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BLURB
A modern sorceress and her medieval gargoyle protector battle evil and their own forbidden love in this action-packed contemporary fantasy series.
SORCERESS AWAKENING:
When Lillian finds herself facing off against other mythological impossibilities, help comes from an unlikely source—the stone gargoyle who has been sleeping in her garden for the last twelve years. In a heartbeat, her ordinary life becomes far more complicated, and if her overprotective, shape-shifting guardian is to be believed, there’s an evil demi-goddess just waiting for the chance to enslave them both.
SORCERESS RISING:
Ignorance nearly killed Lillian once.
That time, she’d known nothing of magic until Gregory, her Gargoyle Protector, awoke from his stone sleep and saved her from demons escaped from the Magic Realm. They defeated the demonic Riven at great personal cost, one that forced them both to hibernate for months while they mended.
Healed, Lillian wakes to a world greatly changed.
SORCERESS HUNTING:
Some victories feel more like defeat.
Lillian and Gregory may have defeated the demonic Riven, but human authorities are now aware that something equally as intelligent but far more deadly shares their world. To the Avatars’ dismay, this is not just a guns in the woods, boots on the ground kind of hunt. Scientists are spearheading this pursuit, and Lillian and Gregory are their intended targets.
If that wasn’t complication enough, Lillian’s little brother, Shadowlight, saves the life of a female soldier and now he must hide his pet human from the other fae for her own safety.
Corporal Anna Makenzie is no pet, but she’ll be the first to admit, she feels fiercely protective toward the lonely young gargoyle, and if anyone messes with the kid, she’ll go full metal bitch all over their ass.




Sorceress Awakening




Chapter 1
Lillian smoothed the oiled rag down the length of her grandmother’s broadsword and frowned at the newly polished blade.
“He’s stone. Just a damned statue,” she muttered to the empty kitchen. “Stone, nothing more.”
The microwave’s clock glowed pale green in the dim light. Not really wanting to know the exact time, she avoided focusing on the digits and returned to sweeping the rag across the blade in a rhythmic motion. “I don’t…”
Need him?
That was a lie, though, wasn’t it?
Tension built behind her eyes and little flashes sparked in her vision, promising one hell of a headache in the making. She pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes. It didn’t help.
The scent of rich, warm coffee reached her a few seconds before the sound of gurgling announced the coffeemaker was finished. Lillian welcomed the distraction. After a few more swipes of the rag, she set the sword aside.
Polishing her grandmother’s entire sword collection had seemed like a suitable task when she’d jerked awake from a nightmare at some ungodly hour before dawn and couldn’t get back to sleep. Usually, nightmares and insomnia didn’t plague her, but there was something new—a restlessness that reared its head every night just as the stars faded and the first pink tinted the sky with a hint of dawn.
Only one thing calmed the restlessness—sitting with him, her stone gargoyle.
All the signs pointed to the same problem. The inability to sleep, polishing her grandmother’s sword collection in the middle of the night, wanting to spend hour after hour with a stone statue under the shadow of her favorite tree, a growing dependence on coffee… Yep, she’d lost her mind.
The solitude registered heavier now that her hands weren’t busy. Mechanically, she wandered over to the coffee pot and filled the largest mug she could find.
She was just putting the cream back when she noticed one of her grandmother’s dog-eared romances sitting on top of the fridge, half-hidden under a pile of junk mail.
Taking a sip of her coffee, she eyed the romance. It was one of those hormones-take-notice, blush-inducing covers, complete with drops of water cascading down the hero’s picture-perfect chest. Gran always claimed a little escapism never hurt anyone. With a grin, Lillian tucked the paperback under her arm. As an afterthought, she scooped up her cell phone on her way to the back door.
Outside, the air—crisp with a hint of last night’s fog—greeted her nose. Gravel crunched under her shoes as she walked the twisting garden path. A cedar maze with twelve-foot-tall walls stretched out before her.
A few feet ahead, a tan-and-brown blur streaked across the gravel path. As she followed the resident chipmunk deeper into the living corridors, her earlier worries fell away.
Reaching the maze’s middle, she came to a small clearing ringed by upright, waist-high stones. At its center, a juvenile redwood grew strong and proud, dwarfing its surroundings. Ten feet from the tree’s trunk, a stone statue lurked, partially concealed by dense shadows.
He crouched over his stone perch with a knee resting on the pedestal and his wings mantled around him like a cloak. While his one hand rested on his raised knee, his other arm gripped his side in a rather odd position for a sculpture.
It saddened her a little, for there was a narrowness about his squinted eyes and a crease in his brow that hinted at pain. Interestingly, he didn’t look beaten. His shoulders were broad, head proud, legs corded with muscle, strength and majesty in his every line.
“Hello, old friend.” She looked up into his face, with its burly muzzle and curving fangs. His muzzle merged flawlessly into wide cheekbones. Large eyes were hooded by a broad forehead. Crowning his head were two massive horns that curved back and up like an African waterbuck’s. A thick mane of hair flowed in a stony river midway down his back.
The gargoyle was one of her first childhood memories. At the age of eight, after a near-drowning accident stole her memories, she’d been drawn to the stone statue as if he was pivotal to her survival.
Lillian had always assumed her strange need to be near him was a result of her childhood trauma.
She brushed a few spider webs and tree needles from his pedestal. Then, like she’d done since childhood, she climbed up the stand to settle upon the gargoyle’s knee. While he was a little cold and hard, he still made a good chair. She opened the book and leaned back against his arm.
∞∞∞
 
Lillian jerked awake to the sound of her book crunching against the gravel. Her heel slipped off the edge of the pedestal, and with a desperate grab at a stone arm, she avoided joining her book on the ground.
“Insomnia… going to break my neck… my own damn fault.”
She grumbled while she climbed down and hunched over to pick up her book. Straightening, she realized she’d slept half the morning away.
“I suppose I should get back to work,” she told the stone gargoyle with a pat to his knee. “Goodbye, my old friend.”
∞∞∞
 
She’d only just exited her sanctuary when she skidded to a halt. A stranger dressed in a gray business suit strolled along the garden path to her left. Hands clasped behind his back, he studied the perennials on either side of him.
Occasionally, patrons from her family’s spa would wander over into the private gardens, but the resort was closed, undergoing renovations. Besides, this man looked out of place. Alarm hummed through her veins and sweat began trickling down her spine.
Lillian eased back toward the walls of the maze just as the lone man raised a hand in greeting. The gesture was normal enough. She relaxed a bit and waited for him.
He’d almost reached her side when she heard the crunch of many feet on gravel coming from the path to her right.
She whirled around as more strangers emerged from around a big, ground-sweeping magnolia. There were nine of them: five men and four women. She didn’t know them but each person stalked forward with the smooth grace of predators as they arranged themselves in a semi-circle in front of her.
Lillian backed up, but there was nowhere to run except into the green, leafy corridors behind her.
The maze, which had always sheltered her from childhood fears, wouldn’t keep her safe from real danger.




Chapter 2
The shortest among the group, the man who had first waved at Lillian, stepped toward her. Dressed in a well-tailored business suit, his appearance spoke of money. Yet his shaggy, gray-peppered brown hair was at odds with his otherwise tidy appearance. Other than that, he would have been an unmemorable fellow—from a distance.
Up close, she could detect the lie.
Hostility radiated off him in waves.
“You may call me Alexander.” The short man smiled, but the cold glint in his eyes canceled out any friendliness that might have been there. “My associates will not harm you if you come with us. I have a few questions for you.” He gestured for his people to give her room. All but two of them moved.
The remaining two, a woman with dark hair similar to Lillian’s own and a big man with a six o’clock shadow, turned their unblinking gazes to the shorter man. Alexander narrowed his eyes and said something too low for Lillian to hear.
The man in need of a shave backed off, but the woman showed her reluctance by the way she changed her stance without giving ground to Alexander’s command. She turned her feral eyes upon Lillian and tilted her head to sniff at the air.
Too frigging weird. Time to leave. “I don’t know who you are, but I think there’s been a misunderstanding. Perhaps I can help you find your way back to the road.” Lillian rushed the words together in her hurry. “The gardens can be confusing.”
“I assure you, there has been no mistake. I can smell your power.”
I can smell your power?
With luck, she could ditch the crazies in the maze.
A breeze picked up and whipped her hair into her face. While she’d fought to clear her vision, she realized she’d missed something. The others looked past her, deeper into the maze, in the direction from which the breeze had come. The woman with dark hair and feral eyes backed away with a hiss.
First singly, and then in twos and threes, the others retreated from the green cedar walls. Lillian didn’t know what was hiding in the maze, but it couldn’t be much worse than this group of menacing strangers. Even if they hadn’t blocked her path back to the house, instinct demanded she run into the concealing greenery.
She bolted into the maze’s entrance and ran as if monsters out of her darkest nightmare were giving chase. The first branch of the maze loomed in front of her. She darted to the right. Two more sharp turns and she was well into the intricate maze.
The others hunted her, crashing through the narrow rows. By the sounds of snapping branches and swearing, someone was trying to go through the walls instead of around them.
She was nearly halfway to the center before the noise of pursuit started to fade. If fate was kind, her pursuers were now hopelessly lost. Her slight advantage would only last until she emerged on the other side, but it might be enough to escape into the forest. And the lengthening shadows of dusk would give her an advantage in her home forest. If she got that far.
When she emerged in the center of the maze, she ran past the first ring of stones. She was under the shadow of her redwood by the time a figure raced from another opening. She froze behind the tree. The man didn’t see her and ran toward the path leading out of the maze.
Damn, he’d be ahead of her now. She hugged the tree trunk while she caught her breath. This wasn’t going well. Think, think, think.
A movement at the east entrance betrayed another man a moment before he walked into the clearing. He sniffed at the air as he jogged up to the first ring of stones. His eyes locked on her tree. A smile slowly spread across his face.
He reached the first stone and rested his hand on it. With a yowl, he jerked back. Smoke rose up from the stone like grease dripping onto the coals of a barbecue. While that was an unusual sight, she didn’t have time to dwell on it.
Survival first, weird shit later.
More strangers appeared, spat out by the maze. No one else tried to enter the perimeter of the waist-high ring of stones, even though there was plenty of room between each stone to cross without touching them. A tense silence engulfed the clearing.
Alexander entered last, unhurried. With his head tilted to one side, he looked from her to the redwood and back again.
“I’d thought the ones with strength like yours had gone extinct centuries ago.” He said it as if his words explained everything. After another half-dozen steps, he stopped outside the ring of stones. He frowned at them a moment. “Not that it matters. It’s your magic I want. You have two choices: surrender your magic or swear allegiance to serve our cause.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about, but that handy circle of stones seems to keep you away. Unless you plan on camping out here for the next few days, I think you’d better move on.” She didn’t believe for a minute they’d do what she advised and doubted telling them to screw off would have much of an effect, but maybe if she kept them talking, she’d eventually wake up from this nightmare.
He smiled, a charming curve of lips, then tilted his head in the direction of the house and his merriment vanished. “That’s a grand house. And these gardens, they’re rather large for just you to take care of. If I wait, I imagine your family will come home soon. Your husband and children, perhaps?” His expression took on a faraway look as if he were thinking about something else. “Or am I wrong? You have the ageless look of all dryads, but perhaps you’re actually very young, newly come to your powers. Is that why I’ve never sensed you? No matter. I’m sure you have loved ones, and they’ll be along shortly.”
Lillian couldn’t hide in the shadow of the tree forever. As he’d said, her family would return home and be captured by these freaks. Clearly, Alexander wanted something from her. Her magic, he’d said. She didn’t know what he was smoking, but she wasn’t buying. Even seeing the stone smoke when the other man touched it could have been a trick. However, that didn’t mean they weren’t dangerous.
“I am patient up to a point,” Alexander said. “If you make me go through these stones to get you, my patience will run out before I reach you. Your choice.”
She shook her head. He frowned and his eyebrows scrunched together. Without another word, he focused on the stone standing nearest to him and began a chant low in his throat. Placing one hand upon its surface, he grimaced as power arced, its blue light lancing out from one stone to the next in line. Unseen until now, a dome of energy encircled her and her tree.
“This can’t be happening,” she whispered.
But it was.
Whatever the small man was doing weakened the dome. Where at first the dome had appeared a solid blue, its coloration was now patchy and frayed. A fissure formed along the base of the stone he touched, the finest of cracks. She didn’t want to know what would happen when it gave way.
Behind Alexander, a disturbance in the ranks distracted her, and she missed the exact moment the stone shattered. Shards flew in all directions, damaging the other stones and cutting down meadow grasses and prairie flowers like a sickle. Agony bloomed to life along her hip. More along her waist.
She should have been safe hiding behind the tree’s trunk, yet some of the stone shrapnel must have hit her. Blood—hot and sticky—dampened her t-shirt and one leg of her jeans. Seconds later, the burning sensation turned numb. A deep cold started to throb in her side as if her life was being sucked away by the wound.
She stumbled over a root and slammed her shoulder on one of the redwood’s ground-sweeping branches. Teetering against it, she gathered herself, then ducked under the branch to see what was going on. Instinct guided her eyes up the tree. Two thin, blade-like fragments of stone were embedded in the side of the tree’s trunk.
Pink liquid dripped off the fragments and dropped onto the ground below. More ran down the trunk. Astonished, she touched the liquid. It was slick like sap but smelt coppery.
Tree sap mixed with blood?
Another rivulet flowed down the trunk and coated her fingers.
Her legs grew rubbery. Numbness crept up from the wounds, seeping through her blood and across her thoughts. Screams and snarls interrupted the numbness. Had some of the other creatures been caught by the exploding stones?
“Your lifeblood is watering the dirt and leaf litter. Such a waste of magic,” Alexander mused.
What? Can’t I bleed to death in peace? Lillian twisted toward Alexander and winced as pain stabbed through her hip. The little man stood a few feet away, admiring the tree. His head tilted to look up at its top, thirty-five feet above his head. He walked around its circumference, studying it from different angles.
Resting against the tree took some of the weight off her injured leg. She eased one hand above her head. Sliding her fingers along the bark, she sought the rivulets of liquid and used them to guide her to the first stone fragment. Her fingers closed on a cold, sharp object. She clawed at it with her nails, dragging it from the wood.
Agony burned in her hip. She embraced the pain. It was better than the cold, sucking sensation of having her life leeched out of her injury. Her fingers worked at the second piece of stone as Alexander finished skirting the tree and came to face her.
With a grunt, she freed the second shard and flung it with all her strength. Sap-blood flew in a splattering arc.
Her aim was true, and the blood-coated stone collided with Alexander. He screamed in agony, a tone of glass-shattering quality. She winced. Hopefully, such an unholy sound signaled a mortal injury.
The fragment was embedded in his neck where an artery should have been. The stone smoked and hissed. Other drops of her tree’s blood had eaten away at his skin like she’d tossed acid upon him. A human would have hit the ground, dead by now. She didn’t know what he was, but he wasn’t human.
Silent now, the creature collapsed to his knees but continued to smile at her. Oh, he was in pain. She could see it in his pinched expression: the white skin drawn tight across his face, the slight grayish hue of his complexion. But it was the sharp fangs when he hissed at her that gave him away. A vampire? Impossible, there was no such thing. Yet what else could he be?
Another blond male and a muscular female joined Alexander. While they saw to his wounds, Lillian took a step forward.
Her gaze landed on the gargoyle statue. Strange runes glowed on his chest and arms.
Lillian shook her head, trying to clear her vision but the marks were still there.
Maybe it was another kind of protection like the stone circle had been.
Could it be so simple? Could killing these creatures be as easy as getting to the statue and triggering some protection?
She needed to try. She was already dead. She was losing too much blood to live, but perhaps she could still protect her family.
Gathering her will, she straightened and held the second stone fragment like a knife. Doggedly, she lurched toward the statue. The ground seemed more uneven than she remembered. She tripped over a stone and fell to her knees.
As she forced herself back up, she saw someone in her path: a blurry blob with a cloud of dark hair around it. The strange, feral woman she’d first noticed outside the maze stood between Lillian and her goal. Anger stirred to life.
A sense of something powerful and old flowed through her body, guiding her movements. She surged to her feet, the stone fragment held low against her good thigh. Lillian darted forward, the land around her a blur. Her opponent was moving far too slowly. One more step, and then she snapped her arm up and forward, burying the stone shard in the woman’s stomach. Her opponent’s mouth fell open, and she gasped in shock.
Growling, the woman clawed at the stone fragment. Lillian sidestepped her enemy. Three strides from her destination, a heavy weight slammed into her and claws ripped into her back.
Kicking desperately, Lillian dragged herself out from under the crazed woman. With a last, desperate strength, she crawled up the pedestal and over the gargoyle’s stone leg. Protected on three sides by his body and wings, she collapsed forward into his lap. She wanted to close her eyes and know no more pain or suffering—to know the peace of cold stone.
Again, those strange instincts stirred within her. All she could think to call it was power: old power, deep and familiar. Her body tingled.
Was this what dying was like? Was this her soul preparing to leave? Such a strange sensation. It didn’t seem right, dying like this. A useless death. Never to know why her world had been turned on its head.
Sleep called, wooing her into darkness. All she wanted was to answer that summons, but that old power within her insisted otherwise. She lifted her head and gazed at the gargoyle.
Her attention drifted to the strange symbols on his chest. She reached out with her blood-covered hand and touched the symbol. A flash of light seared her retinas, and her hand fused to the stone as it turned hot all around her.
She screamed in pain and terror. Both her body and the stone now glowed with a blue light.
Power danced and pulsed between them. A wave grew, about to crest. She screamed again, instinctively knowing she would be consumed if she didn’t direct it in some way.
Ancient memories sparked to life and flooded words and thoughts into her mind. With nothing else to do, she screamed the words flooding her mind.
“I trust the Father’s choice. Dark Watcher, immortal servant of the Light, with my power I summon you to wake. With my will, I do claim you. Hear me and awake. Evil walks the land. Your Sorceress has need.”
Darkness crept across her vision, stealing the sights of the world from her until only the gray-edged image of the brooding stone gargoyle remained.
At her cry, the power surged into the stone. It softened under her hands. The shadow of his wings moved up and away as his muzzle dipped down.
A warm, wet tongue brushed her cheek as she collapsed forward against his warmth.




Chapter 3
Stone no longer, he answered his lady’s call. The dark world came alive around him as his senses awoke, one by one. The thump of many hearts hummed in his ears. One fluttered rapid and weaker than the rest, on the edge of death. He inhaled a deep breath, and three things became apparent:
Air tainted with blood and death-scent filled his lungs.
A warm weight slumped across his lap.
Blood covered him in a sticky coating.
He opened his eyes for the first time in many years as his mind slowly sorted order from the chaos of his senses. A woman lay sprawled across his lap. Surprise melted away, replaced by cold dread as his soul recognized her.
She lay still, her pale skin gray-tinted. A sheen of sweat covered her face. The only color was the bright splash of her blood.
His lady’s blood. Horror clamped his stomach and unleashed a churning void in his middle.
Why had he not known she was in danger?
He dragged in another great lungful of air, the lingering scent of her desperation and fear strong on the back of his tongue. Blood and burning fury rushed through his veins with each beat of his heart. Pointing his muzzle at the nearest enemy, he roared. But it didn’t expel all the hate and helpless rage trapped within. Again and again, he howled out his agony until it echoed across the width of the glade in a deafening wave.
Rage destroyed reason. Muscles tensed for battle as talons sprang from his fingertips. He gathered his lady into his arms and fed her power while he straightened from his crouch to face his enemies. At the sight of them cowering away, another low rumble built within him. His lips curled back from his fangs, the need to rend and destroy overwhelming.
The invaders fell back as they retreated to a safer distance. By the scents permeating the meadow, his enemies were a mix of fae-bloods. A breeze picked up and blew the weakening essence of evil to his nostrils.
Silent now, he curved his wings around his shoulders and cupped the escaping scent closer to him. He’d nearly missed it—the corruption of a demon-touched corpse. A Riven. An ancient weapon used by blood witches.
One of his lady’s attackers knew what he was, and the Riven had run to save itself. He lowered his lady to the ground with gentle care as he whispered spells to slow the flow of blood. While he unfurled his wings, he gathered power. Using his soul-link to the Spirit Realm, he tapped into the torrent of creative magic.
The cold power from the Spirit Realm mixed with the warm air of the Mortal Realm, creating lift. Magic whirled around him like gale winds before a thunderstorm.
A fae-blood shapeshifter with a gaping hole in her stomach growled and started to back away from him while three of her comrades advanced. By her unmistakable wolf-musk scent, she was a dire wolf. With the flick of his tail, he decapitated the female. Before her body toppled to the ground, he was moving.
He swept out a talon-tipped hand, ripping out the throat of one of the males and then gutted a third with a kick from his hind legs. He pushed the body over backward and lunged at the next creature within reach: a silver-skinned female with pointed ears. A snapped neck freed her soul from the anchor of her body.
He was winning, but there were too many to fight his way free, and half his attention was trained on his lady. She was losing her battle to live. Why was her magic not healing her as it should?
Then a memory floated up from the depths of his mind. She couldn’t touch her magic because he’d caged it. But why? Nothing made sense.
Another dire wolf female darted at him. His tail snaked up and speared her in the throat. A prolonged battle was too dangerous with his lady in his arms. This needed to end, now. He directed his magic at the encircling horde. Threads of power condensed in the air and the silvery wisps latched onto any warm-blooded creature near enough to touch. The scent of burning flesh filled the air, and the screams of his enemies echoed in his ears.
Seeing he had devastated half their comrades, the other creatures vanished into the shadows of a surrounding maze. He curled his lips and caught their individual scents on his tongue, committing each to memory. When he had them all, he sent his magic to hunt them.
Turning his attention back to his Sorceress, he studied her. She was far paler than she should have been. Even without her magic, her wounds shouldn’t have been fatal.
Detaching a portion of his consciousness from his body, he sent it into the woman in his arms. Her power still drained away.
He checked the weavings he’d placed over her wounds, but they were holding. No power hemorrhaged from those points. Elsewhere then, but where? His consciousness stretched beyond his body, following the scent trail of magic back to its source. A tree. Two long gashes. Heartwood deep.
By the Light, his lady was a dryad. How had he missed that fact? His memory was full of unexplainable holes. But his proximity to the dryad’s tree explained why he hadn’t at first felt his Sorceress’s distress. The hamadryad tree was much stronger in magic and overshadowed her dryad. The tree had tried to wake him instinctively, but she wasn’t the Sorceress. Though, that still didn’t explain why he hadn’t felt danger. Nothing was as it should be, but he’d have to solve that mystery later. He had greater concerns.
Looking up at the tree, he admitted he had much greater concerns than a few foggy memories.
Blood leaked down the tree’s majestic trunk and saturated the ground at its roots. Instinct jerked him into motion, and he summoned wards to shield the wounds. The prickle of power danced along his skin a moment before he directed the spell. An insubstantial webbing spun out between his outstretched hands, like a delicate, blue lattice. It adhered to the bark and sealed the wounds, preventing further loss of the hamadryad’s blood.
The Sorceress never chose to be reborn as a dryad. It would be too great a temptation for their vows. Yet she was obviously a dryad and must have had a small cutting of her hamadryad with her when he’d rescued her from the Battle Goddess’s kingdom and brought her here. His dulled senses and the stench of blood magic had disguised her scent, and he’d mistaken her for sidhe.
Her soft moan brought him back to the present. It didn’t matter how her spirit tree came to be here. Here it grew, and here it had bled its lifeblood upon the ground. He dropped to all fours and circled the tree. He sniffed at the ground until he pinpointed the area where the greatest concentration of magic saturated the loam. The scent of sap and blood triggered instincts and dragged him back to memories of his infancy.
Many times, in many lives he’d come to awareness hearing his mother’s deep, slow heartbeat and the sounds of wind and lashing rain in her branches as he grew within the heart of her tree.
There was something here he needed.
Safe in his watery cocoon, deep inside his mother’s wooden heart, he’d grown strong.
Ah, yes.
Along with the food and water of the earth, he had absorbed his dryad mother’s memories.
There it was—the knowledge to heal his mistress. More of his memories returned, both recent and ancient. Heal her hamadryad and the dryad should live.
Tonight, the second time his lady had called to him in this life, had been as chaotic as the first. Worse. Now she lay dying along with her tree. If her hamadryad had been older, he could have put her in the tree to rest and heal, but such an attempt in this magicless place might kill the tree. He scrounged his mother’s memories for other healing methods and found what he needed.
He had to act quickly. The power was dissipating, sucked up by the earth like water on drought-cursed land. He dropped into a trance and summoned his power for the delicate work of separating his mistress’ magic from the magic-starved land.
The highest concentration of magic pooled just below the grass, in the layer where small, fibrous roots sought food and water. With one hand pressed against the hamadryad’s trunk and the other on the ground, he flexed his talons. After he absorbed the magic from the soil, he drew it up into his body, purified it, and returned it to the spirit tree. He drained the small pool and reached deeper. His mind rushed down into the earth, probing for the smallest tendrils of power. He continued until the smallest scrap—every little fragment, no matter how small—was returned to the hamadryad.
After he reinforced the wards on the hamadryad’s larger wounds, he healed the small punctures his talons had made. Those larger wounds would need intensive healing but must wait for now. Mending the tree would be useless if…
No, he would not permit failure.
Returning to the prone dryad, he sat on his haunches and lifted her into his lap. He licked at her face. Feeling her skin’s clamminess and noting her pale coloring, he knew he didn’t have long to prepare for healing.
Before he began the arduous task of healing her, he’d need to find a shelter more defendable than this maze. He repositioned the small dryad in his arms and broke into a ground-eating stride. He navigated his way free of the leafy corridors and emerged into a lush garden. The cool shadows beckoned to him, offering a way to hide from the sun’s revealing rays. He summoned a weaving of invisibility.
He exited the gardens and encountered a stone home, large and spacious but surprisingly empty of people. He wondered where the servants were, and the guards. There should have been some defenses guarding this house, yet he detected nothing.
After one more probe of the house and surrounding lawn, he tightened his hold on his lady and entered the stone cottage by a back entrance. As a precaution, he placed a ward around the entire structure and keyed it so only he could pass. Then as an added measure, he mentally scanned the area immediately around the building. Still no one.
With the house as safe as he could make it, he turned his attention to the inside of the dwelling. A stone-tiled floor stretched out under his talons. He made a soft, clicking sound with each step. A large table of polished wood sat at the room’s center, and a counter stretched around two sides of the room in an L shape. The table held a loaf of freshly baked bread and a basket of sweet-smelling fruit. It lacked a hearth, but if he were to guess, this was a kitchen of some sort.
He laid his burden upon the table. The rapid beat of her pulse worried him, and her breathing was too shallow. Dropping into a deeper trance, he summoned his magic. At his silent command, the magic flowed out from his body. It was less than he’d hoped, lacking the wild turbulence he was accustomed to, but it would be enough to heal the Sorceress. It had to be. He bowed his head until his muzzle touched her breastbone and he breathed more power upon her.
Nothing happened. His magic didn’t even penetrate her skin. What had the Battle Goddess done to her when she was a helpless child that his power could not now meld with hers?
Panicked, he leaped upon the table and hunched closer, attempting to will power into her. Then he remembered he’d caged her magic for reasons unknown to him. With no other choice, he reached with his power and unraveled the spell preventing her from called upon her own magic.
She jerked awake, her chest heaving as if a nightmare suddenly gripped her. Her eyes focused on him and her expression softened in recognition.
A shaky hand caressed his muzzle, before reaching back into his mane, circling his neck. Still, she didn’t take what he offered, power she desperately needed. He bumped her face with his muzzle and licked at her skin but was careful not to sip the smallest drop of her dryad blood for fear of losing his concentration.
She moved. Her arms tightened around his shoulders as she nuzzled the underside of his jaw. Her fingers grasped his shoulders and clung there a moment before sliding down one arm, grazing the slashes from one of the dire wolves. Gentle fingertips paused in their downward descent and reversed, gliding back over the broken skin. Light caresses turned to a savage prod. He grunted more in surprise than pain, but her hand dropped away in the next moment.
Slowed by his shock, his reflexes didn’t spur him into action until her bloody fingers were halfway to her lips. She no longer looked at him. Instead, her gaze riveted on the bright smear on her fingers. Before they reached her lips, he snatched her wrist. She hissed in frustration, struggling weakly before falling back against the table, her energy spent.
He reared away from her, dropped to all fours, and began to pace with his wings mantled, tail whipping with agitation. He froze at what his mind tried to tell him. She craved his blood, hungered for its power like a mate would. Yet they were not mates.
They could never be mates.
Sacrilege.
A soft sound, followed by a watery gasp, dragged his attention back to the table. She was paler than before, gray, and her breath came in a death’s rattle. Gathering her into his arms, he carried her over to a corner and sat with his back braced against a wall, her slight form resting in his lap.
She was so light, so fragile. He didn’t yet know what changes the Battle Goddess had forced upon her, but what if he could share blood without shattering his oath and forging mating ties? No matter how slim the chance, he had to try. He slid her hand closer to the warm dampness he could feel making its sluggish way down his arm, but her fingers didn’t tighten upon the wound as they had before. She was too weak even for that.
His talons rested cool against his breastbone. Then, uncaring of the consequences or that he was breaking one of the sacred laws binding them, he dragged the point of one talon down his chest a finger’s length. With his other hand, he lifted her head to the wound.
He could live as an oath breaker. He didn’t think his sanity would survive her death so soon.
Eyes still closed, she shivered in his arms and inhaled a deep breath. Then, following the coppery scent to the wound, she sealed her lips over his blood-dampened flesh. At the first lap of her tongue, his concentration shattered like mist before a strong wind. Magic surged and flowed into her. She drank his magic along with his blood, growing stronger with each heartbeat.
His little dryad pressed against him, becoming more demanding in her feeding. Ecstasy threatened to destroy his discipline. The soft caress of her fingers feathered along his abdomen as she stirred in his arms. Her gentle touch shocked him to his core, rousing instincts better left to slumber. Fire settled in his groin. He groaned, then cursed his response.
His horns racked the wall behind, sending white dust and bits of debris raining down upon them both. He tightened his arms around her, wanting her closer while at the same time trying not to crush the life from her. His tail coiled around her uninjured left leg as if it had a life of its own.
It seemed endless, the pleasure-pain of her feeding on his power, yet it was over too quickly. With one last lick along the length of the wound, she tilted her head back and looked at him. A half-smile graced her lips, and then she tucked her head against his shoulder. A few moments later, her breathing evened out as she drifted into sleep.
Rest was far from his thoughts with his lungs working like a forge’s bellows and his pulse thundering in his ears. He called on what remained of his discipline and fell into another trance to order his body’s rhythms to calm—it would last moments, at best.
Once he was calmer, he opened his eyes and checked her wounds. They were healed. Only faint, pink scars remained. She may have been healed, but her dryad blood still called to him, its coppery, sap-sweet scent enticing him down a dark and forbidden path. He shook himself, fighting deeply rooted instincts. Only after he’d won that internal battle was he able to deposit her back on the table.
Leaving her side was difficult, but he needed to get clean of her blood, her intoxicating scent. Now.
Sniffing the air, he scented water, but couldn’t pinpoint the source at first. He paced around the room and continued scenting. Then he heard the faint plop of water dripping onto an unyielding surface somewhere above his present location.
With a huff, he sought out the source of that sound, tossing his arm and wristbands on the ground as he walked. His knee-length loincloth landed on the carpet. Its beads rattled against each other for a moment before falling silent.
Following the sound of water to its source, he went up a broad set of stairs and down a short hall, at last entering a large room. Beyond that room was another, smaller one. A silver spigot of some sort dripped water into a white basin. On one wall, a glass alcove took up a quarter of the room. It smelled of soap and dampness.
Blessed relief.




Chapter 4
A coppery taste coated Lillian’s tongue. Her mouth was dry, gummy with old blood. She must have bitten her tongue, and unless her mattress had suddenly turned to stone, she’d managed to knock herself out and was lying flat on the floor. Of all the stupid things to do, bashing her head hard enough to lose consciousness had to be one of the clumsiest. She ran her hands out to her sides. Cool, polished wood grain took shape under her searching fingers. Interesting. None of the floors felt like that. She cracked an eye open and peered to one side: the honey color of oak met her vision. Kitchen table?
Yep. Kitchen table.
She’d somehow managed to knock herself out and land on the table?
Not bloody likely.
She scoured her memory. A void blocked her way. She panicked, fearing she’d lost her memories for the second time in her life… but she remembered that, so her memory still functioned. Something else, then. Something so frightening, her mind didn’t want to remember.
She could deal with frightening. Fear was better than the nothingness of vanished memories. She scanned her surroundings. The kitchen looked normal. She wasn’t sure what she sought, but nothing in this room jogged her memory. Sitting up, a wave of dizziness swamped her. She curled her fingers around the table edge in a death grip. The deep pounding of her heart and the crackle of white noise hummed in her ears. She blinked once, and again.
The room came into focus. Okay, that’s better.
I can do this, she thought. Seeing no point in postponing the inevitable, she jumped down from the table and wobbled around until her legs remembered they had bones in them. It felt like she’d donated half her blood to a blood bank. The thought of blood summoned an image of her grove, her favorite tree dripping gore onto the ground. Her mind shied away from the vision.
She took in the room again and noticed something she’d missed before. A thick, gold bracelet sat abandoned on the floor. Bracelet? Hell, that word didn’t even begin to describe the hefty chunk of gold and jewels sitting on the tiles. She was reaching for it, her fingers poised to curl around it, when she saw the blood smeared on the floor next to it.
More blood marred the bracelet, staining some of the intricate knot-work along its one side. Her eyes swung back to the smudges on the floor. There were others, farther apart, and they headed toward the living room. Those smudges, they couldn’t be tracks, not unless a velociraptor walked the earth again and it happened to come into her kitchen, following the scent of good baking.
Yet there they were, tracks the size of a small dinosaur, blood smeared and marching off into the depths of her house.
Out. She had to get out. Maybe then the nightmare would end. She eased her way across the kitchen floor, careful of squeaky floorboards and the groans of an old house. She didn’t want to face what had made those tracks. Now that she had a goal, reaching the back door as quietly as possible, she could control the panic lurking at the edges of her mind.
The doorknob turned under her hand. As she pulled open the door, it loosed a groan fit for a haunted house on All Hallows’ Eve. She threw herself through the doorway and slammed square into… nothing? Her breath escaped in a grunt.
Stunned, she stumbled back and rubbed her shoulder.
Luckily, the abused shoulder, and not her face, had taken the brunt of the impact. She ran her hands across the entrance and saw a nebulous, multihued blue light swirling around her fingertips where they made contact with the barrier. It was not unlike the oily surface of a soap bubble with its cascade of colors.
Words solidified in her mind.
Ward. A spell for protection.
Where the hell did that bit of information come from?
Her newly acquired knowledge was scarier than the blue ward thingy.
On a hunch, she checked the windows and found them blocked by more of the strange substance. She braced her hands against it and pushed. Nothing. She might as well have tried pushing through concrete. Looking out beyond the pale barrier blocking the window, she could see her maze in the distance. Scattered lumps dotted the lawn, some in plain view while others remained partially hidden by the garden’s tall, ornamental grasses. Bodies. She swallowed hard and looked again to be sure. No, body parts.
The barrier her mind had erected to protect itself from the traumatic memories vanished, and everything from that afternoon flooded back. She’d been attacked by monstrous wolfmen, feral cat-like women, and sallow-skinned creatures with hunger in their eyes. She remembered a power flooding her, and then joy at the feel of the stone warming and softening under her hands. The fog of mixed-up memories ended.
Fear fluttered in her stomach, and her breath hitched. Nothing she remembered clarified how she had come to find herself on the kitchen table with a strange blue light preventing escape. With another glance at the bodies in the garden, her idea of possible escape in that direction lost some of its luster, especially since there might be more than just bodies out there.
Backtracking, she returned to the kitchen table and paced around it twice, and then came back to the tracks. None of the attacking monsters could have made tracks like those. But there was one particular stone fellow she’d sat with every day since childhood, and his feet were large and ended in talons. If her gargoyle had come alive, he might have made tracks such as these.
Her heart lurched at that thought, but it wasn’t in fear. After a brief moment of euphoria, her rational mind told her she probably didn’t want to come face-to-face with whatever creature was still standing after the battle.
Occupied by thoughts of escape and what those prints could mean, she jerked at the soft rumble of the water heater as it started up in the laundry room just off the kitchen. She hadn’t at first heard someone taking a shower upstairs, but now that she listened, she could hear the faint sound of water in the pipes.
As if it wasn’t bad enough that she was locked in her own home with a bunch of dead bodies out back, the gardens reduced to a warzone, her grove violated, and blood and God-knows-what tracked all over her grandmother’s antique carpets, the last monster standing had apparently come in and made himself at home.
Lillian frowned and squared her shoulders. She could hide somewhere, whimpering in fear until whatever was in the house found her and dragged her from her hiding place, or she could arm herself and face the threat head-on.
∞∞∞
 
With the hilt of her fencing sword a solid reassurance in her hand, she retraced her steps until she came to the living room and the curving stairway that led up to the second floor. Discarded pieces of jewelry and the occasional smudge of blood marked the path the creature had taken. She cleared the stairs and turned down one dark hall. The first bathroom on the second floor was silent and empty. That left one other. She entered her bedroom, intent on her master bathroom.
The door was ajar, a curl of steam drifted out across the floor. Inside, the bathroom was dark and so full of steam she couldn’t see anything. The monster didn’t know how to turn on a light switch, but could figure out a shower? She pondered that a moment. Perhaps it didn’t need light. Just her luck. The damned monster probably had night vision.
She eased into a defensive stance as she reached in and flicked the switch. Her breath caught as the room was flooded with yellow light. Her sword’s tip clanked against the tiled floor in her shock. She jerked it back up into position until the point hovered at shoulder level.
Her rational mind had expected to find a monster, and there was one. He filled her walk-in shower, and the massive shower still wasn’t big enough for the entire gargoyle. His wings arched across the length and width of the large bathroom, and his tail sent water droplets spraying across the room as it lashed back and forth, its blade-tipped end twitching like an agitated cat’s.
One wing arched back and gave her a view of the rest of the gargoyle. His head brushed the ceiling, and his horns clinked against the small tiles when he moved. With eyes partially squeezed shut against the sudden intrusion of bright light, he turned his muzzle in her direction and flared his nostrils, drawing in a deep breath. She had the distinct impression he tasted the air, and by the way he snorted like a horse and shook his head, she didn’t think he liked the smell.
When his muzzle dipped down, his eyes locked on the sword she held, and he turned fully toward her. At least with him eyeing the sword so intently, he might not notice the vivid shade of scarlet she’d just turned. Had there been any doubt in her mind about his gender, it vanished in a heartbeat. Male. Lacking in modesty.
He had muscles most men would envy. Then she reminded herself he also had a tail, wings, horns, and talons. Still, even in all his otherness, he was majestic. Scary as hell, but lovely as a predator.
Fear was absent, and she should have worried about her sanity, but somehow it all seemed right. The gargoyle was a prominent part of her childhood. He had always been home to her.
And ‘home’ was presently extracting himself from the shower. When he stepped out, he straightened.
The bathroom shrunk.
Mercy, he was still hunched over.
He was massive. Over eight feet of gargoyle crowded her master bath. She couldn’t beat that in a fight. Her sword’s point dipped again, but she didn’t lift it back into a defensive position. One solid hit and he’d put her through a wall. Heck, he could probably snap her blade in two with a thought. At least the sword’s weight stopped her hands from shaking.
“Hello,” she said. Her voice came out faint, hollow-sounding. She cleared her throat, unable to stop the nervous reaction. “I’m Lillian.” How intelligent. At least her voice sounded stronger.
He cocked his head, his jackal-like ears sweeping forward from the depths of his wiry mane. She hadn’t noticed his ears earlier. They’d blended into his ebony mane and the crown of bone that formed the base of his two large horns.
He expelled the breath he’d been holding and took another. His nostrils pinched shut.
Good lord, she must smell worse than she thought.
His talons clinked against the tiles as he took another step forward. She backed away until she slammed into the doorframe. A squeak escaped past her lips. He snatched a clean bath towel off the rack and snapped it open with a flick before she could think to run at his sudden move. No matter which way he tugged, tucked, or arranged it, the towel wouldn’t reach around his muscular girth.
With a deep rumble, he grabbed a second. Tied together, the two towels proved large enough to fit around his waist and haunches. But he still didn’t seem happy with the arrangement. Constricted by the material, his tail flicked like a downed power line, offering a new threat to modesty. It occurred to her shock-slowed brain that all the poor creature wanted was some privacy. A blush burned across her cheeks a second time.
She was backing out of the room when a flowing language issued from his mouth. Deep, beautiful, smooth like the wind in a forest… it reminded her of night’s shadows and the lull of beckoning sleep. He repeated himself, or she thought he might have. She couldn’t be sure because she didn’t know what he’d said the first time, and it became no clearer on the second try.
He was gesturing at her now. She nodded and pointed to herself. “Lillian.”
“Lillian,” he repeated in a clear, deep voice. He pointed behind him.
She followed where he pointed. The shower? Shrugging, she pointed at it and said, “Shower.”
He nodded his head, pleased. “Lillian, shower.” Then he ducked under the doorframe and marched away, leaving her in the steam-filled room with the shower still running.
Too shocked to follow, she stood gaping like an idiot. Her first conversation with her gargoyle, something she’d dreamed about as a child. It finally had happened. Two words. He’d told her she reeked in two words.




