everything I’d seen, and all we’d lost.

      “Kiara, I have Jinn blood in my veins. I am not like them. And neither is Maks. No more than because you are a lion shifter you’re like that asshole we both got fucked over by.”

      The lines in her face softened and her lower lip trembled as her eyes filled. “They killed my baby, Zam. I hate them with every fiber of my being.”

      I tugged her into another quick hug, holding her as tightly as I could. “I know they did. And I know you do. But . . .” I struggled to find the right words around the pain I could feel emanating from her.

      “Hatred will blind you,” Lila said, her words careful, “it will blind you to the good in people, the good worth seeing. They don’t have to be on our side to be good, and they don’t have to be on their side to be bad.”

      Kiara drew in a deep, shuddering breath and pulled back from me. “I will do my best to protect them all.” She wiped a hand across her face and I reached out and put my palm against her cheek.

      “I trust you, Kiara. Don’t let the boys push you around.”

      She nodded.

      Lila adjusted herself, her claws digging into my back a little. “And if they try, just kick them in the balls.”

      I laughed at the sudden shock on Kiara’s face with Lila’s suggestion. “Ignore her. Take them with you, Kiara. Shem will go. Ford should go and if he doesn’t, tell him—”

      “Tell me what?” His voice rumbled through the air. Damn it, I’d been so focused on Kiara and her pain that I’d not noticed him sit up.

      And with him up, everyone else awoke, their eyes blurry from the short amount of sleep. Well, fuck, so much for slipping away unnoticed. I put my hands on my hips.

      “Tell him to protect the pride as the enforcer. That is the job I gave you, isn’t it?” I said.

      He pushed to his feet. “Yes, but what does . . . wait, were you going to leave without us?” His eyes widened and then narrowed. “You were, weren’t you?”

      “Yes.” I threw the word down between us like a gauntlet. “And as your alpha—”

      “I object,” Shem said.

      “Me too,” Benji chimed in.

      Fuckity shit piles, talk about getting cornered. Time to be the grownup here. “You all don’t get to decide on this. I am your alpha.” I drew a breath and straightened my back further. “And I am not taking you all into the blasted lands to watch you die. This is my journey to bring Bryce back to us, or at the very least free his soul. Until I’m back, Kiara is in charge. Shem and Ford, you will support her in this.” I forced each of them to make eye contact with me as I spoke.

      Ford started to speak. “I don’t—”

      “Care what you are going to say,” I finished for him. “This is not your choice. This is what being part of a pride is about, this is what being an alpha is about. Putting others first.”

      The frown on his face could have cut through rock.

      Lila sat up on her haunches and placed her front claw on the top of my head. “Trick and I will go with her, we will help her get through this.”

      “Why does Lila get to go?” Ford folded his arms across his chest. “I’m at least as helpful as her.”

      Lila reared up. “Because I need to speak to the Oracle, you idiot!”

      Ford lowered his arms. “Maybe I want to talk to the—”

      I cut him off again with a swift snap of my fingers. “No. Don’t even try it. I’ve got to save my brother. Lila goes—”

      “To see if my curse can be removed.” A shiver ran through her tiny body as she spoke.

      When Ford opened his mouth again Ollianna was the one to step up. “The final leg of the journey to the Oracle is no small task, Ford. And should not be taken lightly. The Oracle herself is capricious at best. Their best chance is to go in with as few as possible.” She stepped forward. “And since you cannot command me, I will be coming with you.”

      My jaw dropped, and I snapped it shut so fast my teeth clicked.

      “Oh, tricky,” Lila muttered. “And I agree. I want the witch with us.”

      I threw my hands up in the air. “Jesus Murphy Christ on a flea-bitten donkey,” I muttered under my breath.

      Lila snickered. “That’s a new one. I like it.”

      I rolled my eyes skyward. “I am leaving now.” I walked to where Balder stood and gave him love, scratching under his chin.

      “You’re leaving him?” Ford asked.

      I didn’t turn around. “I am.” I didn’t want to, but like the others, I couldn’t risk Balder’s life just because I wanted him with me. “If I don’t come back—”

      “You will.” Shem dropped a hand onto my shoulder. “You have to, Zam. There is no other way for this story of yours to end.”

      A shiver crawled down my spine with his words.

      But were they words that would bring me home, or were they the words that would seal my doom?
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      “Oh, Merlin, do you see where they are?” the Emperor crooned softly as he tightened his hold on Merlin’s head, squeezing until it felt as though a vise gripped him and not hands. That was the problem with the dreamscape they stood in, it held all the pain and suffering that the real world held too. “They think the Oracle will help them, but she won’t. I have made sure of it. Riddles, at best she’ll give them riddles they can’t unwind. And now you are going to help me retrieve that flail.”

      Merlin stared at his father, hating him even as he spoke words that were not truly his own. “Of course.”

      “Good boy. You always had a way with the animals. Do you see the birds?”

      Merlin wanted to close his eyes, but he could no more escape this moment than he could escape the dreamscape he was held in. If someone woke him up on the other side, he would be free of his father.

      But who would find him there, lying within his father’s prison?

      Flora. She was his only hope to escape now.

      “I see the birds. What do you wish for me to do with them?” he asked, his voice hoarse from hours of screaming.

      He’d given his father what he wanted before he’d truly been broken. There was no other way to retain a shred of his own person on the off chance he could escape.

      “I want you to possess them. Attack the dragon and the witch and gather Zam. Bring her and the flail here. To us.” The Emperor smiled. “And then I will be free.” He reached out and snapped his fingers. A clear box grew into view, within it, the crunched up body of Zam’s brother, Bryce. Golden eyes stared out at Merlin.

      “You see, I had him all along. I urged the dragons to kill the lion. I know she needs him to complete the spell that would end me.” The Emperor sighed. “Foolish, but she will do whatever I ask in order to free him.”

      Merlin nodded and pushed his thoughts toward the seagulls roosting for the night in the blasted lands. They rose up as a flock and the Emperor let out a roar.

      “Not the seagulls, you nincompoop! The desert falcons twisted by the waste!”

      Merlin bowed his head, hiding the small smile. “You were not specific, and I did not see the falcons.”

      “Bullshit,” the Emperor snarled.

      Before he could lay into Merlin, he moved his consciousness to the falcons that his father wanted him to take hold of. “Since they are twisted from the toxic waste, you understand they may not respond the way we hope.”

      “They will do the job you tell them to. Now, take Zamira and the weapon before I lose my temper with you, son.” The Emperor dropped a hand on Merlin’s shoulder and he couldn’t help but flinch.

      “Yes, sir,” he whispered as he drove his mind into that of the birds, bending them to his will, hoping that he could at least keep Zam alive. He would do all he could not to hurt her, to keep her away from the Emperor.

      And that was going to be quite the challenge. He drew in a solid breath and sent the birds into attack formation.
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      The desert night was quiet now that we had walked away from the other shifters. But I could feel their eyes on us still, Ford’s especially. I had to fight not to hunch my shoulders. This was for the best. I could not take the pride consisting of women and children into the blasted lands to find the Oracle.

      Ollianna stared up at Trick as he spread his wings and tipped his body to one side, offering us a way to climb up onto his back.

      “I did not think I would ever fly with a dragon,” she said. “I believed they were all gone, taken to the Blackened Market.”

      I froze mid-step, her words reminding me of a promise made to the dragon mothers by not only me, but Maks too. A promise to find their stolen children and bring them home. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

      “The Blackened Market. It is a place in the far east where hatchlings are taken to be sold.” Her green eyes never left Trick as she spoke. “We would see them go by on their trek every ten years.”

      Ten years? I looked to Lila who nodded. “Dragons only hatch out every ten years. That is their cycle.”

      I scrambled up onto Trick’s back and then leaned down, offering Ollianna a hand up. As I did, her skirt divided into pants and a thigh-high pair of black boots, laced in red satin, and her bodice shimmered, turning into a leather bustier.

      “Must be nice to be able to do that,” I said, thinking about how long it had been since I’d last put on clean clothes. Far longer than I wanted to recall at this point.

      “You should be able to one day.” Ollianna settled behind me. “You’re quite strong, if completely wild. Twenty years of training would do you a world of good.”