Chapter 5
Freshly showered and now dressed in a clean T-shirt and jeans, Lillian stood over the pile of her discarded clothes and frowned at the evidence that proved she hadn’t imagined the last few hours. She poked the bloodied and shredded clothes with a bare toe. No hope of ever getting them clean enough to warrant mending. The mess of ruined fabric landed in the garbage with a wet sound. She rewashed her hands.
Hopefully, she smelled better to a gargoyle’s delicate nose.
During her bath, she’d washed away the remainder of her fear. How could she fear anyone who looked as ridiculous as he had, jammed into the shower with wings and tail jutting out, horns scraping the ceiling? Besides, she was still alive. If he’d wanted her dead, he’d had plenty of opportunities. Instead, he’d told her she reeked and fled the room as fast as he could.
“Well, fine,” she mumbled to herself. “No more procrastinating.”
As she exited the bathroom, the sword caught her eye. It sat propped where she’d left it next to the door. Since she wasn’t going to kill him with it, the sword was pointless. Besides, the mere thought of doing him harm sickened her. She needed answers. Something to explain away the strange link of kinship she felt with the gargoyle—if that was really what he was.
The bedroom door creaked loudly enough to shatter glass. She winced at the noise but continued her march down the length of the hall and to the stairs, which she stomped down with a heavy tread. She couldn’t say how she knew where he was, but like a bird aligning its migration flight to the Earth’s magnetic field, she set her mind seeking his and followed where that tug led.
She found him in the kitchen. He paced around the island table, his bath towels slapping at his thighs as he walked. Seeing her, he stopped. Once again, she was reminded of stone; he held himself so still. The spell broke a minute later as his jackal-like ears swiveled toward her. When she stayed rooted to the ground, he took measured steps in her direction. Slow and cautious, like he would woo a bird or get closer to a skittish horse, he reached out a clawed hand. She didn’t spook that easily and held her ground.
He approached with a gentle caution, but all his muscles were tensed like he was ready for a fight. Her throat tightened, and her heart felt like a weight in her chest. With his hand outstretched before him, he inched nearer until only a few feet separated them. She took a half step toward him and another.
He leaped forward, tackling her. His wings enveloped her a moment before his strong arms crushed her to his chest. She squeezed her eyes shut, and she couldn’t even scream since fear and surprise held her jaws locked. Her heart pulsed strangely, fluttering like it didn’t know how to beat. Then it remembered and took off with a vengeance.
Slowly, the dark world behind her closed eyes expanded. The sweet fragrance of soap registered on her senses. The feel of warm skin over hard muscle. The echo of his heart. The pulse of his blood. Forest scent and male.
Her gargoyle was real.
Without reason or logic, joy engulfed her soul and the remnants of panic melted away. She locked her arms around as much of his waist as she could reach.
He nuzzled her hair, blowing into it with great puffs of breath. His muzzle dipped lower, his tongue laving at her face in broad damp sweeps. Stilling, he inhaled deeply before resting his muzzle on top of her head, just holding her to him as if he feared she would vanish.
Apparently, he considered her natural smell to be an improvement over dried blood and gore.
“You’re certainly friendly,” she mumbled into his chest. Mumbling was all she was able to do with his arms locked around her; his chest may as well have been made of stone. She should have been screaming and fighting, driven by panic, but she wasn’t. She trusted him without question.
He shifted her in his arms as he folded his wings against his back. Then he unbalanced her more, reaching for something on the table behind her.
“You could let me go. I can stand on my own. I won’t even run away. Promise.” Her words went unanswered.
A loaf of bread appeared an inch in front of her face.
“Okay. A little room, please.” She shoved at his chest. After the third time, he seemed to get the point and allowed her to put a little space between them. She was still locked in the circle of his arms, but at least now she could take a deep breath without cracking a rib. He gestured with the bread again.
“Persistent fella, aren’t you?” She could stand there with a loaf of bread bombarding her face, or she could take the food.
With a sigh, she accepted the loaf and tore a chunk off, cavewoman style. When she dutifully started to chew, he gestured for her to eat more. She swallowed and took another bite. He nodded his head and released her. Somehow it didn’t surprise her he’d be pleased by her compliance.
When she finished her chunk, he tried to get her to eat more. “Sorry, no.” She shook her head and hoped he would understand.
He gestured again.
“Not unless you plan to force-feed me.” She crossed her arms and glared at him. “I have questions. To start, what’s your name?” She pointed to him and he grasped her hand. His head tilted to one side as his ears flicked forward and then back.
Lillian sighed. This is going to be a long day.
She tugged on her hand until he released her. While pretending to brush at crumbs, she stepped out of his personal space. He didn’t follow her, so she walked over to the sink and filled the tea kettle with water—all the while fighting the urge to turn around. After she placed the kettle on the stove, she glanced out the window. Her breath caught. Bodies slumped near the maze. How had she forgotten about them?
Seeing them again, the horror rushed back. But unlike the first time, her mind was sharper, and now a greater concern wormed its way into her consciousness. Her family would be home from the airport soon, and there could be more of those monsters outside somewhere. A spike of dread lanced her insides.
Her back muscles clenched into knots, winding tighter by the minute, and her jaw ached with the need to do something. If she called her family and told them to stay away, they would only rush home faster.
“Lillian.”
That voice again, lulling as the night breeze. His arms enclosed her from behind and her moment of panic dissipated. Of course, he had killed all the monsters. Her gargoyle would never let them hurt her family.
Interesting. If she was in physical contact with him, calmness engulfed her. But when he was away, something rose within her… Fear or panic, she wasn’t sure which, but either reaction was concerning.
Was he controlling her thoughts, her emotions? Doubts grew. She again stepped away from him to think. He let her go.
The kettle’s sudden, shrill whistle spurred the gargoyle into action. He swept her up into his arms and spun in a circle, seeking the source of the noise, his talons poised to rend his enemies.
“Easy,” she soothed. “Whoa. It’s okay.” She placed her hands flat against his muzzle and eased them up to his temple.
The room swam, blurring with motion. When her vision cleared, the ground was a greater distance away, the room smaller, claustrophobic.
Impossible as it was, she was somehow seeing and feeling the world around them from his point of view—and, yes, she was presently feeling her horns rasp against the ceiling unpleasantly.
Her tail lashing in agitation at the shrill sound hurting her ears, she looked to the small object causing the noise and backhanded it. It sailed across the room and landed with a clatter, but at least the horrid sound bouncing around the room died off.
“What on earth!” Lillian jerked her hand away from where it rested against his temple. “What the hell was that?”
She twisted in his arms and pushed at his chest, attempting to slip free. When that failed, she slumped against him. He still didn’t release her, but at least the strange parade of foreign sensations stopped.
“Okay,” she said, more to calm herself than him. “We need ground rules. No more of the mind-merging crap. I don’t want to ever know what it feels like for my horns to scrape the ceiling ever again, nor do I want to discover anything else deeply personal about you either by accident or intention on your part. Hands off until you can keep that under wraps.”
A soft whine issued from his throat as he bumped his muzzle under her hand a second time. Warmth and contentment, like a deep radiating sense of peace she’d never known before, surrounded her. Then it was shattered. Accompanying the new sensation was the image of the whistling teakettle. Foolishness. Embarrassment. Regret.
After a moment, she understood he was using touch to communicate, trying to apologize for his rash behavior. He’d been caught off-guard by the shrill teakettle. He’d thought it was an attack. She might have found it funny if it hadn’t unfolded in her kitchen.
By way of apology, the gargoyle retrieved the teakettle, refilled it with water, and placed it back over the element. Then he returned to her side and watched in his silent way.
His ears flicked forward, and back—like a horse listening for reassurance in his rider’s voice. A gargoyle with insecurity issues?
“I’m sorry,” she said in a calmer voice. “I get pissy when I’m scared. And I’ve been more scared today than any time in my life.” She took one of his larger hands into both of hers, hoping he could pick up on her emotions like she had his, and concentrated on projecting her feelings of gratitude and the lessening of her fear. “You saved my life, healed me. I can’t even begin to figure out how or why, but I’m alive, and you seem genuinely interested in keeping me that way. The least I can do is hear you out.”
Now her day would improve if she could find a way to communicate in complex sentences. His touchy-feely voodoo gave her an idea, and she intertwined her fingers with his. She felt like a child. His one hand could engulf both of hers without difficulty and his claws… the term ‘huge’ didn’t do them justice. But for all his massive strength and formidable weaponry, he hadn’t harmed her. She patted his hand and tugged him in the direction of the cupboard over the kitchen sink. Pulling out a package of English Breakfast tea, she held it out to him. He blinked at her, but dutifully sniffed at the packaging.
“Tea,” she said, giving it a little shake. She took a teabag and dropped it in the teapot, then poured the boiling water in after. Next, she showed him how the stove worked.
He absorbed knowledge with an unreasonable quickness, and she wondered if his magic was aiding him in some way, or if he was able to pick the meaning of her words from her mind directly. Whatever the case, in less than a half-hour he was pointing at random objects in the kitchen, saying the words, and demonstrating how they worked. From the kitchen, they moved to the living room and then to the other parts of the house. The TV and stereo he didn’t understand, but at least he didn’t try to ‘kill’ the television like he had the teakettle.
∞∞∞
 
After an hour, the gargoyle could recite a couple hundred words. She was mildly envious of his ability to learn so quickly. Sentences were still beyond him, but that was probably her lack of skill as a teacher. She didn’t know how to teach him something she couldn’t show or demonstrate.
Since she had grown tired of merely thinking of him as ‘the gargoyle,’ earlier she had tried to persuade him into revealing his name, without any luck. Frustrated, she tried again, slapping her hand against her chest. “Lillian.” Then she pointed at him.
He blinked at her, and nodded, giving her a flash of teeth. He found it funny. He was laughing at her. Great.
The tip of his tail flicked like a cat’s, and he leaned down and licked her across the cheek. She sputtered and swore. His grin stretched further, showing white, curving teeth. His tongue darted out again, catching her across the ear. “Lillian,” he rumbled.
“I know my name, Sherlock.” She pointed at him again. “Do you have one?”
“Yours,” he said, his expression turning serious. He bowed until his horns touched the ground and his wings pooled around him like a silk cloak. “I am yours. I have always been yours”




Chapter 6
A deep laugh rumbled in his chest at his lady’s expression. When he laid a finger under her chin and closed her mouth, her teeth came together with a soft click. The sound must have galvanized her, for she snapped out of her stupor.
“Yours? As in mine—like you belong to me? I… I don’t… Wait one minute. You can speak perfect English.” She folded her arms under her breasts and stood there, attempting to stare him down. “You’ve been holding out on me. After that info bomb, you can’t stand there all silent and stoic.”
The word games weren’t necessary, but they gave him a chance to study her, and since she thought she needed to touch him so he could pick up her thoughts, she’d held his hand most of the time. He found he craved contact after years locked in stone.
He was also stalling. His own memories were still spotty. He’d taken her memories for some reason; though, frustratingly, he couldn’t remember why. Something to do with the trauma she’d suffered while in the Battle Goddess’s kingdom, perhaps? He wouldn’t have taken such a drastic measure without reason.
And he’d already restored her ability to reach her magic so she could heal. Best he not restore her memories until he knew why.
Even telling her their names from their last life might be enough to trigger her memories.
As for his own, there seemed to be only a few holes. He suspected one of the blood witch’s spells might have infiltrated his defenses and ravaged his mind until his own defenses rid him of the spell while he was sleeping.
Caution was in order until he’d filled in the gaps in his own memories. For now, he’d only share with her what she absolutely needed to know. If they couldn’t use their old names, it was time for new ones.
“I am your protector. It’s your right to give me my name. What would you have of me, my Mistress?” he asked.
“Mistress?” She sucked in a breath, held it a moment, and then expelled it through her teeth, her expression thoughtful. “Okay, you’re really going to have to explain the mistress thing to me and answer some questions.”
Remaining silent, he tried and failed to come up with a way to answer whatever questions she might ask without triggering memories he wasn’t ready for her to recall just yet.
She cleared her throat. “First question—you saved me. Why? Who am I, and what am I to you? Those creatures, why did they attack me? What do you…?” She let the sentence die as her eyes widened. “You know something about my childhood. Please, if you have knowledge… I need to know. It’s all a blank void to me. Please.” Her voice softened on the last ‘please.’
Maintaining his silence while she looked at him like that was undoubtedly one of the hardest things he’d ever endured. In fact, he wasn’t sure how long he could keep his secret. They were not designed to lie or withhold information from each other.
Lillian’s expression of desperate yearning changed to a frown when she realized he wasn’t going to say anything more. “Oh, don’t think you can play ‘mute beast’ now. I heard full sentences come out of that muzzle of yours.”
He recalled she’d said she got ‘pissy’ when she was scared, or things didn’t go her way. He was unfamiliar with the term, but it was a good word for the way she stood with her hands fisted at her sides and her narrowed eyes tracking him like an enraged bear’s.
Now was not a good time to explain. She was already under enough stress.
“Talk.” She hissed something else under her breath that sounded like no more handholding and paced away from him.
She was adapting too quickly, her agile mind thinking up too many questions. It would make hiding the truth harder, and he didn’t actually want there to be falsehoods between them, but he needed more time to understand what had been done to her as a child. There were too many unknowns. And for every uncertainty, new dangers could arise.
She exhaled a deep sigh. “Okay. Trust goes two ways, and I gather you’re not comfortable talking about everything yet.” He heard her heart rate slow as she calmed. “Fine, we’ll take it slow. No pressure. What would you like to talk about?”
“My name?” he replied.
“Wasn’t that what I was doing before you blurted the ‘mistress’ thing?” She sighed out another long, frustrated sound.
He couldn’t prevent the corners of his lips from curling away from his teeth in a gargoyle smile, so he dipped his head down in a bow, hiding his expression.
“The Sorceress has always named her Gargoyle Protector.” And he should be the last person in the universe to be trusted to keep a secret from his other half. Besides, he reasoned, she needed to know something about their relationship.
“Right, so what? She was negligent?”
He tilted his head to the side, puzzling over her words. Once he gathered the meaning from her thoughts, he grinned and tapped her gently on one shoulder. “Yes, my lady is very forgetful in this lifetime.”
Again, her expression reflected an unpleasant surprise, but she recovered faster this time and snapped her teeth together a moment later. “Well, you must have been smoking that same stuff as the other guy blathering about my magic. I’m neither a sorceress nor your mistress.”
Her words were spoken in a firm tone, but there was an underlying doubt coloring them as well.
“I’m very certain. You are my Sorceress, and I am your gargoyle, your protector. It’s your right to name me.”
“You’ve got to be freaking kidding me,” she hissed more to herself than him. But she merely sighed and closed her eyes. After a moment, the wrinkles on her forehead smoothed out, and her expression turned deceptively peaceful. “Fine. You win.”
“You will name me?”
“Yep.” She flashed him a mischievous grin.
He waited with ears poised forward, tail flicking gently.
“Gregory.”
“Gregory?” he said, trying the foreign name on his tongue. It was short, like the name Lillian, and he wondered if all the names of this world were as lacking in sounds. He didn’t completely dislike it. She’d gifted him with this name, after all.
“Gregory Livingstone.” She started to laugh.
He supposed it could have been worse and he did see the humor in being named living stone.
A distant rumble caught his attention. He spun away from Lillian and loped to the back door. There were many strange sounds in this realm, and he didn’t know what this was, but it sounded large and dangerous. Whatever it was came closer, roaring up the stone-covered lane. An open window allowed the breeze access. Upon the wind, he detected an oily odor and the tang of fumes like the deep vents in the earth gave forth. A moment later, one of the metal-and-glass-enclosed carriages that the people of this world used for travel sped up to the stone cottage. He’d learned of these things from Lillian’s thoughts, but the noise and smell were much muted in her memories. Or she was merely nose-dead.
Now that the vehicle rolled to a halt, the noise was less, but a quiet hum still set Gregory’s teeth on edge. He eased into a crouch and flexed his talons on the tiles as he limbered up stiff muscles. From Lillian’s memories, he knew these ones were her family.
However, there was no guarantee that they had not been infected by the Riven. If they intended Lillian harm, he would send them on their way to the Spirit Realm, regardless. The tip of his tail twitched as he waited for the ones within the carriage to show themselves. After a moment, the vehicle rumbled to silence. His ears swiveled forward as he advanced another step.
From behind, Lillian wrapped her hands around his arm. Her fingers bit in, nails scratching at his bicep while she tried to tug him away from the door. He didn’t know what she thought she’d accomplish. He weighed four times as much as her. She jerked on his arm with greater panic. Her nails bit into his arm hard enough to break the skin. Surprised, he glanced down at the few scarlet drops beading up along the length of the scratches. Strange. Dryads didn’t have claws. Before he could study her nails, she dropped her hands to her sides.
Her nostrils flared as she locked eyes on his small wound. An unfathomable expression crossed her face. After a moment, she shook her head and mumbled an apology. She continued in a clearer voice. “Don’t hurt them. Get away from the door.” She renewed her tugging on his arm. “Please.”
He swung back to face the invaders.
“Wait, you said I am your mistress—I order you to stay here. I need to go talk to them first. It’s bad enough the gardens look like a war zone. They certainly won’t be expecting an eight-foot-tall gargoyle in the kitchen! Let. Me. Talk. To. Them.”
In all other situations, he would respect her wishes, but not when her safety was at risk. While she might know and trust these people, he didn’t.
A series of soft creaks and metal groans came from the direction of the vehicle. He spun back to the humans. The doors on either side of the carriage stood open, and with a slow caution, the occupants eased out. A male emerged first, a crossbow gripped in one hand and a quarterstaff in the other.
Behind the first man, another male emerged, his white hair a startling contrast with his youthful features. He was empty-handed as far as Gregory could tell. Last, an old mother with many years of wisdom upon her exited the vehicle.
The old woman also carried a quarterstaff. Each staff was carved and painted with runes that glowed to Gregory’s magic-enhanced sight. He eyed her quarterstaff more intently. Perhaps it was more than a weapon. A vague recollection of the woman walking between two trees on a wintery night surface. He’d met her before.
The breeze carried their scents to him. And while there was no stink of evil, he wasn’t done studying these ones yet. They had power, and all power could be dangerous. He called the shadows for concealment.
After he faded out of sight, he paced forward until he stood in the threshold of the cottage. Lillian crowded him from behind, trying to squeeze past him to rush out the door. Winding his tail around her waist, he held her secure against his side for a moment, just enjoying having her close. When he looked down at her, she had her eyes closed. An intense look of concentration spread across her face. A moment more and her thoughts flooded his mind. Like a waking dream, images formed before his eyes. The first showed him releasing her so she could go join her family and explain. A second image formed—in this one he was waiting patiently for her to finish.
He called his own magic to dispel her visions, then lowered his muzzle and swiped his tongue across her face from chin to hairline. Her eyes popped open, and she flailed her arms, hollering and trying to push his muzzle away. Punishment complete, he shoved her behind him and stalked forward. Lillian grabbed at his tail, her fingers locking around it in a pinching grip. With a powerful flick, he slipped free of her grasp and darted through the ward blocking the door. She, however, smacked into the solid blue shielding magic.
An irate sound, part-huff, part-growl escaped her. “No. Dammit!” she shouted. “Stop, you great brute!”
Her actions caught the attention of those waiting below. Four sets of eyes gazed up with looks of suspicion and worry. Unable to see him, they stared through him to where Lillian stood. By their baffled expressions, they wondered why Lillian was pounding her fists against empty air.
He added a layer of sound-deadening magic to his ward, then inhaled another deep breath and began sorting the different scents. Only the old woman from the night he’d first come to this realm was familiar. In the chaos, he’d not had time to learn the grandmother’s name, but this was her—a few years older certainly, but still the same woman who’d stood before him without fear, the one he’d trusted enough to raise the Sorceress while he slept and healed.
He couldn’t have asked for a better outcome under the circumstances.
The man with brown hair advanced one slow step at a time. “Sis, are you okay?”
“Jason, stay back!” Lillian yelled from inside the house, proving just how fast she could annihilate a sound-deadening spell guided by only her instincts.
Gregory grunted in annoyance but didn’t bother setting a new ward.
“It’s okay, Lil. Tell us what happened,” the one named Jason said as he continued forward. Gregory moved to intercept.
“No! Leave him alone. Don’t hurt him.” Lillian’s voice mirrored the panic he felt growing in her mind. She’d seen too much today, and now he was forced to threaten her family.
“Jason, do as your sister says.”
Gregory swung his muzzle in the direction of the new speaker—the older woman he’d met before.
Growling low in his throat, Gregory warned off Jason again. The grandmother tensed at the sound, alert and ready for battle. Her bravery earned her a mote of respect.
Still, they were too close to his Sorceress. He rumbled a second time, and Jason tightened his grip on his weapon until his knuckles stood out white against the dark wood of the staff.
“Easy, don’t panic.” The older woman’s voice exuded calm. She held her quarterstaff horizontal before her, her arms relaxed.
“Gran, what the hell is going on?” Lillian sounded bewildered. “Why are you carrying a staff.” Her gaze riveted on the quarterstaff.
The old woman cleared her throat. “Lillian, it will be all right. I’ll explain everything.”
All the while the old woman talked with Lillian, her sharp eyes searched the shadows where Gregory stood.
He scented her summoning magic. Like wood smoke, it tickled his nose with its pleasant, warm odor. The runes on the staff faded for a moment as her eyes took on an unfocused look. After a moment, her gaze sharpened and she scanned the area to either side of him, then above his head. She smiled.
Interesting. She’d found him by seeking the void her magic couldn’t penetrate. Clever woman. His estimate of her crept up another notch.
“Lillian, I know this is very strange. You must have a lot of questions—” the old woman didn’t look away from Gregory’s direction while she calmed Lillian, “—but I need you to focus for me now.” She put force behind her words. “I need you to tell me what happened. Are you aware there is another creature here?”
Lillian stopped worrying at his ward, her expression transforming from annoyance to uncertainty as she realized he might have tricked her in some way. He smelled her rising fear.
“I was cornered by strangers. They weren’t human. They hunted me.” She paused, likely trapped in her recent memories. “I ran, hoping to lose them in the maze, but they found me by scent. Something there stopped them, a power in the stones. But the pale man named Alexander did something to the ring of stones and they erupted. Shrapnel flew in all directions. I was hit…  I’d lost so much blood, and my tree was bleeding. I felt death coming.” The flood of words issuing from Lillian choked off. She drew a shaking breath.
Gregory’s wings unfurled with the urge to comfort. Lillian’s need almost swayed him from his mission. Instead, he used the distraction to stalk the group.
“Lillian, it’s all right. Tell us the rest.” The old woman’s voice soothed like the night breeze—calming, reassuring. It nearly swayed Gregory into answering the woman himself. With a shake, he broke away from the older woman’s subtle spell.
Lillian continued in a daze. “I was dying. All I could think was I must reach the gargoyle. And I did. He… he came alive. I felt the stone warm under my hand. I thought my soul was leaving my body.” Her voice shook. “I blacked out the moment I touched him. Later, I awoke on the kitchen table.”
Following the long shadows cast by the tree trunks, Gregory circled the small group and came up behind the grandmother. When he stood on two legs again, he exhaled across the back of her neck. She stiffened, but no other sign betrayed her fear. He grinned, his lips curling back from his muzzle with humor, pleased she’d not seen him move. The woman’s scent was clean, free of evil’s taint like the last time they’d met.
“I know it’s unnerving that only Lillian can see the gargoyle, but let him get your scent,” the older woman said, her words a blunt order. “Do nothing he will perceive as a threat to Lillian.”
Jason shifted his quarterstaff from one hand to the other in a nervous fashion. “Shit. Are we going to stand here all afternoon until he decides to eat us?”
“Jason, hold your tongue,” the grandmother said.
“This sucks shi—”
“Jason, be quiet!” Lillian shouted from her position on the porch. “And listen to Gran for once.”
The male held his position next to the vehicle, but his sour expression said he wasn’t happy about it.
“I swear, if the invisible beastie sniffs my crotch, I’m—” The male bit off his sentence as Gregory exhaled a lungful of air across the human’s forehead, blowing his fine, brown hair straight back. The human jumped away with a yelp. There was no darkness upon this one either, so Gregory left him to dance in place. The human whirled one way and then the other, flapping his arms like a startled goose.
Gregory dropped to all fours and started toward the last human, who had backed some distance away from the vehicle. When pale blue eyes followed the motion of his strides, Gregory realized this man could see him.
He mantled his wings and allowed the wind to catch at the membranes until they unfurled. Destructive magic bled between the membranes in a blue-white sheet in obvious threat. Still, the blond-haired human showed no fear. Instead, his features were frozen in a look of awed disbelief. Slowly, his look altered as it changed to belief, and then subtle hope.
The breeze shifted, carrying the stranger’s scent. Clean, like spring’s return after a long winter, and a hint of loam and wild forests. This was no human.
He paced closer and studied this new creature while he circled. Ah, he recognized what the man was now. Another surprise in an unusual day, but he had greater concerns, like when the Riven would return to threaten his lady again.
Dismissing the other immortal, Gregory turned back toward the old woman. The scent of crushed grass and the sounds of footfalls coming up behind him served as his only warning. Had the blond-haired male cared to tread more quietly, he might have succeeded in disguising his approach. Gregory turned to confront his opponent and the smaller immortal collided with his chest.
Driven by his crazed need, he smashed a fist into the scratch marks on Gregory’s upper arm. The smaller male grunted and cradled his fist against his chest, but whatever pain the injury caused was quickly forgotten when he spotted the dark smudge coating his damaged hand—gargoyle blood. The blond-haired male’s expression changed to one of rapture.
Gregory growled, more in annoyance than pain. He licked at his wound before any other magic-starved beast decided attacking a gargoyle was a good idea. A minor wave of weakness shivered down his wings as the other male began siphoning magic through the link of Gregory’s blood.
“I’m sorry,” the male said. “So many years surrounded by death. Death coming closer with each turning of the seasons. I couldn’t continue like this.”
“You might have asked.”
“And you might have said no.”
The gargoyle couldn’t fault him for his reasoning. In this magic-starved land, he might not have wished to waste magic on someone he didn’t know when Lillian might require it at any moment. But now he couldn’t stop the other from feeding without killing him.
“How long have you been trapped in this form?”
“Centuries.”
Gregory, about to award the other with a suitable punishment for the theft of his blood and magic, decided anything he thought up would pale in comparison to what the other male had just done to himself. Besides, it might prove useful to have another immortal to help guard the Sorceress. There couldn’t be many other immortals he could trust in this strange land. “It will hurt to shed your human form. Your body won’t remember its true shape after all this time.”
“I don’t care,” the smaller male whispered between clenched teeth. “If I live, I shall never again allow a woman to bewitch me into another form.”
The gargoyle snorted. That promise wasn’t likely to live long, knowing what he did about this one’s kind. “This is going to hurt. Perhaps more than you realize. Many lives ago, when my lady was born into a dragon body, I spent much of that life as a dragon since shapeshifting wasn’t one of her gifts. As I recall, when I periodically returned to my true form, it was exceedingly painful.”
“Thanks,” the stranger hissed. “Might I learn the name of the gargoyle who is returning me to my true form?”
He remembered Lillian’s wicked smile and hesitated a moment before answering the stranger. “My Mistress named me Gregory Livingstone.”
“Gregory… Livingstone? Seriously? That’s not a name; that’s a walking pun.” The other’s laugh was cut short by a gasp as a wave of pain rolled across his features. “Poor bastard, what did you do to piss her off?”
If the stranger would have said more, Gregory never knew. The body of the smaller male began to glow. A pale light hovered above his skin, like a thick mist. Then his bones began to grow and shift under his too-tight skin. It split and his moans turned to screams. In an act of mercy the fool probably didn’t deserve, Gregory placed his talons on the male’s forehead and commanded him to sleep. The smaller male lost consciousness a moment later. Quiet returned to the yard, and he turned to seek his lady.
Lillian watched him with an expression of horror like he’d expect to see if he’d eaten her beloved brother. He didn’t know what he’d done to earn such a look. He glanced over his shoulder to the body quivering a few feet from where he stood. It continued its change and was quite hideous to behold. Surely not. She must realize this wasn’t his fault. The fool had stolen his blood. It was out of his hands.
Her look of horror changed to one of rage. Oh, perhaps she did believe him responsible. Stupid, magic-starved unicorns. Unfortunately, killing this one would be a waste of magic, so he let the equine continue to drink from the well of his power.
“Jason, no!” The old woman’s warning wasn’t necessary. Jason’s progress was reminiscent of a wounded deer crashing through thick undergrowth. Gregory whirled around, realizing as he did the human could see him and was heading directly toward him.
He was weaker than he thought if the unicorn had already drunk enough of his magic that he couldn’t hide in shadow. Seconds later, the human was upon him, swinging a quarterstaff, and Gregory didn’t have time to worry.
Jason swept the quarterstaff at Gregory’s legs, forcing him to leap out of the way. While still in the air, he snapped his tail around the human’s weapon. With an abrupt heave, he tugged Jason off balance. The male cursed. In a quick move, the human twisted in midair and landed a kick to Gregory’s ribs. Then the youngling released his hold on the quarterstaff and lunged away.
“There was no evil within him!” Jason cried. “He was my friend.” Drawing his knife, he continued to circle.
Gregory rubbed at his abused ribs and tracked the human with narrowed eyes. So far, he’d been gentle on this human because the Sorceress would be angry if he damaged her brother, but he was starting to care less about niceties as his annoyance of this strange land and its people grew. First, he’d been attacked by the creatures of darkness, then by a crazed unicorn, and now a cocky human child challenged him.
Jason came at him again.
“Enough!” Gregory snarled. He grabbed the human by the shoulders and lifted him into the air. He jerked the dagger from Jason’s hand and flung it away. Then, uncaring if he clawed the fool of a human to shreds, Gregory roughly turned him until he was suspended upside down above where the unicorn rested, exhausted from the change, but whole.
“Not—my—doing.” Gregory punctuated each word by shaking the human. “He stole my magic. To stop him would have killed him. He did this to himself. But if you continue, I will damage you. Mortal, do you understand me?”
“Yes,” Jason moaned.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.” He sounded weaker. “I think I’m going to be sick.”
Gregory deposited the human on the ground next to his unicorn friend. They were both crazy. It might be contagious. Turning, he ran into Lillian. She glanced beyond him to the unicorn, concern drawing her eyebrows together.
“What did you do to him, and why?”
“I did nothing. He stole my blood so he could return to his true form. Did you not know your brother’s friend was a unicorn?”
She mouthed his words, and then shook her head, looking lost. Her skin was paler than before, and he worried shock was setting in. His suspicions were confirmed when she started to shiver. He pulled her closer until her smaller frame was a solid line against his side, and then he wrapped a wing around her shoulders. She leaned into his warmth and didn’t look up at her grandmother’s approach.
“Forgive my grandson and his friend, ancient one,” Lillian’s grandmother said. An elegant bow accompanied her formal greeting. “You may call me Vivian, and as you can guess by the evil you’ve already discovered, these have been trying years for everyone. But let there be peace between us and let us share food and histories. There are dangers which must be explained.”
He didn’t miss how she glanced worriedly at Lillian, but he didn’t question her further. There would be time for inquiries later. For now, he was more concerned about Lillian. She was so small—fragile, even—and she’d been so close to death when he’d first woke, no wonder she was now on the edge of shock. She’d suffered much trauma in the last day. There was also her hamadryad tree to think of, but the tree was safe for now. He’d see to the hamadryad’s healing tomorrow.
“Lillian needs rest,” he said.
“Of course.” Vivian made a sweeping gesture with her arm. “This way.”
He inclined his head to Vivian in thanks before urging his lady back in the direction of the house. Lillian allowed herself to be herded.
Inside, Gregory followed Lillian as she made her way through the kitchen and on into the living room. There, she collapsed into a chair and held a pillow in her lap, her eyes glazing with recent memories. Her grandmother stood next to her and whispered words of comfort. Right now, Vivian was the one Lillian would find safe and familiar, while his presence would only lead to more questions and worry. So, he faded, blending into the room around him until he was once again part of the shadows.