      I barked a laugh. “I don’t have one year to give you, never mind twenty.” I shrugged and settled the tips of my boots against Trick’s scales, using them as a stirrup of sorts. “Besides, I just want clean clothes. I smell like I crawled through gorc shit.”

      Ollianna laughed. “Yes, you do stink.” A trickle of warmth slid over me from the top of my head down to my toes. I blinked, shocked to see my clothing sparkling clean, the whites crisp, the red cloak back in place and my riding boots shined to a high gloss.

      “Thanks,” I said, lifting my sleeve to sniff it. Fresh as a daisy in the spring.

      “Of course. I’m downwind of you.” She laughed again and Trick laughed with her as he leapt into the sky.

      “I like her,” he rumbled. “Even if she is a witch.”

      I gripped my legs around the base of his neck as best I could as he winged upward, high above the blasted lands. Looking over the side of his body, the world spread out in front of us, just like it had in the dreamscape.

      “Lila,” I called to her over the rush of the wind and she swung in close. “The Oracle’s Haunt was smack in the center of the blasted lands. Do you remember seeing anything that was in the way other than the obvious shit on the ground? Like the gorcs?”

      She shook her head. “No, once we were passed the horde, it was clear sailing minus the toxic waste and open lava pits.” She grinned. “No problem now!”

      With a tip of her wings, she barrel rolled away from us, below Trick’s belly. He grunted and watched her as she swept off to our right, using the currents to her advantage.

      I could have teased them both then about the way they looked at each other, or the way Lila was casually showing off her moves, or even how Trick was being beyond helpful . . . but with each passing second, the energy around me, around us, changed, deep and warning.

      As though my body knew there was more coming, that there was a battle ahead. Or maybe it was just fear of what could be, fear that I wouldn’t be able to help Bryce or Maks. Goddess of the desert, what if I had to walk away from them both? My brother and I had years where we were close as children; then after his spinal injury, he’d changed, darkened, and gotten mean. But the second the injury had lifted from his body—another of Ishtar’s games—he’d gone back to being the brother I remembered, his spirit intact along with his body.

      And then there was Maks. He’d told me to leave him, to forget him, but he’d called me his mate and I felt the truth of that to the very center of my heart and soul. Like an ache in my bones, I wanted him beside me. I didn’t need him, that made me smile, but I wanted him there with me, wanted him to be my mate in life.

      But if he was truly lost, was I a fool to ignore Ford?

      “Do you hear that?” Trick’s question interrupted my musing.

      I tipped my head to the side, catching the wind with one ear, but we were moving fast enough that I got nothing but the rush of the air. “Nothing. What do you think you hear?”

      “Wings. Lots and lots of wings.” He grumbled, and around us the clouds billowed, drawing in close around us.

      Ollianna grabbed my shoulders. “Does he know that lightning through him will hurt us?”

      “Trick!” I yelled right before the first boom of thunder went off.

      He grunted. “I’m not a complete fool. I know not to use my lightning with you on my back.” I wasn’t so sure as a bolt of lightning shot past us, barely missing us as if he’d not remembered until the last second.

      The sudden storm eased though, as if maybe he had forgotten. Ollianna’s grip didn’t lessen on my shoulders, and her hand brushed against the handle of the flail. Just a bump. She wasn’t trying to touch it, I don’t think.

      But the flail didn’t know that.

      She screamed and jerked her hand away, or I should say tried to jerk her hand away. The wooden handle of the flail stuck to her and when she pulled, I was yanked from my seat. “What the fuck?” I yelped as I tumbled backward. The flail slid from the sheath on my back and I reached up and grabbed it, the only thing between me and a freefall as I hung from Trick’s side. I looked up to see the wooden handle seemingly glued to the back of Ollianna’s hand, splinters piercing her skin, and her face as pale as the white snow of the Witch’s Reign.

      “Let her go,” I growled, tightening my grip on the handle.

      The flail shivered, warmed and stuck harder to my hand. I locked eyes with Ollianna. “Brace yourself, I’m going to pull it free.”

      She nodded. “Hurry, it’s drawing my magic.”

      “Lila, I’m going to fall! Catch me!” I yelled as I put my feet against Trick’s side and shoved, pulling the flail with me. It let Ollianna go, and she screamed as her hand tore . . . and for just a moment, I thought there was laughter in the air as I flipped backward into open sky. I floated there, hanging as though I wasn’t about to plummet to my death, and then the world caught up with me and I dropped, arms and legs wide, cloak splayed out behind me. I clung to the flail, unable to get it back into the sheath as I fell.

      A blur of sparkling blue and silver shot past me. “Shift!” Lila yelled. “I’ll catch you!”

      I breathed out and tried to shift, I did. But it was too much. I had nothing left in me to give, there had been too many shifts of my body back to back. “I can’t!”

      “Coming!” roared Trick.

      Only he didn’t make it to me first.

      Those wings he’d heard? Yeah, they were not figments of his imagination. I twisted around as the cry of a hunting falcon cut through the air. I looked up in time to see a blur of tawny and red feathers right before a set of talons wrapped around me, crushing my arm that held my flail to my side.

      “Zam!” Lila screamed as more oversized turkeys dropped down on us. They were desert falcons, but not normal. Their beaks held teeth, and they had two sets of wings each, three eyes in their oversized heads and irises of solid white.

      Trick dropped through the flock, smashing at them with his tail and snapping his teeth. But they were quick and maneuvered around him easily.

      I reached up with my free hand to the belly of the bird that held me in its talons. “Listen here, bird, you better land nice and pretty or I’ll be eating roasted chicken for a week, motherfucker!”

      The bird shivered and its beak opened. “I have her, Father. I will bring her to you.”

      I stared up at the bird’s face and it glanced down at me, an image wavering within its eyes like the flash of lightning, burning into my retinas.

      Merlin stared back at me. This was Merlin’s doing. I jammed my free hand up against the bird’s belly. “Merlin, you piece of shit, what are you doing? You said you would help me, not him!” I punched hard, snapping ribs. The bird breathed out and tried to breathe back in, but I drove my fist into it again before it could.

      The talons tightened, piercing through my skin where they gripped. “Chicken noodle soup!” I yelled. “Spatchcock chicken! Barbecued drumsticks! Stuffed chicken roll! I can make all of that with you!”

      Something slammed into the falcon’s back as I punched. Brown and golden feathers floated down all around me as Lila shrieked, ripping the bird apart with a ferocity that would make any dragon proud. The falcon stumbled midair and turned to the side, wings tucked close to its body as its eyes rolled into its head. I wasn’t sure it was even still alive, but it wasn’t letting me go either. If anything, the talons tightened on me.

      Ah, fucking hell.

      “Take the weapon when she’s dead if you must.”

      That was the Emperor, and apparently he was still pissed about me turning him down again. But where was his voice coming from? In my mind? I didn’t like that one bit.

      I twisted my head as the bird and I fell, trying desperately to see if the old asshole was loose from his prison somehow. “Lila, little help here!”

      She was there in a flash, her claws digging into the body of the falcon, her wings beating hard against the combined weight. Too small to grab us both. Too small to help me as I tumbled through the air.

      “I can’t stop you!” she cried.

      With my free hand I tried to pry the talons off me, but the harder I pulled on them, the tighter they got until I could barely breathe. I clutched at the flail. The Emperor wanted it, and he was going to have to take it over my cold, dead body. Which, with the way the ground rushed up to meet me, wasn’t going to be very long. I gritted my teeth as I stared at the rocks that I could now clearly see below us. A hundred feet up, I wasn’t going to be falling much longer.

      A whoosh of feathered wings and something grabbed onto the flail I still gripped. The new falcon screeched as the twin spiked balls dug into the bone and skin of its feet.

      Energy pulsed through the flail and for the first time . . . I considered using it. Using it as it was meant to be used by a Jinn.

      “Fuck!” I hated it but there was no choice. I drew the energy of the oversized falcon into me, taking its life force so fast that the big bird was just there, and then nothing but an empty bag of a skeleton with a few feathers on it in midair.

      The rush of strength that flowed from it into me was just as instant. I flexed my body against the talons that held me, snapping them backward as if they were brittle twigs. I pushed out of the bird’s hold and leapt, shifting to my cat form. The energy from the bird gave me all I needed to shift, despite how many times my body had been shoved through it.

      Lila didn’t hesitate, her claws finding me only ten feet from the ground. “Pull up, pull up!” I yelled as our momentum dragged us through the air too fast.

      She grunted, her wings beating hard, the call of the hunting falcons above us, the screech and roars of Trick and then a sudden red rain splattering down all around us. Lila banked hard, our combined weight throwing her off and we hit the ground at high speed. I rolled, tumbling until I smashed into a pile of rocks, bounced off them and landed at the edge of a pool of toxic, bubbling waste. I didn’t let myself consider if I was hurt, or had broken bones. I just scrambled backward, breathing hard, wincing as my injuries caught up with me. Ribs again, damn it, back leg, back of my neck. All had taken a beating. But even as I thought of those injuries they faded, the energy from the flail absorbing power and strength from the falcon enough to heal me faster than ever before. I bounded up onto a pile of rocks.

      Lila was at the bottom, unmoving, blood pooling around her. “No.” I could barely breathe the word around my shock.

      No, no, no. This was not happening. I refused to let this happen.

      I raced down, skidding, my heart in my throat. “Lila, Lila, wake up!”

      I didn’t even think to look for more of the falcons, but I should have. Two dropped to the ground on either side of us, their tawny feathers speckled with blood. They snapped their toothy beaks at me like some fucking dinosaurs dug up from the past.

      I hissed and arched my back. What I wouldn’t give to be that jungle cat once more.

      I got closer to them, putting myself between them and Lila. They cocked their heads side to side and a trill rippled out of them.

      One of them lifted his talon, reaching for me. “Not today, you chicken shit.” I shifted to two legs as I stood, swinging the flail as hard as I could. It connected with the first one’s head, drew out its life and energy, and then I back swung it toward his friend.

      Both birds were down in a matter of seconds and I took the energy for myself, holding it tightly. I would need it for Lila.

      I turned and dropped to my knees, scooping her into my arms. There was a wound at the base of her skull where she’d rammed into the rocks at high speed. I closed my eyes and searched for her through our connection.

      So faint, it was so faint, and I already knew that this was going to be too close. I pushed my energy into her, using the extra from the falcons to bolster it. “You can’t leave me, Lila, you can’t. You have to stay. You have to find a way to be who you were meant to be.” My lips were against her side as I followed the wounds with whatever strange magic I had in me, fighting to fix her.

      There was a heavy thud behind me. “You should have seen the witch! Those birds exploded as if we’d stuffed them full of pop rocks!” And then Trick was over my shoulder. “What happened? Is she okay?”

      I shook my head. “We fell. I managed to shift but our weight was too much and we crash landed.” The words tumbled out of me. Her heartbeat was stronger, but she was still unconscious. “Ollianna, why isn’t she waking up?”

      Ollianna pressed her hands over mine. “She was too far gone. Remember what I said about Ford? You caught him before he went too far, but she . . . you have to let her go, Zam. She’ll drag you down with her if you don’t.”

      My head snapped up and my jaw tightened even as the tears slid down my cheeks. “No. That is not the answer. Find another one.”

      I stood there, my mind racing as I fed the energy I had into Lila’s body, keeping her alive. I drew a shuddering breath and only one thought as to what to do next. “The Oracle will have a way to fix Lila.”

      I handed Lila’s limp body to Ollianna as I made a sling out of a strip off the bottom of my cloak, then tucked Lila into it so she was against my chest, heart to heart, skin to scales.

      “You can keep her alive as long as you feed her your energy,” Ollianna said softly, “but she will drag you down eventually, Zam.”

      I ignored her and broke into a jog. “Then we need to move fast. We’re close to the Oracle. I have time.” Lila had time. She had to have time.

      There was a distinctive whoosh of feathered wings above us as I ran across the blasted lands, avoiding the pits, my eyes on one thing only. Getting Lila to the Oracle.

      Saving the sister of my heart.

      Or die trying.
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      Lila didn’t so much as wriggle in my arms even as I ran, even as I knew I jostled her limp form.

      “More of those birds are coming,” Trick said.

      “Then fry their asses with everything you’ve got,” I said. “I have to get her to the Oracle.”

      Trick didn’t question me, thank the goddess, but leapt into the air so he was above us once more, his undulating body driving up toward the birds of prey. But they weren’t coming for him.

      They were coming for me, or more specifically, the flail I carried.

      The Emperor wanted it, and that was enough for me to keep it from him. If he thought for one second I would hand it over, he was going to get a big fucking surprise.

      Ollianna jogged easily at my side, dodging a spurt of putrid waste easily as it shot into the air. “The flail is a draw to the creatures. Why not leave it behind?”

      “If the Emperor wants it,” I held Lila tighter to me with one arm, “then that is reason enough for me to keep it from him. He thinks it will break open his prison.” I glanced at her as a thought hit me. “You going to try and take it from me, get in good with your father?” It was easy to forget who she was connected to. And that was stupid of me. All I had to do was look at Merlin, the fucking turncoat.

      She shook her head, a wry twist to her lips. “Hardly. Seeing as it tried to eat me once, I would rather not touch it again if I didn’t have to.”

      Ollianna had a point.

      I jumped over a pile of rocks, and on the other side went to one knee as my connection to Lila dragged on my energy. I knelt there, breathing hard, fighting to make my legs move. Ollianna grabbed my free arm and hauled me to my feet.

      “I don’t get paid enough for this,” she muttered and I laughed at her.

      “There is no amount of money to push me into the blasted lands,” I said.

      She half dragged me along and I worked to keep my feet under me and managed, barely.

      Ahead of us was a pile of rocks, taller than my head. Like the standing stones we’d seen the Emperor draw energy from, only there were three of these and they were angled so the tops of them touched. Within the structure the air burned with a black flame that threw off cold instead of heat.

      The black flames danced between the stones, wisps every color of the rainbow within that black, like a raven’s wing. “Is that because of the toxic waste?” I asked as we stopped about fifteen feet away from the giant rocks.

      Ollianna shook her head. “I don’t know. Do you believe that to be the Oracle’s Haunt?”

      “Yes. It’s what I saw on the map,” I said.

      I swallowed hard, knowing full well what I looked at, and what I was going to have to do.

      “I’d walk through fire for you, Lila,” I whispered as I strode toward the rocks. The cold was so cold it burned, the temperature rolling off them was intense and my face lost all its moisture, turning my skin to a dry crackle. I lifted my free hand, pausing where I was. This was right, it had to be.

      Yet something in me made me stop. And question what I was looking at. The map hadn’t said anything about giant assed falcon birds. What if it was wrong about this too?

      I closed my eyes. I really was a fool. The Emperor created the map.

      “Zam, I don’t think this is it,” Ollianna said. “You don’t know that’s the Oracle’s Haunt.”

      Only I did. I’d seen it in the map of the world in the dreamscape, the map . . . the Emperor had created. I backed as fast as I’d stepped forward. “That dirty motherfucker! It’s a damn ruse!”

      One second he was seemingly helpful, the next he was trying to kill me.

      He’d almost had me. Almost sent me to walk to my doom believing it was the Oracle’s Haunt. The flail would have fallen to the ground, ready to be scooped by whomever he sent.

      Above us, Trick roared and several brilliant flashes of lightning lit up the world, brighter than any day.

      There was another pull on my energy from the little dragon in my arms as she fell farther away from me. I struggled to breathe around the energy dip. Lila’s heart beat still but it was so weak . . . her heart and body were failing with each second that ticked by.

      I took a step, then another around the stones. Then went to my knees. “Ollianna, I don’t know where to go.”

      She knelt beside me. “Put your hands to the earth and use the magic you carry. This is your quest, so you are the one who must find the Oracle. The only one who has that ability.”

      Her words didn’t make sense to me. How could I be the only one to find the Oracle? What did Ollianna know?

      “Lila will die,” I whispered. “If I use whatever magic I have to find our way, I won’t be able to keep her heart beating.”

      “She will die if you do not find the Oracle,” Ollianna said, her words hard as iron. “The choice is yours.”