Chapter 7
Distracted by her grandmother, Lillian missed when the gargoyle vanished. She leaned forward in her chair, her fingers biting into the armrests. He’d been standing right in front of her a moment ago, and now he was gone. Nothing moved that fast. His magic must cloak him in some way she didn’t understand. A laugh bubbled up. She suppressed it with difficulty.
What did she understand? Magic. Gargoyles. Unicorns. Her entire life was a lie.
When her mind threatened rebellion, she took several deep breaths. Calmer, she approached the problem with a rational mind. What was she to do? A gargoyle followed her around like a lost dog. He must have a reason. She needed to find out his motives. But how? Question after question whirled through her mind, but no reasonable explanations presented themselves.
“You’ve had enough shocks for one day,” Gran whispered in her ear. “Come with me. The gargoyle is right. You need to rest. Everything will seem better after a good night’s sleep. Then I’ll explain everything I know in the morning.”
She should be demanding answers now, tonight… but she was so damned tired. Her body felt heavy, her limbs numb.
“Come,” Gran whispered.
Lillian was sure her grandmother was weaving some kind of spell to make her sleep, but she decided she was too tired to care.
Gran ushered her up the stairs, pushing on her shoulders to steer her in the right direction. After a few turns, Lillian found herself in a room. Her grandmother handed her a bit of satin. Lillian blinked. Her favorite indigo nightgown. And yes, that was her oversized bed. It had never looked so good.
When the door’s click announced her grandmother’s departure, Lillian started shedding clothing as she crossed the floor.
The satin nightgown still a cold presence against her skin, she crawled across the bed and scrambled under the covers. Her eyes were already closed by the time her head hit the pillow. Before sleep claimed her, a worried thought flashed across her mind.
Where had her gargoyle gone?
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A soft, slow whooshing teased the edge of her hearing, rhythmic like the ocean, almost a purr. The soothing noise had a steady thump as its counter beat. Delicious warmth radiated throughout her body.
A part of her mind wanted to embrace sleep, but other senses were sharpening. She inhaled a deep breath. Air perfumed with the scents of home baking filled her lungs—her grandmother’s pancakes and sausages, if she was not mistaken. Her stomach growled, waking her further. Still, she didn’t open her eyes—something was dancing at the edge of her consciousness, something she didn’t want to acknowledge or remember.
She squeezed her eyes tight and wiggled closer to the heat, determined to recapture the mindless oblivion of sleep. Another scent crawled across her senses and seeped into her mind like a drug, one reminiscent of wild places and the pleasant, musky warmth of a purely male being—the scent of a gargoyle.
She froze. Memories of the last day wouldn’t be denied and came crashing down upon her peaceful world. Muscles taut with tension, she cautiously opened her eyes—to an expanse of ebony skin stretched over a defined, muscular chest. A heavy weight was slung across her shoulders, preventing her from sitting up, and something else with the grace of a two-by-four held her lower legs imprisoned. Five minutes’ worth of wiggling and the gargoyle’s arm was down almost to her waist. Being careful not to shake the bed, she sat up.
The two-by-four turned out to be his tail.
There was an eight-foot gargoyle occupying her bed.
Tramping down rising panic, she did a quick survey of the bedroom. Her robe lay on the other side of the room, tossed over the back of her reading chair next to the antique oak dresser. With a new goal firmly in her sights, she held the panic at bay a little longer.
After several more minutes of slow, cautious wiggling, she was out from under the gargoyle’s wings. A few deep, calming breaths and she inched off the bed in slow motion. Her bare feet touched the floor. Her new bedmate hadn’t so much as stirred a talon. Fear made her breath shallow and rapid. She bolted for the robe in a mad dash. In under ten seconds flat, she had the robe clutched in one hand and had reversed course for the door.
She reached the old walnut door—a gate to sanctuary, the way to freedom. But she did not turn the knob. Poised, frozen between moments, she was unable to decide which way to go.
Whatever was on the other side of the door was just as much the unknown as the big beastie sleeping in her bed. Worse, perhaps. The gargoyle had never lied to her, which was more than she could say about her family. For years they had hidden all this from her. Magic. Of all things, magic existed.
She needed answers. Perhaps then the chaos of the last day would order itself into something resembling a normal life.
Ten feet away, sleeping soundly in her bed, was someone fully capable of answering her questions. All she had to do was confront him.
Determination flowing in her blood, she spun around and faced the bed. The great, lumpy mound under the comforter was still there, the whole mass rising and falling in the slow, relaxed rhythm of sleep. How long had she slept next to the big, eight-foot monster, with his massive talons that could have torn her apart? Even as she thought it, that older foreign part of her spirit knew he would never harm her—not even in his sleep.
Indecision held her rooted in place for several more seconds. Then curiosity and that strange, fierce need to be near him reared its head and overruled wisdom. Instead of running away, she slid one foot ahead of the other until she stood at the end of the bed.
The opportunity was too tempting to resist. After a moment’s consideration about the foolhardiness of what she was about to do, she tugged the comforter off the bed in one, slow pull and reached out with shaking fingers.
Keeping her touch light so he wouldn’t wake, she slid her fingertips along warm skin. The deep rise and fall of his chest confirmed he still slept deeply, too exhausted to have heard her get up or to notice the comforter’s lack. He was curled in a fetal position, his tail tucked around him like a cat—the biggest damned cat she’d ever encountered. It was nice studying him while he slept. He seemed less scary that way.
Even curled on his side, his eight-foot frame dwarfed the king-sized bed. One massive wing stretched out behind him while the other blanketed him like a cloak of shadows. His head rested pillowed on his bicep, and one arm still reached out to where she’d been tucked against him. His large fingers, with their three-inch claws, were uncurled, relaxed in sleep. If he’d had a nightmare, he could have gutted her. Her eyes traveled the length of him again. While he wasn’t human, he was undeniably male. Overprotective guardian non-withstanding, he’d be finding himself different sleeping arrangements very soon.
Without conscious thought, her fingers found his hand and touched the black, curving claws. She really should be running away, she reminded herself. Instead, she sat on the edge of the bed and explored the gargoyle.
Oddly, she could deal with the strangeness of the gargoyle better than seeing her family in their new roles. Or seeing a man she’d known all her life turn into a unicorn. It was like something out of a fevered dream. Abnormal. Surreal and completely creepy.
That the gargoyle seemed the most normal part of her life didn’t bode well at all.
She stroked his mane for several minutes. Calm returned, followed by clearer thoughts. With confidence she didn’t know she possessed, she sat on the bed and investigated the spiky ridge of hair between his horns. If Lillian thought she could get away with it, she would have tried to brush his mane for him, but the motion might wake him, and she rather liked watching the gargoyle sleep. She wasn’t sure why or how, but he was a natural part of her existence. Like air and food and water, her gargoyle had transformed into a component she needed to live.
From downstairs, the distant beep of the kitchen timer reached her ears. At the noise, the gargoyle made a huffing sound as he buried his muzzle under the edge of her robe until his entire head vanished beneath a fold of the dark-green fabric. His horns and ears stuck out and she started to laugh.
“No, I stand corrected. You’re not cat-like. You’re more dog-like.” His ears twitched at the sound of her voice, but he still didn’t wake up. Instead, he’d burrowed further under her and threatened to push her off the side of the bed. “Definitely dog. I don’t suppose I can teach you to fetch breakfast? Oh, well. At least…”
Her next words froze, forgotten on her tongue. The gargoyle exhaled a grunted exclamation, and in one beat of her pounding heart, he was fully awake. His powerful tail snaked out and reached around her shoulders. That heavy, unstoppable weight forced her forward and down until she was sprawled flat on the bed, the gargoyle poised over her. Then he leaped from the bed and landed on all fours, his tail lashing back and forth. But before she could ask what concerned him, there was a disturbance outside in the hall. It came a second time. Closer now, she could make out the sounds—dishes rattling on a tray.
“Jeez, you need to calm the fuck down. It’s probably just Gran with breakfast. She’s nice like that.”
Gregory advanced on the door with grim interest just as it creaked open. Gran strolled in and shoved the door shut with her hip. Gran eyed the disheveled bed with an arched eyebrow, and then looked the gargoyle up and down as she detoured around him. When she passed, she waved the two trays close to his muzzle and continued forward with a knowing smile. The gargoyle padded after her, sniffing at the dishes as he came.
“Did you sleep well?” Gran asked. Again, the eyebrow rose in question.
“Yes, very well…considering a rather large gargoyle was sharing the bed. Know anything about that?”
Gran graced Lillian with a most innocent look. “Yours is the biggest bed in the house.”
“Ha! I knew it. You said you ordered the wrong size for the resort and didn’t want to pay to ship it back.”
“I couldn’t very well tell you it was for your gargoyle, now could I?”
Lillian huffed, turned to the gargoyle, and speared him with a look. “You’re not a dog—you don’t get to sleep in my bed.”
Gregory seemed more interested in what Gran was carrying than in the conversation.
Gran cleared her throat. “Anyway, I imagine you both must be hungry, so I brought a little something to hold you over until lunch. Eat, and then we’ll talk.”
Lillian was about to tell her to talk now, but the mingled scent of maple syrup, pancakes, and sausages reached her nose. She tracked the trays as avidly as did the gargoyle. Deciding she could multitask, Lillian uncovered the first tray and snatched up one of the sausages. She was taking the first bite when the gargoyle leaned in close and sniffed at her food.
“It’s not poisoned.” Too hungry to worry about manners, she ate with her fingers. “Relax for five minutes.” She waved at the bounty. “Eat.”
He didn’t obey immediately, so she lifted a second finger-length sausage off the tray and held it out to him. One moment he was sniffing at it, then she blinked, and it was gone. The only clue he hadn’t used magic to make it vanish was a slight movement as he swallowed.
Gran handed him his own plate and motioned for him to eat. The gargoyle didn’t need more prompting and folded a pancake in half and shoved it in his mouth, whole. A second vanished as fast as the first one. Gran smiled and turned back to Lillian.
“I know you have questions. I’ll tell you all I know, and then we’ll see if we can get our new friend to tell us what he knows.” Gran graced the gargoyle with a calculating smile. He stopped eating long enough to bob his head in assent. She turned back to Lillian. “Good. First, no matter what you learn here, I want you to know you are my granddaughter in all ways that matter.”
Gran paused, closing her eyes like she sought a long-ago memory. “You came to me on a January night twelve years ago carried in the arms of a hulking shadow, a creature of immense girth and height—your gargoyle.”
Shock descended on Lillian like a blow.
“Six months earlier, we lost my granddaughter, Lily, in a drowning accident. It was just before we bought the spa and moved here. My Lily was such a good girl.” Gran continued, “She wouldn’t have minded you taking her name. You even reminded me of my little Lily. When the gargoyle asked me to guide and protect you like one of my own, giving my word was no hardship.”
She’d stepped into the life of a dead girl and made it her own. Horror cramped her belly. Everything she knew was a lie.
A numb, seeping cold held Lillian in its grasp. Her world was built on a hundred thousand lies. Who am I? She remembered the blood running down her tree, and the sensation of her life force weakening as blood leached from the wounds. What am I?
“But why name me after her? Surely it created painful reminders.”
“Painful, yes. But sweet, too. It was my way of honoring her memory.” Gran sighed and looked at the gargoyle where he crouched next to the bed. His empty plate lay on the floor next to him. “We were new to this place. No one knew Lily. They wouldn’t know you were not the same girl. So, you became Lillian.” She sighed. “I have kept my promise to the gargoyle as best I could, but now there is an enemy beyond my ability to defeat. Yesterday they came here to destroy my coven and found you here alone. I am sorry. We had no idea they were ready to move on our territory.”
“Who are they?” Lillian asked. “And why don’t I know any of this? Why keep the truth from me?”
“Forgive me for the lie, but the gargoyle told me to say nothing of magic. So, I thought it best if you believed you were Lily. I then came up with the idea about you losing your memories in a near-drowning—a half-truth is easier to accept than outright lies. And brain damage explained why you would need to learn our language and details about our world.” Gran paused again and looked down at her hands. When she looked up, she gave the gargoyle an intense look. “I’m interested to hear the reasons why the gargoyle wanted you to know nothing about magic. That was a curious stipulation.”
Lillian followed her grandmother’s gaze. Gregory balanced on his haunches, one hand braced against his bent knee, muzzle bowed until it touched his chest, eyes focused unseeing on the ground. Now, he looked about as talkative as a stone.
“Right. Better luck next time.” A cold sweat broke out along Lillian’s back. She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the gargoyle’s reasoning—her gut told her there was more amiss than just bad guys trying to kill her. She returned her attention to Gran. “What do you know about the creatures who attacked me?”
“Not enough. They call themselves the Riven. We don’t know their agenda, but they are a gathering of evil-tainted magic wielders. Before, we speculated they were led by vampires. Now after your attack, we know that to be true.”
“Why attack me? Why now?”
Gran broke eye contact and glanced out the window. “This isn’t the first time they’ve made a move against us,” she said, her voice strained. She took two deep breaths. When she spoke again, her voice had smoothed out. “Six years ago, we were caught unawares. There had been rumors of a dark underground movement, one that could unbalance our community and expose us to the humans, but no evidence was found to back up our theories. Then the disappearances started. At first, we thought a blood feud had broken out between the Clan and the Coven.”
“Wait,” Lillian interrupted. “So, the Coven is made up of your people—the witches. But this Clan, who are they?”
“We of the Coven are descendants of the few ancient human bloodlines gifted with magic. The Clan is a mix of the other magical races, many of which were once enemies. But our diverse peoples banded together for one simple reason: survival. The Clan’s numbers were always less than ours, but now they are many, many fewer. While they may not age, dwindling magic has killed many of them. If they don’t find a way back to the Magic Realm, all the Clan will perish in time.”
Lillian rubbed at her temples. “So, the unicorn is Clan, and my brother is Coven. And the Clan and Coven are allies?”
“Now we are, but that wasn’t always the case. At the thought of another blood feud, members of both Clan and Coven became paranoid and defensive. The Council gathered to put a stop to this, for a blood feud would expose us to the humans. The last time such a thing happened was long ago and ended with members on both sides burning at the stake. The Council ordered an investigation. The order was barely three hours old when we were attacked. The Riven showed us how woeful our defenses were against them. We lost eighty percent of the Council in one night.”
Lillian waited while her grandmother gathered herself.
Both grief and anger glinted in Gran’s eyes, the two emotions melding into a steel-hard resolve. “Nothing like this had ever happened before. Individually, we didn’t know what to do against such a powerful new enemy. For the first time in recorded history, the entire membership of the Clan and the Coven came together, like a herd seeking safety in greater numbers. When we did, we saw how many were missing. At first, we thought those absent were dead, hunted down by the Riven. But later we learned the truth. Better had they been dead.” Gran sighed bitterly.
“Some old and trusted friends we never thought had a speck of darkness within them, were serving these Riven. It became clear later the Riven’s true motives were to consume all the magic of this realm and rule over what remains. I fear some of the traitors may not have had a choice. We caught one of the traitors, a dire wolf. He seemed relieved when we put him to death. It was as if he was at last freed from intolerable servitude.” Gran shook her head. “I don’t know what was done to that poor creature but granting him death was the kindest gift he’d received in many years.”
“What is a dire wolf?” Lillian’s head was full of cotton.
“Ah.” Gran cleared her throat. “You’ve heard the legends of werewolves, no doubt.”
“Yes. You’re saying a dire wolf is a werewolf.”
“No, and don’t ever call a dire wolf one.” Gran started to chuckle. “That’ll make them cranky. Like many of the fae-bloods, dire wolves are shapeshifters, but their natural shape is that of a large wolf. Instead of a human changing into a wolf, it’s the other way around. The fae-blood wolf learned to shapeshift into a man.”
“Oh.” There was so much Lillian didn’t know, and by the set of her grandmother’s shoulders, there was more to come. “Tell me the rest. My parents… I mean Lily’s parents.” She stopped and chewed her lower lip. “They didn’t die in a car accident, did they?
Gran spun her wedding band around her finger in slow, measured turns. “My son and daughter-in-law were on the Council, members representing the Northern branch of the Coven. They were at council when it was attacked.”
Lillian glanced down, assimilating her grandmother’s story. The glossy hardwood floor reflected the morning light. Her gaze tracked the stream of sunlight back to the window and beyond to the beauty of the world outside.
The sight of her favorite tree usually brought a sense of peace, but today it couldn’t fill the hollow ache in her heart. So much of her life was a lie, and much of what was real felt like a fantasy.
She glanced at the gargoyle. At least he hadn’t vanished into the shadows. “Why bring me here? Where am I really from?”
He remained silent.
“Even fed, you’re still not much of a talker.” Lillian crossed her arms over her chest and glowered.
Gran patted her shoulder. “I think he wants me to tell you the rest.”
“There’s more?”
“Lillian, by now you must realize you’re not what you thought. You’re Clan, not Coven. You’re not human.”
Lillian wanted to deny her grandmother’s words, but after all that had happened, she knew there was something different about her. She inclined her head to her grandmother and asked as calmly as she could, “If not human, what am I?”
“I, too, wondered that at first. Your gargoyle was injured, as were you. I think he used a lot of his power to heal you and didn’t have enough left over for healing his own injuries. His time was limited. He was already turning to stone, and he couldn’t tell me much about you beyond the fact he didn’t want you familiar with magic. I didn’t even know what race you were at first.”
Lillian nodded her head. “Go on. I can handle this.”
“I found a clue clenched in your hand—a small cutting from a tree, its leaves still fresh like it was newly picked. I put it in water. Within a day, it had sprouted roots. That it rooted at all would have been enough to signal that this was no ordinary cutting, but there was also a trace of magic in its leaves. You are a dryad. The cutting was from your hamadryad, your spirit tree. You are a guardian of the forests. I didn’t know enough about dryads to know how to look after one, but I knew a sick child when I saw one. There was an unhealthy look about your skin I didn’t like. Your little tree sickened until just a few needles remained. Fearing I’d lose you, I contacted the Sisterhood of the Dryads and told them about you, your tree, and your gargoyle. They were here in less than a day. You’re alive because of them. I don’t think I would have thought about giving your tree gargoyle blood.”
Lillian absorbed what her grandmother said. She couldn’t accept everything now. It was too much. Later, when she was alone, she’d replay this conversation in her head and maybe then it would make sense.
Trapped in her memories, Gran continued like she was unaware Lillian was there with her. “The first night he arrived, he’d been injured, and his blood was splattered across the snow. That magic-laced substance shimmered under the moonlight—I remember seeing it, and in my state of shock I’d thought it beautiful like the stars in a cold, winter sky. The next morning, my senses returned, and knowing the power locked in an immortal’s blood, I gathered up all I could find and kept it frozen.”
The gargoyle stood, his sudden movement interrupting Gran’s story. He made a short, coughing bark as he glanced out the window. His tail lashed and his ears snapped forward. Someone was coming, judging by his body language.
Lillian eased off her bed and came up behind the gargoyle. Her viewpoint was all wings, mane, and flicking tail. A small thrill of gratitude flowed through her veins when he shifted a wing out of the way and made room for her to stand next to him.
Through the open window, she heard a vehicle coming up the lane. The boulevard trees blocked her line of sight and obscured the vehicle until it turned up the main driveway. Her brother’s truck came into view.
The gargoyle’s lips pulled back from his muzzle. Jaws parted slightly and nostrils quivering, he sniffed at the air. She touched his arm—and his thoughts came to her. No, not smelling the air—tasting it to search for magic.
“Ah, the Sisterhood’s representatives have arrived,” Gran said. “I sent Jason to pick them up from the airport.”
“Other dryads?”
“Yes. They’re the closest biological family you have in this world, but don’t be fooled for a moment. They are a dying race and have an agenda of their own. They saved your life, but I think they did it more to curry favor with the gargoyle than out of actual concern for you.”
“You think they’re dangerous.” Lillian meant it as a statement, but Gran answered anyway.
“No,” Gran said, then paused as if selecting her words with care. “I don’t mean to poison you against them. They serve the Light, not the Shadow, but they are not human. They don’t think like us. And as much as you’re biologically like them, you were raised as a human, with a human’s view of the world and our moral concepts ingrained in you from a young age. You may not like what they have come seeking.”
“I’ll deal. Our biggest problem is with the Riven.”
“Indeed.”
“Lillian glanced at the gargoyle. He was now silent, unmoving. Only his eyes showed any life in them. They glittered like black ice, a predator’s stare directed down at the women exiting the car.
Both strangers had the tall, lean grace of swans. They looked like they belonged on a Paris runway. “I thought you said these women were the same species as me. I fail to see the resemblance.” Apparently, nature had given her the curvy and slightly plump gene.
“Oh, they’re just half-starved. Their trees didn’t have the nutrition of nice gargoyle blood to make them big and strong.” Gran chuckled. “Don’t worry, dear. They’d blow over in a storm. Do you still regret you’re not like them?”
“Nope.”
“Well, we can’t hide up here all afternoon. Shall we introduce you and your gargoyle to the dryads?”
“Sure.” Lillian couldn’t muster much enthusiasm. She didn’t want to meet them, not when she was feeling like the poor, uneducated cousin.
Gregory remained silent as he padded to the door. He held it open for them. Not seeing any other choice, Lillian followed Gran out.
The gargoyle vanished into the shadows, but he trailed along behind, his heat and magic a reassuring presence. Up until the moment he’d awakened and saved her, she’d always felt alone and hadn’t known why. Now she knew the reason. Her gargoyle belonged at her back. She smiled and reached a hand out behind her as she descended the stairs. The warmth of a muzzle bumped under her fingers. A moment later, a tongue licked at her palm. She smiled as contentment warmed her heart.




Chapter 8
Lillian took the curving stairs in a slow, measured step to allow herself time to study the two strangers. Their backs were to her, but her brother was below, attentive as a servant, which told her enough about these women. Her poor, beguiled brother. While she wasn’t familiar with dryads, these two looked capable of eating her brother alive.
Her grandmother sailed past Lillian on the stairway, showing no signs of weakness or age as she flowed down the steps, her floral-print dress billowing out behind her. She moved as a queen or matriarch would, quietly assured of her right to rule her domain.
Gran tilted her head in Jason’s direction. “Be a dear and finish cleansing the gardens.”
A smile tugged at Lillian’s lips as she took in her brother’s look of disgruntlement. Jason grumbled something as he left.
At Gran’s approach, the paler of the two dryads stood. The newcomer made the simple motion one of slow grace. A long-fingered hand swept sable-colored hair off her shoulder. The sleek locks looked like they had never seen the abuse of a blow dryer or flat iron.
Sable-hair’s lady-in-waiting, as Lillian decided to call the other woman, bowed to Vivian and then stepped back.
Like two queens meeting to negotiate a treaty, Gran and Sable-hair regarded each other with hard gazes.
“The gargoyle is awake and remains in this realm? He hasn’t returned to his own yet?” Sable-hair’s voice tightened with worry on the second question.
Lillian’s jaw tensed. What did these dryads want with her gargoyle? What was so important they couldn’t take the time to exchange names first? She didn’t like the implications already.
Gran nodded at the dryad’s words. “He is here, and he will remain here as long as my granddaughter does. He shadows her every step. Whatever his purpose, if you wish to speak with him about your problem, you’ll need to communicate through Lillian. The gargoyle is shy, reclusive, and disinclined to speak to us folk of lesser magic.”
Lillian’s jaw tightened. Gregory wasn’t like that. Sure, he didn’t have much to say, but he’d never done anything to make her think he regarded the rest of them as lesser beings. Gran caught her eye and shook her head the slightest bit. That one motion told Lillian all she needed to know. If her grandmother wanted to keep these strangers guessing, she would play along. The gargoyle remained silent, hidden in the shadows. Apparently, he agreed with Gran’s plan.
The brown-haired lady-in-waiting turned her attention to Lillian. “This gargoyle is your servant?” Her sculpted brows rose in question. “Does he await your command?”
Lillian’s stomach soured. Her grandmother’s plan suddenly didn’t look so appealing. This new sense of authority, where others looked to her for answers, was not something she wanted. Reluctantly, but seeing no other choice, she answered. “If anyone is in the other’s debt, I am in his. He saved my life twice. First from the monsters who attacked me, and then later, he used his own strength to heal me. I was dying.” Her words drifted to silence as she remembered those moments of horror.
“But he does remain at your side?” Sable-hair interrupted.
“I’m not his master.” True. But he had said, ‘I am yours,’ and called her ‘mistress’ whatever that might mean. She didn’t think she’d share that piece of information.
Sable-hair gritted her teeth, a noticeable change compared to her earlier serene expression. “Tell me how you came to be in this realm in the company of a gargoyle.”
Gran cleared her throat. “Perhaps introductions are in order.” She glanced in Lillian’s direction. “The dryads, like many of the fae races, don’t give their true names freely. This is a dryad Elder of the North American Sisterhood. You may call her Sable.”
How creative, Lillian thought to herself as she smiled at the dryad in an attempt to seem friendly. When she held her hand out to the Elder, Sable hesitated.
Gran gave the dryad a frosty smile. “Elder Sable, this is my granddaughter. As you have said, she is in the good graces of a gargoyle.”
After a brief pause, Sable returned the handshake, the dryad’s soft, unblemished skin completely different than Lillian’s own garden-roughened hands.
Lillian grinned at the implied “play nice or else.”
While the Elder returned Gran’s frosty smile, Lillian peered at the other dryad.
The lady-in-waiting took a step forward and made eye contact. “May I ask what is your relationship with this gargoyle? Is he blood relative or future mate?”
“What the hell?” Lillian’s jaw dropped. Blood relative or future mate? She hadn’t known what to expect, but that wasn’t it.
“But surely you know that much?”
“I’ve no idea what you’re talking about. I don’t see how…” Heck, she saw zero family resemblance between dryads and gargoyles. There were a few genetic differences, for starters.
“How long has he been awake? A day? Two? Even if you honestly don’t remember your past, that’s still long enough to experience the draw between our races.”
Lillian didn’t even know how to formulate an answer to that odd line of questioning. Shaking her head, she denied the woman’s words. But as she took a step back, she remembered that just an hour ago, she’d been running her hands over the gargoyle while he’d slept. Was magic why she kept wanting to touch him? That complicated things.
Gran sent Lillian a look of sympathy. Then, her expression darkening, she transferred her gaze to Sable. “Did you read any of the reports I sent you? Lillian knows nothing—absolutely nothing—about her history. She only found out this morning she wasn’t human.”
“Her lack of education is hardly my fault.”
With a snort of disgust, Gran flung her hands in the air and muttered to herself.
Sable cleared her throat. “Perhaps we should return to the reason we came.”
“Yes,” Gran smiled coldly. “Tell Lillian what you seek.”
“We seek the same as you. To learn why and how the gargoyle came here.”
Suspicion started growing in Lillian’s mind. “And once you have your answers, what will you do with that knowledge?”
Sable tilted her head to the side to study Lillian in turn. “Leave this world. We’re a dying race and can’t remain here. There isn’t enough magic to beget healthy children. We must flee back to the realm of magic if we can.”
Lillian was trying to listen and make sense of everything they’d said, but her mind kept going back to when the dryad asked what relation the gargoyle was to her. Damn it all to hell. She had to know. “Explain what you said earlier about gargoyles and dryads… being related.” She locked gazes with Sable.
The dryad folded her hands and composed herself as if preparing for a long tale. “You are aware there are no male dryads?”
“No, but Gran did call you the ‘Sisterhood.’ Go on.”
“Long ago, when we wanted a child or companionship, we’d seek out males from the other magic races. Sometimes even a human male would do. But over time, we grew weaker. The oldest of our bloodlines were failing to produce viable, strong girl-children to continue our race.” Sable’s eyes unfocused, her thoughts turning inward.
A ghost of a smile hovered on her lips. “Long and long ago, when we still lived within the Magic Realm, a dryad queen grieved over her barren state. Her tree had taken to blight, and she was dying without an heir. She feared for all her people. On the border between life and death, she first saw the gargoyle. All of the magic races have their legends about those demon killers, Light’s Assassins, but she’d never met one in all her years.” The dryad paused a moment before continuing.
“He had frequented her forest for many centuries and found the peaceful glade where she took root soothed his soul. He’d watched her from the shadows for a very long time without revealing himself. It wasn’t until he found her dying, as she prayed for another to take her mantle of power before she passed on, that he realized he loved her noble spirit and the kindness of her heart. He showed himself and told her he knew what would help her tree, save her life, and make her fertile, but he had a request of his own. He sought a mate.”
Sable paused and met Lillian’s gaze. “Now, this wasn’t the usual type of bargain. He told the dryad he’d heal her regardless of her decision. He was lonely and wished to experience the joy of raising a child—which for every other creature upon the earth, in the seas and flying through the air, is a normal occurrence. But gargoyles are different. The first gargoyles were created to serve and protect the Lord of the Underworld, and like him, they normally dwell alone. There are no female gargoyles.”
Lillian frowned thoughtfully. Gregory hadn’t said much about their relationship, but she didn’t think he was looking for a mate.
“For eons, they served the Lord of the Underworld and destroyed evil in his name. Though it wasn’t forbidden, no gargoyle had sought a mate or tried to sire a child, content to continue their silent battle with evil among the shadows,” Sable said, lost in her tale. “But this gargoyle had found and lost his heart in the peaceful forest glade. Laying his talons upon his flesh, he slashed open his own hide. Then he mixed his blood with water and poured it upon the ground under the dryad’s tree. Her tree drank, healing and growing stronger as the queen watched. When the gargoyle came up behind her and placed one of his talon-tipped hands on her shoulder, she shied away, unable to hide her fear at his touch. It was only after she saw what he held that she calmed: grasped in one clawed hand was a stone bowl, filled to brimming with his potent blood. He instructed her to mix a few drops in water and feed her tree each day. She took the bowl, and while she was distracted, the gargoyle vanished back into the shadows of the forest.”
Interesting and disturbing. Hadn’t Gran used Gregory’s blood to save her hamadryad’s cutting? Just what did her gargoyle think of that?
Unaware of Lillian’s thoughts, Sable continued her tale. “With the dawn, the gargoyle still hadn’t returned. Days sped by as she waited, both dreading and hoping he would come back. The seasons changed and another year matured and died. One early spring day, while the mist still shrouded the land, a shadow darker than the surrounding forest crashed into her quiet glade and collapsed under her tree. The dryad woke and left her tree to find the gargoyle wounded. Uncertain what else to do, she took the strength she gained from his blood and used it to heal his many wounds. Under her care, the gargoyle recovered from the demon-inflicted injuries, which would have killed most other creatures.”
Again, Lillian frowned, thinking she knew where this story was going.
“When he was strong once more, he made to leave, but she persuaded him to stay and make his home in her glade. He gave her many dryad daughters, and she gave him his gargoyle son. And that was the beginning of dryad and gargoyle life pairings.”
Lillian started to laugh. She couldn’t help it. “That story sounds a little like a Greek legend, like the bull from the sea and how the Minotaur was sired. Kinky sex, anyone? Have you ever actually seen a gargoyle?”
“Your thoughts are polluted by a human’s outlook. We are not human.” Sable’s response dripped with disdain.
“But you’re human-sized and human-shaped! And he’s not. I don’t see how…” She let the sentence die while she still had a wee bit of dignity left.
“If you have no interest in him as a mate…”
“You’re welcome to him,” Lillian blurted. A moment after she’d uttered the words, she already regretted them. Gregory deserved better from her. He was his own thinking, intelligent being, worthy of respect.
Gran cleared her throat. “Maybe this gargoyle doesn’t want to be bartered away. I think you’ll find he left as soon as you started talking about him as if he were a pair of hand-me-down jeans.”
“Sorry,” Lillian muttered, and then directed her next question at the dryads “But have either of you actually seen a gargoyle up close?”
The second dryad cleared her throat and quietly introduced herself as Russet and then continued in a soft-spoken way. “I have. Once, long ago. While they are fierce in their true forms, they are also capable of great compassion and gentleness.”
“True forms?”
“Lillian,” Gran cut off Russet. “We’ll talk more about dryad and gargoyle history later, but now Sable and I need to discuss business. Why don’t you make some tea?”
Lillian winced at the dismissal but got up from her chair and went to the kitchen. She couldn’t sense her gargoyle anywhere near. Like Gran said, he must have disappeared at some point during the conversation about kinky sex. Smart fellow.
Alone in the kitchen, she put the kettle on to boil while she thought over the last conversation. It was best the gargoyle wasn’t around. It would be beyond awkward to ask him outright if he expected fringe benefits for saving her. And the stress of the last day had obliterated the filter between her brain and her mouth. No telling what would come out if she talked to him now.
She gathered her grandmother’s fancy cups and saucers from the cupboard by the back window. While placing them on a tray next to the teapot, she glanced out. Her brother was cleaning the gardens, which involved lugged an oversized jerrycan.
It hadn’t occurred to her what “cleaning up” would entail. Now she witnessed the gruesome details as he poured a generous amount of fuel on one dark spot. Of course, they’d need to burn away the blood and remains. If a gargoyle’s blood could heal, there was no telling what evil-tainted blood might do. A match ignited the spot.
Mesmerized by the flames, she watched until the kettle’s shrill whistle broke her concentration. She shook herself and made the tea. Earl Grey, her grandmother’s favorite. Maybe it would put Gran in a talkative mood. With each new piece of knowledge Lillian gained, more questions surfaced. Topmost was ‘Why am I here?’ but ‘What did the gargoyle want?’ was a close second now. That a gargoyle, one of the Light’s Assassins, was glued to her side couldn’t bode well for a peaceful future.
Well, the kitchen tiles weren’t going to give her any information.
She scooped up the tray of cups in one hand and the teapot in the other. Armed with tea and cookies, she went to find more answers.
Back in the living room, Gran and the dryads had turned the coffee table into a combat command center. Maps with topographical overlays showed rivers and land elevations. One looked like a modern road map, except instead of the familiar towns and cities, there were a strange lot of squiggles and foreign names around boundaries she didn’t understand like some alien civilization had taken over the world she knew.
“They violated Clan territory to get here.” Gran frowned down at the map. “I want to know how they escaped the dire wolves’ notice.”
“What if they didn’t escape their notice?” Sable asked.
“No. I don’t believe it. They wouldn’t sell us out.”
“Not normally,” Sable agreed. “But it might not even have been maliciously done. A dire wolf is loyal to its pack first.”
“They suffered as much as we did in the attacks six years ago.”
“Yes, and they might be desperate to protect their remaining members. What would you be willing to do to protect a loved one?”
“You’re guessing.”
“No more than you,” Sable countered.
Gran grunted. “Fine, we’ll be on guard. The alphas are coming here tomorrow after the Hunt. I will question them then. And if they are deceitful, the gargoyle may beat me to them.”
“Why not bring Lillian and the gargoyle to tonight’s Hunt? If they are hiding anything, the gargoyle will smell their deception.”
“Yes, I plan to talk to the gargoyle about that.” Gran looked up and motioned for Lillian to serve the tea. “Ah, lovely.”
Lillian let her mind go blank as she filled teacups, politely asking what everyone wanted in theirs. She was pouring her grandmother a cup when movement on the stairs caught Lillian’s attention.
A tall man glided down the stairs with an athlete’s grace—a nearly naked man, she amended. A rather handsome, nearly naked man with a vast expanse of coffee-brown skin on display. His knee-length beaded loincloth, gold torque, and gem-encrusted armbands were suspiciously like her gargoyle’s. A silky black mane reached mid-way down his back and was tied at the back with a piece of hide. His bare, human feet made no noise as he descended.
“I think that’s enough tea, Lillian,” Gran said.
Lillian glanced down. She’d overfilled the teacup and flooded its saucer. A pool of steaming tea spread across the walnut table. Cursing, she snatched some napkins to sop up the mess.
She tightened her grip on the teapot.
While Gran and Sable, trailed by Russet, went forward to meet the gargoyle, Lillian hung back by the coffee table.
“Darling,” Gran said, disrupting Lillian’s thoughts, “now that we’ve told you all we can about your kind, I think Gregory wants to tell you a little about your history.”
Gran’s shit-eating grin told Lillian her grandmother was aware how much the gargoyle’s changed appearance had her flustered.
The gargoyle didn’t give her long to worry, though, and gestured for them to take a seat.
Lillian sat and noted a problem. There weren’t enough chairs. Before she could go retrieve one, the human-form gargoyle walked to her side and stood at her right shoulder. His one hand rested on the arm of the wingback chair. Up close, it was hard to miss a few anomalies. His nails were a proper human length, but it looked like they’d been painted with black nail polish, and their shape was off—too pointed, both at the tips and the nail base. He flexed his hand, and the nails lengthened a half-inch. When he relaxed his grip, the nails returned to their original length.
Oh boy.
His little demonstration let her know he was aware of being studied. Since she’d been found out, she studied him frankly, following the hand up the wrist to the smooth, hairless arm. Ah, that’s what caused the slight hint of foreignness that had nagged at the back of her mind when she first looked upon him. Like his gargoyle form, the only hair was on his head. Wide, dark eyes fringed with a generous amount of lashes studied her in return. They were his only soft feature.
A strong jaw and nose combined with a broad forehead gave him a rugged look. Certainly not pretty-boy handsome, but still striking—if a woman could tear her eyes away from his perfectly proportioned body long enough to take note of the face. Damn, but he was built like a master sculptor had personally had a hand in his shaping.
Brushing back a few strands of his hair, she tucked them behind his pointed ears. He smiled, his lips stretching back from white teeth. He had two large canines on both his upper and lower jaw that would put a vampire to shame.
She looked away, only to realize everyone else in the room had watched her while she’d ogled the gargoyle’s altered form. Great. A wave of heat spread all the way down her neck, but she raised her head and pretended she was a queen, and these were her subjects. It lasted until her brother entered the living room from the kitchen. He glanced at the gargoyle and then at Lillian’s face.
Jason tried to say something, but he started laughing too hard and couldn’t get it out.
She glared at him. It wasn’t her fault the damn gargoyle had suddenly decided he wanted to look more appealing for the two pretty dryads sitting across from her. He’d had plenty of time to wander around looking sinfully handsome, and he hadn’t bothered for her. Not knowing what else to do, she pretended she hadn’t just spent the last five minutes admiring Gregory. She gave her grandmother a baffled look for good measure.
Gran didn’t bother to hide her smirk. “Jason, see if any of your clothes will fit the gargoyle. The nights still get cold.”
Gregory reached for Lillian’s hand where it rested against the armrest. Caught by surprise, she let him intertwine their fingers. Baffled, she studied his features to discern his mood. His expression remained blank a moment, and then with a sudden smile, he turned and dropped to sit cross-legged on the floor at her feet. He leaned back against her legs, and placed her captured hand on his right shoulder, then laid his own over top. She would have jerked free of his grasp, but she didn’t want to draw any more attention to herself. Fixing her gaze on the back of his head, she willed a calm mask to cover her rioting emotions.