      She was right. It didn’t matter how much I hated it, she was right.

      I put my free hand to the earth, then slowly removed the other from Lila’s body. The second I did that, her heart stuttered. I jammed my hand to the earth and opened myself to whatever magic sung through me. My father had found his people through this ability of tracking; I could find the Oracle too. I had to, there was no other choice now.

      On my back the flail hummed, warming against my spine, and the earth below me lit up, a faint glowing red line that shot out away from me.

      “Follow it.” I shoved myself to my feet and started running after the red line as it zipped ahead of us. There was no thought as to whether this was the right way. It either was or it wasn’t and our fates—and Lila’s—were tied to it.

      I’d thrown the dice and the prize was Lila’s life. I clung to her as I ran for all I was worth, the red zipping line just ahead of me . . . and then it stopped, climbed a sheer rock face and crawled over the surface, highlighting designs that had been etched into the stone until they cracked and opened, revealing a cave that glowed from within. I lifted my hand to the opening, and though I could see through it, the way was still blocked.

      “Sweet moon goddess,” Ollianna said. “You did it.”

      Another time I would have given her a snappy comeback. But not with Lila limp in my arms.

      “Oracle,” I yelled, as I ran my hand over the opening, searching for a way in. “Please, my friend is dying. I need you to save her!”

      There was a moment of perfect silence while the battle above us raged between the storm dragon and the falcons, where Lila lay silent, and every hope within my body held tightly to this one last possibility.

      A crackling of flames burst to life around the circular doorway, designs and glyphs that looked suspiciously like the ones on my mother’s journal. The ones that would guide me on how to kill the Emperor.

      “That is not a greeting for an Oracle,” a voice called out, raspy from disuse.

      “It’s not really what I had planned either, but it is what it is!” I snapped the words. This was not the time to get pissy, but honest to goddess, what did this Oracle think, that she was—

      “Ahh, it’s you. I wondered when you would come to see me, Zamira.”

      “HELP MY FRIEND!” I roared the words, my patience gone. “Or I will kill the Emperor myself and free the falak to feast on this godforsaken world!”

      Behind me Ollianna gasped. “Zam, I don’t think that is the way—”

      “And I see, the little dragon. It is as I foresaw.” There was a heavy sigh from within the cave, a whisper of sulfur flowing out with it. “Bring her closer that I may see the damage.”

      I hurried forward, crossed the now open threshold and kept on walking into the darkness. Ollianna caught up to me but I had my eyes on the red glow that grew larger the closer I got to the back of the cave.

      A bird sat on a nest, wings folded back over brightly colored red plumage that glittered in the darkness, actual flames rolling off her body and up above her head. Her eyes were not red as the rest of her, but brightly colored, one blue, and one green.

      Ollianna went to her knees and bowed her head to the floor. “Oracle, I am honored to be here.”

      I did no such thing. There was not time. I crouched in front of the Oracle and held Lila’s little body up like an offering. I kept my eyes on the Oracle, all but daring her to look away. My throat tightened. “I cannot lose her. She saved my life.”

      The Oracle tipped her head to one side. “Your love for each other is a bond of family that neither has truly known before. What would you give to heal your friend, to draw her back from the brink?”

      “Anything,” I said.

      “That is a dangerous answer,” she ruffled her feathers, “but I understand it. You are like another I knew. Defiant of death.”

      I held Lila with both hands as her heart thumped, and then stopped. I bowed my head and shoved all the energy I had into her, already knowing it would not be enough.

      Shudders racked me as I leaned over her, tears streaming down my face and over her jewel-toned scales.

      The moment stretched, taut, and I didn’t lower my hands, or raise my head.

      Hope, fickle shit that it was, still held to me. Hope that Lila was not lost.

      “Soul of a dragon, that is what you have,” the Oracle said, breaking the silence. “You have heard that before. Do you not wonder what it means?”

      I blinked up at her, barely able to see through the tears. “What?”

      The Oracle leaned close, lifted a claw, and tapped it against my hand. “Soul of a dragon. Your soul is tied to hers. It is not magic that will bring her back to you, Zamira, it is your soul. Some believe love is not strong enough. Some believe it is.”

      My heart picked up speed, racing as though I were riding into battle. “Soul of a dragon,” I whispered. “I’m following her somewhere, aren’t I?”

      The Oracle closed her eyes and spread her wings. “I will open the doorway for you. You can walk through it if you so choose.” She swept her wing across my face, the heat not searing as I expected it to be but warm, sinking through the layers. I opened my eyes as the feather passed and I stood knee deep in mud, not unlike the witches’ swamp only there was no smell of anything rotting, or anything at all for that matter.

      The space around me disappeared as my eyes locked on the dragon in the air ahead of me. Nothing about her was different . . . except for her size. She was as big as her father, every part of her muscled form perfection down to the tip of her scaled tail.

      “Lila!” I called to her, pushing at the mire that held me down. Soul of a dragon, my ass, why couldn’t I fly then?

      I shoved at the muck, calling her over and over, but she kept on flying. I slumped, sweat sliding between my breasts and down the backs of my arms. “Lila, I get it. I know how hard it is to turn your back on the form you always wanted. I . . . I understand. You know I do!” Her wings slowed. “You can’t believe it’s your time, Lila.”

      Her head swiveled and she stared at me. “I couldn’t even save you, Zam,” she said, her voice catching on the pain of what she believed.

      “I’m here to bring you home,” I whispered, knowing she heard me.

      “Home?” She shook her head. “What is that even?”

      I put a single finger to my chest, then pointed it at her. “We are home when we are together. Protecting. Laughing. Fighting.”

      She closed her eyes.

      I knew that struggle now better than I ever had before. That taste of freedom, of strength and power as the jungle cat that I was meant to be had been crueler than if I’d never had it.

      “Lila,” I said, “we know what we are now, but not what we may become.”

      “Hamlet,” she said, her eyes opening. “What do you think we will become, Zam?”

      I grinned. “Saviors of the fucking world.”

      She threw back her head and roared, the sound echoing and rebounding through me. “Well, I suppose that isn’t too bad.”

      From the other side of wherever we were, the Oracle spoke.

      “Your time is running thin, reckless one.”

      “Lila, get your ass back here! We gotta go!” I barked at the dragon soul that floated in front of me, full sized and hesitating.

      A grin spread across her face as she lunged toward me. But it was not to be.

      Tiny chains woven of red matter and light wrapped around her, tangling through her legs, her wings and tail as she tried to get back to me. They stopped her forward momentum and dragged her to the ground.

      I lurched forward, understanding hitting me like a landslide of rocks landing on my head. Death was pulling her in, even though she fought to come back. “Lila!”

      “I’m trying!” she roared as she twisted around, the red chains tightening with each move of her body.

      Her very large body.

      I stopped moving. “Lila, you have to go small again. The chains will fall off for a moment, and you’ll have your shot.”

      She looked at me. “I . . .”

      I nodded. “I know, Lila. I know.”

      There was a moment where I wasn’t sure she was going to do it, where she looked back at wherever she’d been headed before I called to her.

      “Son of a pile of dragon shit,” she snarled, and her body shimmered, shrinking until she was no bigger than a house cat, the threads of death falling from her body. She flew through them easily, dodging their hold even as they fought to regroup.

      I held out my arms; she took two hopping leaps, and landed in them. I held her to my chest, unable to stop the mix of laughter and tears.

      There was a pain in my head as I felt the world shift again and we were in the Oracle’s cave. Lila blinked up at me, her eyes wet too, sparkling tears dropping to the ground at our feet. “Was I really almost dead?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. But you aren’t getting out of this that easily.”

      She grinned up at me and then slumped. I held her tight, feeling the strength of her heart as it beat against my own chest. Alive, just too tired to go on. That I understood.

      And then I looked up at the Oracle as she stared back down at me. “Thank you.”

      “You are the one who did it. And I owed your mother a favor,” she said.

      My jaw dropped. “My mother?”

      The Oracle bobbed her head slowly. “She did something for me, a long time ago, and made me promise to help should either of her children come to me in need. You are her child, her stamp is on you as clear as the day rises in the east.”

      Hope burned through me. “My brother, he—”

      “Is also dead. Yes, I saw that in the flames.” The Oracle tucked her wings back against her side and yawned. “Good night, reckless one.”

      “Good night? Wait, don’t go to sleep!” I reached out to touch her and the flames around her shot up, burning my hand. I yelped and snatched it back. “What the fuck?”

      The Oracle opened one eye. “It takes much to open the way to the dragons’ death realm. That is all I can give you. Come back another year or two from now, and I will answer your question.”

      Her words didn’t take long to penetrate even my thick skull. Time to talk fast. Only I wasn’t the only one who wanted questions. “How do I bring Bryce back? The Emperor said something about the Wyvern—”

      “How can I have a child?” Ollianna cried out.

      Well, fuck.

      Apparently, she wasn’t just in this to help me out.

      The Oracle sighed again, yawning. “The Wyvern is only part of the answer, the most dangerous part. You must embrace death to find what you seek. A child waits at the crossroads. A spell is broken on the impaling stake on the third golden moon. An Emperor dethroned. It comes for you three. Three. Three. Three.”

      “I don’t want a fucking riddle!” I snapped.

      She laughed, the Oracle laughed at me. “You and your mother, tempestuous cats, you make me smile. The fire in you will burn until it can burn no more, the curse will be offered a cleansing, the magic, the child, the spell, they are tied—” Her yawn this time cut off the last word, and I watched in horror as she slid away from us, the flame dying as her body turned into a sculpture of a phoenix, hard and cold, wings outspread as if she were about to take off in flight. I dared to lift my hand and ghosted my fingers over her wings.

      Warm, but it was a residual heat.

      I took a step back, anger and frustration cutting through me. The urge to smash that fucking statue and scatter the stones was so strong, I made myself take another step away. All this way, all this way and for what?

      “What a fucking waste.” I slapped my hand against the Oracle’s side and the heat, that had been only warm a moment before, blasted through me. I sailed through the air until I slammed into the wall, the back of my head taking the worst of the blow. My hand throbbed along with my head as I slumped there.

      “Shit.”

      Lila slept through the impromptu flight and I struggled not to burst into tears. I’d known frustration in my life, but not like this.

      “No,” Ollianna walked to me and crouched at my side, “not shit, and not a waste. Do you not know that she gave us both all the clues we need?”

      I turned my head to face her. “Are you fucking serious?”

      Ollianna reached out and grabbed my hand. “Zam. I know what she means. I know where the crossroads are.”

      I shook her off as I wobbled to my feet, pain radiating down my spine, my head feeling as though it weighed a hundred pounds. “Good for you. Go get your kid you want then.”

      Ollianna’s eyes flashed. “I know where the crossroads are because they are next to Gashishum, the mountain range.”

      “So?” I glared at her, frustration and grief making me a bitch. Okay, bitchier. I knew the range of which she spoke. Or at least knew of it. But what did that have to do with anything?

      Her hand tightened on my arm. “Gashishum is Akkadian, and it translates to Impaler’s Stake. The Oracle said a spell is broken on the impaling stake. The crossroads are at the base of the mountain. The mountain is where we both need to go. But we have to hurry. The golden moon, it isn’t far off. Two weeks at best.”

      “And the crossroads, the range? How far are they?” I asked because I hoped it was closer than the range I suspected she meant, the range I knew was five hundred miles, maybe even more to the south of us.

      “Five hundred miles to the south, maybe a little more,” Ollianna’s words echoed my thoughts too closely for my liking.

      Damn it, I hated being right some days.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      Standing in the Oracle’s cave, I couldn’t help but feel that the whole journey here was a waste. If we hadn’t come, Lila wouldn’t have needed to be rescued. I wouldn’t have had to separate from my pride. We wouldn’t have had to trek through that fucking swamp. Face the gorcs. The twisted birds of prey that were controlled by Merlin wouldn’t have ever left their roosts.

      I closed my eyes. “Why are we really here, Ollianna? What’s the fucking point of all this?”

      Lila stirred in my arms and I tightened my hold on her as I opened my eyes and stared at the witch who stood across from me. With one hand, I pointed back at the Oracle. I didn’t dare touch her again. “All this way for a bunch of fucking riddles? That is no help, not really. It just sends us out again in another direction and we’re fucking hoping that we’ve not been sent the wrong way.”

      “But we have a direction—”

      “I don’t want a direction! I want one. Single. Fucking. Answer!”

      Ollianna glared at me. “You think that I wouldn’t have liked that too, you childish brat?”

      My jaw dropped. “Childish brat? How much have you lost because the Emperor has targeted you? Because your surrogate mother manipulated you into believing her lies? Because your past is nothing but shadows and lies used to keep you under control? How much, Ollianna, will you take before you start to get pissed off? Before you start to demand justice of some sort?”

      She sucked in a sharp breath and her eyes softened before they fluttered closed. “Our lives have paralleled, Zam, even if we didn’t know it. Perhaps it is the Emperor’s blood in us both, but your words could easily have been my own.” A deep sigh slid from her and she opened her eyes. “The riddle can be pulled apart. We can do this. You and I.”

      She held out her hand, palm up in an offering, just as Lila lifted her head, eyes fogged with sleep. “And me. Don’t forget me.”

      The dragon in my arms flipped her tail out so it landed in Ollianna’s palm. I stared at her hand and Lila’s tail, and slowly put my free hand over it feeling a shift in energies between us, our lives tangling.

      “Then we are in this together.”

      “Until your brother is back on this side of the Veil. Until the child I seek is in my arms,” Ollianna said softly. She looked at Lila.

      Lila lifted her chin. “Until my curse is broken.”

      Ollianna smiled at her. “That is why we are here then, why it took so much to come to this point. It was not pointless; it is a journey. And a journey of this magnitude cannot be crossed in a single day, in a single answer.”

      Damn it, I hated that she was all wise and sage-like. Because I knew in my gut she was right. This was not a simple thing we sought, and the Oracle had been a single step, not the whole pathway.

      I gripped Ollianna’s palm and Lila’s tail. “To bring us together, to find our way through this fucking world side by side.”

      Ollianna nodded. “A triad is a powerful weapon. One even the Emperor will fear if he knows what’s good for him.”

      A shiver ran up and down my body and Lila caught it, her body trembling down to the tip of her tail. “A new path emerges from this one,” Lila said softly, her voice hesitant. “I can feel it under my scales. From here on out, what we’ve faced before will seem as nothing to what will come.”

      I stared down at her. “Please tell me that is just your shitty pessimistic thoughts and not some sort of dark and twisted prophecy that popped out of your mouth.”

      She grinned a sleepy grin up at me. “What? Did I say something?”

      I shot a look at Ollianna who paled as rapidly as I felt the blood rush from my own head. “People are known to see the future when they come back from the dead,” Ollianna said.

      My eyes narrowed rapidly. “Because so many people come back from the dead? We have data on this?”

      Lila snickered.

      Ollianna rolled her eyes and withdrew her hand. “You know what I mean.”

      “No, I don’t. You’re telling me that there are a fair number of ‘return from the dead prophecy speakers’—”

      As darkly funny as the conversation was, the roar of a dragon outside the cave spun us around and stopped any further discussion about the validity of Ollianna’s statement.

      “That’s Trick.” Lila struggled to get out of my arms, but I hung onto her.

      “Oh no, you don’t.” I ran for the entry, wincing as my head and body protested the quick movement, the new bruises from my slam into the rock making themselves known.

      Around us, the stone groaned, trembling as though an earthquake rippled through it. “Not good, that is not good!” I yelled as we rounded the last corner before the entrance.

      Ahead of us the shimmering magic that was between us and the world outside darkened as though it were turning . . . back into stone.

      “Go, go!” I yelled at Ollianna, reaching back for her as I leapt forward, the magic sticking to me as if it would shut me in the cave with the Oracle. Ollianna’s hand clutched mine and I pulled her through. She screamed, but stayed on her feet.

      Once we were on the other side, my first thought was maybe it would have been better to have been locked in with the Oracle for a few years. Because what waited on the outside for us was surely not going to end the day well.

      I slid to a stop, my breath catching in my throat as I took in the scene that another day would have had me trembling in my boots. But there was so little energy left in me, I didn’t have enough to be afraid anymore.