Chapter 9
Not for the first time in his many lives, Gregory wished he was just a gargoyle and Lillian was simply the woman he loved. But no amount of wanting on his part could make them anything other than the Avatars. Lillian was the Mother’s Sorceress. He was the God-blessed Protector. Nothing could ever change that fact—stone was more flexible. Yet he still played this stupid and dangerous game with the Sorceress. He couldn’t help himself. Anger had stirred in his gut when the dryads talked of him as if he were a stud to win over with words of seduction and coy looks. Then Lillian had said she didn’t want him, that the other dryad could have him. He narrowed his eyes, but didn’t speak of it, the ache in his heart still too fresh.
While the Divine Ones forbade their Avatars from mating with each other, his lady had always loved him without regret throughout their many lifetimes. Even if they never fulfilled their deepest longing for fear of birthing a monster with godlike power upon the three Realms, they had their millennia-enduring love to rely upon when sadness became bitter. Until now, when the Sorceress had said she didn’t want her gargoyle.
Her careless words had hurt more than he’d ever let her know, but then he’d come and sat with her and her nearness soothed some of the rejection.
When he inhaled a deep lungful of air, it was impossible to not taste Lillian’s essence, they sat so close. It was sap-sweet, but thankfully lacked the heady tang of her blood. He’d already broken one oath to save her life. How many others would she tempt him to break in this life? He glanced down at his hybrid form. Unwise as it might be, perhaps he was the one doing the tempting now.
It was the nagging worry she saw him as more beast than man that had prompted him to first change his shape. His judgment was compromised when he was in the same room with his lady. It was the only explanation. For why else would he complicate the situation more than needed?
He grimaced as the truth came to him. Had he been thinking rationally instead of acting like a hormone-drunk fool, he would have let her believe him a beast, some kind of loyal pet. Instead, his anger had swayed him into taking this form to show Lillian what she was throwing away, what she did not want.
All this would be so much easier if Lillian remembered who she was, but he dared not restore the Sorceress’s memories until he had time to investigate what the Lady of Battles had done to her. There was no telling what traps the dark goddess had cast upon Lillian’s soul.
He’d stalled long enough. While he couldn’t tell the full truth, there was information Lillian needed now.
“I don’t know your world or its troubles,” he began, “but I have sensed an unbalance growing in this Realm while I slept in stone. It grows stronger with each season, and if I am not mistaken, it has cost you and your people much grief.”
“The Riven.” Vivian gave him an accompanying nod.
“Yes,” he rumbled, “these creatures are known to me, an ancient enemy I’d thought eradicated.” He glanced at Vivian. “I listened as you told Lillian about your troubles with these Riven, but when did these problems start?”
“A few years ago. Why?”
“Lillian and I first came to this Realm twelve years ago. Is twelve years a reasonable time estimate for when the dark ones arrived?”
“Are you saying you and Lillian are responsible for the creatures of darkness coming here?”
“Yes, I believe so. I will start from the beginning so you can understand what has happened.” He stared at Lillian while he talked, focusing on her until the others in the room became distant to him, unimportant. “First, you must know we share a link of magic and spirit, one that has endured many lifetimes together.” Lillian stiffened behind him at the word lifetimes, but she remained silent.
Turning to her, he held still and she reached out to caress his hair. Her lips shaped his name. He intertwined his fingers with hers and brought her hand to rest over his heart. At the contact, her thoughts flowed to him from where her hand rested on his chest: an overwhelming sense of peace whenever they were together. Wonder and curiosity. Excitement mixed with a hint of fear at her new awareness of him. But eclipsing all else was her unconditional trust in him.
Basking in that warmth, he continued, “When I was still gestating in my mother’s tree, I reached for you and found you among our enemies, a prisoner. Newly born, the fluids of my mother’s tree damp and sticky upon my flesh, I went to you. I was still learning how to coordinate my limbs when all the memories of our past lives came to me, awakening with my power. Not yet a day old and I already knew my purpose—to protect you.”
Her gaze flicked from his face to their interlaced fingers, then back again.
She didn’t pull away, so he resumed his story. “Had my father not been near at the time of my birth, I would have run off in pursuit of you without any weapons but for what I was born with. He couldn’t stop me from seeking you out, but he gave me his warded jewelry as added protection until my magic awoke fully. I went on the hunt, following the direction of your spirit. That led me to the Lady of Battles’ domain. I rescued you, but the escape cost me much of my magical strength. Without magic, we would never have avoided recapture. There was only one path left to us. Passing through the Veil between the Realms is something only a limited number of immortals can survive. The Veil came close to killing us. But we survived the trip here where I found this family to raise you. Then I surrendered to the healing sleep of stone until you woke me. But before I rescued Lillian and made my escape, I battled a blood witch. I believe a spell that later grew into a Riven may have made the trip with one of us.”
“Newly birthed. Sleep of stone.” His lady mumbled half to herself. She jerked her head up and met his gaze. Her eyes widened as a surprised breath hissed past her lips.
Baffled, he waited.
She brushed her hand along his mane, and her expression softened. “God. You’re just a child. You were born, found and rescued me in less than a day, then came here and turned to stone only to wake and rescue me again. You’re not even three days old.”
“You’re looking at it like a human,” Sable corrected her.
“No, I’m thinking like a non-perv. There’s a difference.”
“No matter what you think, he is a gargoyle. If you don’t believe me, ask him. Dryads normally gestate their girl-children within their trees for three years. But a ‘gargoyle child’ is more prolonged, closer to ten years. When they are finally born, they are mature, fully developed.”
Gregory nodded. “I was only two years away from maturity. I finished maturing while in stone.”
“I don’t care, that’s not the same as life experience.” Lillian transferred her scowl to him. “You’re still a child.”
“No more than you. We departed the Spirit Realm together and were conceived within moments of each other.”
Lillian’s teeth clicked together, and she exhaled another hissing breath. “Fine,” she said and patted his hand, her voice calm. “But you still slept through childhood because you needed to heal. You took injuries protecting me, and you lack the experiences you would have learned during childhood and adolescence.”
He grinned “We have lived many lifetimes. I have all those memories.”
“We’ll talk about this more later.” Lillian stood between him and the other dryads with her hands fisted at her sides, her spine rigid. “I’m dead serious.”
The scent in the room changed to one of challenge. His little dryad was protective of him. It was… endearing. Gregory hastily swallowed a rumble of laughter.
“Well,” Vivian said into the silence. “Glad we’ve aired that laundry. Now, where were we, Gregory? You were saying about how you came to rescue Lillian.”
“Indeed.” His humor vanished with the reminder that creatures of darkness were still abroad in this realm, creating havoc and killing innocents. “As I said, I think I carried more than just Lillian to this realm when we fled the Lady of Battles.”
“Who or what is the Lady of Battles? Same goes for a blood witch.” To judge by Lillian’s somber tone, her earlier anger at the dryads was forgotten.
“The Lady of Battles is a creature of extreme darkness. She wanted your power. I put a stop to her plans.” Gregory winced at his evasion. I hope, he added silently.
“Go on.”
“She was not always evil. She once served the Light as a…” Gregory paused, and then sorted through Lillian’s mind for the proper word. “A demigoddess granted powers by the Divine Ones to keep evil in check. As their daughter, the Lady of Battles had great power. For millennia, she served the Divine Ones. She had a twin, the Lord of the Underworld. The Lady also had a consort, the Shieldbearer. Although her consort was a god in his own right, he lacked the power of the twins. Jealous of the power the Lord of the Underworld commanded, the Shieldbearer attacked the Lady’s twin, intent on taking that power for himself. The Lord of the Underworld saw the evil growing in the Shieldbearer’s heart and deemed him incurable. And as his nature dictated, Lord Death destroyed that evil the only way he knew how. He killed the Shieldbearer and sent his soul back to the Divine Ones to heal.
“If he had realized what that one act would bring about, the Lord of the Underworld would not have killed his twin’s mate. The Lady of Battles went insane. She blamed her brother for her pain. And so, the war began. The Battle Goddess tapped into the power stored in the Veil between the Realms, turning it into a weapon to use against her twin. Lord Death responded by severing her connection to the Veil. She then turned to other methods.”
Gregory paused and made a wide, all-encompassing gesture. “The Twins would have destroyed entire worlds had the Divine Ones not intervened. They punished both Twins by banishing them from the Spirit Realm and chaining them to their respective temples within the Magic Realm. But during the war, many who lived in the once-peaceful Magic Realm fled for their lives. Some sought shelter with the Lord of the Underworld, but a great many more fled to the Mortal Realm while the Veil between the Realms was weak enough to allow travel.”
“That is how our ancestors arrived in this world,” Sable added in a soft voice.
Gregory nodded. “But the Divine Ones’ punishment didn’t stop the Lady of Battles. Even imprisoned, she drew a great army to serve her, the very creatures of darkness she was supposed to keep imprisoned. The Lord of the Underworld gathered his own army. I, like all gargoyles, serve him. For centuries, the Lady has been growing her army, and not all her warriors served willingly. By capturing Lillian, she planned to make me serve her as well. As for a blood witch, they use blood and life energy from other creatures to fuel their dark spells.”
Lillian closed her eyes, her lashes a dark line along her cheeks. She spoke without looking at him. “So… I was captured by this Battle Goddess?”
“Yes. And I think the blood witch infected one of us—me most likely—with a spell that would infect another, turning that poor person into a Riven.” He turned to Vivian. “In the first days after I arrived, did others come to examine me?”
Vivian grunted. “Only every powerful fae on this side of the pond.”
“One of them must have been infected before my body rid itself of the spell. That fae in turn infected others. Forgive me.”
“You didn’t create the spell,” Lillian offered.
“If I hadn’t gotten captured, none of this would have happened. That makes this mess my fault. It’s up to me to make it right. You said the Lady of Battles wanted my power. If I have power, it must be good for something. What can I do to force the Riven back to their prison?”
“You claim responsibility that is not yours to take. You were a child, innocent of any wrongdoing. Before you challenge the Riven, you must first be trained in your magic.” Panic weighed heavy in Gregory’s stomach. If she started to probe for her magic, there was no telling what would happen.
Until he had time to discover what had happened to her in the Battle Goddess’s kingdom, he couldn’t trust her, no matter how much his heart wanted to.
“Then tell me what I need to know. Teach me. Tell me about the Realms and our enemy.”
“You make it sound so easy. There is so much you must learn. I scarcely know enough of your words to explain in a way you’ll understand.” He sighed, his brows drawing together in thought. What was safe to tell her? He rubbed at his forehead, mildly surprised when he didn’t encounter horns. Already this hybrid body was beginning to feel ordinary. Natural—like the tenderness he felt for his lady. And that was the danger.
There was so much he didn’t know.
For now, a half-truth would have to do. “Think of the Realms as layers making up the universe. The layer we reside in now is the Mortal Realm. The one surrounding it is the Magic Realm, where the Twins were banished. The last and greatest, the Spirit Realm, surrounds the others. All the Realms are protected and separated by the Veil—a great weaving of magic composed of all the elements. Most creatures can’t cross the Veil. The Riven can’t, so they are trapped here in this magic-starved land. That lack of magic likely slowed their spread.”
“How do we stop them?”
He hesitated while he chose the next fragments of truth he hoped would satisfy Lillian’s curiosity. “Depending on how many of these Riven are here and how strong they have grown, I might require help to kill this infection.”
“Why do you remember all this when I don’t? What happened to my memories if it wasn’t a drowning accident?”
His stomach contracted into a tight knot. “You were not strong enough to travel through the Veil. You were damaged.” His words sounded rushed to his own ears. Merciful Divine Ones, please don’t let her guess, not yet.
“Will I heal in time? Remember all these past lives you mentioned?” she said, her eyes thoughtful.
“I believe so.” Please, don’t let that be another lie.
“In the meantime, what are we going to do about these Riven?
“Kill them all. However, I have more immediate concerns,” Gregory explained. “Your hamadryad tree was wounded during the attack, and I didn’t have the strength to heal both the tree and you. I placed a weaving over the injuries to protect against further damage, but the wounds need tending. I would appreciate it if one of the dryads would guide you in learning a dryad’s magic.”
He pointedly focused on Sable. “I can supply strength and my blood if needed, but the actual act of healing isn’t one of my greater skills.”
“I would be honored.” Sable bowed, and then straightening, she glided up next to Lillian. “Come, sister. I will direct you in the use of a dryad’s power.”
Lillian glanced back at him questioningly, but Sable tugged on her arm and dragged her in the direction of the back door. He tracked the pleasant sway of his lady’s hips as she descended the stairs outside.
Alone now, shadows curled around his body, hiding him as he summoned his gargoyle form. When he had his familiar shape back, he dropped to all fours and followed the lingering scent of dryad.


∞∞∞
 
Hot, humid air hinted at the chance of an evening thundershower. Gregory hoped for one. Perhaps it would wash away some of the stink. He wrinkled his muzzle in distaste. The mixed odors of slaughter, old death, and burnt flesh hung over the grove. If they managed to awaken Lillian’s dryad magic, it might help purify the grove. Her natural dryad magic wouldn’t be linked to her powers as the Sorceress, so it should be safe for Lillian to summon it without triggering any trap left by the Lady of Battles. He hoped.
Shadows cast by the maze’s west wall stretched across the glade as the sun eased closer to the horizon. A slash of white glowed among the darkness. As it came closer, the pale shape glided between the slender trunks of the trees, weaving and bucking in his joyous frenzy. Had the unicorn kept up his antics all day? Probably.
Gregory had eaten rabbits with more intelligence.
The stallion bolted straight toward Gregory. He wished the unicorn’s natural power wasn’t to see past deception. Dirt and bits of grass bombarded him as the unicorn skidded to a halt within arm’s reach. Gregory’s displeasure increased when the unicorn pranced over to Lillian with his neck arched and tail sailing like a banner in the wind. The unicorn bobbed his head and rubbed his muzzle against the dryad. Lillian laughed and stroked the unicorn’s nose, then moved up to scratch the base of his spiral horn.
Gregory directed his thoughts at the stallion. “Have you forgotten it was a woman who tempted you into taking human form and caused your… predicament?”
“I have not forgotten.” The unicorn rolled an eye in Gregory’s direction. “But she’s stunning and she smells delicious.”
“And you look and smell like food, too,” Gregory warned.
“Predators are all the same, but you’re worse than most. Do you even know what a sense of humor is?”
“No.”
The unicorn inched away from Lillian.
Content, Gregory returned his attention to Sable. She and Lillian had come to a stop at the base of the hamadryad. Sable began the first lesson, unaware of what went on between gargoyle and unicorn.
“Feel your tree,” Sable was saying, “her life force humming under your hands. She is the source of your power and your strength. From her, you draw life. Without her, there is only death.”
Lillian glanced back at him and then beyond the arch of his wing to the remains of the shattered stone circle. She paled. But a moment later, she straightened her shoulders and placed her hands on her tree in a decisive move.
Pride swelled in his heart. His lady was strong. The Sorceress always had been—but this lifetime, he had worried she would not be strong enough. For once he was happy to be proven wrong.
Lillian leaned forward until her forehead rested on the rough bark of the tree, scant inches beneath the lower of the two long slashes. The blue lattice of his weaving still glowed in the shade cast by the upper canopy.
“Do you feel it?” Sable asked her student.
Lillian nodded her head. “Yes, it’s… it’s so much—such strength. Why did I not know of this before?”
“I’d ask your gargoyle that question, were I you. Perhaps because you didn’t know your true nature, you had no idea this was even possible, so didn’t try.” Sable gestured at the hamadryad. “Now direct some of the power you feel into the redwood. Visualize the wounds. Imagine all signs of dirt and disease pushed from those wounds. Good. Now envision the wound knitting together, the edges closing, the bark intact once again.” Sable patted Lillian on the shoulder. “Excellent, young one. It comes so naturally to you. It will not be long until you are truly a dryad in all ways—what are you doing?”
The startled edge to Sable’s tone jolted Gregory into action. Power raised the hair at the back of his neck and tingled in his lungs as he drew another quick breath. This was not a dryad’s weaving. This was energy drawn from the Magic Realm—an act of power as the Sorceress, not just a dryad. He rushed to Lillian’s side and placed a hand on her shoulder. When she turned to him with power bright in her eyes, he knew how dangerous the situation had grown. Energy bled from Lillian. It bubbled up from the Magic Realm, flowing across the land like a spring-fed brook, Lillian its headwater. The current caught at his wings, tugging at them.
“My lady, you have healed your hamadryad and using more magic now might be too taxing.” He spun another web of half-truths, not caring if she figured out later she had been lied to. The Magic Realm was bad enough, but if he didn’t stop this now, she might switch and draw power directly from the Spirit Realm.
“I don’t feel tired at all. This is wonderful… I can feel the evil shriveling and dying all around the meadow. It’s magnificent. Look,” she said as she pointed toward where the stone circle lay shattered. Magic shimmered along her arms, barely visible, like heat waves in the desert. “I can fix it and make it stronger, watch.”
Sable took one look at Lillian’s arms and took several steps back. With shock replacing her usually serene expression, the older dryad’s gaze followed where Lillian pointed. Gregory held his breath.
Fragments of stone rose up from the grass as Lillian returned the shattered stones back to their proper places. Stone pillars formed out of the rubble. Not a stone or piece of gravel was out of place or showed even a hint of damage. Power continued building. She’d said she could make it stronger. No doubt she could, but not with the supplies she had at her call here. She needed additional materials and better-quality stone if she wanted to create a more powerful ward.
Small tremors under his feet warned him he needed to stop this now. He wrapped his arms around her shoulders, subtly absorbing the power she’d summoned before it could cause an unbalance in the natural world. “Enough. Listen to me. You’re not yet ready for this. You don’t have what you need to make the circle stronger—if you try to force extra power into those stones, the circle will erupt like it did when the Riven attacked you.”
“I can control this. I know I can.” She sounded drunk.
He shook her. “Do you want to be responsible for the deaths of Sable and Russet?”
His meaning must have penetrated her power-drugged mind. She froze and then paled. “I wouldn’t harm you or the others. I’d stop before the stones became stressed.”
“How would you know when they reached that point?”
“I…” Her shoulders hunched and the vast flow of magic dwindled. “You’re right. What am I doing?”
He held her until the last trickle of power died away. Magic strained under his skin, filling him to the point of pain. A neigh from behind him had never been so welcome. A moment later, the unicorn started siphoning power. When the magic was a more manageable presence, Gregory looked over his shoulder and inclined his head in thanks. The unicorn echoed the motion, and then with a spray of grass and clumps of mud, the stallion bounded off into the shadows of the grove.
“I’m sorry.” Lillian’s voice broke. She swallowed and tried again. “That was stupid. But it felt natural, so right. Forgive me. I’ll always listen in the future.”
Gregory snorted with humor. “You’re forgiven. Though, I doubt you’ll obey that last oath. You’ve never been very good at listening.”
She didn’t rise to his baiting. Her thoughts were too guilt-ridden, and he worried for her. If he released the block he’d put on her memories, all the knowledge and skills she’d learned in her past lives would return, and she could wield her magic safely. But the memory of what the Lady of Battles had done would return as well.
Gregory couldn’t risk it. He wanted his Sorceress restored in a way that ate at his resolve, but it would have to wait for now. The healing of her hamadryad hadn’t confirmed anything.
While he hadn’t detected any evil tainting her magic, she’d acted dangerously and that was something the Sorceress would never do. But Lillian had no memories of being the Sorceress. Instead, she’d reacted like a child with a new toy. Her loss of control could have been an accident due to inexperience. Or it could have been the Lady of Battles’ influence.
There was only one way to know for sure here in this Realm. Once Lillian trusted him absolutely, he would risk the deep merging that would allow him to learn what had been done to her. By the grace of the Divine Ones, he would be able to reverse the damage and go home.
Lillian tugged on his hand. “If we’re done here, I’d like to go help Gran with dinner.”
“Go. I’ll be along after I’ve had a word with the unicorn. I’m appointing him guardian of the maze. I’ll only be a few moments.”
“Sure,” Lillian whispered like she barely heeded his words.
After she had gone, he sat, troubled by his thoughts.




Chapter 10
After an awkward dinner, where Gregory was the only participant with an appetite, Lillian hung back to question her grandmother.
“So?” Lillian asked as she deposited another pile of plates on the counter.
Gran looked up from loading the dishwasher and gave her a questioning look.
“No one has told me where we’re going tonight. By the way everyone bolted after supper to go get ready, I assume this isn’t the usual trip to the neighbors for coffee and cards.”
“No, not exactly,” Gran said. A smile crossed her lips and faded a moment later. “The magical community has many different celebrations. While most are private and solitary, once each month we must come together to raise magic, reaffirm the bonds of kinship, and to strike fear into the hearts of our enemies. Tonight is the Wild Hunt. Even the threat of attack will not stop the Hunt, for without the Hunt all magic shall wither and die.”
“I’ve heard the legends.” Lillian tucked a few strands of hair behind her ear, then smoothed it in place. It was a telltale nervous gesture she’d been trying to ditch for years. Oh, well. She didn’t care if Gran knew she was edgy tonight. “The Hunt, isn’t it supposed to be dangerous? And by that I mean evil. I thought people were the chosen prey.”
Gran released a long-drawn-out sigh. “In this age, the Hunt is no eviler than one of those swords hanging over the mantle. It’s a tool. One we use to raise and gather magic so we may survive. A tool can be used for good or evil. That depends on the heart of the wielder.” Gran resumed loading the dishwasher. “And yes, in centuries past, the Hunt was dangerous. It was used to hunt down sacrifices or to kill oath breakers. Some of our rulers had an unnatural streak of cruelty. During those earlier times, humans with the misfortune to run into the Wild Hunt didn’t survive to report the encounter. Later, when we were ruled by more just rulers, we would take the human’s memories but leave them alive. Upon occasion, a fae would find a mortal interesting and return with the human.”
“You mean they abduct the poor person, right?”
Gran cleared her throat. “Yes.”
“And you want me to go with you on this Wild Hunt?”
“Lillian, I don’t want to put you in unnecessary danger, but the Hunt is needed for everyone’s survival. I won’t leave you behind after what happened yesterday. Just stay close to me this evening, and all will be well. I’m more concerned about how your gargoyle will react to the rest of the Clan and the Coven. Now, you should go get ready. The dryads have constructed something for you to wear.” Gran patted Lillian’s shoulder and then walked away.
∞∞∞
 
With her wet hair wrapped in a towel, Lillian sat on the bed and fiddled with the belt of her terry robe, which covered the new forest-green bra and panties. Her eyebrow had wedged itself in her hairline a while ago. There wasn’t much else she could say or do except wait for the other two women to finish with the gown.
She had never before seen a garment made from moss, fluffy Maidenhair ferns, and broad sweeping fans of Bracken ferns. The gown’s individual parts were held together by a fine webbing of magic. There was a first time for everything. Of late, she was witnessing new “firsts” every other hour.
The headboard creaked as the bed shifted under her. Her brows scrunched together. Unless there had been a minor earthquake, the room held one occupant too many.
“Out,” Lillian ordered.
The three dryads paused in their work and looked up at her like she’d sprouted horns. Well, horns were part of the problem. Twisting to look behind, she scanned the empty bed and frowned. “Nice try, but I’m not indulging you in a free peepshow. Out now, or I’ll braid some pretty flowers into your mane.”
A snort and more shaking of the bed marked Gregory’s position. Unfortunately, it came too late. A warm, damp tongue washed across her face. A moment later, the invisible gargoyle jumped down, landing with a thump. He materialized next to where the dryads worked. Butting his nose into the pile of greenery, he pushed their hands away from their work and sniffed every petal and leaf. Presumably happy with his findings, he padded from the room, the tip of his tail flicking gently. The dryads watched him go.
Lillian was still wiping gargoyle kisses off her cheek when the others brought the dress over to her. The skirt—woven of moss so soft and refined it looked like lace—fell to the floor in graceful folds. Over the green lace was a second sheer skirt of interwoven ferns. When they gestured for her to try it on, she eyed it with suspicion. Magic gave the greenery a lushness the natural plants lacked, and the entire gown gleamed with a faint shimmer as if silver dusted the fabric. With a sigh, Lillian shimmied into the hip-hugging skirt and marveled at the silky comfort. Slits ran up both sides for ease of movement.
A form-fitting green top made from the tiny leaves of meadow rue and the flowing Bracket fern blended with the moss lace, creating the prettiest gown she’d ever seen. It might be beautiful, but it didn’t seem practical.
“If I remember correctly, this didn’t work out so well for Cinderella.”
The dryads blinked at her.
Lillian sighed. “Magic made this. If I’m left with only my undies at midnight, I’m not going to be happy.”
“But Gregory might,” Sable said with a smirk.
Lillian flashed the other woman a twist of her lips, more fang than smile. But she let the dryads fix her hair with cream ribbons and white flowers. Around Lillian’s neck, Sable fastened a necklace of silver and what looked like tiny drops of dew. Matching earrings completed the look.
“You are a striking creature,” Sable said, circling Lillian to better view her work. “No wonder the gargoyle hovers near you like a lost lover.”
Lillian decided to let the silence speak for her. It was better than trying to come up with a reply to that loaded comment.
Sable smoothed her fingers along Lillian’s hair and tucked the last stubborn strands in place. “Thank you for allowing us to attire you in our way. There are so few of us left, we must preserve as many rituals as we can.”
“Sure,” Lillian mumbled, her thoughts elsewhere. At first, the gargoyle hadn’t done anything to make her think his emotions went beyond the relationship of long-standing ward and protector. She laughed at her own reasoning—a day and a half weren’t anywhere near enough time to become acquainted with another person’s dreams and longings. But even then, she swore she’d detected a recent change in the gargoyle. There was now something in his manner toward her, a gentleness that was sometimes accompanied by a lingering touch that hinted at a deep, unacknowledged yearning. What would she do if there was truth to Sable’s comment and Gregory did see her as more than his ward?
A new thought saved her from having to answer that question.
Maybe he’d always had those emotions, and it was her outlook that had changed. That was her most disturbing thought yet. She poked at her own feelings, examining them.
Yes, if she was truthful with herself, her view of him had changed the moment she’d seen him walk down the stairs, his bare, human feet making no noise. From the first moment he’d awoken from the stone sleep, she’d cared for him. He was a part of her, embedded in her soul, but she’d seen him as a male, not a man. She’d been blind, but she couldn’t fool herself anymore.
Not that it mattered. She’d never get the truth out of him. Any attempt to get answers led to more evasions. If she wanted to know his emotions, she’d first have to find a way to loosen his jaws.
Right.
A rock was as talkative.


∞∞∞
 
The others had left her to prepare themselves. While Lillian waited, she gazed out the window, straining to see the darker silhouette of her tree against the black sky. Ah, there it was: a towering shadow, surveying her domain. Close to forty feet in twelve years. Even for a redwood, that was fast. Unnatural. She should have known something was not right. But she had grown with it, and the tree didn’t seem supernatural to her. It was merely a part of her life, like the statue of the gargoyle. Whether she liked it or not, she was a dryad, and she didn’t have the first idea about how to be one.
One problem at a time. She went through her mental checklist again.
Survive the Wild Hunt.
Don’t do anything foolish.
Pretend it wasn’t jealousy that tightened her stomach every time one of the other dryads looked in the gargoyle’s direction. It was completely irrational, and she would learn to curb the instincts rising up within her.
She had this.
It was simple willpower.
Right.
With a rattle and a slight creak of hinges, the door eased open. She knew the intruder. She was attuned to him, linked by some strange magic she didn’t understand and didn’t want to question. He walked up behind her, his bare feet silent. She turned to face him. He stood so close, the corner of her shawl slapped his arm. Her human-formed gargoyle had dispensed with his invisibility magic and revealed all his fierce beauty. Even though he wasn’t in his gargoyle form, he was still taller than her, and she had to crane her head. Unblinking dark eyes returned her gaze. The gargoyle bowed his head, his eyelashes dark against his skin.
A wave of self-consciousness tightened her stomach and dampened her palms. She smoothed a hand over her hips as she checked for bulges or wrinkles in the strange fabric. There were none. The dress fit perfectly.
With his head down, she hadn’t realized he’d opened his eyes. He shifted positions to better take her in with one look, which raked the length of her body. If he’d been much of a talker, she’d have called him speechless, but his silences were normal. She’d come to recognize nuances in the silence like it was another form of communication to him. One he was fluent in, and she was still learning.
“Beautiful.” He whispered the one word like it hurt him to speak. Then he spun away, gone in the next heartbeat.
She could feel him retreat, heading down the stairs to the main floor. When she turned her focus inward, she could see through his eyes as he headed out to where the vehicles waited. His one word still hung in the air, and a strange heat swelled under her heart. He thought she was beautiful. The other dryads were far more elegant, but he thought her beautiful. She smiled and hugged her shawl closer as she left the room to follow in his footsteps.
∞∞∞
 
The road divided two worlds. On one side of the winding gravel road, a deep, wooded ravine waited, calm and mysterious, and on the other, the metal ribs of a derelict sawmill jutted up into the star-speckled night sky. The moon illuminated the land around the mill. The area had gone wild again, forest creeping back in, ready to reclaim the land. The contrast was eerie, like the surreal footage of a post-apocalyptic world. She shivered, cold down to her core. Instinctively, Lillian looked in the rear-view mirror, hoping to catch a glimpse of the gargoyle riding in the truck bed.
Her eyes found no sign of him, but she could feel him in her mind, his legs braced to hold him in place, and his wings cupped to catch the wind. He loved the speed and the cold air. Lillian’s lips turned up at the gargoyle’s joy.
Lillian heard the heavy pulse of drumming before Gran turned into an overgrown driveway. The chain-link gate was thrown wide, tilting off to one side, partially unhinged where rust had eaten its way through the metal. Other cars were already parked, and more arrived from different directions as she took in the scene.
“All this is ours.” Gran swept her arms up and out, the gesture encompassing the mill and the surrounding forest. “The Coven and the Clan pooled resources and bought it from a logging company back in the seventies. It was one of our first joint acquisitions. It didn’t look like much then, but it came cheaply. As far as anyone knows, we’re an environmentally minded company specializing in rehabilitation, restoration, and sustainable forestry.” She smiled. “While it’s not the whole truth, it isn’t a lie, either.”
Lillian grunted. That sounded like her life. There certainly hadn’t been a lot of truth-telling there, either. If anything, the gargoyle was the most honest with his long silences.
Smoothing her skirt over her legs, she wiggled as she tried to get out of the truck without flashing everyone. Lillian silently damned all trucks to hell, and double-damned skirts with slits up the sides. And then triple-damned clothing made from ferns, moss, and ivy. At least by the look of things, they were meeting in an old sawmill, so she hoped that meant she wasn’t going to be tromping around in the forest at night in a damned dress.
Before Lillian could blink, Gregory was next to her, shapeshifted to look human once again. He gripped her around the waist and lifted. With a squeak, she slapped her hands down on his shoulders for balance. Even after he’d set her on her feet, his hands lingered a moment. She stood there staring, unable to think of something to say even when he captured one of her hands and ran his thumb over the back.
“Come,” Gran said. “The others are waiting.”
Lillian returned to herself with a blush. A large group of complete strangers had gathered around. The gargoyle’s invisibility magic was an interesting power and one she would have put to use about now.
She ducked her head, and when Gregory trailed after Gran, Lillian followed. She didn’t have much choice. Gregory hadn’t released her hand. She was so focused on not stepping in puddles or doing something else to embarrass herself, she missed when the crowd of strangers broke up into smaller groups. They all headed toward the vast crouched shadow of the abandoned sawmill.
“Is it safe?” Lillian asked. That wasn’t the real question she wanted to ask, but she didn’t know how to put into words the sensation of cold fear hovering just below her heart.
“The mill? Yes, of course.” Gran gestured at the building. “We’ve done some work to the inside, but nothing that would show on the outside. We don’t want questions.”
Lillian nodded absently. The drumming she’d heard as they neared was stronger now. Heavy and primal, it called to her. Gregory released her hand and fell a step behind.
Doors on giant tracks slid open at their approach. Two men waited on either side of the entrance. Calling them doormen seemed wrong. Each had the intensity of a bouncer mixed with the lean muscle of a ballet dancer or a martial artist. Whatever they were, they gave off strength, training, and menace.
Lillian glanced behind to ask Gregory if he felt whatever hovered in the air around the two men, but her gargoyle had vanished. She turned her mind inward. Magic answered her summons, vibrating in her lungs and the pit of her stomach. A moment later, she found Gregory. He’d not gone far. When he finished circling the two men, he returned to her side, still invisible.
Gran took the lead, her long robes trailing behind her, quarterstaff held vertical like a walking stick instead of a weapon. Lillian still found the image of her grandmother carrying a quarterstaff a strange one. She’d dreamed last night, weird dreams about shadows lurching among moonlit trees, her grandmother swinging the quarterstaff, battling something in the shadows. Looking back at the previous two days, it was no wonder she dreamed of strange, frightening things.
Lillian followed in Gran’s shadow as she entered the old mill. A short trip through a narrow hallway led to another set of doors. These opened onto a landing that overlooked the old mill’s main work floor. Gran marched down the stairs leading away from the landing. Lillian lengthened her strides to match the swift pace.
They were crossing through the sawmill’s old offices when she ‘felt’ the gargoyle drift away from her side a second time. Scouting, no doubt. He didn’t go far; she could still feel him with the strange sense that hummed in the pit of her stomach. They’d come to the end of the row of offices and faced a wall of windows, the glass clouded with dirt and faded with age. The pulsing was louder here, pressing against her eardrums. She closed her eyes, feeling the rhythm with her breastbone and in the soles of her feet.
She broke away from her grandmother and the rest of the group and paced over to the nearest windowsill. Her heart hammered in time to the pulse of the drums. Like the slow disbelief of watching a car wreck, curiosity drew her forward. Condensation fogged the glass. She wiped it away. The glass was cold against her fingertips. She glimpsed white crystals and bright flecks of blue as they drifted by the window before it fogged over again.
Snow? Inside a building?
Using the corner of her shawl, she cleared the window of fog and dirt. Then blinked. No. Not snow. Tiny flecks of light swirled through the air, drifting up from a whirlpool of magic below her. Dancers were moving amid the magic—and they were not human.
Down at ground level, massive wolves, white-furred elk, small black ponies, and hounds with brown hides and tawny-colored ears shared the space with hundreds of people. They moved in time to the beat, driven in frantic circles by the pulse of the drums. A whirlpool created of living bodies. They spun and whirled, caught in the tidal pull of the circle dance.
Like the spokes of a galaxy, columns of dancers bunched closer together at the core before drifting farther apart at the edges. Those lithe figures at the center were so tightly packed together, Lillian couldn’t see their features, only the pale glow of magic that surrounded them. Their swift movements sheared the magic from their bodies, freeing it to drift up like wind-blown snow.
The wild power touched Lillian on a level she didn’t understand, frightening her with its seductive call.
Follow, instinct demanded.
Surrender. Become part of the dance.
Running her hands along the wall, her fingers sought a way through.
“You might try the door,” Gran said as she pointed to a doorway a few feet ahead of where Lillian stood.
Lillian lurched into motion, intoxicated by the power. She grabbed the doorframe while she surveyed the metal stairway leading down. She hugged the railing, hoping to steady herself long enough to get control of the rioting emotions swirling through her heart.
The gargoyle came to Lillian, pressing his body against her back. Peace, love, protection, serenity—his calming and soothing emotions swamped her, flooding into her mind from where they touched. ‘I will keep you safe,’ he said in his silent way. She loved him for it at that moment. No fear. No questions. Just unequivocal acceptance.
Her boot heels clicked against the metal stairs—she’d possessed enough common sense to leave the matching slippers the dryads had made at home, instead choosing a tall, sturdy pair of boots that would protect her lower legs from the abuses of the forest. She concentrated on the sound of her boots’ heavy tread. It helped to ground her scattered thoughts.
Caught up in the power of the dance, individuals swept past her and Gregory without noticing the newcomers. A strange force tried to pull Lillian toward the center of the vast room. When it couldn’t physically drag her closer, it seeped into her body. The hair on her arms rose. She shivered at the invasion. The foreign magic flowed through her blood, and then it receded. As it fled, it took some of her magic with it. She resisted. It tugged harder at her soul. Panicking, she summoned power of her own. With claws of magic, she struck out at the threat and shredded the filaments trying to steal her magic.
The vortex at room’s center shuddered. The tide of power shifted, snapping from the center of the room toward where she stood. Dancers lost their rhythm. Drums faltered. The room erupted into chaos. Cries of alarm and growls of challenge resounded through the air as more people stilled in their dance. Weapons appeared in hands as the crowd gathered itself, and as one being, it turned to look at her. Some gazes were fearful, others hostile, and a few curious.
Lillian’s nerve broke. She whirled back to the stairs, ready to flee, but Gregory in his gargoyle form materialized on the stairs a step above her. He stopped her with ease, his wings blocking escape. A muscular arm wrapped around her shoulders and turned her to face the crowd. Silence claimed the room.
Shock replaced fear on many faces. They weren’t looking at her. They stared at the gargoyle overshadowing her with his greater bulk. A memory flashed across her mind, of the unicorn in human shape when he’d first beheld the gargoyle: a look of shock and wonder, followed by desperate hunger.
She prayed they weren’t about to get torn apart by a mob desperate for magic.
“We must fix what we broke,” Gregory whispered into her mind through the touch of his hands on her arms. “This was a ceremony of sharing. Had I known what we were walking into, I might have approached this differently.”
“I screwed up, didn’t I?” She glanced over her shoulder. Looking at him was better than facing the mob.
“How could you know the magic would try to gather some of your power and share it with this world?” He pushed her from behind, guiding her back toward the crowd. “Now we shall fix what went wrong and make the magic stronger than it was before.”
“I don’t know how.”
“Follow my lead and embrace your instincts. They are there, buried under layers of my protection. Look and you will find them.”
Mmm-hmm. Right. “What if I screw this up like I did with the stone ring around my tree?”
“I will keep you safe.”
She doubted herself but trusted him, so when the crowd parted down the middle to let him pass, she followed close at his heels. He took a long and twisting way to the center of the room, herding the crowd back into motion. They moved for him, with him, following his subtle gestures.
He spun in a circle, the motion unfurling his wings. The glow of power spread out around him, flaring in the breeze created by his wings. Stomping his feet in a slow sideways motion, he began to move. His tail lashed in time to some unheard rhythm and drums took up the beat as magic pulsed in the air.
Lillian swayed, uncertain. But Gregory gestured and called to her with power. Entranced, she took a half-step toward him, then another. The magic in the room gathered, starting to spin into a vortex once more. Order slowly defeated chaos, and both crowd and magic moved to Gregory’s silent commands.
Unable to help herself, she followed as willingly as the others. She closed her eyes and guided by sound and the magic pulsing in her blood, she began to dance a softer counterpoint to his rhythm. Swaying and whirling around him in loose circles, moving in the opposite direction to him, she summoned a second larger ring of magic around the vortex. He increased the pace of his dance as the inner ring shrunk down upon itself. She danced just beyond the outer expanse of his wings. All the women in the room, beast and human-shaped, echoed her motion.
Then the males took up Gregory’s rhythm and followed his lead. Moving in opposite directions, the alternate rings of dancers spun past each other, driven beyond exhaustion or reason by the rising current of magic.
She danced so close, she could feel the heat of Gregory’s body, but they never quite touched. He danced in the same manner, echoing her courtship, following her every movement until the rhythm of the drums carried him away from her again, only to return that much closer with each turn. Like a pair of binary stars, they orbited each other—glowing brighter as they expended magic.
When the rhythm of the dance brushed their bodies together, she reached out to him, learning his thoughts, communicating like he did. A sense of purpose, pride in her abilities, and that she trusted him flowed from his mind to hers. There was heat as well. She accepted it. Desire simply became part of the dance.
Magic reached a fever pitch within her. Unable to resist any longer, she stroked the warm silk of his wing membranes, delighting in the way his wings quivered. When he turned to her, his fierce gargoyle features had vanished, replaced by human ones. Yet he still possessed wings, like he was caught between the two forms. Somehow, she’d caused his change, perhaps against his will, but she wasn’t sure if she cared. Her fingertips trailed across his chest, over firm muscle and the slight ridge of his ribs. He caught her hand, stopping its exploration.
“Naughty dryad,” he scolded, but his accompanying thoughts lacked anger. “That is not part of this dance.”
She watched him through her lashes as the magic increased another notch. It washed the last rational thoughts from her mind. He’d said to embrace instinct. She did.
“Then this isn’t part of the dance, either.” She leaned against him, rising to stand on her toes so she could lace her fingers behind his head. He leaned down at her adamant tugging. After a slight hesitation, their lips brushed together. She wasn’t sure which of them had closed the last short span, but she’d hoped it had been him. His lips were warm and hard under hers. After a few of her gentle nips, he returned her raw enthusiasm with breath-stealing passion. With the heat of his body pressed against hers, she didn’t think, just enjoyed the feel of his smooth skin sliding against hers.
His hand dropped to rest on her hip. Even though he was human, a growl rolled from his chest, shaking her breastbone. He dragged her closer. Sliding a hand down her thigh, he found the slit in her dress. His warm fingers settled in the hollow behind her knee, then urged her leg up over his hip. She could feel the heat of him through the thin barrier of her clothing. When their bare skin brushed against each other, she closed her eyes and shivered at the most delicious sensation.
Shrouding wings cloaked her, hiding them from view. His lips broke away from hers to trail along the length of her neck. She arched her back and gripped him harder as he nibbled his way lower. Breath hissed between her lips. At the sound, another growl escaped him. His one hand covered her breast and flicked the nipple through the fabric of her dress. She bit back a groan of pleasure and buried her face in his hair.
Between brushes of his lips along her throat, he mumbled words too low to hear clearly. One sounded like “forbidden.” After a few moments, he broke away, panting softly. He lowered her to the ground with reluctance in every line of his body.
Half-dazed, she smiled up at him. “Now who is naughty? I was just going to kiss you.”
“I know. I wanted more. The dance seemed like a good time to steal it.” He tossed his head back, his wings stretching toward the ceiling, and he laughed. The tremendous rolling sound rumbled from the depths of his chest. His joy was infectious.
“Gregory, I…”
Her human-formed gargoyle placed a finger across her lips. “We should finish what we started—the dance, that is. The others are waiting.” His eyes drifted closed, and he pressed his forehead to hers.
She’d forgotten the dance. Everything had vanished from her mind except Gregory. With the return of her wits, embarrassment awoke, too. Focusing on Gregory helped. She didn’t have to see the others still circling them slowly.
With his eyes closed, Gregory looked serene, at peace. He remained motionless for a moment, then he released a sigh and opened his eyes. The magic above him shuddered. A strange humming doused all other sounds for several heartbeats until her eardrums sorted the noise out. With a low whine, the magic revved up. Teetering, it hovered on the brink of losing control, then the magic exploded out, colliding with her circle of magic. When the two powers merged, a retina-searing flash of light blinded her, followed by a clash of sound louder than thunder. Energy raced away like shooting stars. Most of the magic vanished through the walls and ceiling of the room. What remained fell like big, wet flakes of snow, except they sparkled like tiny fireworks.
A tall, elegantly boned man raised a horn above his head. He met her eyes across the distance and gave first her and then Gregory a nod of respect. She’d never seen such old eyes in such a young face. One slightly pointed ear peeked out between his hair.
“We Hunt for honor.” He gave the horn a little shake. “We Hunt for duty. We Hunt for life.”
“We Hunt!” the crowd screamed back.
“Ride until dawn grays the sky.”
“We Hunt.”
“Let the Wild Hunt ride until the moon has long vanished.” He raised the horn to his lips.
With the first blast, a haunting note sounded through Lillian’s soul. The crowd roared.
“We ride!” Lillian screamed the words out along with them. Then again, a final time, hard enough to hurt her throat.
The brown-furred hounds bayed madly, yipping and barking as they darted through the crowd and headed for the loading bay doors. Outside, magic pooled in little eddies, hanging above the ground like a fog. It hadn’t vanished as she’d thought.
It was waiting for the Hunt. Like a moonlit path paved with white stone, magic gathered, forming into a silver road. She held her breath as people vaulted upon the backs of ponies, wolves, and elk.
Gran approached and held out a bag. “I brought these for you. Thought they’d be more sensible than what the dryads made. There’s a small office through that door where you can change.” She pointed at the door. “Now hurry.”
Lillian took the bag, glanced at Gregory, and then with a shrug, hurried into the office and slammed the door before her gargoyle decided to come and ‘guard’ her. Inside, she upended the bag on a desk and got a look at what Gran had packed.
“You’ve got to be kidding me.”
∞∞∞
 
When Lillian returned from swiftly changing her clothing, she found Gran already astride a white stag, her quarterstaff balanced across her lap.
Lillian pointed at her leather pants and then plucked at the black blouse and leather corset. “All I need is a crop or wicked-looking whip and I’m ready for Halloween or a new career direction.”
Gran huffed. “That’s not a costume. That’s real leather warded with spells. It will give you some protection from brambles and whatever other nastiness we might encounter. But by all means, if you prefer the dress…”
The dress with the slits up the sides? Hmmm, no.
“Shall we Hunt?” Gran asked.
“Yes,” Lillian replied. “Though I don’t know what I’ll be hunting. Or what I’ll be riding.” Nerves fluttered in her stomach. She glanced around. Most everyone else had already exited through the loading doors.
“We Hunt and gather the magic we summoned from the Magic Realm. And never in my lifetime have I seen such bounty as what you and the gargoyle summoned.”
Lillian didn’t reply, too embarrassed by what her grandmother had seen.
“Mount, so we can catch up with the others,” Gran said with a note of impatience.
“On what?” Lillian asked at last.
“The gargoyle will make a fine steed.” Gran looked at Gregory and raised an eyebrow. “And he looked willing enough to let you ride him earlier.”
Lillian’s jaw dropped at her grandmother’s words. Gran urged the stag into a trot, forestalling questions.