      I blew out a slow breath and made myself stand a little straighter. “To be honest, I expected Merlin and his puffed up roosters.”

      Ishtar sat astride one of the dead and brought back to life hyena shifters. Maks sat on another. Ranging out behind him were another six of his Jinn, all riding the undead hyenas as well, all in various states of decomposition.

      The creatures were falling apart and were mostly skeletal with pieces of flesh hanging from their forms, but still they were upright and I had no doubt they would attack us if given the chance. The teeth and claws though were still there, and the fire in their eyeballs was no small thing.

      “You are seriously creepy fuckers,” I muttered under my breath. I loosened my hold on Lila and she crawled to my shoulder, hissing at the four in front of us, her body trembling hard. Through our connection, I could feel the fatigue in her, the effort it took to keep her eyes open.

      Behind Ishtar and Maks, Trick lay flat on the ground, blood vines wrapped around his front and back legs, wings, and tail, pinning him to the ground. His eyes were squeezed shut with the vines covering them. He roared, but it was muffled. Why wasn’t he running the lightning through it all?

      “He cannot use his magic or the blood vines will drain him,” Maks said, seeing me stare at Trick.

      Well, shit. I adjusted my stance a little, thinking through the scenarios. I could attack with the flail, but would that give us enough time? Lila could barely move. Ollianna was hurt coming through the Oracle’s doorway, and Trick was pinned down.

      This was not the time for physicality. This was the time to outsmart the two in front of me. I swallowed hard.

      Not my strong suit, I could admit it at least to myself.

      “You will come with me,” Maks pointed at me, “and give Ishtar the jewels. Enough with these games.”

      He paused and I raised an eyebrow even though my heart shook inside my chest. This was it; this was the moment that there would be no return. Time to stall.

      “Or? What the fuck are you going to do about it?”

      He smiled. “I take the dragon’s life.” Maks held up a hand and the vines tightened, driving into Trick with a thousand tiny bites. He tried to roar again but the curl of blood vines whipped around his mouth had effectively muzzled him.

      Lila gripped my shoulder and leaned into her own roar of pure defiance.

      Beside me Ollianna stepped up, the energy around her crackling. “We can take them.”

      I lifted my hand, stopping her. Maks was gone. This was Marsum we were dealing with, which meant I would play as dirty as I had to in order to get us all out of here safely. A slow idea burned through me, one that would only work if I truly embraced a truth I didn’t want to. One I’d fought since Maks had killed Marsum.

      I lifted Lila from my shoulder and handed her to Ollianna. I locked eyes with the witch and mouthed two words.

      Be ready.

      Her eyelids flickered up and down in response. I kissed Lila on the head.

      “Is love a tender thing?” I asked her softly.

      She stared up at me and those jeweled eyes twinkled because she knew the next line to that play.

      I turned to face Maks . . . no, I would not call him that any longer. Marsum. I would call him by his real name. But . . . one last test to be sure. To be absolutely certain Maks was gone.

      “Is love a tender thing?” I lifted my eyes to his. Maks would know this play. He would know this line. How could he not? It was famous, one of Shakespeare’s best known plays.

      “Only if you want it to be.” His voice was rough with desire. My heart sank, and I let it go.

      My Maks was gone, as he said he would be.

      “Let the dragon go,” I said. The words were thick with tears as I started to lay out the first of my cards. “Let them all go and I will come with you.”

      “No!” Lila cried out. “No, you can’t!”

      Only I could. I could do this. I could get them all free, and I knew just how I was going to do it. I looked back at her. “They’ll never stop coming for me, Lila. You died once. I can’t let it happen for real. Not when I can stop it this time. Not when the answer is so simple.”

      Marsum slid from the hyena’s back and walked to meet me. “Take my hand.”

      Ishtar laughed softly. “Too much heart under all that tough exterior, Zam. Your love cannot save him.”

      Marsum shot a look at her. “Perhaps wait to gloat until you have your jewels, desert bitch.”

      Oh, did I see cracks in the alignment? Maybe my plan was better than I even realized.

      “Ollianna, go to Trick,” I said with my back to my friends. “Get astride and be ready to fly. Trick, you fly them the fuck out of here, got it? The second they release you.”

      He gave a low grunt. Marsum turned silvery blue eyes to me. “You do not have the upper hand, Zam.”

      Everything in me hurt. My body. My head. My heart. Even the depths of my soul ached as though I were tearing pieces of it apart and casting them out on the desert sands.

      I held my hand out to him. “That’s the deal. They go free. You get me. Ishtar gets her jewels. So. If you fucking dare, Marsum.”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Ollianna carefully pass by the other Jinn and clamber up onto Trick’s back. The vines shivered over his body.

      This was the moment, this was for all the money, all the chips, all the lives. This was me betting that I could fend off Marsum’s Jinn seductions and magic with Maks no longer part of him . . . and that’s when it hit me.

      That’s the reason why Maks had done it, why he’d left completely. I couldn’t deny him, my heart mate.

      But I could deny Marsum.

      I put my hand in his, staring at it as his fingers closed over mine, felt the heat between us as always but . . . now it was different. I lifted my eyes to his. “Let the dragon go.”

      “Prove you are with me,” he said softly, his eyes hungry on my face, on my mouth.

      In for a penny, in for a fucking thousand pounds. I yanked him toward me and planted my mouth on his, rough, hard, with no finesse. He didn’t respond at first, maybe he was too shocked. He started to kiss me back and I turned my head away so I looked up at Trick and Ollianna.

      “Let them go, Marsum. I am standing here with you. Let them go.”

      He snapped his fingers and the vines slid from Trick’s body. The big dragon didn’t hesitate, didn’t so much as wait an instant before he shoved off the ground and into the sky, his wings hammering a down draft that stirred up the dust around us. I turned and leaned into Marsum. So far so good, and now was the gamble that would make all the difference in the world.

      Now I would lay out the rest of my cards to see if Marsum would play.

      “If we go now, we can keep the jewels from her,” I said under the cover of Trick’s wings, looking up at Marsum . . . and winked.

      His eyes widened and a smile slid over his face. A split second was all it took. He grabbed me and all but threw me onto the back of the hyena he rode, then yelled at his Jinn as he pointed at Ishtar. “Kill the desert bitch!”

      The Jinn with him turned on her without hesitation, raising their hands, their magic billowing around them.

      For a moment, I was back in the Oasis, watching Marsum and the Jinn kill my family. The magic, the heat of the desert, the smell of fear. Ishtar screeched and there was an explosion, and for a few moments that was it. There was the noise behind us, and Marsum’s arm wound around my waist as we galloped away. What a fucking coward. He wouldn’t even kill her himself? Damn it, I’d really hoped that would be the case.

      “I knew you’d come with me. Eventually.” He laughed a laugh that I’d known once and it twisted the knife deep in my belly.

      “You don’t know much about Shakespeare, do you?” I asked, the movement of the hyena under us lurching, the pace so awkward to sit compared to a horse.

      “No. Should I? I will not be serenading you with sonnets,” he said, his hand slipping up to cup a breast. I shook my head and shoved his hand down, only he tried to go much farther down. I grabbed his hand hard and dug my nails into it as I twisted around to look at him.

      “You should bone up on your Shakespeare. I gave you fair warning.”

      He frowned. “What?”

      I snapped an elbow back into his face as hard as I could. “Is love tender?”

      He bellowed and lifted a hand coated in thick magic. “What is it with you desert women?”

      I laughed. “It is too rough, too rude,” I grabbed his wrist and held onto him as the magic crawled over me, “too boisterous!”

      A tiny voice from a dragon who was my sister called from above. “And it pricks like a motherfucking thorn!”

      His head snapped up and I twisted hard to the side as I let him go, throwing myself off the back of the hyena.

      I shifted forms as I jumped, landing on four paws at the edge of a pit of toxic waste. I danced away from it as Marsum roared and spun the hyena around, but I was already racing away, headed straight east as fast as my body could go. Lila paced me from above, sticking close.

      “He’s gaining!” she yelled. I didn’t look back. I didn’t have to.

      “It’s all good. We’ll lose him up ahead!”

      So far, the plan I’d concocted in 2.3 seconds was panning out better than I’d hoped. As long as nothing fucked it up, I could almost see the light at the end of the tunnel.

      As soon as the desert opened up, we could lose Marsum, find a place to hide and hunker down for a few hours. No problem. With my connection to Maks severed I had to believe that Marsum wouldn’t be able to find me.

      Paws crossed I wasn’t about to fuck this up royally.

      “Where are Trick and Ollianna?”

      “Headed to the crossroads. I told them we’d catch up!” She swooped low as a bold flare of magic, sparkling and deadly, shot through where she’d been only a moment before. I wished she’d gone with them. The fact that she was barely keeping up to me said it all.

      She was running low on reserves.

      The best I could do was get us to the rocks . . . my ears pricked forward at the sound that came toward us. Not from behind. From in front.

      Hoofbeats. My head snapped up and I narrowed my eyes. Fuck, so much for everything going as planned.

      A rider on a gray horse I knew all too well, towing a black horse behind him, galloped through the blasted lands, dodging toxic waste pits.

      “Damn it, Ford! You’re going to get us all killed!”
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      Ford showing up to rescue me and Lila from Marsum, and whatever else he thought we might face, was kinda sweet in an “oh, you really shouldn’t have” way. But it also put a serious crimp in my plans of run from the big bad Jinn and hide from him.

      I leapt over a flashing green puddle of ooze and put all my efforts into getting to Ford as fast as I could.

      “Lila, tell him to turn around!” I yelled up at her.

      She took off as if she’d been standing still in midair. Maybe she did have some rocket fuel up her ass still.

      I dared a glance back.

      And slowed.

      Marsum was gone. The hyena was gone.

      I slowed further until I was barely trotting along, my ears swiveling to pick up any sound from him giving chase. How had he disappeared like that? Had he gone back to help the other Jinn deal with Ishtar?

      I rather doubted that. He was a selfish prick and wouldn’t face anyone he thought might beat his ass. And Ishtar fell into that category.

      I turned my attention to Ford and Lila. She was in his face, trying to get him to turn around. He was arguing and motioning as if he wanted to keep on in the direction he was pointing. My heart froze in my chest as the air around them shimmered.

      “Look out!” I screamed the words as I bolted toward them. There was a loud pop and the shimmering air broke open, and Marsum was just there, astride the hyena, right next to Ford and Balder, his hand raised to strike. Ford didn’t notice, seeing as he was still arguing with Lila, but Balder did.

      My horse reared up, nearly tossing Ford, and came down hard on the hyena’s head, squashing it like an overripe melon. Marsum rolled to one side, hit the ground, and stood with a flaming sword. A fucking flaming sword!

      And because my life wasn’t about small problems being dealt with, from above us came the cry of a hunting falcon.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” I snarled as I ran, flattened out as best as I could be, trying desperately to get to Ford and Lila. We needed to get out of here. Now.

      But Ford slid from Balder’s back and pulled his own sword. Not flaming, not magical. “Go, Lila,” he shouted. “Get her out of here.”

      As if I would leave. Above me, the falcon screamed again, closer this time. On instinct, I flattened myself to the ground a split second before a massive set of talons ripped through the space I’d occupied only a moment before, tearing through the earth.

      I lay there and stared as the two men clashed, their weapons ringing as they slammed into each other. Ford was bigger, but not by much, and he used his weight advantage to shove Marsum back.

      I was forty feet away at best as I took off for them again. Lila dodged around their heads but didn’t spew acid on Marsum. I saw her indecision. It was still Maks’s body. It still looked like her Toad.

      Marsum lunged and drove his sword across Ford’s sword arm. He roared and dropped his weapon, stumbling back and going to one knee.

      Marsum grinned. “You were Maks’s brother, weren’t you? I think it would bother him to know you were fucking his mate, don’t you?”

      Ford paled.

      Let me help. Merlin’s voice echoed through my head. Let him help? What the fuck did that even mean?

      The cry of the falcon came again. An image of those oversized talons popped into my head and I understood. Merlin was still there, at least a little bit.

      “All right, Uncle. You better not fuck me over,” I growled and put everything I had into reaching Marsum at the exact right moment. I was going to have one shot at this.

      Time seemed to slow as Marsum lifted his blade to the side to strike down Ford. The glyph from my mother’s papers, of Maks standing over a black lion, suddenly made sense. This was that moment, this was the death of Ford if I didn’t pull this off.

      I let out a screeching yowl that snapped both of their heads my way as I leapt up and onto Marsum’s shoulders. I dug my claws in, strengthened by the magic of the flail.

      “Not today, Marsum. Not today,” I yelled.

      He reached for me as the whoosh of wings ripped through the air. I let him go and slid down his back as the falcon’s oversized talons drove into Marsum’s upper body and lifted him into the sky, his arms pinned, his sword falling from his hand and disappearing before it hit the ground.

      I can only hold him so long. Go. Merlin’s voice was weaker yet as the falcon he controlled winged away.

      “Time to go!” I yelled as I bounded across to Balder, shifting in midair once more as I leapt onto my horse’s back. Lila landed on my shoulders and curled around me with a sigh.

      I looked down at Ford, the stunned look on his face enough to set me laughing at another time. “We have to go. NOW! Get your ass off the ground!”

      He lurched to his feet, grabbed Batman, and pulled himself into the saddle. With difficulty from only having the use of one arm, but this was not the time for niceties. He wasn’t bleeding to death, no matter how bad the wound hurt.

      I spun Balder and we were off, racing across the blasted lands. I glanced skyward to see the falcon winging to the north, away from us, Marsum still in his grip. Likely not for long.

      “Thank you, Merlin,” I whispered.

      Time, though, was all we needed. Just a little more time, a little more distance.

      We raced across the flat land, Batman following close behind. From my neck, Lila spoke just loud enough for my ears.

      “He’s really gone, isn’t he?”

      She meant Maks, of course, not Marsum.

      I shook my head. “Yes and no. There has to be a way, Lila. There has to be.”

      Hours ticked by with no sign of Marsum, no sign of Ishtar, no sign of the hunting falcons. Not for one second did I think that any of them had given up.

      I finally let Balder slow as we crossed the line bisecting desert and blasted lands. We were far from clear of danger, but at the same time it at least wasn’t immediate danger. I snorted. A sad fact of my life that ‘not immediate danger’ was an improvement.

      Ford caught up beside me, holding his injured arm, slightly hunched over the saddle.

      “Not to be a whiner, but can we stop?” His face was pale and sweat dripped off him. Lila slid from my shoulder to Balder’s neck.

      “Shit, why didn’t you say something? I didn’t think it was that bad!” I frowned as I dismounted and then helped him do the same. He leaned into me, wobbling on his feet and I just held him up.

      “Can’t have you out-heroing me,” he mumbled.

      “Is that even a word?” Lila asked. “I mean really, are you making that up?”

      His face was against the crook of my shoulder and I felt him smile. “Maybe.”

      We were on the southern edge of the blasted lands and the shimmer of the true desert haze was not far from us.

      “There, that pile of rocks is the best you’re going to get for a cushion,” I said.

      I couldn’t wait to be back there, feeling the heat that was so familiar to me. I’d had enough of cold, wet, toxic, crappy places. Give me blistering heat any day.

      I helped Ford lean up against rock. This close to the desert there were no toxic waste pits, no lava bubbling up. I helped him sit and then loosened the tack on the horses.

      Balder nosed me in the belly. I scratched him under the chin. “Disobedient. Was it your idea to come back?”

      Ford grunted. “I caught him sneaking out of our camp.”

      I grinned and kissed Balder on the nose. “My best boy.”

      Ford grunted again, and when I turned he was frowning. “You can’t blame me that he’s the best ride I’ve ever had.”

      His lips twitched. “So far.”

      Ah crap, not this already. I grabbed the food from the saddlebags.

      Dried fruit, a bit of some sort of bread Kiara had made along the way. I divvied it up between the three of us, and then sat next to Ford, leaning my back against the rock. Lila sat to my left, gnawing at some of the overdried fruit.