Chapter 11
When the building emptied of everyone else, Lillian turned to Gregory in time to catch a blur of shadows and light as he resumed his true form. After he dropped to all fours, he came to her side and nudged her hand with his muzzle. She held her breath, frozen in place, uncertain. At her sign of reluctance, he moved forward until her fingers rested in his mane. Then, shifting his wings away from his sides, he exposed his back so she could sling her leg over, just like mounting a horse.
She frowned at the invitation.
One week of misery, which her grandmother had called riding lessons, had been enough to convince Lillian horsemanship wasn’t one of her skills, and riding gargoyle-back probably wasn’t one, either. She most definitely preferred her own two feet on the ground. The horse had liked it better that way, too.
But here she was, eyeing her gargoyle’s broad back with mild curiosity.
Riding bareback. At night. On a gargoyle. What fun.
Apparently tired of waiting, Gregory wrapped his tail around her waist and dragged her closer. The nervous fluttering in her stomach revved up another notch.
No other alternatives presented themselves, so she swung a leg over his back and settled in place. She gripped his sides with her thighs and knees to hold herself on. It still felt like she would fall off with his first step. To hide her trepidation, she pretended nothing was wrong as she leaned forward to circle her arms around his neck. When she stretched out along his spine, he folded his wings back into place.
His flight muscles made a nice cushion, and his back wasn’t bony like she’d half-expected. Perhaps riding gargoyle-back wouldn’t be as uncomfortable as she’d imagined. The heat of his body sank into her bones, and the subtle scent of gargoyle surrounded her. Her jaw unclenched, and the nervous fluttering in her stomach eased. She rested her head against his mane—it was easier than straining to look up and around. Inhaling his forest-and-musky-male scent relaxed her another degree.
“Try to find your balance,” Gregory rumbled. “I’ll start slow. You might remember the way of it. I used to carry you on my back when you were born into a form lacking wings.” His gait changed as he moved sideways and then in circles, shifting his weight from side to side as he switched directions and speeds.
“Okay,” she mumbled into his mane, “I still haven’t fallen off, so I suppose that’s a good sign.”
Gregory changed directions sharply. She squeaked in alarm when she slid sideways. His wings steadied her while she regained her balance.
“Not funny. Warn me next time you do that.” She swatted his shoulder without much force.
He chuckled, shaking her insides with the movement.
“You’re enjoying this,” she accused.
“Perhaps a little. Returning your gift of mischief during the dance.”
Lillian blushed. “I wasn’t the one who completely lost it.”
“I did not ‘lose it.’ If I had, our positions would now be reversed.”
She laughed even as she flushed hotter. “You’re a terrible, terrible gargoyle.”
“Blame the dance for its wicked influence.” He chuckled and lengthened his stride into a lope. She tightened her grip on his neck, not knowing what else to hold. Her death grip didn’t seem to bother him, and he took off at a bone-jarring run as he zigzagged his way across the vast floor space. She curled the toes of her boots under his belly. After a few moments, her muscles grew used to his rolling strides, and she started to flow with the motion. Her lips curled up at the corners. She might get so she liked riding on the back of a gargoyle.
The gaping maw of the loading doors loomed up ahead of her. Beyond them, the strange and wild night waited. Almost clear of the building, Gregory flexed his muscular hindquarters and launched himself off the edge of the loading bay, out into the night. She’d thought he’d run fast before. She’d been wrong.
Her stomach plummeted each time his talons struck the ground. Such power. It felt like he floated in the air a brief moment between each stride. Nothing like riding a horse, more like harnessing the power of one of the big cats. Laughter bubbled up, followed by intense joy.
Gregory’s long strides ate up the ground between them and the distant Wild Hunt. The night was soon filled with the baying of hounds and the cadence of Gregory’s rapid footfalls.
They caught up with the rest of the Hunt on the outskirts of the forest. Spreading his wings, the gargoyle soared across the expanse of gravel road in one leap. A cry of surprise broke from her lips. Coming to the ground again, he resumed his rapid pace. She was about to beg him to fly again, but he’d already overtaken the Hunt and slowed his pace to come alongside Gran, her elk, and three silent dire wolves.
“What took you so long? Lillian give you a hard time?” Gran asked the gargoyle.
Gregory grunted in response.
“I figured she’d be more agreeable to riding if no one else was around to watch her first attempt,” Gran said with a grin, then saluted the gargoyle with her staff. “Sorry I couldn’t teach her more of what she needed, but she’s progressing well regardless, don’t you agree?”
“Yes,” Gregory said as he continued to pace the elk. “Thank you for guiding and protecting her when I could not.”
“I’m right here under your nose, so to speak, you can stop talking like I’m not here,” Lillian interrupted. “And since I haven’t yet fallen from Gregory’s back and broken my fool neck, what am I supposed to be doing, exactly?”
Gran cast Lillian a sidelong look and nodded her head. “In times past, the Wild Hunt had many purposes, but now need drives the Hunt. Tonight, we’ll ride the borders of our domain, guiding the magic we raised into a defense against the invaders.”
Lillian nodded and glanced around. She frowned, taking note of the thinning herd of riders for the first time. “Are there fewer strange creatures—uh, strangers here than started out at the warehouse?”
“Oh, young one, you forget you’re one of those ‘strange creatures’ now.”
With a twist of her lips, Lillian acknowledged her grandmother had a point. Her new view of the world and her place in it would take some getting used to. Besides, she still felt human, didn’t she?
“The Hunt separated to cover more ground,” her grandmother replied. “The wards and other traps must be reset to maintain the security of the Coven and Clan lands.”
“Why? What happened to the defenses?”
“The amount of power you and your gargoyle summoned washed away the wards we had in place like a storm’s tidal surge erodes a beach. Such bounty we had not expected, and we did not prepare for it.”
“So, I screwed up again.”
“No, dear. You shared a great gift with us. Do not regret it. Look there…” Gran pointed at an oak directly ahead of them, where its wide branches overhung the game trail, “…and watch.”
Lillian raised her head out of the gargoyle’s mane and peered through the space between his horns. Gregory and the elk came to a stop when Gran raised her quarterstaff.
With her eyes closed, Gran chanted in a low, guttural tone for a full minute before shaping it into a droning melody. Her head tilted back, and she pointed her staff at the tree. Then she uttered one final word.
The world exploded with light. Lillian jerked like she’d been shot. Even the gargoyle jumped at the bright flash and turned his head away. When Lillian could see again, she focused on the tree. It still stood, but it now glowed.
“Good God! What was that?” Even as Lillian asked her question, the glow coating the tree seeped into it and vanished until only a very slight afterglow remained. It looked like moonlight shone brighter on that one tree than it did its closest neighbor. Interesting.
“That is a ward,” Gran replied as the elk began to trot again. “It will prevent lesser evil from entering our lands and warn us should something nastier come our way. Now that the magic is strong again, we will know if the ward is broken or breached. Yesterday morning, when you were attacked, the wards were weakening. I believe that’s why the Riven struck when they did. They would have known tonight was the Wild Hunt, and they wished to strike us a blow before we could reestablish our protections.”
“Can you teach me?” Lillian asked.
A cry broke through the night’s calm and the gargoyle skidded to a halt. Twisting his head to the right, he looked off into the direction of the yowl. More of the Hunt came to a halt. Heads turned toward the eerie call and ears tilted, listening for the faintest sound on the night wind.
A human scream rose above the sounds of heavy breathing and the wind. The gargoyle spun back around to face Gran so fast, Lillian nearly slipped off his back with the force of his turn—she would have, had his wings not caught her.
“Take my lady to safety,” Gregory ordered. “Those are death hounds—beasts which don’t belong here. I must kill them before they report back to their masters.”
“No,” Lillian protested as a growing sense of dread settled in her middle at the thought of her gargoyle going into battle without her. The flash of a remembered dream stood out fresh in Lillian’s thoughts, of her grandmother swinging her staff at shadows. “Gregory, I’m not letting you battle them alone.”
“You’re not going into battle with me. It’s too dangerous and you’re not ready. I might not be able to kill them and protect you at the same time.”
“There are too many. You can’t go alone. We’ll all come with you and face whatever these things are together.” Her power stirred, uncurling within her. At that moment, she couldn’t explain it, but she needed to be there with him.
“Get off!” he ordered, his voice no longer gentle. Fear for her had made it deep and thunderous.
“I will not let you fight alone.” As stubborn as he, she clung to his back, refusing to let go.
He growled as he reached back and grabbed her left ankle in his mouth. With a twist of his head, he dislodged her without so much as leaving a mark on her leather boots, but all the same, she still found herself on the ground.
With a curse, she rolled to her feet in time to see Gregory bolting off into the shadows. She needed to follow him with every cell in her body. Her shoulder blades itched and ached. Fisting her shaking hands, she tried to ignore the burn of power pulsing in her fingertips. Gregory wasn’t the only one with magic. She had every right to fight by his side. Fear for her gargoyle filled her belly.
“Gregory is faster. If he waited for us, more people would die.” The harsh line of Gran’s mouth softened. “You must let the gargoyle do what he was born to do.”
But Gran was wrong, Lillian’s instincts screamed. More people would die this way.
She closed her eyes and sought calm. A waft of coppery blood-scent snapped her back to attention. She relaxed her hands and found she’d cut her palms. Baffled, she studied her nails. They weren’t sharp enough to do that kind of damage.
“Lillian, hurry. Mount up behind me. We can’t stay here, it isn’t safe,” Gran said and held out a hand.
Lillian wiped her palms on her thighs and scrambled up behind Gran.
The elk bounded away from the direction the gargoyle had taken. Closing her eyes, Lillian sought the peaceful darkness and embraced the magic that let her ‘feel’ the gargoyle. A faint, blurry image appeared on the back of her closed eyelids. He ran through the shadows of the forest, his movements as nimble and deadly as if he hunted under the bright light of day.
∞∞∞
 
When deadfall blocked the trail, Gregory bounded over it without slowing. Dirt and leaf litter scattered under his feet as he ran. At first, there was only the Hunt, and then Lillian linked with him, following his progress from a safer distance. She remembered that much. Pride swelled in his heart. The emotion caused him to lengthen his stride until he was flying over the ground without leaving the earth.
Battle sounded ahead.
Cries of fear and grunts of pain drifted to him on the wind. The higher-pitched snarls of death hounds were easiest to make out, and there were far too many of them. Closer now, he heard the gurgle of a death’s rattle. A moment later, the victim hit the ground with a solid smack. More sounds of death echoed through the forest.
A moonlit clearing broke the darkness of the surrounding trees, and he leaped from cover into the midst of the fight. Swiping at a death hound’s exposed belly, he gutted the beast before it knew he was there. Talons, which had matured while he’d slept in stone, delivered quick death to his enemies, unlike the first time he’d fought the death hounds within the Lady of Battles’ kingdom. This time, he wouldn’t let anyone or anything harm Lillian.
He grabbed a beast with ginger-and-black-colored fur by the throat and gave it a savage twist. Claws raked at him, but he fought on—uncaring as long as he took out his enemies before they killed again. With a second twist, the hound’s neck broke. Gregory dropped the limp weight and moved on to the next death hound.
There were several more of the beasts in the clearing, each with thick, black ruffs and varying earth-toned pelts. More arrived as he watched. They far outnumbered him, but he had a few other abilities now that he hadn’t had when he was newly born. While his talons ravaged his next enemy, he released small spells of death into its bloodstream. He circled his next opponent and dispatched it in short order.
One after another, death hounds dropped all around him. The few beasts agile enough to avoid his talons tucked their tails tight to their bodies and fled.
When no more hounds came for him, he surveyed his work. He was crusted with gore and dirt. But he was whole, unlike the broken bodies that lay scattered around, pale against the darker backdrop of blood. Some were death hounds, while others were ones he’d recently danced with.
No magic could aid them now. Lillian’s sorrow touched his thoughts, and when he wished each victim’s soul a safe journey to the Spirit Realm, she joined him in silent prayer.
He was about to continue hunting for any escaped hounds when a spike of fear bled across their link and Lillian broke away. Before he could calm her, she was gone.
He roared in fear and challenge. How had the death hounds gotten around him? He’d not detected anything near his lady’s location. Frantic, he sought to reestablish the link. Panic had taken hold of her mind, and his magic slithered off her mental shields without connecting. He leaped into motion, heading back the way he’d come. With each stride, he prayed to the Divine Ones he would not be too late.




Chapter 12
A man-shaped shadow blocked the path twenty feet ahead. Lillian, blinded by her grandmother’s glowing quarterstaff, couldn’t make out the man’s features. It wasn’t until Gran lowered her staff to point at the man’s chest that Lillian recognized Alexander. She remembered Gregory saying some of her attackers had escaped. She’d assumed this vampire was dead since she’d injured him. But here he was—undead—and much recovered. He’d even grown his face back. Damn.
Two black-and-silver-furred dire wolves circled in front of Lillian. They positioned themselves between her and the enemy. While they advanced on Alexander with heads low and white fangs gleaming, a wild-haired sidhe galloped his mount up and took flank. More of the Clan and Coven joined them, clustering together in a loose circle with staffs, swords, and arrows pointed at the surrounding forest.
“Name yourself,” Gran challenged.
“His name’s Alexander,” Lillian whispered. Rage made her voice strong, even as fear sparked to life in her blood. “He led the Riven who attacked me. He wants me dead.”
“That’s not entirely true,” Alexander said with a shrug that stretched his suit across his shoulders. “In my defense, I said I wouldn’t hurt you if you came with us, but my goodwill wouldn’t last if you made me go through the stone ring. As I recall, you didn’t obey.”
“Go screw yourself.” Lillian’s fists clenched, aching for a weapon of some kind. A sword, preferably. Then she’d see if he could grow his whole head back.
“How very original.”
If not a sword, another rock with her blood on it would do. The underbrush shivered behind the vampire. Eight more of Alexander’s henchmen materialized out of the forest.
Without taking her eyes from the enemy, Gran motioned for Lillian to lean closer and instructed in a low voice, “Stay with the elk. He’ll try to keep you safe while we deal with this threat.”
“But I can fight.”
Gran shook her head, then tossed her leg over the elk’s withers and slid to the ground.
“What are you doing?” Fear for her grandmother made Lillian’s voice break.
“The elk will have a better chance if he’s only carrying you. Don’t worry about me.” Gran pushed the hilt of a dagger into Lillian’s hand.
Alexander chuckled. “How touching. Now, if you don’t mind, I have somewhere I need to be.” He gestured to the shadows behind him, and more dark shapes eased out of the forest. “Bring the girl, kill the rest.”
At Alexander’s words, one of the intruders started shedding his clothes. He dropped to all fours and fur burst from his skin with the sound of wet sand hitting the ground. In the time it took to blink, a massive dire wolf took his place. The shaggy black monster lunged at Gran in a blur of speed.
Gran whipped her staff around. Light raced up its length and launched from the end with a high-pitched screech. It collided with the enemy dire wolf while he was in mid-leap. Magic tossed him back against a tree trunk fifteen feet away. He fell to the ground, unmoving. Gran leveled her staff at another dire wolf.
Underbrush and saplings quaked violently as the forest erupted into chaos. A dozen wolf-creatures raced out of the woods toward the smaller circle of defenders. The screams and grunts of battle echoed all around them. Lillian clung to the elk’s neck as he lunged sideways, away from snapping teeth. But there was no escape. They were surrounded, trapped with the rest of the defenders, forced into an ever-shrinking pocket of space.
The elk danced in place, then bellowed a challenge and kicked out at an enemy. His hoof smashed into an enemy dire wolf’s skull with the dull crack of bone. He struck out with his deadly hooves again. Several enemies met death under his brutal defense, but more than once, he was too slow to prevent a bite. Blood now showed dark against his white coat.
The last of the enemy dire wolves crashed to the ground as a willowy sidhe woman, accompanied by a massive waist-high hound, took up the fight. The woman cried out a guttural order to her hound. The beast turned silver eyes upon Lillian. It leaped to attack, crossing the distance too swiftly. Its long, narrow head snaked out and snapped steel-gray teeth at Lillian.
Hot breath and saliva washed over her exposed arm. But there was no pain or the sensation of tearing flesh.
The beast dropped to the ground, leaving Lillian and the elk untouched. It sat on its haunches and gazed up at Lillian with a look of confusion. The hound gave a little shiver, ruffling its ginger-frosted black fur.
“Bring down!” The sidhe woman screamed at the beast, giving it hand signals as well as verbal commands.
Again, the beast lunged at Lillian, but twisted away at the last minute and returned to its crouched position.
“Bring down.” The sidhe gestured frantically now. “Bring down.”
The beast snorted and shook its head, its long neck twisting to snap at its own shoulder. Then it dipped its muzzle nearly to the ground and clawed at the back of its head. Something small and white glimmered at the base of the skull. The creature didn’t hold still long enough for Lillian to see it clearly, but she thought it might be a giant pearl or sliver of crystal.
“Stop!” The woman screamed commands at the creature.
With an agonized snarl, it stopped digging at its own flesh and darted off into the underbrush, ignoring the woman’s calls for it to return.
“You might try obedience school next time,” Lillian said as she gripped her dagger tighter.
The strange woman whirled back around. Clutched in her hands, two daggers flashed silver against the darkness. She attacked. Brutal, graceful, and fast—her long hair flowing out behind her—she covered the distance in a moment. One flash of silver vanished under the elk’s belly. His bellow of pain was cut short by a second violent stab. The elk took another stumbling stride as the woman danced out of his way. Lillian couldn’t explain it, but she’d felt the woman’s knife sever the elk’s soul from his body.
Lillian glimpsed another flash of silver and pain erupted in her shoulder. The weight and power of the strike toppled her off the back of the elk. Breath exploded from her lungs when she smashed into the ground. Shoulder screaming of abuse, she rolled to her side in time to see the woman leaping on her from above. Lillian twisted in the opposite direction and surged to her feet.
The woman stared at the knife in her hand with a perplexed frown, then back at Lillian. “Why are you not dead?” she asked as she advanced on Lillian again.
“No idea.”
“She should be dead. Why isn’t she?”
Lillian glanced around for a second opponent but realized the stranger was looking down at the blade in her hand, talking to the knife like it was sentient. After a moment, the woman’s expression darkened, and she looked up at Lillian with a snarl.
“If the demon blade won’t kill you, I’ll deal with you myself.” The stranger surged forward with a burst of speed.
Ancient instincts reared up within Lillian, and she used her enemy’s momentum to slam her head into a tree trunk. While the woman was dazed, a Clan dire wolf leaped at her. The two opponents tumbled off into the underbrush.
Lillian’s body ached and her lungs burned, but she maintained her footing, scanning the immediate area and the forest beyond for the next attack. The twang of a bowstring reached her ears too late.
Agony ripped a path through the muscle of her right arm. She screamed and pressed her hand over the wound.
An archer stood off to one side, partially hidden by night. He raised his bow a second time, but a silver-haired sidhe appeared between them, and with the flick of his wrist, he sent a small knife flying at the archer. The bit of silver embedded itself in the archer’s neck. Another enemy fell. The leader of the Hunt gave Lillian a slight nod and then turned to his next opponent.
With a hiss, Lillian probed her new injury. This one was just a graze, a non-threatening flesh wound unless they poisoned their arrowheads. A snap of a twig told her she’d have to worry about her injuries later.
While Lillian had been distracted by the archer and the Huntsman, the sidhe woman had finished off her dire wolf opponent and was advancing again.
“Well, aren’t you a determined bitch,” Lillian mumbled with a bravado she wasn’t feeling. Fear was eating away at her strength, adrenaline made her muscles shake and her heart pound. She felt lightheaded. Where was Gregory? Please let him still live.
The Otherness within Lillian’s soul, the same one who had first whispered the words to claim and awaken Gregory, awoke for the second time. It looked out through her eyes, taking in the scene with a calm, cold center Lillian lacked. It reached out to touch Gregory’s thoughts. He still lived.
Lillian wanted to cry with relief, but her joy was short lived. The power gripped her mind harder. This wasn’t like earlier at the dance, this was primal, dark power. It wasn’t asking for control, it was demanding.
Had there been another way, Lillian would have fought the power rising within, fearing it more than the enemies she now faced. But more than her life was at risk. Her family needed her. Gregory needed her.
Lillian surrendered control of her body to that Otherness.
An arrow embedded in a nearby tree trunk caught her dark power’s attention. Lillian backed toward the tree.
The sidhe advanced, her daggers poised to strike. Lillian waited with her head bowed, her injured shoulder pressed against the arrow still embedded in the tree. When the sidhe lunged forward, Lillian yanked the arrow free and coated the arrowhead with the blood running down her arm in one smooth motion. Her free hand snaked out and grasped the sidhe by the throat.
Surprise widened pale, blue eyes. Lillian gave her opponent a gentle smile as she reversed her grip on the shaft and jabbed the arrowhead into the woman’s eye. The stranger screamed and clawed at her face, trying to dislodge the smoking shaft. Lillian shoved the arrow deeper, then sidestepped as the woman shuddered and fell forward. After twitching twice more, the sidhe went limp. Lillian leaned down and tugged on the arrow. It grated against the eye socket before coming free.
Immediate danger over, the power released Lillian from its grip. She gasped for breath and fought against the urge to retch her guts out. There was still danger. Her family needed her. With that thought firmly in her mind, she left the shelter of the tree.
Staying low to the ground, Lillian crawled to where an unmoving lump of white glowed palely in the moonlight. The elk’s shimmer was fading in death.
She hunched next to the body and scanned the area nearby, praying she’d find her grandmother alive. But there was no sign of Vivian.
Battle still raged between the trees. Pairs of dire wolves fought to the death, and a dozen or more Riven jumped from tree to tree, dropping down upon the sidhe Huntsman and his three remaining companions.
Coppery blood-scent and the stink of burnt flesh choked her. She fought the urge to gag and forced herself to focus on the dense shadows surrounding her as a new threat wormed its way into her mind. All the muscles running along her back tensed. Glancing over her shoulder, she caught movement darting between the tree trunks. Alexander broke free of cover and sprinted toward her, his expression wild, driven mad by rage or blood lust. Three other Riven trailed a few paces behind.
He jumped into the air, an impossible leap but never made it to her position. A darker shape collided with Alexander, slamming him into nearby undergrowth.
“Gregory!” Lillian screamed. The primal power of the Otherness awoke within her again.
Shrubs shook and snapped. The crunch of twigs and the smack of flesh on flesh dwindled into the distance as the gargoyle’s momentum carried the fighters deeper into the forest.
The other Riven ignored her, swarming after Gregory to overwhelm him with greater numbers.
Rage and power boiled up within her, and she felt the taint of vampire a moment before she touched their thoughts. They planned to kill her gargoyle and then come back and finish off those still living.
No one harmed her gargoyle.
She sprang after them, rewetting her arrow with the fresh blood oozing down her arm as she ran. The deep shoulder wound still felt numb. It would awaken soon enough, but for now, adrenaline drove her onward, her pains unnoticed. Her thoughts galvanized into one purpose: kill Alexander, kill the other vampires before they murdered her gargoyle. Gregory had died too many times protecting her. Not again. Rage gave her strength, and she ran, unheeding of her grandmother’s calls for her to return.
∞∞∞
 
Gregory’s mouth filled with the foul taint of Riven blood and a darker power, but he didn’t release his hold on the monster underneath him. The dead carcass was half his size, but true demonic magic gave the unnatural beast strength. Fear solidified within Gregory’s soul.
That darkness wanted Lillian. Gregory flexed his talons.
The Riven heaved up from the ground and Gregory fought for a stronger grip on the foul creature. More were closing in on him. He could hear the baying of death hounds as another pack approached from the west. Precious time was slipping by. He should have been able to kill this creature with ease, but demonic-aided shields wrapped the Riven in layers of protection he couldn’t breach quickly.
Two more of the Riven rushed out of the forest and landed on Gregory’s back. He speared one with his tail blade. At least the two new arrivals weren’t as strong as Alexander. Flexing his wings, Gregory dislodged the other but couldn’t release Alexander to kill it. It continued to circle him, nipping at him like a mad little dog.
When it came too close, he snapped his head up and caught it under the chin with one of his horns. Blood momentarily blinded him. Alexander continued to twist, managing to dislodge Gregory’s talons every time he had a grip.
Minutes ticked by as they fought until the Riven’s shields were frayed and blackened. Sluggish blood now oozed from hundreds of wounds, tinting his opponent’s pale skin bruise-dark, but Alexander showed no signs of weakening.
Gregory heard at least three more Riven crashing through the forest, shattering the undergrowth in their frenzied madness. When they emerged into the clearing, the Riven didn’t slow, only changing their headlong course to run at him. The first hit Gregory hard enough to knock him from Alexander. While he dispatched that one, a second grabbed a wing, its claws shredding the membrane. Gregory yowled and wacked the monster in the temple. It didn’t slow the creature, and it came at him again. He caught it, then wrapped his hand around its skull, and flexed his fingers.
The skull cracked and his talons sunk into soft tissue. Twitching death throes took it. He was turning to deal with its third companion when Alexander landed on his back. The vampire raised his hand to strike.
Something darker than the shadows of the night glimmered in his hand, eating all the light. Gregory blocked Alexander’s strike just as Lillian burst into the meadow, a pack of death hounds snapping at her heels.
Her expression was one of rage. Blinded by her fear for him, she wasn’t using her other senses. His lady didn’t see the death hounds.
“Lillian! Behind you!”
Alexander struck with the blade a second time. The dagger found an opening and sunk into the joint at the underside of Gregory’s wings. Shocking pain crippled one wing and then the wound turned ice-cold as the blade started feeding.




Chapter 13
Four massive hound-like beasts crashed through the forest in pursuit of Lillian, but she didn’t fear them. The death hounds fell in beside her. She knew them from a blurred and long-ago memory. They were hers to command. A gift from the Lady of Battles. How they had come to be enslaved by the Riven was a question for another time. She touched their minds and sent them to intercept another group of enemies approaching from the north. The beasts surged forward to do her bidding. With the new threat handled, all her focus was for the two Riven still attacking her gargoyle.
Instinct told her Alexander was the real threat—the first of his kind created here in this realm. She sprinted toward him, but before she could reach him, he raised his hand and plunged a blade into Gregory’s back, close to the wing joint. Her gargoyle bellowed, twisting and clawing, unable to reach the knife. In his struggle, Gregory knocked the Riven from his back. Alexander flipped through the air, hit the ground, and rolled once. Then he lay still, face down.
Unmoving.
Easy prey. Her savage, rage-filled magic whispered into her mind. Whatever demonic power had given Alexander incredible strength was exhausted. Kill him now, her Otherself urged.
But greater need drew Lillian’s senses to her gargoyle. Through their link, she sensed his waning power. He was dying, his life force draining away through the blade.
Alexander rose to his feet, his usual grace hampered by his injuries.
Rage uncoiled in her stomach, and two-inch-long claws emerged from her fingertips. A ruthless need flooded Lillian’s mind. The monster would die for what he’d done to her gargoyle.
Power continued to expand like a long-dormant flower unfurling its petals. Her forehead burned, as did the area between her shoulder blades. But a sweet, musky scent filled her nose, distracting her from the pressure building beneath her skin.
She advanced toward Gregory and the Riven. The undead monster gave her another cold smile.
“I remember you.” Her voice came out in a harsh, grating tone. “You were called Alexander.”
She returned his cold smile and rushed him. His haughty expression changed to one of shock as she sank her claws into his gut. She shoved with all her newfound strength, and her hand jammed up into his chest cavity, claws digging until she found his heart. The shriveled organ pulsed with dark magic, one which anchored the tainted soul in the world of the living long past its natural time.
With the sharp sound of cracking ribs, she pulled the heart from his chest. She then called a small trickle of magic and closed her hand upon the heart. After a moment, dust poured between her fingers. Alexander slumped to the ground, shock frozen on his face even in final death.
Energy coursed within her, accompanied by a newly born strength. Delicious joy spread through her veins like the finest wine as the power built. Here was immense magic fit to slay all her enemies. She would make certain her gargoyle and family were safe.
Starting with the Riven, she would demonstrate what happened to those who stood against her.
“My lady, you must fight it.” Gregory’s voice shook with exhaustion, but he continued. “Do not give in to mindless rage. Fight the darkness in your own soul, or you will become what you plan to hunt down and destroy.”
His words cut through her intoxicating magic. The rage that had fueled it melted away.
Scattered thoughts rallied around the sound of Gregory’s voice, and the fog surrounding her mind cleared. She blinked for a moment, trying to remember what had occurred. How had she gotten here? Then she focused on the gargoyle and nothing else mattered.
Moving impossibly fast, she glided over the earth and knelt by his side. She cradled his head while she surveyed the damage. A wing, shredded and collapsed over his side, hid what she sought. Gently, she pushed his injured wing out of her way and exposed the offending object. Though she must be causing him immense pain, Gregory remained docile under her hands.
Now she could see the wound clearly. A ridge of stone spread out around the dagger. After she urged Gregory onto his stomach, she laid two fingers on either side of the blade. Even without touching the metal, its evil burned cold against her skin. With her free hand, she stroked Gregory’s muzzle and whispered nonsense to him.
His skin quivered at her touch.
“Easy,” she whispered as she closed her eyes and rested her cheek against his back.
Breath still hissed between his lips, rapid and panting. The throb of his great heart slowed. Touching him, his thoughts flowed to her.
He would turn to stone, try to heal, but it was doubtful if he would ever wake again in this Realm. He couldn’t heal in time to save her. The ones of darkness would hunt her down and either kill her or use her.
The gargoyle’s despair swamped Lillian.
“Easy, big fellow. You’re not dead yet, nor am I.” She grasped the dagger’s hilt and pulled. The blade didn’t come free. She applied more pressure while she braced a hand against his back. Gregory grunted, but the blade refused to shift.
Magic uncurled within her blood and flowed into her mind. She paused at the foreign sensation of her magic whispering knowledge into her mind, and then, after a moment of hesitation, she listened without question.
Narrowing her eyes, she turned her thoughts to the blade. There was a sense of presence, a self-awareness.
“I know what you are. If you don’t stop feeding and release my gargoyle, I will consume you.” She pushed her thoughts ahead of her as she leaned down to glare at the blade, forcing it to listen and become aware of her and the danger she represented. “If my gargoyle dies, I’ll destroy you. I’ll take you apart until your soul is bare before me. Then I will torture you. When I am finished, I shall remake you and drive you into the hearts of your masters. This I promise.”
The demon blade shivered and leaped free of Gregory’s flesh. It embedded its tip three inches into the ground next to her. The dagger vibrated for several seconds before it stilled.
She paid the blade no more mind. Instead, she pressed her hand against the wound. For now, there was nothing she could do for his physical injuries, but she sensed his greatest danger lay in his lack of magic. He’d been bled out magically. She hadn’t a clue what she was doing, but her magic stirred again, calming and guiding her panicked thoughts as it sorted through her memories.
Clear as if she heard the tale anew, she remembered the story of how the dryad queen had saved the gargoyle after he’d been wounded by demons. The queen had healed the gargoyle by sharing her magic through blood. And after Alexander had injured Lillian that day in the grove, Gregory had healed her, but he hadn’t said how at the time. Now she thought she knew. He’d shared blood with her. If Gregory’s blood could heal her, then it stood to reason hers might restore him. And tonight, she was full to brimming with magic. It still churned below her skin, calling for her to release it.
“You can save him,” it whispered.
If her magic-laced blood were the best chance she had to save her gargoyle, she would give as much as required.
Dabbing at her bloody wound, she winced. Her finger came away bright red. When she held them up to his mouth, his nostrils quivered, but he didn’t go for the bait. Instead, he turned his muzzle away as he curled tighter into himself.
“I don’t want you to feel me die,” he said into her mind, his mental voice weakening.
“Oh, no you don’t.” Rocking back and forth with his head in her arms, she tightened her grip on his muzzle and guided his nose to the wound on her arm. He was too weak to fight her, but he wouldn’t lick at the blood running down her arm either. Well, she wasn’t going to take no for an answer. She stuck her fingers in his mouth. “Take a little taste, my soul. That’s it, just a bit more.”
As she’d hoped, he wasn’t able to resist, and his tongue started lapping at her bloody fingers. Growing stronger, he sucked on them and then sniffed his way up her arm. He pushed the torn fabric of her sleeve aside and licked at her wound to clean it. Her magic rushed from her into him, draining her. But she didn’t care. She’d do anything to save her gargoyle.
As more and more of her power spilled into him, her mind became foggy. She drifted for a time.
Gran and the other surviving members of the Hunt found her there, holding the gargoyle’s head in her lap as she fed him her magic. Gran’s expression was a strange mix of fear and relief. Instinct told Lillian to keep what had happened to herself until she understood what was going on. So, she didn’t tell them about the death hounds… or other things.
What other things? She asked herself as she scrambled a moment for an answer. None came. Her memories were unclear, chaotic, and sprinkled with holes.
The Riven’s blade still glittered darkly beside her. There was something important she should remember about that, too. As with her other memories, it was like someone had come in and stolen them while she’d healed her gargoyle.
More of the Hunt arrived as the minutes slid past. Sable and Russet entered the clearing. Seeing the downed gargoyle, they hurried to Lillian’s side. Sable offered to share some blood with the gargoyle to help him heal. Lillian nodded, and let each of the dryads share blood and magic with Gregory.
When he started to stir awake, she leaned down and made a show of kissing him on his broad forehead, and then made eye contact with each of the dryads in case they didn’t understand her claim.




Chapter 14
The wait for Gran’s pickup was worse than Lillian imagined. Sitting helpless and cursing the Riven did nothing for Gregory, but at least it made her feel better knowing she was going to do them harm. The power which had reared up within her soul was receding, but it wasn’t gone. She could still feel the potential as it simmered below the surface.
Gregory reclined on his haunches, his legs folded under him and his wings limp at his sides. Even though he lay quiet, with his head resting on her lap and his eyes closed, he wasn’t asleep. His ears twitched at every sound, on the alert for danger even in his weakened state.
Lillian blamed herself for his injuries. Had she not distracted the gargoyle, he might have defeated Alexander without getting injured himself. She looked up while she continued to stroke Gregory’s mane. Other members of the Hunt had arrived and stood guard at the edge of the clearing.
Gregory huffed out a loud expulsion of air in a very horse-like fashion. He lifted his head, and his ears swiveled forward.
The rumble of her grandmother’s truck reached her ears a moment before its headlights cut through the clearing. Blinded, Lillian shielded her eyes with one hand until her vision adjusted. Stiff muscles complained about the cold, damp ground when she stood.
The truck skidded to a halt next to her. Lillian lowered the tailgate, then turned to help Gregory. He was already on his feet and making his way to the truck. He moved like a joint-sore old man on a rainy day, but he limped his way over and heaved himself into the truck bed. Lillian jumped up after.
There was precious little spare room in the back of the truck, and Lillian settled cross-legged in one corner, braced her back against the cab, then patted her lap. Gregory lowered his head, cautious of his horns. With a sigh, he closed his eyes again.
The ride back took twice as long, but thanks to Gran’s driving, they were saved from the abuse of potholes. Lillian thought she might cry from happiness when the truck turned into their driveway. Soon she and Gran could tend Gregory’s wounds. While the deep knife wound was the most worrisome, she didn’t like the raw-hamburger look of his shredded wing. He might never fly again.
As the truck rolled to a stop, Jason appeared and opened the tailgate. Gregory sighed and gathered himself. His legs shook with each step, and she wanted to help, but there was nothing she could do for him. Instead, she shadowed him, encouraging him along as best she could.
Gran hurried ahead of them and vanished into the house. Lillian stayed by Gregory’s side while he made his painful way up the back steps, through the kitchen, and into the living room. She would have stopped there, but the gargoyle limped on up the stairs. Lillian followed him until he collapsed next to her bed.
An array of first-aid supplies already lay in orderly rows at the foot of her bed. Gran held a plastic squeeze-bottle of sterile saline in one hand and was reaching for a roll of cotton when Lillian came alongside. “How can I help?”
“Blankets to keep him warm and something to rest his head on.”
Lillian bobbed her head and hurried to grab a pillow off the bed. She placed it under his head with gentle care and went in search of clean blankets. When she came back, Gran was already cleaning some of Gregory’s wounds.
The older woman mumbled to herself as she probed the wound at the base of his wing joint and then examined the rips in his wing. “I think our gargoyle got banged up right and good, but he should recover.” She patted Gregory on his shoulder and smiled. “Besides, you’re too stubborn to stay wounded for long. Too much evil out there that needs killing, if I know you.”
Gregory snorted, but his laugh turned into a grunt of pain.
“Easy there,” Gran said. “Cleaning your wounds will hurt. A lot. And I don’t want to risk giving you something for the pain that might cause a reaction. You ready?”
Gregory nodded in agreement while Lillian shook her head. No, she wasn’t ready to see her gargoyle in pain again. She still couldn’t banish the image of him twisting, writhing in agony, unable to reach the dagger embedded in his back. Nausea rolled through her stomach in a hot wave. She ignored it and placed her hand on either side of his head.
At the contact of skin on skin, she linked with him like he had when she was showing him her language that first day. Pain. He ached everywhere. But his lady’s small, cool hands soothed his throbbing headache, and her scent calmed him. If he had to be injured, this was the best he could ask for. Though he shouldn’t have allowed himself to be beaten so severely. Embarrassment tainted the link.
Lillian broke away. “Oh, Gregory. It’s not your fault. I didn’t listen to you. My foolish wish to fight by your side could have cost you your life. I’m so sorry.”
“Not your fault,” he whispered. His words were cut short by a hiss of pain when Gran syringed saline into the knife wound.
Lillian held him and shared in his pain as Gran worked. Time dragged by.
When finished, Gran ordered one of the hovering dryads to bring water and then make broth for Gregory. Lillian’s world narrowed down to her injured gargoyle. She didn’t know what to call him. Friend. Beloved. Soul mate. None of those words fit. He was everything to her, and it scared her.
When Sable came with the bowl of water, Lillian took it from her and tipped it to Gregory’s muzzle so he could drink without straining himself. He lapped out of the bowl until it was gone. She worried he would make himself sick, but he finished the bowl, rolled onto his side, and fell asleep on her carpet without any ill effects. She knew so little about him. That would change as soon as he was well.
∞∞∞
 
Night advanced toward dawn. Everyone else had sought their beds long before, and now the house was quiet. Lillian sat on the floor next to Gregory with her back braced against the foot of her bed. They would have moved him, but no one wanted to risk waking the gargoyle. She smoothed her smaller hand over his and admired the finger-length talons. Yep, disturbing a sleeping gargoyle could be bad for one’s health.
They had left him on the ground and covered him in blankets. Since it hadn’t seemed right sleeping in a bed when he was curled on the floor, Lillian sat with him. By chance, she witnessed the oddest thing. He was healing. She could see his flesh knitting together until the shallowest of his injuries looked like old scars, and the worst of his injuries—the knife wound and his shredded wing—seemed at least two weeks old. Whether he healed because it was a gargoyle’s nature to recover quickly, or he mended faster than usual because she kept in physical contact and shared energy with him, she didn’t know, but she was ecstatic at the signs of his recovery.
Now that she knew with both heart and mind that he was on the mend, other things started to encroach upon her consciousness. She stank. For the second time in as many days, gore coated her skin, and her hair was matted in rotting Riven blood and other nasty substances she didn’t want to think about.
She left the gargoyle asleep on the floor and made her way over to her bathroom, shedding the remains of her leather outfit as she went. She adjusted both showerheads for complete annihilation and cranked the water as hot as she could stand. Then she stood and let the steaming water soak the crud from her body. Touching it or fouling a sponge with the crap just seemed wrong. When the water ran clear, she slathered herself in soap.
She was on the third shampooing when she noticed a big, black shadow waiting on the other side of the shower’s glass partition. Their gazes locked and for a moment. Then without the touch of skin on skin, his thoughts flowed to her, broadcasting his overwhelming need for comfort. Her initial surprise mellowed into a warmer, deeper emotion. Knowing that her overprotective guardian would never harm her lent her a sense of confidence she hadn’t expected. Her lips curved at the corners as he continued to wait in his silent, demanding way for her to make up her mind.
She opened the first glass partition, pushing it back until it clicked softly against the wall. It was the only sound in the room beside the splash of water. Gregory waited silently while she opened the other side.
Another smile curved her lips. “When Gran renovated the master bath to include the biggest walk-in shower I’d ever seen, I thought its sheer size was obscene. Somehow it doesn’t seem so big now.”
Her mind must have snapped and gone to a different place where modesty no longer existed. Was she insane? Probably. Did she care? No. Not when her gargoyle needed comfort so desperately that she could sense it without touching him.
Lillian moved as close to her showerhead as she could, and he still had to squeeze in order to fit. He didn’t complain. Getting rid of rotten vampire blood must be a high priority for him, too. She smiled. He didn’t even crowd her very much.
“This should be awkward,” she said as she applied her soapy sponge to his back. “Embarrassing. Blush-inducing. But it’s not. Why? Is… is this love?”
Several seconds slid by without an answer. Since he never said much, his silence didn’t upset her. She shook her head and switched to washing a gore-splattered wing. He flexed it so she could better reach the dirt. A slow grin spread across her face at the ease with which they fell into a routine. Being with him felt as natural as brushing her hair.
“No.”
His belated answer felt like a kick in the gut.
“No?” she prompted and continued to scrub the membrane between the stout bones so he wouldn’t know how much that one word hurt.
He paused for a long moment. Then words poured from him. “Love is the mingling of souls. A powerful emotion. And if we were like any normal souls, then yes, love would be a good word for what we share. Yet we are different. We share one spirit—a single soul between us. Like the Divine Ones, who were once one entity who chose to split into the Mother and the Father to better understand itself, we are one being in the Spirit Realm, but two outside of that place. What we share is more profound than mortal love.”
His words were like balm to her wounds. What he said should have been outlandish—and it was—but his words fit. She more than loved him. He was a part of her. Her other self. They had known each other for an eternity. Smiling, she soaped up his mane.
“Gregory.”
“Yes?”
He sounded hesitant, almost fearful, and her heart turned over in her chest, expanding with emotion at his vulnerability. Poor thing. He was as lost as she in this world. “I don’t fully understand it. I’ve only known you two days, but you mean so much to me.” She was going to say more. She needed to say more, but the words wouldn’t come.
He sighed, the contented sound rumbling over the noise of the water. “As you do to me. I will do all in my power to keep you safe.”
“And I’ll try not to make your task any harder than it already is.” She ran the sponge down his back while he ducked under the showerhead and rinsed the soap from his mane. When he came back up for air, she had a bottle of conditioner at the ready. His doubtful expression told her she was walking on thin ice, putting lily-of-the-valley-scented girl products on his hair. “It will make the tangles come out easier. Trust me, when I’m yanking a comb through it, you’ll appreciate this.”
He sighed again but let her continue. With the dirt and gore washed away, and his hair clean and tangle free, she surveyed her work. It was the most natural thing in the world to reach under his wings and fold her arms around his waist as far as she could reach.
The skin of his back was warm and slick. His wings shifted, trapping her between them. The scent of forest and male enfolded her in a blanket as soothing as his silky wing membranes.
Seeing the pale line from the knife wound, she stretched up onto her toes and kissed the scar. “That we share one soul explains so much. You are a part of me. At first, I was terrified by the link between us, thinking it was an enchantment or our power drawing us together. Later, I thought it was the awareness the dryads spoke of. And I very much wanted whatever was between us to be more than just a chemical reaction. I wanted something deeper, more meaningful… because it already was for me.”
There, she’d spilled her heart. She waited with her eyes closed, barely daring to breathe.
“Each lifetime, it has always been so for me, as well.”
She sighed with contentment. Just standing there, holding him, made her mindlessly happy. She nuzzled that area where his wings attached. His skin was warm, his scent indescribably wild and male.
Gregory shifted, but he still didn’t break his silence as he turned to her.
When the silence between them became awkward, she peeked through her lashes. He was watching her with intense heat. She couldn’t hold his gaze and glanced down.
Oh… he was… oh my.
What was she doing?
Still, her gaze lingered a moment longer, until she forced her head up and looked off to one side. She cleared her throat. “I should… go towel-dry my hair. You… can finish up in here.” The long-absent blush returned with a vengeance, and she bolted from the shower. She tripped in her rush but caught herself against the sink. The door of the vanity slipped out of her hand with a bang. She tore it open again. When she tried to get a towel, the stupid thing pulled several of its friends along with it. She left the mess on the floor and scooped up two before she fled to her bedroom.


∞∞∞
 
By the time Gregory exited the bathroom, Lillian was clothed in a floor-length nightgown and housecoat, her hair dry, with the blow-dryer cooling on her nightstand, but she still didn’t have her emotions under control. They were an unruly riot she didn’t know how to sort out. While she brushed her tangle-free hair, she watched him out of the corner of her eye. When he hesitated, she gestured for him to come closer. He still didn’t move.
“Gregory, come and sit. We need to talk.”
Without a word, he came to stand before her, head bowed.
She cleared her throat. “About earlier, I owe you an—”
“I did not mean to frighten you,” he cut in.
“You didn’t frighten me.”
“You ran.”
“I wasn’t afraid.”
He furrowed his brow. “Yet you ran away.”
Lillian sighed. Damn, he was like a bloodhound with a scent. “Yes, I did. And I’m sorry. I was surprised and mishandled it. I’m an idiot. Give me an honest threat, and I’m game for battle, but toss me into an embarrassing situation, and I turn tail and run, every time. Not something I’m proud of, and I’m sorry.” She reached for his hand and pulled him down to sit on the bed next to her.
“I’m glad you were not afraid,” he rumbled.
With a smile, she began to pull the brush through his mane. He turned to give her better access. In the end, she sat on her haunches behind him. She was working up the nerve to ask him one question that burned brighter than the rest when he turned and looked at her with dark eyes full of knowledge. She was touching him. Of course, he already knew what she was going to ask. She folded her hands in her lap and prayed for composure. The question lodged in her throat and didn’t want to come free. After three more tries, she got her voice working.
“Do you want… I mean… clearly, you’re mature… with needs.” Lillian winced at her word choice and had a sudden urge to whack her head against a wall.
“What occurred earlier isn’t something I’d normally let happen. My control is usually better, but after all that ensued tonight, the power of the dance riding us, then you feeding me blood—both acts are very similar to courtship, and I reacted.”
Lillian sobered at his words, her reaction far closer to disappointment than relief. He wasn’t actually interested in her. She was just a warm, willing body, and she’d been all over him—literally. What a mess. She scrambled for something to say to him, something to throw him off track so he wouldn’t know how his words hurt.
“What I’m trying to say is… if you want to spend time with one of the dryads, go ahead. You seem to think you need to guard me every waking moment, but you should take some personal time, too.”
“Personal time?”
She didn’t dare look up at him. “If you want to take one of the dryads as your lover, you should.”
Another long silence followed. She started to worry at her robe tie.
“There is one I want.” He said the words like they were dragged from his soul.
“Then go to her and find what solace you can. You have my blessing.” The lie tasted bitter on her tongue, but it was better than shackling him with the truth. He was so loyal; he’d forgo his own needs if he thought it would make her unhappy. In this case, a small lie served the greater good—even if it was gnawing at her heart hard enough to dampen her eyes. “Go, be with your chosen one.”
“I am.” He shifted. The bed rocked as he moved. Coffee-dark eyes bored into hers a second before he embraced her, drawing her against his chest. He hid his muzzle in her hair and drew on power. Eyes closed, she shivered at the delicious sensation. There was a moment of great heat, and the world shifted around her. When she opened her eyes, she was lying on her back with him hunched over her.
Gregory, now in human form, leaned toward her, a look of tenderness on his face. She turned her head at the last moment, and he landed a kiss on her jaw instead of the lips. His miss didn’t seem to upset him, and he nuzzled her neck, inhaling her scent. Warm fingers stroked her breastbone. “You are the one thing that both calms and arouses me, my greatest and most forbidden desire.”
Panic beat her heart against her ribcage. He had said ‘forbidden,’ hadn’t he? She needed some answers. It was hard to think with him nuzzling his way along her neck and his nimble fingers working loose the tiny row of buttons running down the front of her nightgown. He was entirely too distracting, but she gathered her thoughts. “What’s forbidden, and why?”
He jerked like her words were a bucket of cold water. “This.” His expression turned sober. A moment later he jumped from the bed and began to pace around the room. “I…” He let the sentence die as shadows thickened, hiding him.
“No. Don’t go. Please, answer my question. What’s forbidden?”
“My love for you—my desire—it is forbidden.” His disembodied voice floated to her from a different corner of the room. Even invisible, he still paced back and forth.
Times like this made her wish she could go invisible, too. “Go on, I’m listening.”
“I haven’t told you everything. I should have, but I was afraid.” His voice shook, and she could hear the torment within his rumbling tones.
“Gregory, I know you withheld information when you said we shared one spirit.” Lillian stood and walked in the direction of his voice. “And I’m not so naive that I don’t see how much it hurts you to keep things from me. Talk to me. I promise I’ll try to understand, and even if I don’t understand it all, I’ll still accept it and you.”
He continued to pace, his feet padding softly against the carpet. His voice now came to her from near the bathroom door. “We are the Avatars of the Divine Ones.”
He’d said it like those eight words explained everything. A smile tugged at her lips. At least she’d pinpointed where he stood. “Explain what that means, my love.”
“As their Avatars, we wield a portion of their power. That same power always wishes to reunite and create, but we are forbidden to join outside of the Spirit Realm, for it is too dangerous. Any child we birthed would be more god than flesh.”
“I can see how that could be a problem.” The scent of gargoyle was stronger in the northeast corner of the room.
“Duty was enough for us in the beginning. But over time, we craved a closer link, like what we share in the Spirit Realm. More so than we had any right, we encouraged each other to deeper love. While the Divine Ones forbid us to mate with each other, we sometimes found orphaned younglings to raise. Or one of us would seek a mate elsewhere and bring the child back. Over the last few lifetimes, we couldn’t even do that because something had changed.” He paused.
With her hand outstretched before her, she encountered his warm skin before she could see him. After a moment, the shadows hiding him receded and she found him still in human form, standing with his back braced against the wall, eyes staring unseeing at the floor. The need to hold him, to comfort him in whatever way she could, had her moving closer. She embraced him before he could bolt again. Then with an arm around his waist, she urged him back toward the foot of the bed. “Talk to me.”
He took a great, shuddering breath and pulled her against his side as they sat on the end of the bed. “Six lifetimes ago, I had chosen a gryphon mate and was guarding the young when you came and dramatically claimed all of them as yours. And then, five lifetimes ago, I nearly killed your mate. You were a dragon, as was your mate. If he’d been of a more fragile nature, he wouldn’t have survived.”
“I was a dragon?” Lillian interrupted. While she did want to learn about her past, she was more interested in distracting Gregory from his melancholy. “Guess that would make me bigger and stronger than you,” she said with a lopsided grin.
“Superior size didn’t offer your dragon mate much protection from my wrath.”
Lillian’s smile wilted. So much for a lighter mood. “We chose mates in an attempt to resist the deep love growing between us, didn’t we? But it didn’t work, because jealousy got in the way.”
“Yes, and after those two disastrous events, we wisely never tried again. We could do nothing but endure. If we weakened, even for a moment, and came together as lovers, it would lead to our deaths. The Divine Ones would have no option but to hunt us down. And there would be no rebirth this time.”
She rested her elbows against her knees. “I’m so sorry Gregory. If I’d known, I’d have…” She paused when she realized she didn’t know what she’d have done differently. He was in pain, and she wanted to help, but if what he said was true, and she had no reason to doubt him, he could never be with the one he loved. She couldn’t make the leap to picture herself as the Sorceress, his beloved. “I’m sorry.”
“Why? You couldn’t have changed anything.”
“No, but if I were your Sorceress, then she’d understand and share in your pain. You wouldn’t be so alone.” Her throat tightened. Gregory was the noblest man she knew. If anyone deserved a bit of happiness, it was him. She wasn’t the Sorceress he remembered, but perhaps she could still give him something he craved. Her fingers traced a line over the curve of his shoulder, down his arm and along the inside of his forearm.
“If I understand the restrictions correctly, it isn’t that we must remain chaste. Instead, we must ensure we never have a child together.” She caressed his side, and he shivered at her touch. The contrast of warm, soft skin over hard muscle stirred a great many longings. If there were any justice in the world, she would be free to give him what she sensed he most wanted—the love of his Sorceress and a child by her. But if that was forever denied him, perhaps she could give him something more than a few forbidden kisses. And if she was honest with herself, she’d wanted him since she’d first sensed the tenderness within his soul, wanted to kiss and stroke him, hold him within the protection of her arms while he was vulnerable.
He rumbled something unintelligible in her ear and then sat stiffly beside her. Oh, he had picked up on her train of thoughts. Her cheeks warmed.
“Gregory, I’m not familiar with the world you came from, but in my world, there are things I can do to ensure I don’t get pregnant. There are protections we can use… or ways to share pleasure without the risk of a child. I care for you and want to see you happy.” She paused and glanced up to his face.
“Protection?” In human form, his astonishment was all too easy to read by the way one eyebrow arched nearly to his hairline. His expression made her blush hotter. Unable to maintain his gaze, she ducked her head.
“Yes,” she cleared her throat, “Please don’t make me show you the visuals. Remember about awkward conversations—I might bolt.”
“I doubt whatever your world has invented will work in this situation. We are Avatars, and as such, we carry the potential of creation within us. The two sides of our power yearn to be together and create.”
He stroked the side of her jaw and on down the column of her throat to rest his palm between the swell of her breasts. His fingers feathered lightly against her skin. Her lids fluttered shut at the heat his touch aroused in her. Warm breath caressed her face a moment before his rumbling voice broke over her.
“If we tried to come together as lovers, our magic would assure fertility—we must never allow this to happen.” He got up and began pacing again. Between one stride and the next, his human form vanished, and he was all gargoyle again.
Mortification burned hot in her soul. She plucked at her robe as she smoothed out the wrinkles, welcoming a distraction so she wouldn’t have to look up at him until she had her hormones under control. She’d just tried to seduce her gargoyle—again.
Another thought occurred to her, and anger awoke. “How could the Divine Ones be so cruel?” She folded her arms across her chest. “And their rules are pure bullshit. We’re not allowed to have a child because the child would be too powerful. Yet we’re so fertile that birth control won’t work. If we’re not allowed to reproduce, why the hell not make us infertile? Or disinterested in sex? I don’t understand why these Divine Ones would do this. Is our loyalty being tested or some shit like that? ’Cause if they reward their loyal servants with that kind of shit…”
“It’s not like that,” Gregory replied as he came to stand in front of her. “The Divine Ones only ask us to endure what they endure. All of creation stretches out between them, and if they were to reunite, it would unmake all they have made. To overcome this problem, the great God and Goddess use our mortal bodies to bear their children. They imbibe us with their power and spirit, then in a moment of fire and ecstasy, we die as the Divine Ones birth their newest child into the Realms.”
“Holy shit! That’s supposed to make me feel better about all this?”
“It’s a great honor.”
“Fire and death. Some honor.”
Gregory sighed with annoyance and bumped her thigh with his tail. “You only say that because you don’t remember the pleasure…”
“Death…”
“We have been reborn each time.”
Lillian frowned. “How many times have these Divine Ones knocked us up?”
“Such disrespect.” Gregory chuckled. It was the first sign of humor she’d seen from him all evening. When he had himself under control, he continued. “While our duties to the Divine Ones are many and varied, they have only honored us with their greatest gift twice in this present era, once for the Shieldbearer, and once for the Lord of the Underworld and the Lady of Battles.”
“I’m sorry, Gregory. I’m not angry with you, and I promise I’ll try to accept the whole Avatar thing. What you need is your Sorceress of old.” Leaning forward, she wrapped her arms around his waist and pulled him closer so she could rest her cheek against his chest. She needed him to know she wasn’t scared of him. “And now, for the first time, I’ve been born in the form of a dryad. That makes it a little more difficult for you, doesn’t it?”
“Yes, but I don’t care. I will fulfill my duty to the Divine Ones.”
“Got any idea what that is?”
“Hunt down evil.”
“And?”
“Destroy it.”
“You’ve certainly got a one-track mind. I mean, do you have any specifics?”
“No.” He exhaled, then leaned in to sniff at her hair. “But I’ve found evil here, so I’m in the right place, for now. Once we’ve defeated these Riven, we can return home, destroy the blood witch, and learn what the Lady of Battles has been up to. Even imprisoned, she’s been busy.” He settled upon the bed next to her.
After a few moments, his muzzle dipped close to her neck. Before she could say anything, his warm tongue brushed under her ear. He pushed her robe off her shoulder as he nuzzled her, his eyes half-closed.
She wasn’t sure if he was aware of his actions. A warm weight bumped her hip and settled in her lap—his tail, the tip flicking gently. She brushed her fingers along the bladelike end. He allowed a few caresses, and then his tail shifted out of her grasp and wound its way around her waist.
She frowned.
Touching had already gotten them into trouble more than once this night.
Forbidden, forbidden, forbidden, she chanted to herself, then said aloud, “Okay, so we’re a little weak in the planning department, but for what it’s worth, I’ve got your back. And now that I know the rules, I think I can play along. Kill the bad guys, preserve the Light, no-contact bed sports, return home, and do nasty things to this Lady of Battles. Got it.”
The bed shook under her, and she glanced at Gregory. He was shaking with silent laughter. “Yes, my Sorceress, those would be the rules.”
A yawn stretched her jaw until it cracked. She blushed and apologized. “It’s been a long day. If you don’t mind, I think I’ll go to bed now.”
He nodded and unwound his tail from her waist. She immediately missed the warmth. The other side of the bed dipped under his weight as he crawled in. Lillian watched his progress with an arched eyebrow.
“Ah… with me being a dryad and all, aren’t you tempting fate a little?”
“Perhaps,” he rumbled, on the edge of sleep. “But I crave contact or at least closeness after being locked in stone for so long. Besides, how does a person react when they are denied what they want most?”
“Oh, they crave it all the more… so you’re saying this and stuff like the shower and the kiss before the Wild Hunt, it’s okay?”
“Yes. As long as we don’t take it too far.” His voice held an edge of sadness, and he glanced off into the distance with an unfocused look.
After she turned off the bedside lamp and tossed her robe over the back of a chair, she mulled over the sadness in his tone. Of course, he probably remembered an earlier time when his Sorceress loved him and knew enough not to tempt him. Her poor conflicted gargoyle. She really was going to do better.
The crisp sheets caressed her legs, and she burrowed deep into her pillows with a contented sigh. Even though her eyelids were heavy, she blinked them open. Gravity wanted to pull her toward the depression where Gregory’s weight made the bed sag. She let it.
When she was snug against his side, she reached out and touched his face. Cupping his cheek, she whispered in his ear, “I’m sure your Sorceress loved you as much as you loved her.” She placed a chaste kiss on his forehead, between the deadly horns.
“Yes, she did.” The essence of tears echoed in his voice.
Lillian snuggled into him and combed her fingers through his mane. She kept up the motion until his breathing evened in sleep. “Rest well, my gargoyle. I’m sure she’ll love you again like that one day.” She curled her body against his, hoping the contact would sooth away any nightmares. “I think she already does.”




Chapter 15
She stood in the shadow of twin obelisks, their massive girth nearly twice the dimensions of an ancient oak tree’s base. The pillars of polished onyx framed a view of open sky. Below, a narrow valley stretched down and away from her. Starting about a third of the way down the mountain’s east side, greenery softened the stark slopes and increased in lushness near the bottom. Several hundred feet below, a wide river cut a twisting path through the valley floor.
Some of the tallest mountain peaks reared up through the clouds. The entire scene reminded her of dark boulders poking up out of the foam-dotted crests of rapids. It was as beautiful and breathtaking as anything she might see on earth, but the teal-colored sky was unique to a different land, far from the place she now called home. Yet she knew this place from recent dreams, and a more disturbing memory from long ago, when she was still a child.
With newfound fear gripping her, she turned away from the view of the valley and stepped between the two great obelisks. A sprawling temple-fortress of polished black onyx reared above her head. It sat midway up the slope of what had once been the proud pinnacle of an extensive range of mountains. To either side, smaller peaks flanked the temple’s mountain, their rounded, stony shoulders showing their age. She remembered the name of this mountain with its crown of vapor: The Dark Mother of the Ridge.
Tall, elegant columns made of the same dark stone of the obelisk marched up the side of the mountain until they came to the base of the temple. They ended at the feet of a giant statue of a lady poised over an armor-clad warrior, her sword stabbed down into her victim. Lillian suppressed a shiver at the expression of fierce joy on the stone woman’s face and glanced away.
Steep, garnet stairs emerged from the base of the building and cascaded down the side of the mountain like a blood-red waterfall, adding to the soul-chilling feel of the place.
The heavy, black velvet of her skirt brushed the steps as she made the long walk up to the Lady of Battles’ fortress. The garnet steps were polished to such a shine that she caught glimpses of her reflection upon the stone’s surface. Had she not witnessed her own face, she might have thought she’d somehow stepped into someone else’s dream, for this vision was too extraordinary for her brain to have borrowed the images from her mundane life.
A black, leather harness hugged her waist and hips. The weight of a sword and scabbard swung against her leg with each step. A breastplate of deep burgundy matched the stitching of her skirt. The strange garb felt both familiar and unfamiliar, just like the dream itself.
This was not the first time she’d visited this place in a dream, and like the other times, her body continued the journey to the temple without her control or consent. Clammy sweat trickled down her back. Lillian was a passenger in her own body—a puppet, nothing more.
Her feet carried her toward the entrance of the temple, a simple post-and-lintel archway with a maw of darkness at its heart. As she walked deeper into the empty fortress, she heard the rattle of chains being drawn tight. Her journey ended at a great hall and a magnificent set of stairs.
The soft rustle of fabric on stone and more rattling of chains flowed down the stairs from the temple entrance above her. Lillian wanted to turn and run, but instead, her body dropped into a deep bow.
“My special one,” a voice like the wind, eternal and strong, whispered from the darkness beyond the temple’s archway. “What news do you bring me?”
“Great Lady,” the thing controlling Lillian’s body replied, “the gargoyle has awakened from his stone sleep.”
“At last. I had not planned to wait this long. Do not make me wait longer still. Bring him soon so I can continue my work.”
“You will not have long to wait. It is as you thought. He is still loyal to me, even though he suspects I carry darkness within. I shall bring him to you when I have made him mine in all ways.”
“Good. Continue to serve me well, and you shall be greatly rewarded.”
“You are ever gracious. I will not fail you.” Lillian straightened.
“Go, before the gargoyle awakes…”


∞∞∞
 
Lillian awoke with a jolt, the last remnants of a dream scattered even as she tried to grasp them. Heart pounding, she reached for Gregory and found his side of the bed empty. There was something important she needed to remember so she could tell him. But whatever the dream had revealed vanished within seconds, leaving her with a sense of foreboding.
“A meaningless nightmare,” she mumbled to herself. “You idiot.”
Of course, she’d had a nightmare. No wonder with all that happened last night. A night of magic and awe turned to one of death and carnage. Gregory could have died. Her mind shied away from the memory of the battle. She wasn’t ready to face that yet.
It was for the best the gargoyle was gone since her rational mind had slipped into gear at some point during the night. She tossed the covers back and headed into the bathroom to dress. While she pulled on clothing, she went over the events after the battle and concluded she must have been high on magic when she’d invited Gregory to share a shower with her, and later, when she’d whispered that she loved him. Crazy-ass thing to say. She didn’t know who or what she was beyond what others had told her. Before she took up the responsibility of a lasting relationship, she needed to know who she was, what she wanted, and what she would become.
A nightmare was the least of her worries.
Once she had dressed, she emerged from her room into the hall and froze in place. A group of five slender, pale-skinned men with very pointed ears acknowledged her presence with deep bows while she stood thunderstruck. The alert intensity of their gazes and the fluid way they moved reminded her of martial artists. If that hadn’t been enough for Lillian to guess their natural occupation, their weapon belts and tunics with the emblem of a silver stag adorning the heavy forest-green silk would have been enough to scream “soldier.”
She wanted to call them elves but scoured her brain for memories of the Hunt. Ah, her grandmother had called them sidhe. After one more lingering glance at their ethnic garb, she mumbled a hasty hello before hurrying on down the hall. Soft footsteps followed in her wake.
If she was not mistaken, Gregory had enlisted some new guard dogs. As if the unicorn wasn’t bad enough. When she found her gargoyle, she would enlighten him about certain niceties, like discussing his plans with her before implementing them without her knowledge.
She increased her pace and was about to glance behind to see if the sidhe were still following when Sable opened the door of the guest room. Her eyes widened when they met Lillian’s.
Sable bestowed Lillian with an elegant bow.
Alrighty then. Lillian must have crossed into an alternate reality if Sable was willing to show her such respect. “Care to tell me why you and those men bowed to me?”
“We all felt the power you and the gargoyle summoned. Rumors are flying like bees in a clover field. Some speculate you and the gargoyle breached the Veil between the Realms and drew on power directly from the Magic Realm. Instead of just siphoning off the Veil’s cast-off power.” Sable raised an eyebrow in question. When Lillian didn’t confirm or deny her statement, she continued. “Regardless of the truth, anyone who requires magic to survive will cluster to the gargoyle with the hope he will allow others to make the journey when he leaves this realm.”
“Sorry to spoil the anticipation, but they’ll have a long wait ahead of them, since I don’t plan on being driven from my home by the Riven.” A tiny, hummingbird-like creature whizzed by Lillian’s head as she came around the corner, heading for the stairs. “Was that a fairy?”
“No, it was a hummingbird.”
Lillian glanced sidelong at Sable. “Do I even want to know?”
“It’s a familiar.”
“A little small, isn’t it?”
“The size of the familiar doesn’t matter.”
Lillian thought about her eight-foot overly familiar gargoyle. “After last night, I’m not so sure. Gregory’s better in a fight.”
“Better at other things too, I imagine.”
Lillian scowled in Sable’s direction. The dryad was already making her way down the stairs. She moved like she floated. With a snort of disgust, Lillian tromped down the stairs in pursuit. By the time she reached the bottom, the frustrating dryad had already disappeared. She continued to the kitchen.
The essence of gargoyle permeated the kitchen like a magical scent. Dark-shadowed forests and rich, damp loam mixed with the sweet fragrance of sun-warmed meadow grass and something purely male. She inhaled a deep lungful of the pleasant aroma. Her mind flashed back to the night before when they’d kissed… and indulged in other pleasant touches. With a shake of her head, she cleared her mind and told her hormones to behave. There would be none of that going on in her grandmother’s house.
As if thinking of her grandmother summoned her, Gran materialized at her shoulder.
“Sweetheart, I’m so glad you’re looking better today. I would have come up to let you know the Council has been arriving all morning, but Gregory said you were still asleep. Do you feel up to meeting the Council?”
“I’m fine. It was Gregory who took a blade in the back.”
“I know, but you were so upset. I worry. I think your gargoyle is there if you want to talk to him.” Gran pointed off to one empty corner. “Gregory said to tell you he’s much recovered and slept very well. Who would have thought an old rug would be so comfortable?”
Lillian blushed and mumbled her excuses. She escaped in the direction of the invisible gargoyle. But when the zing of a mild electrical current flowed over her skin, she skidded to a stop.
“All is well. That was only my ward.” Gregory’s voice rumbled over her as his breath caressed her ear. Heat swirled through her belly.
Whoa, she told her hormones, then turned in the direction of Gregory’s voice. To her mild annoyance, he remained invisible. “A ward to do what?”
“To repel the others for now,” he replied. “I don’t know if I can trust the Fae Council yet. And while I have an obligation to protect you, I may need the Council’s help to send the demons back to the Magic Realm and seal them there. After today, I’ll know better which Councilors I can trust.”
“I’m sorry. I’ve been nothing but a burden.”
“Never.” Strong fingers curled around her arm and a second wave of tingling energy flowed over her skin.
When she looked to the gargoyle, he was visible, but the rest of the room was foggy, like an out-of-focus picture. “Are you going to teach me this trick any time soon?”
He didn’t dignify her question with an answer, but it didn’t bother her as much as it should; she was already distracted by something of greater interest. Her gargoyle was in human form this morning, and she wondered if his wounds would show up better on human skin than gargoyle hide. She skimmed her eyes over his bare chest and then the rest of him, looking for scars or bruises. There weren’t any. And still, she stared. It was impossible not to with that virile body on display.
Dang, her gargoyle didn’t play fair. “You still haven’t grasped human dress code—as in you should wear clothing in public.”
One dark eyebrow rose, and he smoothed a hand over his beaded loincloth, then adjusted his armbands. “I understand enough about human clothing to doubt its comfort. My attire serves me well.”
“Ornaments are not clothing.” She shook her head in exasperation but sobered a moment later. “You’re recovered? Really?”
“I’m recovered,” he said as he scanned the kitchen behind her.
When she cleared her throat, he looked back at her quizzically.
“Turn around. I want to check the knife wound.”
“I’m fine. There is nothing to see.”
“Not a debate.” In case he pretended he suddenly couldn’t understand English, she grabbed his left shoulder and tugged until he turned. She viewed his back with its smooth, brown skin, perfect except for a shiny vertical line on his right shoulder blade. So close to his spine. She laid a hand on the scar and gently probed the area around it for signs of heat and swelling. It looked to have healed well, but she couldn’t forget it had nearly killed him. The image still haunted her when she closed her eyes.
Stretching up on her toes, she pressed her lips against the pale mark and circled her arms around his torso. Memories of the previous night returned. Unable to help herself, she slid her fingers up his chest until she found the throb of his mighty heart. Sighing, she rested her head against his back and began counting each beat. This was the sound of life, peace, and home.
She might have spent half the day listening had his deep rumble of pleasure not startled her into releasing her hold. She stepped back just as he turned to face her, his eyes full of dark heat.
Apparently, she wasn’t the only one remembering last night. She couldn’t maintain his gaze and stared at her hands.
“Thank you for everything you did last night.” His voice still held a heated quality to it. “I’m glad the Sorceress will one day love her gargoyle again.” A finger under her jaw guided her head up.
“Shit. I thought you were asleep,” she growled.
“I can still hear and understand while I’m in a light sleep.”
“Not fair. You’re like Super Gargoyle. Your wings are even cape-like.”
He laughed, the deep tone raising gooseflesh. “And you are a strange little dryad.”
“Thanks, I love you too.” She hoped gargoyles understood sarcasm.
“I know.” Gregory shifted back to his true form with a blur of light and shadow, then rested his muzzle on her head.
So much for sarcasm. Her mind switched to more pressing topics. “Why has the Council come?”
“They must make a decision.”
“About?”
“Us,” he rumbled into her hair.
“I don’t like the sound of that.”


∞∞∞
 
Lillian stood in the meadow’s center, her redwood towering at her back. She idly petted the soft needles of her hamadryad while she waited. Gran had directed the Council to meet at the center of the maze, saying some of the shier members would feel more at home protected by the labyrinth and sheltered by the trees. More likely Gran chose the spot for the gargoyle’s sake. The shadows could hide him without him having to go invisible and break his promise to Lillian. She had never met such a creature of opposites. Fearless, yet shy; soft-spoken, but brazen. She found his core personality intriguing and could overlook some of his quirks, such as his aggressive, overprotective tendencies. A grin tugged at her lips.
She and Gregory had arrived early because he wanted to check the wards on the grove again. While the gargoyle worked his magic, she decided to try her hand at some dryad magic she’d overheard Sable and Russet discussing.
With her bare toes digging into damp earth and embraced on either side by low-spreading branches of her hamadryad, Lillian closed her eyes and sought the forest lurking beyond the manicured gardens of her grandmother’s home. Magic answered her wish, and the presence of the land touched her mind.
It was there, waiting to reclaim the cultivated grounds and return them to a natural state. The forest called to her, wanting her to merge with its vast expanses. She focused her mind and, on closer examination, found the spirit of the woods was connected by water, like blood vessels within a body. Creeks meandered into streams, and her mind followed those subsidiaries as they made their way into fens and rivers, then finally to lakes. She flowed south with the water, toward Haliburton Forest. While not tame, that forest lacked the size and wild abandon her heart craved. She sought east and north, to where the smaller track of woodland butted against the mighty Algonquin.
We are here, the trees whispered. Join us. Be one.
“Lillian, it’s time to come back.”
The voice intruded upon her link with the land, and she tried to push it away.
“My Sorceress, return to me.”
A tongue slathered her cheek, and Lillian returned to herself with a sputtered exclamation. “Ugh.”
Gregory was holding her upright—her own legs felt like rubber. He nuzzled her again, licking at her neck.
“Gregory, have mercy.” She pushed at his shoulders, attempting to look serious, but the effect was spoiled when he licked her cheek again. She burst into giggles. She got herself under control a moment later. “Okay, what happened?”
“You do not have the training you need, that is what happened.” Each word came out clipped.
Not good. He sounded pissed, which meant he was scared.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I overheard Sable and Russet talking yesterday while I was getting ready for the Hunt. Dryad magic sounded so easy and natural. I’m tired of knowing nothing…”
“We will talk of this later.” Gregory’s ears swiveled toward the entrance of the maze. “I hear the others coming. Please, do not call on magic until I have time to teach you some basic rules.”
Lillian concluded Gregory didn’t lie very well. Yes, the others were coming, but that’s not why he didn’t want to talk about magic. Every time she wanted answers about magic, he evaded her questions. “Okay. I won’t use magic again.”
She lied better than her gargoyle.