      “This has been a shitty day,” I said as I stared out at what lay ahead of us. Blasted lands. Crossroads. The Impaler’s Stake. Wyvern’s Lair. Fuck, my life had really gone to hell in a handbasket.

      “Yup.” He took a bite of the food and he could have been answering my outside voice or my inner. “This gourmet meal, though, makes it all worth it.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “Ford, you shouldn’t have come back.”

      He was quiet, chewing on his mouthful before he answered. “I couldn’t leave you out here.”

      “I told you to stay with them,” I said. “To protect the others.”

      I turned to see his jaw ticking, and I didn’t think it was from chewing. He finally turned to face me. “I couldn’t leave you out here, Zam. I couldn’t. Don’t ask me to leave you again.”

      Those deep golden eyes softened and I fought my urge to look away to pretend I didn’t see all those emotions in them.

      This was what Shem was talking about. This was what Maks wanted for me, to be with a partner who wasn’t going to turn on me. But I wasn’t sure I could do it. Even if I knew there was some chemistry between us, I wasn’t sure . . .

      “I still love him,” I blurted.

      He slung his uninjured arm over my shoulder and tugged me tightly against his side. “I know.”

      Another time, I would have pushed him away, would have told him to fuck off. But he was warm, and solid, and damn it . . . he wasn’t going to be taken over by some psycho Jinn. And he didn’t want to fuck Kiara.

      “I just realized I have really bad taste in men,” I muttered.

      “Good thing you don’t want me then.” He chuckled. “Must mean I’m the perfect guy for you.”

      Lila snorted a laugh. “Ha, he has you there!”

      I let my body ease against his, resting for a minute. Or two. Or ten. I closed my eyes and let the closeness of another shifter sink into me. This was a different kind of home. Shem was right, lions didn’t want to be alone. And even though maybe I wasn’t a lion in shape, I’d been raised with them, and they would always be my heart.

      “You know, I’d rather do this on the banks of a river. Or an Oasis,” he said. “With a full belly, and no injuries. A drink in one hand.”

      I smiled. “I don’t think that’s my lot in life, Ford. So if you want it easy, you better get the fuck out now. Go find a nice, robust lioness that’s ready to bring you supper and rub your feet, and not get into any trouble.”

      “Sounds boring,” he said, his arm tugging me a little closer. “Besides, if this is where you are, then it’s where I am. I’m your enforcer, after all. If nothing else, it’s my job to protect you. With my life if I have to.”

      I looked up at him, just as he looked down, and the moment stretched. And Ford, damn him, knew very well what to do, and what not to.

      He leaned in and I tensed, and he kissed my forehead. “I’ll help you with whatever you need, Zam. You need to cross the world and face the Emperor? Done. You need to find out if there is a way to bring Maks back? I’ll be there. Even if it means . . . I lose my chance with you.” He tightened his hold on me. “He’s my brother. I want him back too. Or at least part of me does.”

      Lila snorted. “We all know the part that doesn’t want him back, and it’s in your pants hoping she gives in.”

      “LILA!” I half yelled, half choked her name as I burst out laughing. “Goddess save me from smart-mouthed dragons.”

      Lila grinned up at me. “I’m still your favorite. And we all know that. You did bring me back from the dead, after all.”

      Ford spluttered and demanded I tell him the story. I spun it slowly as the colors of the sky slid from day to night. I couldn’t sleep anyway, no matter how tired I was. No matter how much my heart and body hurt.

      So story time it was.
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      Controlling an oversized, toxic waste-riddled bird from thousands of miles away while still existing solely in a dreamscape was no small thing, but Merlin did it. And he’d saved Zam while he was at it.

      How was that for a fuck you to his bastard of a father?

      “Well,” his father said, “I see by your face that you’ve caught her.”

      Merlin grimaced and the bird wobbled as the Jinn master twisted around and tried to use his magic on the oversized rooster.

      “Putting up a fight,” he growled.

      “Of course she is. Hurry it up,” his father said. “I want that flail.”

      Merlin put more of himself into the bird. He wanted a chat with Marsum while he had the chance.

      Blinking through the raptor’s eyes, he looked down at the Jinn. “You still in there, Maks?”

      The words were rough coming from a vocal box not made for speaking, but they were intelligible.

      The Jinn looked up at him with steely eyes. “Maks is gone.”

      As Merlin thought. That was the best way to protect Zam from Maks’s call as her mate, to disappear.

      “The Emperor would speak with you,” he said, “to discuss power.”

      The Jinn relaxed. “I stole much of his power. I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      Merlin lied through his teeth. “All is forgiven. You have injured his enemy. And you are trying to bring his granddaughter to heel.”

      The Jinn nodded. “Then I will come.”

      Merlin withdrew from the bird and let it fly on its own, headed for the Emperor’s Throne. He blinked up at his father. When had he gone to his knees? “There will be no fight.”

      “Excellent.”

      That was the last thing he saw as his body was shaken hard, a slap landing on his face. His real face.

      He came awake, spluttering as another slap landed. He blinked up at the most glorious face he’d ever seen.

      “Flora?”

      “What the hell, Merlin?” She put her hands on her hips and stared down at him. “I leave you for one second and look at the trouble you’re in!”

      He grinned up at her and then the grin fell. “Oh, shit. You have no idea how right you are. I just put Maks, aka Marsum, on a direct path to intersect the Emperor.”

      She paled and went to her knees, her riding skirt pooling out around her. “Sweet goddess of thunder, why would you do that?”

      He cringed. “It seemed like a good idea at the time?”

      Flora put her hands over her face. “He could wake the Emperor, Merlin. Maks holds one of the stones still.”

      “I know.” He pushed to his feet. “Which means we need to be ready to stop him.”

      Merlin held out a hand to her. She sighed.

      “Here we go again.”
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      A day’s ride from the blasted lands, and Ford, Lila and I were headed south. I’d checked on my connection to the rest of the pride and they were safe, content, and far, far away from us. From me. That was for the best, at least for now. Where I went, danger and death followed. Until I finished this, I couldn’t go back to my Pride. That hurt more than I thought, but I knew it was the right thing to do as their alpha.

      We’d stopped for a few hours to rest, seeing as Ford was still recovering from his injury from Marsum.

      Marsum, not Maks.

      I stood maybe a hundred feet away from where Ford, Lila, and the horses slept. My body had healed, my head had cleared, and even my heart ached a little less. Ford made me laugh. Lila kept me from getting cocky. Balder kept me moving forward.

      We would get to the crossroads, find Ollianna and Trick waiting and we’d solve the riddle the Oracle had given us. I could not think of any other outcome, even if my spirits were beaten and bruised, hope fleeting.

      “I miss you, Maks,” I whispered to the night air. “You should be here with us. Helping us.” My throat tightened and my hand eased on the bottle of țuică I held. I tipped the bottle to my mouth, let a moment pass, then let the liquid slide down my throat, slowly, savoring the rich plum flavor and the heat of the alcohol.

      Savoring the memories that rose with it. I swallowed and breathed the memories in, and then blew them out one last time.

      I poured the rest of the liquid into the sand. “I’ll never stop looking for you, Maks. But until then . . . you were right. I have to let you go. I have to live or I’m going to get myself and the rest of them killed believing I can trust the body Marsum owns now.” I looked over my shoulder at the sleeping forms. “They need me to be whole. I can’t be indecisive when I see you next.” Because I knew there would be a next, even if I didn’t know when.

      I knew as well as I knew the sky was blue and desert sands golden that Marsum and I were not done yet, not by a long shot. That fucker was going to keep coming until he got what he wanted.

      Or I found a way to end him.

      I closed my eyes, crouched, and put the bottle on the sand. I turned and walked back to where Ford lay and looked down on him, watching his chest rise and fall easily. He twisted around and opened one eye. “What’s wrong?” He started to sit up and then frowned when there was no obvious danger. “Zam?”

      It was only then I realized that tears slid down my face. “I’m cold.”

      He flipped his blanket open and held out his hand. “I can keep you warm for as long as you need, Zam.” And I didn’t think he meant just for that night. No, not Ford.

      He rolled onto his side and pulled me to his chest and held me with strong arms. Warm lips kissed my hair as he breathed me in. “I’m here for as long as you need.”
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