∞∞∞
 
From her position under the shade of her redwood, Lillian surveyed each of the Council members as they emerged from the maze. Two young girls arrived with Gran, one to each side. Gran led them to the picnic tables next to the stream.
On closer inspection, Lillian realized these were not children, but delicate, four-foot-tall women. Each wore a simple but elegant cream robe tied at the waist with a golden rope. The taller of the two had mottled brown-and-white hair, not from age—this was a pattern. The brown-and-white layers ran horizontally. The other women had the same style of hair, but it ran to tan and brown. They gazed around the meadow, their jewel-bright eyes immediately drawn to the redwood at meadow’s center.
At the sight of the majestic tree, the taller one made a soft cry, and what Lillian had thought were bangs lifted from her forehead into a short, spiky ruff. “Look how much the hamadryad has grown!”
“Yes, yes. We’ll talk more about that later. In the meantime, eat.” Gran gestured at the food laid out on the tables and then headed in Lillian’s direction.
When she reached Lillian’s side, she smiled and nodded toward the others arriving. “I figured I’d tell you a little about each member as they arrive.”
Nodding absently, she studied the next person to enter the maze. He was the man she’d seen leading the Hunt the night before. “Okay, they’re getting ahead of you. The two short women, who are they?”
“Hyrand and Goswin are sprites. They are mother and daughter and represent the lesser elementals of the Clan. Both have been members of the Council for decades. All the Council members are allies, but some are less dangerous than others. You can trust Hyrand and Goswin.” Then Gran nodded to the taller silver-haired man who stood looking at the tables with disdain. “That is the sidhe lord, Whitethorn. I doubt that’s his real name. I’ve known him for many years, but he doesn’t trust easily.” Gran gave a little shrug. “Even in this realm he is powerful and holds the Clan and the Coven together by sheer strength of will. Do not offend him or challenge him in any way. While he and I may not share an unending attachment, in the past we have always gotten past our differences of opinion. At the very least, he deserves respect. He has given up much of his power to protect our people.”
“Got it. Don’t piss off the big, pale one.”
While they’d been conversing, a small, black horse eased out of the maze’s shadows and into the light. At first, Lillian wondered if this was the sidhe lord’s steed. Then it turned to look at her with glowing, yellow eyes like they burned with an internal flame.
“Ah, the pooka has arrived. Good.”
Lillian studied him a moment more. Something about him caused a shiver to race down her back. “I can already tell he isn’t one of the friendly types.”
“Like many of the old ones, the pooka took the greatest joy in the Hunt when it was untamed. He will not even gift us with a name we can call him by, so we call him the pooka. Though he likes the naiads and the dryads more than some of the other species, so you might get him to open up.”
“I don’t think I’ll be striking up a conversation with him anytime soon.”
“Ah, here comes Greenborrow.”
Lillian tore her eyes away from the pooka and noticed an older-looking man hovering in the shadows of the cedar walls. With one hand he was petting the maze, in the other, he held a massive club. A raven perched on his shoulder and a giant wolf walked at his heels.
“I hope he’s friendly. What’s he doing to my maze?”
“Oh, likely admiring the thickness. A little pride on his part. He planted this hedge for you many years ago. Greenborrow is a leshii, a forest lord. Another of the old, powerful ones—much diminished now, but don’t let on.”
The leshii ignored the others gathered around the picnic tables and made straight for Gran. His taupe-colored tunic was without a belt, like he’d lost it at some point and couldn’t be bothered to find another. Bare feet covered with dust and grass stains added to the newcomer’s wild-man look.
“Well, so this is our fine, young dryad. I saw you and the gargoyle at the Hunt last night,” Greenborrow said, then slapped his thigh. “I’ve never seen such power. Magnificent. Your gargoyle, he’s here?”
“Yes,” Lillian paused, realizing Gregory had drifted off somewhere. “He was just here.”
“Oh, never mind, dear. He’s over by the pooka.” Greenborrow pointed behind her.
Lillian turned. Her breath hissed out in surprise. The pooka was behind them, less than ten feet away. Gregory stood on all fours, his wings mantled in aggression as he faced off against the black horse.
A streak of white blurred between the tree trunks and the unicorn skidded to a halt next to the gargoyle. Both equines eyed each other with disdain.
“I don’t think they like each other,” Lillian remarked.
“No,” Gran replied. “Two stallions seldom get along. And Gregory… well, he doesn’t trust anyone, and the pooka has a nasty enough history it sets alarms a-ringing in his head, I imagine.”
“To put it mildly,” Greenborrow added, his accompanying laugh echoing across the meadow. Both stallions turned toward him. The leshii inclined his head to the unicorn and the pooka. “If you two misbehave, I’ll see what I can do to discipline both of you.” He ran his hand along his club, caressing the wood. “Anyway, I wish to talk with Hyrand and Goswin. It’s been entirely too long since I last chatted with the lovely sprites. Good day, ladies.” He bowed and then wandered away.
“I like him,” Lillian declared.
“Old Greenborrow is a good sort, but like all his kind, he has a dual nature. Be certain to always be on his ‘good’ side.”
“I’ll keep that in mind. By what I’ve seen of the Clan and the Coven so far, I don’t think I want to witness his bad side.”
Gran smiled. “If he had a bit of ambition, he’d be the Clan’s leader. But he doesn’t. Though he has the loyalty of more people than Lord Whitethorn, Greenborrow is loyal to the sidhe lord, so it all works out, for now.”
“Is the wolf at Greenborrow’s side a dire wolf? They seem smaller in the daylight.”
“No, it’s just a wolf. Last night, the dire wolves lost their alpha pair. The pack will remain in seclusion until a new alpha pair is chosen.”
Lillian barely had time to nod before Gran launched into her next introductions.
“Ah, here comes Mardina.” Gran gestured at the woman entering the meadow.
The one called Mardina was of medium height, and with her alabaster skin and blue-black hair that flowed past her shoulders, she drew the eye. Her hair was held back out of her face by two long, silver combs. She ran a hand through the locks, smoothing the wind-tossed strands back into order. If it hadn’t been for the deep gray under her eyes and her strange robe, she would have been beautiful. Gray and sea-foam white, the robe was flimsy and frayed and looked more like a ragged bank of fog than clothing. It floated and swayed around her body like it was caught in some unfelt breeze.
“Mardina is a banshee.”
“Oh.” Lillian mouthed the name, testing it. “Is she friend or foe?”
“Mostly friendly, depending on how pure one’s soul is. Now—” Gran cleared her throat and chuckled evilly, “—if she were to run across a murderer or rapist… then she might not be so nice.”
More movement at the entrance caught Lillian’s eye. Sable entered with Lillian’s brother.
Jason held a metal toolbox at arm’s length like it might bite. He went directly to the picnic tables without a word of greeting to anyone. After he placed the box on the center table, he tossed back the lid and frowned down at the contents. One by one, the others gathered around the table came to look within the box. No one reached to touch whatever was inside. By their expressions, Lillian envisioned a severed limb, or a mummified cat stuffed within the confines of the toolbox.
“It’s here. We should begin.” Without glancing at Lillian, Gran marched over to the picnic tables and seated herself at the center table.
Gregory appeared at Lillian’s shoulder, and she instantly felt complete.
“Guess it’s our turn,” Lillian muttered as discomfort enveloped her in a nervous sweat. Gregory shadowed her steps. Briefly, she wondered what they looked like to others—two very different beings moving as one across the dew-dampened grass.




Chapter 16
Lillian arrived at the table as the pooka leaned over the box. He tilted his head and one bright, yellow eye fixed on the mystery item within the toolbox. His lips curled back from his teeth, and after a quick sniff, he jerked his muzzle away with a snort and a shake of his head. His glossy, black skin shivered like he was being attacked by invisible flies.
Unable to stand the mystery, Lillian leaned forward until she could see inside the box.
The knife lay within.
The knife that had tried to kill her gargoyle.
“You,” she hissed and snatched it out of the box. Her grandmother shouted, and Whitethorn made a motion to knock it out of her hand, but the gargoyle blocked them with his wings. She glanced first at Gregory and then back at the knife. She turned it over in her hand. A dark, reddish-brown stain soiled the smooth mirror surface of the blade. Gregory’s blood.
Rage tensed her muscles, and her pulse pounded in her ears. This was the thing that had tried to take her gargoyle’s life. Power bubbled up from within Lillian, fed by the wrath until it simmered in her blood, lending her muscles strength. She laid the knife flat on the table and pressed her hand over it until the table creaked with the strain. She held her power back, letting it build. When it spiked, she channeled it upon the knife. Destroy it, she whispered to her magic.
A bright flash like a bolt of lightning blinded her. Sparks danced across her vision. She blinked. When her sight returned, she looked down where the blade had been.
It still lay there. Perfect. Untouched by her magic.
A growl tore up from her chest.
The amount of power she’d summoned should have reduced the knife to ash. Yet there it lay. She leaned closer. No, it was not wholly untouched—the blood was gone.
Without the visual reminder of Gregory’s near-mortal injury, Lillian’s turbulent power and consuming wrath slowly dissipated. Taking measured deep breaths, she calmed, her heart resuming a reasonable pace.
With her power’s abandonment, she collapsed back onto a chair and rubbed at her temples to ease the tension. Weakness descended upon her body a layer at a time as the seconds flew past. A clawed hand settled on her shoulder. Before she could look up at Gregory, he began to share power with her.
“I’m sorry. I know I promised I wouldn’t use my power, but I wanted that thing destroyed for what it did to you.” Lillian rested her cheek against Gregory’s arm.
“Shh… I know,” he whispered into her mind through his touch.
“Well, that was fascinating,” Greenborrow stated. The leshii leaned closer and waved his hand over the blade.
A good six inches of empty air stretched between the steel blade and his flesh. And Lillian could still feel how the blade sucked the magic through the air, weakening the old fae.
Greenborrow retracted his hand. “Interesting how a lowly dryad can hold a demon blade and not have it consume her, and yet all I have to do is stand close enough to the thing to feel it draining me,” he said, his tone offhanded like he was commenting on the weather.
His remarks stirred the others at the table out of their shock. Multiple conversations erupted at once. The hum of discussion buzzed around the table for several chaotic minutes. Gregory flicked his wings in annoyance, then issued a deep, barking challenge in his own language. The verbal debates dwindled to silence.
The sprite, Hyrand, was the first to gather her courage. She inclined her head in Gregory’s direction. The gargoyle nodded.
Hyrand bowed her head in thanks, then looked to the leshii. “Greenborrow, are you accusing Lillian of carrying darkness in her soul?”
“Nothing so serious, my dear.” He glanced at Gregory. “Just saying it’s interesting is all.”
Hyrand didn’t seem convinced, and she studied Lillian from under her lashes until Lillian became uncomfortable. The sprite cleared her throat and continued as if she chose her words with care. “I would hear how you stopped this blade from destroying your gargoyle.”
“Gregory was injured by the Riven. It was my fault the monster got in a lucky shot. My magic reacted to save Gregory’s life.”
“And the Riven, he just stood aside and let you do this?”
“No, of course not. He was already dead by the time I reached Gregory’s side.”
“Yet you said you distracted the gargoyle and the Riven got close enough to stab him. You did not say Gregory killed it. So, the gargoyle dropped before he killed the Riven?”
“Yes,” Lillian blurted before she could stop and think.
“What happened to it?”
“I don’t know, everything happened so fast. It was blurry and dark. Gregory was injured. I panicked. I think I ran at the Riven. I must have had a weapon with me because the next thing I knew, I was at Gregory’s side and Alexander was dead.”
Greenborrow interrupted. “The Riven was torn to shreds. Gutted. His heart missing and half his ribcage spread out across the grass. Tell me, what kind of bladed weapon does that?”
“I don’t know.” She shook her head, more to deny the existence of a void in her own memories than in response to Greenborrow’s question. Gregory leaned down and rested his chin against her hair, saying in his silent way not to worry. It didn’t work. She trembled, and her hands shook like she’d been in a car accident. “Why does it matter? He was evil, and now he’s dead.”
“Exactly. He’s dead. A dryad has no hope of killing a Riven in a one-on-one fight. But if that dryad is something rarer than her sisters, and she could draw magic directly from the Magic Realm, well then—that is one sorry Riven.”
Silence thickened like fog on a crisp autumn morning.
“I have magic. I don’t really know anything about it. Heck, I didn’t even know about it until a couple days ago. I certainly don’t know how to use it. That I have magic is no secret. You all saw the gargoyle and I raised magic for the Hunt. So maybe I did use that power to kill a Riven. So what?”
“But,” Greenborrow continued, “that’s my point. We saw the remains of the Riven and felt the echo of the magic used to do the damage. That was not dryad magic.”
Lillian fisted her hands against her thighs. “First, I am a human, and then I’m not a human. Next, I’m a dryad, and now I’m not a dryad. What do you think I am?”
“I didn’t say you weren’t a dryad, only that the magic used wasn’t dryad magic.”
“My gargoyle can string together better sentences. Say what you mean or leave me alone.”
Gregory tightened his hold on her shoulders. “The leshii is older than the others, and his memories run deeper. He recognizes what we are or has—as you would say—put two and two together.”
“Huh?”
Greenborrow clapped his hands together. “Ah, I’m right.”
Gregory’s tail lashed, a sign he was faced with something he’d rather leave untouched.
“The time for secrets is over. I have tested everyone here; there is no new darkness on any of your souls.” He paused and looked at the pooka and the banshee. “I will share a truth with you.” Gregory’s voice rumbled over her head, darker and more sinister than she’d ever recalled hearing. “If you want the truth, stay. But you shall never repeat this to anyone outside of this meadow—you will not be able to, for my weaving will steal your words. After you’ve heard what I have to say, if any of you try to harm my lady, I will steal more than your words. I will escort the betrayer to the Spirit Realm myself. Stay or go, the choice is yours. I will give you a few minutes to decide among yourselves.”
Even immortals could be shocked into silence. Lillian didn’t take comfort in that fact, though.
After his ultimatum, Gregory turned and marched over to her tree. He merged with the shadows to await the Council’s decision. When Lillian realized all the faces had switched from following the gargoyle to staring at her, she lost her nerve and bolted after the gargoyle.
She probed the shadows until she caught him, then locked her fingers around his arm. “What are you doing?”
“Giving the truth.”
“Like the stuff you told me last night about our history?”
“Yes.”
“You didn’t make me swear some kind of death oath.”
“No.”
She clenched her jaw. His one-word answers were scaring her. “If we’re going to trust each other, you need to fill in some details.”
“What I reveal will be more than I’ve told you.” He sighed. “While I have not lied to you, I have not told you the full truth. I hope you can forgive me.”
Gran came over to them before Lillian could ask what he was talking about.
“The others are in agreement,” Gran said with a glance over her shoulder at the other tense-faced individuals waiting at the picnic tables. She frowned and Lillian wondered if Gran was annoyed that Gregory hadn’t told her everything up front. Gran wasn’t the only one.
After a moment, Gran schooled her expression and continued. “We agree to Gregory’s terms. If there is a secondary danger to us beyond the Riven, then we need to know what it is and how to protect ourselves.”
The gargoyle bowed his head in acknowledgment and followed Gran back to the table. Lillian trailed after, unsure if she wanted to hear what he’d kept secret.
Gregory didn’t sit. He seldom did, but now he stood unmoving like he’d grown roots.
“As Greenborrow already guessed, I am not just a gargoyle and Lillian is not just a dryad. She is the Mother’s Sorceress, and I am the Father’s Gargoyle Protector. We are the Avatars of the Divine Ones, born to fulfill their purpose, to maintain the balance and hunt down evil intent on upsetting that balance.”
The silence was so complete, Lillian would have heard a hummingbird if one flew across the glade at that moment. She stepped up next to Gregory and placed her hand in his. He glanced sideways at her and nodded his head. “Lillian does not remember who she is because I stole her memories.”
Lillian’s mind blanked at his words, too stunned to function. White noise filled her ears. It took her a few seconds to realize it was the buzz of conversation she heard. The other fae creatures at the table were shouting questions. She shouted louder than the others. “What? You… you stole my memories?” She jerked away from Gregory. Horror opened a hollow in her gut, which betrayal quickly filled with bitterness. “Why?”
She had trusted him. All this time he’d been responsible for the void in her mind where her childhood memories should have been.
Everyone at the table fell silent.
“I could not trust you because of where I found you.”
“Yesterday, you told me you rescued me from my abductor, the Lady of Battles. You saved me from whatever she had planned.”
“I said I had rescued you from her, not that she had abducted you. And I’m not even sure if I’ve thwarted her plans.”
“What are you talking about?”
“A gargoyle stays in his mother’s tree for ten years before he is birthed fully mature. A dryad carries her daughters for only three. When we were both eight, I emerged from my mother’s tree early, so I could rescue you from the Lady of Battles’ domain, the place where you had been conceived, born, and lived for eight years.”
Conceived. Born. Not kidnapped. His word shook her soul like felled trees crashing to the ground.
He continued, unaware he was trampling her fragile sense of truth. “From the time of your birth, and perhaps while you were still within your mother’s tree, you were shaped to become a tool for the Lady of Battles, training with her captains to one day lead her army. I escaped with you and then, too weak to return home to the Magic Realm, I came here.”
“Oh my God. You couldn’t trust me,” Lillian said as she thought of something worse. “You were afraid of me, of what the Lady could make me do.”
He didn’t answer her right away, and that was enough to start a chill crawling up her spine.
“The Lady of Battles might have been using you as bait to lure me to her. Once she had us both, she may have planned to make us serve her by threatening the other. I don’t sense any evil upon you. When first I found you, there was a dark taint, but here in this place, far from the dark one’s influence, you may have managed to purify yourself.”
She heard the doubt in his voice. “But you still haven’t given my memories back. You’re afraid.”
“I can’t risk this world until I know for certain what she did to you. Please understand.”
Lillian grabbed the edge of the table to stop her hands from trembling while she calmed the churning in her soul. It made sense now. Gregory hadn’t betrayed her, he’d done what he could to protect her. But not just her—everyone else, too. If she weren’t such a fool, she’d have seen that sooner. They were two halves of one soul—she could only imagine what keeping this secret had cost Gregory. Placing her hand in his, she touched his thoughts and projected her understanding and thanks, and then intertwined their fingers.
“How will you find out if I’m a threat, and how will you deal with it if I am?”
“We need time.” He squeezed her fingers and then turned to the others sitting at the tables. “If I am given time, I think I can heal whatever was done to my Mistress. In a way, being trapped in this realm was a blessing. The Lady of Battles cannot reach into this realm from her prison and likely has no idea what happened to the Sorceress. As long as we stay here, I think Lillian will be safe. At least for a little while.”
He paused with a long look for the silver-skinned leader of the sidhe. “For the first time in many, many lifetimes, I find myself in need of allies. I cannot defeat the Riven if I’m too busy protecting Lillian from both the Clan and the Coven. I must put my trust in you here today. Know I will fight your enemies alongside you if you agree to continue to shelter Lillian.”
Another silence stretched by, longer this time than the last until the banshee pushed back her chair and stood. “Why should we help you? For all we know, you too have been corrupted. For that matter, your precious mistress might even now be corrupting you. You claim you don’t know what happened to her. How can you ask us to protect her when you don’t even know how dangerous she is?”
“We’d already be enslaved if the gargoyle was corrupted.” Greenborrow rapped on the table. “I say we give the gargoyle what aid he needs, and then we accept his aid in turn. We grow fewer with each year. How much longer can we go on if we will not work together?”
With a nod, Whitethorn stood. “You both have good arguments. I say we give the gargoyle our aid but make certain this Sorceress is no threat.”
The banshee’s gray eyes turned stormy. “How will you be certain of her innocence? If this was as easy as you make it sound, I’m sure the gargoyle would already have done this. Yet he, one of the greatest spellweavers in the Magic Realm, has not done this. Why?”
Greenborrow chuckled. “Because the poor fellow hasn’t been given two free minutes to rub together, methinks. That, and it’s not a task he’ll be looking forward to performing.”
The gargoyle grunted in way of answer; his “yes” to all things nasty.
Lillian swallowed hard as nervous sweat made its way down her back. That she might be evil scared her, but the thought of losing Gregory because of that evil was far worse. She needed to know.
“I’ll agree to this if it will prove I’m not a threat.” Her rushed statement turned several heads. Before they’d talked about her like she wasn’t there, but now each eyed her like a snake studying its next meal.
Not an improvement.
Whitethorn nodded, his lips forming a hard line. “Then, with the gargoyle’s aid, we shall bind your power and read what resides within your soul.”
“No!” Gran cried. “She’s too young, and she doesn’t have the mental discipline needed to survive without being damaged. She’ll go into shock. She could die. Let the gargoyle and I give her the training she needs to prepare.”
“We can’t risk the wait,” Whitethorn said. He looked to the gargoyle. “We do this tonight if you want us to shelter her while you deal with the Riven.”
Gregory glanced down at her, his dark eyes turbulent.
Surprisingly, Lillian’s own soul was serene, fear a distant thing. She didn’t fear death. This was a battle, and she never ran from a challenge. Her only concern was for Gregory and her family.
She rested her hand on his shoulder and squeezed.
“It’s okay. We need to do this. I need to know. I couldn’t live with myself if there was something evil slumbering within me and it harmed those I love because I didn’t do anything to stop it.”




Chapter 17
The unfamiliar feeling of worry gnawed at Gregory’s stomach all the way back to the house. If Lillian knew what binding her power and reading her soul involved, she wouldn’t have agreed so readily. After a quick discussion, the Council decided the house would be the best location. It was familiar and more defendable. Gregory pinned his ears against his mane. By that, the Council members meant they would have a better chance at containing Lillian if something went wrong. A low growl built in his throat; he clamped his teeth to prevent its escape.
Some other sign must have given him away because Lillian stepped closer until her arm brushed his. “It’s all right, Gregory. You said I lived in our enemy’s territory for years. If it’s as nasty as you implied and I survived it, I must be tougher than you think.” She skimmed her fingers down his arm until she laced them with his. “And I understand why you had to take my memories—you had no choice. I was a little taken aback at first.”
“You lived because the Lady of Battles wanted you for some purpose. That is why you survived.” Even as he said the words, they lacked the harsh edge he’d strived for, and his ears relaxed. He whispered a prayer to the Divine Ones, thanking them that Lillian had forgiven him for stealing her memories.
“Then I am tough because I survived whatever she did to me. Can you deny I stand before you with my mind intact and my heart beating?”
He sighed with exasperation even as a grin tugged at his lips. “Yes, you are a tough little dryad. But it doesn’t stop me from worrying.”
“I know.” She squeezed his hand.
While they talked, they had entered the house and arrived in the living room. Lillian looked around at the other fae. “Now what?”
Vivian stormed into the room, the older woman’s fierce expression focused on Whitethorn. “You can’t toss me out of my own house. If we’re going ahead with this foolery, then I’ll be at my granddaughter’s side.”
“The ceremony’s rules are clear. There will be no family present.” Whitethorn’s tone was as unforgiving as Vivian’s stubborn streak.
“Fine,” Vivian replied. “She isn’t related by blood. I’m staying.”
Whitethorn did look ready to toss Vivian out of her own home, Gregory decided, but the fae kept his composure.
“No. You are bound by the rules the same as we all are. We cannot change them just to suit our own needs. Go. I will keep you advised as to the gargoyle’s progress and our findings.”
“Gran,” Lillian said. “I must do this. It will be easier if you’re not present.” She stepped away from Gregory, her hand sliding from his. Immediately, he missed the contact. With an act of will, he focused on the tension in the room.
Vivian’s knuckles whitened against her staff. After a count of ten seconds, she relaxed her fingers. “Fine. But I will be near if you require me.”
“Thank you.” Lillian hugged her grandmother. Gregory had a surprising urge to embrace the older woman for her protective streak, too.
Vivian released Lillian, then caught Gregory’s eye. Her look told him to kill anyone who attempted to harm her granddaughter.
Sable came up next to Gregory. “I’ll help Lillian get ready.”
“Thank you,” Lillian replied.
He touched Lillian’s shoulder and sent thoughts of peace and comfort. She smiled, broadcasting love back at him before she broke contact and followed Sable.
Gregory called the shadows to him and vanished to make his own preparations. He would need more power if it became necessary to overwhelm Lillian’s shields. No matter how much he didn’t want to face the possibility, the evidence pointed to the fact that she was a host to dark magic.
Closing his eyes, he began summoning magic, drawing chilled power directly from the Spirit Realm until his skin took on a patina of frost.


∞∞∞
 
So far, the ceremony had been pleasant enough. It began with a purifying bath, the hot steam scented with lavender oil and sage. When Lillian finally exited the bathroom, she found Sable had lit candles in the four corners of the bedroom. A small fire burned in the fireplace. The air was heavy with sage, sweet grass, and cedar. The heat, low light, and fragrances helped Lillian relax. At least she’d gotten over her initial fears—mostly. Some still fluttered annoyingly at the edge of her consciousness—like what she would do if there were darkness inside her.
Might it not turn Gregory against you? The small internal voice of her consciousness nagged at her like it had since Gregory first told her why he’d taken her memories. She pushed that worry away. She’d already covered every possible disastrous outcome a hundred times.
While there was the possibility of losing him and everything she cared about, she imagined it was a slim chance. Gregory loved her too much to give her up. Or at least, he loved his Sorceress too much to allow the Lady of Battles to win.
A breeze flowed in through an open window. The singing of frogs and the scent of night filled her bedroom and relaxed her further. With nothing else to do but wait, she stretched out on top of her comforter and worried at the drawstring of her pajamas. When she caught herself fidgeting, she folded her hands across her midriff and stared at the ceiling.
A soft knock at the door startled her from her worries. She sat up and tucked her legs underneath her. “Come in.”
The door pushed open, and Gregory entered. He paused when he caught sight of her on the bed. His look traveled the length of her, lingering in some places longer than others.
Warmth suffused her and tension fluttered in her belly. The door opened more and the pooka trotted in after Gregory, followed by Greenborrow, Sable, and Hyrand. Heat died and the nervous fluttering in her stomach turned into a rock
All Lillian knew about the ceremony was that Gregory would peel her shields away like the layers of an onion and lay her soul bare, so the others would be able to read her thoughts. Sable had made it sound like the binding of the magic would be done with only Gregory present, which didn’t sound so awful. But magical binding sounded a whole lot less appealing with an audience.
With her best impression of a serene mask, she continued to watch Gregory. It was a better alternative than looking at the others where they’d lined up at one end of her bedroom. The gargoyle sat on the edge of the bed, and after glancing down, he leaned in closer and tucked the blanket from the foot of the bed around her.
A throat being cleared alerted Lillian that the others were no longer conversing among themselves. Whitethorn was standing off to one side, his lips pursed, and brows furrowed. Apparently, he wasn’t overly patient.
“I’m as ready as I’ll ever be. Let’s get this over with,” she told Gregory.
Gregory nodded, and Lillian tried to relax while she waited for the gargoyle to do his thing.
The thought had barely crossed her mind when chilled magic blanketed her. “Ah! Cold. What the…?”
“Magic from the Spirit Realm. The strongest weapon I can call upon.”
“Well, it’s damn cold. I thought I was supposed to relax. How can I do that with my knees whacking together and my teeth trying to rattle loose from my jaws?”
“Try,” he rumbled.
“Right—oh.” She broke off as his fingers settled on her temples and massaged the tension away with a firm touch. He moved back into her hairline, massaging her scalp. Caught up in the mild pleasure, she missed when he started filling her with that cold power. Its chill lessened as she adjusted to the invasion. “Okay, this isn’t so bad.”
The words had barely left her mouth when the chill intensified, and his magic reached into her mind and tried to claw the first layer of tissue from her brain. She screamed. Her eyes flew open as her heart jumped into gear. She batted at the gargoyle, but she could have been slapping a statue for all the reaction he showed. Screaming had no effect on him, but she didn’t care and drew another breath.
Warmth caressed her ear. “I’m sorry.” He leaned back, his breath coming in pants. “I’m sorry, love. Forgive me. Do not fight me.”
“What the hell? I—”
The pain engulfed her in another flow of icy lava. A whimper was all that emerged. His talons of magic and power slashed across her mind. She arched off the bed, struggling with everything in her. She punched him under the jaw and clawed at his bare shoulders. He took the abuse as if he didn’t feel it. Leaning his weight against her, he pinned her to the bed so she couldn’t fight him. With a tearing sensation in her mind, another barrier shredded under his attack. The pain receded into numbness. She floated above the pain, praying she would not fall back into her body lying upon the bed. Surely that was death. Where the hell was her magic when she needed it?
“Lillian, don’t call your magic. Please don’t fight me” His voice shook. “If you call your magic, it will repair your shields… please… I cannot do this again.”
The agony in his dark timbre pulled her back into her body. To her surprise, there was no blinding-sharp pain eating away at her brain. She looked beyond the barrier of her mind, out into the world. Gregory hunched next to her. Pain etched across his face, a tattoo of his horror. Dampness streaked his cheeks. Shocked, she reached out and gathered a tear on her fingertip.
“Oh, Gregory, that hurt you as much as it did me, didn’t it?” she asked as she fought to get her breathing under control. “I knew this wouldn’t be pleasant from your reluctance. I’m sorry I was such a wimp. I’ll do better.” She laid her hand along his cheek. “I love you.”
“I know.” He covered her hand with his own and curled his fingers around hers. When he turned her hand, so the palm faced up, he leaned down and placed a kiss upon it. Then drawing her hand to his chest, he rested it against his heart. The steady beat of his pulse surged under the skin and bone. “The rest of this will be easier.”
“If something happens and you find I am one of darkness, do what you must, but know I’ll love you regardless. You are a part of me.”
He touched his forehead to hers. “We are one, always.”
With his words, she felt his magic flood over her, sweeping thoughts and worries away. He went deep into her mind, pulling at her memories as he hunted. To her surprise, his presence in her mind wasn’t an invasion. He belonged there. A half-smile curled her lips as he delicately leafed through her thoughts.
Minutes eased by, one after another until she lost track of time, and still, he did not find what he sought. The sensation of his mental hunting stilled, and he pulled away. She was about to ask what was wrong when a wave of darkness reared up and rolled across her consciousness. She blinked and yawned but was unable to fight off the intense compulsion to sleep.
“Surrender, my lady. Know what peace you can find in sleep.”
She blinked sleep-heavy lids. The last thing she remembered was Gregory’s troubled expression.


∞∞∞
 
Gregory watched the rise and fall of her chest and prayed she would be all right. He’d put her to sleep as soon as he’d sensed the trap. When she was deeply under, he summoned his magic and flowed back into her mind. He had no idea what form the trap would take, so he slid his consciousness into her body a bit at a time, fearing to trigger something until a part of his soul was with hers, where he could help her fight it.
He shifted through her recent memories, mildly surprised how much she already loved and trusted him, even though she did not know him. Further back, he encountered the night of the Wild Hunt—the awe and sense of rapture when they danced together and summoned power from the Magic Realm. Then her joy turned to horror as he fought the Riven. The glint of a knife in the moonlight descending toward her gargoyle.
His first clue came with the wash of her raw emotional reactions. He turned them over in his mind, examining them. He’d felt her possessiveness toward him before, and a small part of him took pleasure in her reaction, but now he witnessed a different side to it—ownership, not love.
That was not how his lady thought of him. He moved to the next emotion, her rage. He’d been hurt in battle before. Once the Sorceress had sent a mountain crashing down into a valley where a demon army was amassing.
But the rage she felt on the night he’d been stabbed was fueled by a love twisted up with possession. She raged that someone had dared to harm her gargoyle, and she wanted to cause equal pain upon the enemy, to rip and tear into them and shred what remained of their dark souls. She’d grown talons, and with a strength she shouldn’t have possessed, she’d smashed the Riven’s ribcage and destroyed its heart. Then the demon blade had recognized a darkness greater than itself and obeyed her wishes and released her gargoyle.
Gregory shook free of her thoughts, and with a sinking feeling realized when he was in danger, she surrendered to a new dark and bestial part of her soul—a part he’d never known in all their lifetimes together and a part that clearly thought of him as hers. This was the Lady of Battles’ work. But what could it mean? Lillian had killed evil to protect him. What was the purpose behind making her more protective of him than she already was? The Lady of Battles had plans layered upon plans, and Gregory needed to dig deeper to find the root of this.
He sought a childhood memory. One before she came to this world…
A child of seven, she stood on a battlement, looking up at the teal-colored sky with its weak sun casting meager light upon the forests below. Small demons and lost spirits wandered among the trees.
She debated attempting to sneak into her father’s prison, but mother would be angry if she did. Besides, she was due at her next lesson. This one was to learn the weaving of invisibility like her father could summon. And that would be a handy ability, especially if she was going to sneak out of this place before her gargoyle matured and came looking for her. She wouldn’t let the Lady of Battles have him. The gargoyle was hers, after all, and no one else had the right to command or enslave him. Only she had that right. She was Mistress.
Gregory broke away from the memory.
Even as a young child, Lillian had known what the Lady of Battles had planned. But by trying to twist the Sorceress’s love of him into something evil, the Lady had created a fatal flaw in her plan. Lillian would allow no one else to use him. Lillian’s eight-year-old memories had made that clear.
Darkness had corrupted the foundation of what they were. While this news was unwelcome, it was still something within his power to heal, if given time. But there must be more—the Lady of Battles was thorough, intelligent, and completely competent. Twisting Lillian into something of darkness would only be the tip of her plan.
Gregory returned to the memory where Lillian had ripped out the heart of the Riven. She’d done it with talons. Another clue. The Sorceress wasn’t gifted with shapeshifting, yet she’d grown claws.
Since he and the Sorceress were so closely linked, if the Sorceress learned to shapeshift, she might naturally take another shape he’d find even more appealing than a dryad. He envisioned Lillian with a thick mane, long tail, and graceful wings.
His blood surged at the image.
With a mental curse, he halted his line of thought. There was one excellent reason why the Mother had made it so the Sorceress could never shapeshift. Best not to even think about how his Mistress would look given a gargoyle form. Death lay down that road.
Surely that wasn’t the Lady of Battles’ plan. There were easier ways to kill him and his Sorceress than inciting the Divine Ones to a rage and burning their Avatars to ash. Once roused, there was no stopping or hiding from the God and Goddess.
Gregory’s skin shivered with cold even as his heart raced. No, the Lady of Battles would gain nothing by stirring her parents’ ire and having them seek out the cause of all the trouble. And then the Lady of Battles would have a greater problem than being caged in her prison.
Gregory slid deeper into Lillian’s mind, merging with her soul. He needed to find what else the dark goddess had done to her, but her thoughts and memories pressed upon him from all sides, warm and peaceful, distracting him from his purpose. This felt like home—that vaguely remembered time in the Spirit Realm when they were one soul.
With some regret, he turned his attention back to the internal dangers lying dormant upon her magic and soul. After sifting through her younger memories, he encountered a tight knot of something foreign. He poked at the mass, and it quivered and slid sideways away from him, seeking shelter in other memories.
At last, an anomaly that did not belong. It tasted of a foreign power, of blood magic, and something else. A second spirit. Gregory examined his find with growing horror. The Lady of Battles had enslaved another soul and embedded it within Lillian. It grew within his lady like a parasite.
He swam after it and chased it down a second time. The foreign consciousness tossed another barrier between them.
He wove a net of magic and cast it around the second spirit. Focusing, he stripped a layer of its protective magic away, only to reveal another layer underneath. Evil hit his senses with its unclean taste. This was no regular soul, but a demon soul—an evil seed that would grow into one of the powerful, higher-level demons.
If he’d fought it within their home Realm, Gregory had no doubt he would win. But here in the Mortal Realm, his options were limited, and the demon was protected within Lillian’s body. If he wasn’t mistaken, it was feeding on her power, growing stronger with each passing day.
Lillian shivered as a wave of unease coursed through her. Her heart rate spiked, her breath becoming labored. She thrashed like in a nightmare. If she physically flung him off and broke the link between them now…
Cursing, he disengaged from Lillian’s mind to control her body. Dryad scent, the silk-soft warmth of skin, and his own heady desire swamped his senses. Fighting for control, he mentally shook himself, then took a firmer hold on Lillian. At least the umbilical of magic between them remained strong, unharmed by her brief fit of wakefulness or his break in concentration.
As he poured his consciousness back into her body, he met with resistance. The demon soul had been busy the few moments Gregory had been distracted.
The darkness uncoiled within Lillian, expanding and building defenses as it fed on her magic. Gregory attacked her link to the Magic Realm, hoping to starve the demon into defeat.
Magic surged and Gregory realized he was already too late. A dam broke within Lillian, unleashing a river of magic upon him. Helplessly, he was thrown back into his own body by the torrent.
The demon soul continued to call power as it expanded its spell outside Lillian’s body.




Chapter 18
Gregory raised his head from the pillow of Lillian’s hair and inhaled a steadying breath, hoping to calm his racing heart and gather his thoughts. It had the opposite effect. He brushed the back of one hand against her cheek. Her eyelashes fluttered but didn’t open. As a precaution, he whispered a spell so she would slip deeper into slumber. Then he forced his attention away from Lillian long enough to glance around.
A pale, nebulous power dripped down the sides of the bed and gathered in an ever-spreading pool on the floor. After a moment, the shimmer intensified and began a purposeful crawl up the north wall of Lillian’s bedroom. What he’d first thought was a spell to loosen his hold on her mind was something of greater concern.
His own magic answered his call with a skin-tingling rush. All his senses were riveted on the foreign spell and claws extended from his fingertips, poised to rend anything the hostile magic might summon. The silver flames crawling up the wall now flickered with the look of true fire. The mass seethed and heaved like wind-blown grass, and then with a bright flash, a window opened into another place.
The teal-colored light of the Magic Realm illuminated a vast, circular room with a raised dais at the center. Occupying the dais, two massive thrones, carved of dark rock and polished until they resembled black glass, overlooked the rest of the room. Instead of a back wall, a series of stone arches allowed in light and provided a majestic view of white-capped mountains set against the backdrop of a cloudless sky. Presently, the thrones were as empty as the sky, yet by the shimmer of the polished stone floors, this room was well cared for.
From the corner of his eye, Gregory caught movement. He’d forgotten the Fae Council members were still in the room with him. Whitethorn approached the magic window. He had a sword in one hand, point forward. With a blur of motion, he slashed at the image. The blade bit into the unseen wall behind, raining chips of plaster and white dust down across the floor.
The reflection to the other world rippled like a stone had been tossed into a still pond.
Blessedly, it was an image and not a real gateway. When Whitethorn eased back to his original position a few steps in front of the other Councilors, Gregory caught his eye. “Get out of the line of sight. The less this new enemy knows about our alliance, the better. Let them think Lillian and I are alone.”
Whitethorn’s expression darkened, but he nodded and signaled the other immortals out of sight. The sidhe bowed in Gregory’s direction, then vanished as quickly as the rest. Gregory stared at the door Whitethorn had used a moment more. At least he had some allies, even if they were reluctant ones.
Lillian thrashed upon the bed, fighting his compulsion to sleep. She made a soft exclamation and sat up next to him as she shrugged off the last of his sleep spell. After she took in her surroundings, including the new wall, she focused on him again. Her expression remained serene. A faint smile played across her lips. “Durnathyne, my Hunting Shadow, let me handle this.”
The use of his old name startled him enough that she slipped by him and was half off the bed before he’d realized she was moving. He leaped into motion and repositioned himself to keep her fenced in between his outstretched wings. He held her in place with his tail for good measure. “Stay. Your protection is my duty.”
“For once, let me protect you. You’ll find these enemies don’t play by your rules, my old friend,” Lillian said. She didn’t fight him but remained behind him with her one hand resting on his back. “The demon soul the Lady of Battles grafted upon me thought it was under attack. It tried to summon help, but it exhausted itself. We are lucky it is not yet mature. Now I am in control, and I remember everything. Let me deal with this. Please.”
“But I must—”
“Protect your Mistress?” she asked, sounding sad. Then she pressed a kiss to the muscle of his shoulder as if in apology. “Always the noble protector. I think we’ve taken our disguises too far and you have forgotten we are equals in power.”
The click of boots on stone tiles drew Gregory’s attention back to the image still rippling against the wall. Two columns of heavily armored guards marched into the room from opposite sides, converging upon the center dais with its raised thrones. Tall spears bristled above their heads, and they wore helms shaped in the image of horned demons and snarling beasts. If he’d had doubts about their allegiance, their surcoats with the black dragon against a red field quickly banished his misgivings. These were the Lady of Battles’ creatures.
The black-clad guards positioned themselves in a semicircle directly in front of the viewing window, then froze in place. Silence, thick and heavy, pressed all around Gregory. He strained his ears. At first, he heard nothing, and then a soft scuffing sound teased his senses.
A ripple went through the line of soldiers as they raised their spears and thumped the staves of dark wood against breastplates. Again, Gregory heard the sound. Louder now. Boot heels striking stone.
A man of middle height stopped a few paces in front of the viewing mirror, his black armor polished until it glistened like wet shadows. At his side, a small, graceful woman waited with her head bowed. A delicate chain peeked out from the flowing sleeve of her gown. The silver links glittered in the dim light, but abruptly vanished into gloom a few paces behind the woman, like they had been severed with an ax.
Something about the shadows caught Gregory’s eye, diverting his attention from the leader to the small woman. It hit him then, a shock so profound he recoiled back a step. Lillian moved behind him and smoothed a hand across his shoulder in a subtle caress.
“Easy, my gargoyle,” she said, pitching her words to carry like she intended for the new arrivals to hear. “When you rescued me, you were not the only gargoyle there. They needed to practice capturing and holding one of your kind before they attempted to capture you, my pet.”
At the mention of another gargoyle, the small woman with the manacled wrist gave the chain a tug. The shadows parted and a gargoyle materialized on the opposite side of the viewing mirror. He sidled up next to the woman and licked at her hands before bowing his head low. Then he lay down at her feet. Like a loyal dog.
Gregory’s stomach heaved. He looked over his shoulder at Lillian. “Is this to be my future?”
“Not if I can help it, my love.” Lillian’s voice filled his head. “Play along with me if you do not want to become their slave for real. As long as they think I’m winning you over to their side, they will not go to the trouble of coming here. They’ll assume I’ll bring you home to them once I’ve had my fun. Gregory, please play along no matter what I do. I promise not to shame you in front of the others. You have my word.”
Lillian’s thoughts were as shocking as her hands sliding under the obstacle of his wings and around his sides in a gliding caress. Her fingers traced along the ridge of his tensed muscles.
“You’re playing a dangerous game,” he cautioned.
“I like danger,” Lillian said, her breath disturbing his mane and tickling his neck.
Her tone, so like the Sorceress of old, warmed him. Then her hands shifted lower, her thumbs hooking under the top edge of his loincloth. And that wasn’t anything like his old Mistress.
“Greetings, Commander Gryton,” Lillian said while she draped herself along Gregory’s back.
“Daryna.” The man in the black armor raised his visor and nodded in her direction, though he didn’t take his eyes off Gregory for long. “Our Lady will be pleased you’ve finally decided to contact us. Where have you been?”
“The Mortal Realm, as you already know.”
The face looking out of the shadows of the helmet was human enough. Though that meant little. A number of creatures could pass for human at a distance. Considering this one’s location, Gregory doubted he had any human blood.
“When you called your gargoyle and escaped, I have to say, we expected the worst.”
“He woke early, sensing where I was and rushed to my rescue.” Lillian paused to smile at Gregory over her shoulder before returning her full attention to Gryton. “I wasn’t yet old enough to control him and he would have taken me back to Lord Death and destroyed all our plans. I knew I had to do something, so I convinced him our only avenue of escape was through the Veil to the Mortal Realm.”
“A risk,” Gryton countered.
“Yes, but it worked. He had to turn to stone to heal from his injuries.”
A rumble of threat built in his chest and when the armor-clad man took a step forward, Gregory released a glass-shaking growl.
Lillian laughed, then with surprising speed, she stepped around him and pushed him back until he collided with the edge of the bed.
“Easy, my Durnathyne. They’re no threat to me.” Lillian turned her attention back to Gryton. “My gargoyle has always been protective, but now he’s added handsome males to the list of things he doesn’t like me near.”
“He’s fully matured and already yours?” Gryton questioned, doubt clear in his raised eyebrow.
“Yes. As I said, I continued to work on his conditioning while he rested in his stone form.”
“Good, you’ll have no problem bringing him home now.”
“He’ll follow me anywhere. However, I’m not coming home yet.”
“Do not make me retrieve you.”
“You won’t have to. But why do you think I have not contacted you since coming here?”
Gryton sighed. “Because you were a rebellious young fool. I blame your dryad mother for allowing you too much freedom.”
Gregory studied the woman. So, this was Lillian’s mother. He glanced between the woman and the chained gargoyle, wondering.
“Perhaps you have cause to think me rebellious. I’m not coming home until Gregory is completely mine. Once he is, I’ll return and serve the Lady of Battles as she wishes. But Gregory is mine, and he’ll take orders from only me. I don’t share. And I won’t share the responsibility of his training and conditioning either.”
“That is the talk of a traitor.”
“If our Lady has a problem with how I choose to serve, let her judge me.”
Gryton tapped a finger along one armor-clad thigh. “Why did you contact us, if not to say you were returning home?”
“Two things. Have you checked your armory lately? You’ll find you’re missing a demon blade—and no, I didn’t steal one as I ran. But if there is more than one missing, I’d like to know how many, since a Riven tried to kill my gargoyle with one. And in this magicless realm, he came closer to death than I wish ever to see again.”
Gryton swore and turned to glower at someone just beyond the window. “Your cursed blood magic is running amuck. You said the demon blades would help you control the rogue Riven.”
A tall, slimly built woman with long brown hair walked into the frame. “I said it might help me regain control of them, but no spell works as it should in that realm.”
Gryton huffed, looking like he’d like to take the woman’s head. Gregory recognized the blood witch from the last time he’d faced her in the Battle Goddess’s kingdom and would have cheered the commander on, if only to see the universe rid of a blood witch.
The witch merely shrugged off the commander’s glower. “The Riven shouldn’t be an issue for Daryna. She already knows enough blood magic to control them.”
Daryna laughed. “And waste my magic in this power-starved land? Tearing out their hearts is easier.”
“Dangerous, though,” the witch said as she cocked her head, studying the Sorceress in a way Gregory didn’t like.
His Sorceress just gave the witch a shrug. “As far as I can see, the only threats to my gargoyle have come from the Magic Realm. A pack of death hounds now serves the Riven. Who sent them?”
The blood witch laughed, a clear tone of delight. “Commander Gryton thought to use them to spy upon you.”
Daryna glared at Gryton. “They tried to eat my gargoyle.”
Gryton scowled at Lillian. “All the more reason you should return home to the Magic Realm.”
“Are you actually saying the Lady’s domain is safer?”
He grunted. “I prefer my assets where I can protect them. Until you and the gargoyle are fully mature, you are both vulnerable. The Lady of Battles will be angry if you’re foolish enough to get killed. She doesn’t like having to start over. And I don’t like having to deal with an angry goddess. It’s not good for one’s immortality.”
“I’m perfectly capable of protecting myself and my gargoyle. The Lady made certain of that. Now, back to my requests…”
“Fine. What request?” His tone was indulgent, but Gregory was certain it was an act.
“First, no more interference. Second, since you’ve sent demon blades and death hounds, you must have found a way to travel here, I’d like my mother and father to come. It wouldn’t hurt to have another gargoyle around to deal with the Riven while I finish taming mine. And no doubt, my mother has advice to help tame a gargoyle.”
“I thought you said he was already yours?” Gryton paused and narrowed his eyes at Gregory before returning his attention to Lillian. “You don’t sound as confident now.”
To anyone watching, Gregory hoped he looked appropriately tamed by Lillian’s power, his body language docile—the willing victim. While lying wasn’t one of his strongest talents, he’d certainly been honing that skill a great deal of late.
“Oh, he is mine. I just wanted to know some of my mother’s secrets.” Lillian trailed her fingers down Gregory’s chest in a slow, leisurely descent. At the caress of her fingertips against his sensitive skin, his pulse picked up until it thundered in his ears, and he no longer had to fake the “willing victim” part.
“Fine, I don’t need to know more about dryad mating habits. I’ll send your parents to you within a moon’s cycle, then I want you back within the season. You will report your progress once every fortnight until you return.”
“As you wish.” Lillian bowed her head in the stranger’s direction. “I will expect mother’s arrival soon. But until then, I have other plans.” She pushed Gregory back on the bed, and he felt her touch his magic. Before he knew what was happening, he was shapeshifting into his human form.
Gregory allowed Lillian to press him into the bed. She trapped him with her slight weight more surely than a rockslide. Her lips caressed his, and he closed his eyes, concentrating on boring things—like mending harnesses and polishing swords—while standing in ice-cold water. Lillian chuckled and nipped at his lips.
“Nice try. Let me know how that works for you.”
She broke off the kiss and looked over her shoulder at the enemy. “Goodbye, Commander.”
A moment later, the magic feeding the viewing mirror dwindled to a trickle. The images of the other world quivered and shattered into a hundred grains of light and misted away into nothing.
“I’m sure Gryton didn’t buy my little deception. He will send my mother sooner than expected,” Lillian said, then nibbled at her lower lip in a way Gregory found interesting. “I doubt she’ll be alone.”
Gregory struggled into a sitting position, trying not to dwell on how soft and warm she was, or how much he liked her weight pressing against him. Instead, he snatched at the first question that came to mind “Why did you ask for your parents?”
She let him up, then sat on the edge of the bed. “I had to do something to pacify Gryton’s suspicions. He wouldn’t expect me to ask for help if I had something to hide. Besides, I want to rescue my father. He’s been a prisoner all my life. Even as a child, I wanted to help him.”
“And your mother? What of her?”
“My mother was born and raised there. That life is all she knows. While she serves the Lady of Battles, she isn’t evil.”
“Anyone in service to the Battle Goddess opposes the Light.” He drew a deep breath. At least in his human form, without her dryad scent affecting him like a drug, he could almost think clearly.
“You don’t know everything about the politics there. Those who serve the Lady of Battles do so because they see her as a lesser evil.”
He schooled his features into a neutral expression. He wanted to hear her words without his reactions influencing them.
“Not everyone within the Lady’s domain is evil. At least not compared to the demons which have been allowed to spread unchecked since the Twins went to war.”
He tilted his head to one side and remained silent.
Lillian crossed her arms. “These are not the lies the Lady of Battles tried to feed me. Many in her armies started out serving the Divine Ones but made mistakes along the way until they couldn’t face the Light. When the Light shunned them, they sought a life elsewhere. And the Lady of Battles will give shelter to any who will serve her in her fight against her brother.”
“Your words sound reasonable. I’ll agree with some of what you say, but it doesn’t mean they can be saved.”
“I’m not the Lady’s tool,” she said in a voice tinged with anger. Then it softened. “At least not yet.”
“I know.”
“And I’m not defending Gryton or his kind. I just wanted you to understand some of them didn’t have a choice. This wasn’t a life they chose. They were forced into it by circumstance. Some still honor their ancient duty and guard the Veil between the Realms, preventing more demons from escaping into the other realms. We may be able to use that to our advantage one day.”
“Very well. I will keep that in mind,” he mumbled, his mind already focused on the next problem. He did some quick math. Time was faster here than in the Magic Realm, but even then, without an exact arrival time, he might have less than two weeks to prepare before Lillian’s mother came, trailed by her pet gargoyle. “Do you think your mother can be reasoned with?”
“My mother loved both my father and me in her own strange way, but she is loyal to the Battle Goddess. My father was prisoner, not willing subject to the Lady of Battles, but I think he still loved my mother. That was when I was a child. I don’t know what has changed while I was here.”
His stomach churned. No matter that it should have been impossible to change a gargoyle’s allegiance; it had been done. And if it could happen to one gargoyle, Gregory wasn’t arrogant enough to believe it couldn’t be done again.
With Lillian sitting on her bed, watching him through her lashes, he didn’t doubt he could be swayed from the Light if he didn’t guard against it. It would be all too easy. He thought he knew how the other gargoyle’s protective nature might have been used against him. A dryad surrounded by enemies would be something vulnerable in need of protection. Lillian’s father had probably thought her mother was a fellow prisoner.
Gregory would do anything to protect Lillian. He wasn’t certain he’d have fared any better than that other gargoyle.
A warm hand cupped his cheek. Lillian tilted his head until she was looking into his eyes. “Durnathyne, I’ll not let what happened to my father happen to you. Our love isn’t a weapon for the Lady of Battles to use against you.” She came to her knees and placed her hands on his shoulders. “That’s why you need to put your spell back on my mind. By blocking my memories, you inadvertently halted the Lady’s handiwork.”
“I don’t understand.” There was so much he didn’t know, and he didn’t like feeling helpless.
“Everything you’ve speculated about is true. You were right when you thought of it as my bestial side. She created me to grow and transform into something greater than a dryad. Whatever I become, I fear I’ll be far more dangerous to you. Like a seed, this poor, tortured soul needs me to call on my magic to grow. She feeds on my emotions, my deep love for you. And on my ancient knowledge, growing stronger until one day she will consume me—or twist me into something so different, I’ll wish I didn’t remember anything.”
Lillian paused, her expression no longer serene. Fear slithered along their link. “Your wards upon my memories blocked the demon’s memories, too. And the lack of magic in this realm inhibited its growth. Until the last few days, the demon soul slept, but now she remembers her purpose. I’m running out of time. I don’t know what to do to save us, but I can’t let her harm you.”
Gregory couldn’t watch her struggle, and he gathered her to his chest. He tucked her head against his shoulder and rocked her gently. “I’ll find this dark seed and dig it out.”
The tension leaked out of her smaller frame, and she relaxed against him. “My Durnathyne, you can’t. The Lady of Battles expects something like that. If you try, the demon soul will trigger a spell woven of the blackest of blood magic, killing us both, as well as anyone with the misfortune to be too close. But it will not stop there. It will deliver both our souls to the Lady, and she will begin again. You must find another way to disable the demon soul. Wrap it in so many layers of magic it can never escape while I live. If that fails, you must take me to the Lord of the Underworld; he will prevent my spirit from being recaptured by his sister. I think my soul would die if I harmed or enslaved you. Promise me you’ll surrender me to Death’s mercy once we return to the Magic Realm. I don’t want to become the Lady of Battles’ creature, not if it means betraying the love between us.”
No. His soul rebelled at the thought of handing her over to the Lord of the Underworld. He’d be sealing her death. It would be like killing her himself.
“I’ll need your help. The Lady of Battles will have built traps to prevent me from seeking her brother.”
“I can’t,” he growled as he crushed her against him. “Ask me anything else, but please don’t ask me to help you die. I won’t do it.”
She continued to run her hands along his back, soothing, pleading for him to listen. “For now, you must put the block back on my memories and my magic. That will give you a little more time to try to find a way to stop the darkness growing in me. But if there is no cure, you must take me to the Lord of the Underworld before the demon enslaves us both.” She leaned into him and rested her head against his chest, over his heart.
His hand shook as he reached to stroke her hair. He wanted to cry or rage—anything to ease the cold horror pumping through his veins. “Please, I can’t do what you ask.”
“Shh.” She placed a finger across his lips. “Everything will be fine. The Lord of the Underworld will free my soul to return to the Spirit Realm, and then I’ll be reborn again. We’ll not be parted long.”
“No.” Changing his grip on her, he sought her lips to stop her flow of words. He projected his ancient love for her and his more recent desire until she returned his kiss with heat. Small, almost purring sounds escaped her. Molten fire shot through his veins at the sign of her pleasure. He flipped her onto her back, pressing her into the bed. She melted under him—warm, willing. He shivered at the soft caress of her fingers along his skin, intensely aware of her body pressing against his, how she spread her legs, so he fit perfectly between her thighs. Gods, he wanted this, needed the other half of his soul.
“Hmm.” She turned her head, breaking the kiss.
He growled in frustration.
“Durnathyne, no.” Lillian’s breath came in uneven gasps. “The Lady wants us to get lost in our passions, but we must never forget our duty.”
It took him longer to gather his own scattered thoughts. “You talk of duty and yet ask me to help you die.” He buried his face in her hair, refusing to look at her. “My duty is to protect you. If I break that oath, then I no longer serve any duty. Nothing is more forbidden than what you ask.”
“All you need to do is help me find the Lord of the Underworld.”
“No.” He pushed himself up and leaped off the bed, catching the corner of the nightstand in his hurry to escape her words. It teetered for a moment, then clattered to the ground, drawers spilling across the floor. Uncaring, he continued backing up until his back hit the wall behind. “Don’t ask me again. I’ll have no part in your death. I’ll block your memories and do what I can to block your use of magic. I’ll find a cure, no matter what. I’m not going to let you die because of the Lady of Battles’ manipulations. Death will claim us one day, but not like this.”
“Easy. It’s all right. I’ll not ask that of you again.” The Sorceress patted the bed. “Come back to me. I want to hold you for a little while before you make me forget.”
A small smile curved her lips as he inched back toward the bed. Her expression softened, and she motioned him to come closer. Uncertain of the wisdom in getting within touching distance but wanting to be near her too much to care about the outcome, he glided the last of the way to her side and eased back onto the bed. A moment later she curled into him, and her arms came around him. It was a fragile peace. One he was terrified wouldn’t last.
“I love you,” she murmured against his shoulder. “Let me have this one, perfect moment. After I fall asleep, block my memories.”
He held her until her breath evened in sleep, then he summoned his magic, placing the wards upon her mind one layer at a time. When he was finished, he reverted to his gargoyle form and buried his muzzle in her hair.
“I love you too, my Sorceress.” Surely his heart was shattering, it ached so much. The overwhelming need to show her how much he loved her threatened to strip him of his reason, and yet he was afraid. His simple words of love didn’t begin to encompass what she meant to him. He couldn’t fool himself anymore. He no longer served the Divine Ones first and then the Sorceress—he served her above all else.
As a restless sleep came to claim him, the last thing he dwelled on was what to do if he couldn’t find a cure for her. Her death was not an option, not for him. A small, selfish part of his soul planted the seeds of a solution.
Perhaps he could bargain with the Lady of Battles—become one of her army in exchange for Lillian’s freedom. If what Lillian said about the Lady’s army guarding the Veil between the Realms was correct, he might be able to become one of them without completely betraying himself, or what it meant to be the Sorceress’s Protector. He closed his eyes and rested his head on her breast, listening to the throb of her heart until sleep claimed him at last.




Chapter 19
Lillian awoke to find Gregory hogging all the bed. The damp heat of his breath washed over her shoulder where he’d buried his muzzle in her hair. If she could feel that, she supposed she wasn’t a ghost, so she’d survived whatever he’d done. She felt no different than before; there was no river of memories flowing from the depths of her mind like she’d half expected. All those lives he’d alluded to; why couldn’t she remember her past?
But with him spooning her, his wings warming her better than an electric blanket, she could forget her worries for now. She listened to the throb of his heart as she lay tucked safely in her nest. With her head resting on his bicep, she had a clear view straight down the length of his arm. Every few seconds, his fist would clench and his talons flex. She raised her head.
He growled and twitched in his sleep, in the grip of a nightmare. When she turned toward him and rested a hand on his chest, it calmed him, his twitching and struggles lessening.
“Easy, Gregory,” she soothed. “I’m here. There’s no danger.” Curious, she lowered her shields and reached for him with her mind, and like the few times she’d done it by accident, his mind opened—his thoughts and emotions sweeping into her. After a moment, she sorted through the chaos until she found the source of his nightmare.
Last night unfolded in his thoughts. His guilt over causing her pain, the triggering of the trap on her soul, the window to another world, his love intertwined with bone-deep, shameful desire—his every worry and fear replayed within her mind. And then the horror of hearing her other self say she wanted him to help her die if he couldn’t find a cure.
“Why, that selfish, sanctimonious bitch.” She stroked Gregory’s mane until he calmed. “How dare she put it all on you? Heal me or kill me. What kind of bullshit is that? My poor gargoyle. No wonder you’re having nightmares. That’s a horrible thing to ask. I’ve heard of multiple personalities, but this is crazy.” Lillian mulled over the situation. She still didn’t have her old memories back, but after what she’d learned from Gregory, she didn’t think she wanted to be that person, anyway.
Apparently, she was evil.
She expected to feel something. Great sorrow, fear, mind-numbing shock. Something. Anything. But there was nothing, not unless being monumentally pissed off at her “older self” counted. Then, slowly, a greater concern crept into her consciousness. What if that wasn’t her old self at all? What if it was the demon soul testing Gregory’s resolve?
It didn’t really matter if it was the demon or Lillian’s older self, the problem was still the same. Sooner or later, something was going to take her over.
“Fine. I’m evil. I’ll deal with this, somehow. You won’t have to,” she told the sleeping gargoyle. Leaning forward, she kissed him on the forehead between his horns.
Then, deciding she’d better get up before he figured out she’d learned some important details he’d planned to keep from her, she scooted out of bed. A shower and proper clothes were the first order of business, followed by coffee. Maybe by then, she’d have come up with a plan so Gregory wouldn’t have to make choices that would destroy him.
Hell, a chainsaw to her tree might solve everyone’s problems, but she doubted she’d be able to accomplish it with the gargoyle and the unicorn always on guard—not to mention, she’d probably pass out at the first cut.
∞∞∞
 
The bathroom door’s hinges creaked as she opened it. Lillian winced at the jarring sound. Gregory bolted upright on the bed, his surprise and confusion evident by his pointed ears and flared nostrils while he took in his surroundings. Calming, he extracted himself from the sheets and eased off the bed. He turned his back to her and tidied the sheets.
“Morning,” she said. Her greeting sounded more cheerful than she’d intended.
He returned her greeting after a short pause. Brushing her damp hair out of her face, she narrowed her eyes. If she hadn’t known what had transpired last night, she would have just thought he was still half asleep. But she knew better. Gregory couldn’t tell a lie to save his life. With his back to her, she couldn’t read what was written on his face. But if she could see, she thought she’d see shame and embarrassment.
She cleared her throat and prepared to lie. “Since I’m still alive, I assume everything went well.”
“Yes, you passed the test to everyone’s satisfaction.” The gargoyle returned her lie.
“Then I think I’ll go hunt up some breakfast for us.” She smiled, a stiff-muscled expression, just in case he happened to look her way. “I’ll be in the kitchen when you’re ready.”
He nodded and vanished into the bathroom. As far as she could tell, he still hadn’t detected her lie.
She fled, leaving behind the gargoyle and the room full of deceit.
Downstairs, the living room was empty, but murmuring voices drew her toward the back of the house. When she reached the kitchen, Gran and the pooka stood close together, deep in conversation.
Gran looked up. Her expression flashed from worry back to her usual jovial look so fast, Lillian nearly missed the slight change.
“I saved you some muffins, and there’s fresh coffee,” Gran said as she gestured absently at the kitchen counter.
While Lillian mechanically took a bite out of a muffin, the pooka edged closer to her. His equine eyes, while not friendly, were less hostile than she remembered. Had she been better at reading body language, she’d have said the pooka wanted something.
“Come walk with me. There’s something I want to tell you,” Gran said, interrupting Lillian’s thoughts about what a pooka might want from her.
Lillian allowed herself to be herded out the sliding door and onto the back porch. A warm breeze beckoned her to walk the maze, but she needed to know if Gran would lie to her. “What is it? Did I fail the test? Are the others going to try to harm me?”
Gran’s eyes widened, surprise warring with displeasure. “No one will harm you, and while some of them are not satisfied with all they learned, we have more immediate concerns.”
“There is something amiss with me.”
“Not to cause you more worry, but do you think you’d still be here if you harbored evil within you? I’m sure the gargoyle would kill you himself if he thought you evil. The Clan is more concerned by the vast amount of power at your command, and your lack of training to control it.”
“Then I’ll be careful not to draw on power when Gregory can’t help me control it.” Lillian’s stomach soured at Gran’s lies. Her family knew what the gargoyle had tried to hide. She wanted to crawl away somewhere deep and dark.
“While you and Gregory rested, the rest of us have been finalizing our plans. If the Riven want a fight, we’ll give them one. The dire wolves think they’ve found one of the daytime lairs of our enemy. We’ll take some of the Pack and check it out. I want you to stay here. There are enough wards on this land to protect you and the other dryads while we’re away.”
Lillian nodded. “What about Gregory?”
“If he can bring himself to leave your side, I imagine he’d like another chance to take out some Riven.”
Gran’s words didn’t ease the tension in Lillian’s shoulders where fear had lodged along her spine. Sweat dampened her palms. She rubbed them along her jeans. Her fingers felt stiff. After a moment, she’d started rubbing the base of each nail and realized they were itchy and aching like she’d grabbed a fistful of poison ivy—or like the time Gregory had been injured, just before she’d blacked out.
Gran continued to speak, but Lillian no longer heard. Something rose within her, an alarm flaring within her mind. Lillian opened her mouth, about to say she didn’t want them to go without her when the ground shook. Nearby birds erupted into flight.
An inhuman scream split the air—high, eerie. Fast on its heels, the low-rumbling growl of a dire wolf joined it. The growl too was cut short, ending in a yelp. Like a river in a flash flood, a wave of power broke across Lillian’s skin. She grasped at the magic, but it slithered between her fingers and raced away. A familiar scent lingered.
“What was that?” Lillian jerked her head in the direction the commotion emanated from, then turned to look at her grandmother.
“Jason!” Gran cried, her eyes narrowed, her features stilling. “That was a witch’s staff being shattered. The Riven have Jason.”
Such cold rage looked foreign on her grandmother’s face. Before Lillian had a chance to react, Gran was pushing her in the direction of the house.
“Go,” Gran ordered. “It’s a raid. They’re attacking the wards. Get to the house and tell the others. I’m not letting them take any more of my family.”
A protest died on Lillian’s lips. Gran was already running toward the unseen danger, unarmed. Every cell in Lillian’s body screamed to follow her grandmother, to challenge whatever had invaded her home and taken her brother, but reason prevailed. She’d need a weapon first.
She turned toward the house just as an immense black shadow skidded to a stop at her side. Gregory was on all fours, Gran’s quarterstaff clutched in his jaws. He spat it out so he could speak.
“Get on my back, I’ll take you to the house. My wards there will assure your safety. Once you’re safe, I’ll return for Vivian.”
“No! Go help my grandmother. I’m fine.”
“I can’t leave you. And I won’t take you into battle with me.” He butted her in the stomach like he could physically herd her to safety.
Lillian gasped and stumbled a few steps before she caught her balance. “I’ll go to the house, but you need to help Gran rescue Jason. She said the Riven were attacking the wards. If they breach the defenses, I’ll be in greater danger.” While she held Gregory’s gaze in a battle of wills, three dire wolves, each carrying a sidhe on their backs, ghosted past. “If you go help Gran and the others, you’ll be protecting me, too. I’ll follow your progress through our link. Please, Gregory.”
More cries echoed across the meadow, now accented by the ring of metal on metal.
Gregory snarled and pushed her toward the house once more, then he picked up the staff and bolted off in the direction Gran had run. He spread his wings as he ran, each of his bounding strides covering a vast amount of ground. Within moments, he’d overtaken the dire wolves and vanished into the distant tree line—one shadow among many.
Lillian turned and ran back to the house. She hadn’t said she’d stay there. Besides, she needed a weapon and a way to track the Riven. Somewhere hidden in the house was the perfect tool for the job. She just had to find it and coerce it into serving her.


∞∞∞
 
The gardens outside the house were silent, the emptiness a strange contrast to the death-cries and blood-scent of battle she experienced through Gregory’s senses, where he battled over a kilometer distant. Lillian slowed to a walk, and with some regret, shut down the flow of sensations coming from her gargoyle. But she kept a light touch on their link in case he was injured.
She glanced around the gardens again, this time searching with something other than her eyes. Magic stirred, flowing out from her, seeking dangers. She sensed nothing between her and the house. Within her home, she detected a spark of magic. Another dryad? Probably, judging by the forest-scented magic, but there was another source of power coming toward her.
She cocked her head as her ears strained. The drumming of hooves grew louder a few seconds before a black horse emerged from around the magnolia on the east corner of the house. Even from that distance, the pooka’s bright-yellow eyes caught her attention.
Unafraid, she held her ground as he skidded to a halt in front of her. Of all the Clan, she’d not expected to find the pooka still here. She would have pegged him as a lover of death and chaos, battle and bloodshed his sweetest joys. But then again, perhaps it somehow made sense he’d be the one to stay behind. He wanted to return to the world of magic with a desperation the other fae lacked. And since she was the pooka’s ticket home, Gregory probably didn’t have to coerce him into the role of a bodyguard. Very well. She had a use for him, too. Actually… he’d fit her plan nicely. She didn’t want to risk an innocent.
“You here to play the bodyguard?” she asked, though her focus was elsewhere. She could feel what was going on from the gargoyle’s thoughts. The battle was joined—he and Gran had caught up to the rearguard of the enemies. They fought back-to-back, holding their own, but were unable to break through the guard and go after Jason’s captors. Anger and frustration fueled Gran’s magic, and she dealt blow after blow with her quarterstaff. Gregory was ruthless, decapitating, gutting, and maiming with each strike of his claws or tail blade. But for every enemy they took down, more came out of the forest to continue the battle. The Riven were like the Hydra—take one head and two more came out of nowhere, ready to bite.
The pooka raised his head and lipped at the breeze. “They fight well. I would bring your grandmother with me into the Magic Realm if she would come. There she could realize her full power—and a full, long life. Not like these short quarter-lives the Coven experience here.”
“Now is hardly the time to think of that.”
“What else would you talk about while we await this battle’s outcome?”
“How about why we’re standing here talking instead of doing something about the enemies invading our land? You must hate having to stay behind.”
The pooka shook his head and snorted, and then trotted in a half-circle around her. “It is of no consequence.”
“Gregory commanded you to stay with me, and now you can’t enjoy a ‘bit of fun.’”
“The gargoyle didn’t trust the single-horned fool to protect you.”
Lillian nearly grinned at the rivalry between the pooka and unicorn.
He bobbed his head, ears swinging back. “The dryads are good at misleading and confusing a trail in the forest, but they are no warriors. I stayed to protect you—from nothing. I sense no evil nearby.”
Lillian nodded agreement, though his statement wasn’t entirely true. She sensed a great darkness very near, rearing up within her own soul now that Gregory was in danger again. Perhaps a darkness greater even than the Riven. “I don’t plan on sitting and doing nothing. Can I count on you to aid me with a little task?”
His ears swiveled forward.
“As a reward, I will take you through the Veil.” She called her magic and reached out, running a hand along his neck. His skin shuddered at her touch, but he leaned into her caress, butting his muzzle into her stomach. He tilted his head to the side as one yellow eye rolled to study her.
“To which kingdom?”
She sighed—smart pooka. “Do you really care as long as it gets you away from this place?”
His tail slapped his rump, and he pawed at the ground.
“No,” he said at last.
“Then serve me well, because I am a Power and those under me shall be rewarded.”
He bobbed his head once more and fell in line beside her when she resumed her walk to the house. There was one other thing she still needed.


∞∞∞
 
She’d been able to keep her true thoughts from Gregory by giving him random images of her wandering through the house, pacing and worrying with the other dryads while they awaited news. It had worked so far, but now she’d have to work fast to stay ahead of the gargoyle. If he caught her before she completed her plan, he’d get hurt.
She didn’t want to see him or anyone else get hurt because of her. Everything was her fault. But she was about to make it right.
Lillian continued through the house until she came to the attic’s stairs. The air at the top was thick with dust and heat from the afternoon sun beating on the south side of the roof. She navigated the clutter on the floor and followed the fresh tracks in the dust. Far back in the east corner of the big attic, she found the old cedar chest. Worn and discolored with time, it didn’t look like much, but it was solid. Its metal hinges and lock glistened with fresh oil. She ran a finger along the domed lid, sensing her gargoyle’s magic. The sturdy padlock would slow most normal modes of entrance. But the faint blue shimmer that flared when she touched it was the chest’s primary means of protection.
An ancient memory awoke. She closed her eyes and reached inward. Power welled up from within. It overflowed her body and spilled out onto the chest. Directing the magic was easier than she thought. When she judged she’d poured enough onto the lid, she imagined it digging in—digging deep, past the shimmer of blue warding, into the grain of the cedar.
Opening her eyes, she looked down upon the chest and curled her fingers into a claw. Her hand still hovering above the chest, she made an upwards jerking motion. The lid issued a deep groan of strained wood as it gave way. Three chunks of old cedar planking flew out and away from her to slam into the rafters and bare walls. Silence returned after the echoes died away. Leaning forward, she glanced into the shadowed bottom of the trunk. The demon blade glittered dully.
She snatched up the dagger. Its hilt was chilled, and the blade vibrated in her hand. It projected its eagerness to draw on blood and death.
“You will serve me,” she told it with a single-mindedness to match its own.
It shivered in her hand, its agreement assured. There was no doubt in her mind.




Chapter 20
The pooka’s speed blurred the forest into vague shadows all around Lillian. While he galloped full out, he slowed enough that the sharp turns and twists in the trail didn’t throw her. She was lucky. Had he been less mindful of his rider, her meager skills probably would have failed her. Her grand plan of self-sacrifice would have ended then and there.
“This is far enough,” she shouted over the whistle of the wind in her ears and the thunder of his hooves.
“As you command, lady.”
When the pooka slowed, she unwound her hands from his mane. He eased into a trot, picking his way through the forest. Birds chirped, hopping through the canopy high above. A squirrel perched on a branch overhanging the trail, its tail wagging in aggravation. The peace of the forest did not soothe her. She tried to relax by drawing in deep breaths. She managed to unclench her fisted hands, but no command from her mind could loosen the tense muscles along her shoulders and lower back.
A weight at her side reminded her of her decision. The demon blade bore more than a physical weight—something dragged on her soul. Even sheathed, she could still feel its pull, its will working away at her mental shield. She knew how to fix that. Memories from another time were resurfacing with each use of magic.
Drawing the blade, she held it at eye level a moment, turning it this way and that, looking for the runes her memories said would be on such a blade. Oh, yes, there. Close to the hilt, two finely etched symbols. Only two.
Death. Thief.
Simple. Effective. All the demon blade needed. It had no other purpose, only to bring death by stealing life energy.
Until now.
She lowered the blade and brought its tip down against her other palm. A quick, short pull and blood gushed up to stain the blade. A brief sting, a cold drawing sensation, and the demon blade began to feed. She let the blade drink her power for a few seconds more.
“Enough.” Her thought rang with power. The demon spirit in the blade stilled and listened to her. Its uncertainty and curiosity came across the blood link. While she had its attention, she touched a thumb to the first rune.
Thief.
The word rang with power.
Steal life. She touched the second rune as she thought it.
Bring death.
A third rune of power burned itself into the demon blade.
And serve only me.
The dagger bucked in her hand, fighting the command, but it was no match for her power. It calmed, then turned its attention to her. Waiting. Wanting to hunt and kill.
“Soon,” she promised. “But first, tell me where your brothers wait.”
It did not tell her in words or show her images as she had hoped, but it did answer her, linking with another of its kind somewhere to the north and west of her position. Like she did when she wanted to know where her gargoyle was, its magic tugged at her mind, urging her in that direction.
She glanced at the pooka. He’d remained still throughout the whole ritual with the blade, but now he rolled a white-ringed yellow eye back at her, his skin shuddering.
She grinned at the pooka. “Shall we make like thieves, steal our enemies’ lives, and bring them death?”
“Yes.”
∞∞∞
 
They rode in silence as they headed in the direction the demon blade urged. No more birds sang or flew between the trees, nor were there any squirrels or chipmunks or other creatures of the forest. They sensed what she did. The stink of evil hit Lillian’s senses, thickening as they rode nearer. She liked the scent no better than the wildlife did.
Had she a choice, she’d have fled the area, too.
“We’re almost there,” she told the pooka.
“Good. If that wretched Riven stench gets any worse, I will let you walk the rest of the way, great lady.”
Did all the beasties have overly sensitive noses? She grinned. At least it made her like the pooka a little bit more than she had before.
Thinking of sensitive creatures summoned an image of her gargoyle, and her smile faltered. He hadn’t yet found out about her plan. Her throat constricted at the thought of his panic when he did, and then later for the guilt he’d experience. He would see it as his failure. The idea of his grief was nearly enough to make her turn back. Almost, but not quite. She wouldn’t let any more innocents die because of her. And, as big, scary, and ancient as he was, her gargoyle was an innocent. She would not let him become a victim. If the Lady of Battles got her hands on him, she would do all in her considerable power to make him into her creature.
A change in the pooka’s gait drew Lillian’s attention from her thoughts. They had reached their destination. The forest opened into a small clearing, created when one old tree had collapsed and taken down another of its neighbors. Standing in the center of the meadow, five men awaited the pooka’s approach.
To call them men was perhaps inaccurate. A faint power, laced with the scent of Riven, wafted off the nearest one. He turned his head in her direction, but made no other move, his stillness unnatural. The pooka hadn’t tried to hide his approach, so she wasn’t expecting to sneak up on them, but these five looked like they knew she was coming.
“Mistress,” the blade whispered in her mind. “They knew I was tracking them.”
“You told them I was coming?”
“Yes, so that we might begin the hunt.”
“You have done well.”
It was probably best she not surprise them, as she doubted they took being surprised at all well. She wasn’t ready to die yet, not until all the rest were in range.
The pooka halted a few feet away from the closest Riven, but he jerked his head back toward the forest and snorted. A dire wolf padded out of the trees, his pace slowed by the added weight of a rider. The newcomer was another pale-skinned fae. This one was short and boyish-looking, but the glint in his eyes told Lillian this was no child. Evil emanated the strongest from him. It was a lesser version of what slept within her soul.
“I assume you’ve come to trade for the male?” the demon boy said in sweet tones.
“My brother lives?”
“Yes.”
She’d been certain he was, but hearing he still lived unlocked something in her heart. She could do this. “If you free my brother unharmed, I will come with you willingly. No tricks.”
“Very well.”
“Where is my brother?”
“He is elsewhere. We’ll take you to him, and then you can watch as he escapes.”
“Agreed.”
“Then come.” He gestured at the center of the little circle where they stood.
She nodded and dismounted. The pooka followed her as closely as her gargoyle would have. But she didn’t feel safe.
“My friend will carry my brother to safety.” By the sound of the pooka’s tail slapping his rump, he wasn’t happy with her volunteering his services, but he didn’t disagree either, so she had his agreement.
The four older-looking men took a few steps apart, making room for the pooka inside their circle. The demon boy stayed close to Lillian. When she and the pooka were in the exact middle, the four strangers each drew a demon blade from their belts and held them aloft.
When the first started to chant, Lillian cringed. Her skin crawled with the power rising from the ground. Dark and twisted, it swirled around her and the pooka until she wanted to gag. She tried to block out the chanting as it rose and fell, making her ears ache with the strain to understand what they said. The chanting increased, peaking like a wave’s crest, and then the men plunged their daggers into the ground. The world went black.
∞∞∞
 
Gregory patrolled the battlefield and dispatched anything that still moved and reeked of evil. He snarled at a broken Riven as it tried to crawl away into the shadows to hide and heal. Never again. With a thought, his magic surged up and burned the creature to ash. He whirled away and moved to the next. He was dispatching another when Vivian called out to him and gestured behind. He turned in the direction Lillian’s grandmother pointed. Sable and the unicorn raced toward him.
If they were here instead of guarding Lillian…
He froze, his earlier joy at dispatching evil gone.
The thoughts of his lady were still in his mind. She worried over a steaming cup of tea while she paced the kitchen, awaiting his return. Had he been thinking clearly, he’d have realized the cup of tea would have long gone cold. But he hadn’t been blessed with clear thinking since he’d first scented his lady.
She had lied to him. Lied to protect him. He shook his head, his mane flying out around him as horror and rage broke something within him. It was too much to contain; it would tear his soul apart. He roared his anguish.
The fae and dire wolves froze in place. Some sent anxious looks in his direction. Vivian said nothing, just stared at him with a look of shock and horror. She didn’t need to say anything. Her expression said it all. She had just lost two grandchildren to the Riven instead of one. He reached out to her mind and her despair hit him, slamming into him with a force as great as his rage.
“When you find the demons, kill them all,” she whispered. “Let none of them escape.” Her voice broke. “So, shall it be.”
“So, shall it be,” he echoed in his thoughts.
He tensed his hindquarters, bunching the muscles, and sprang into motion. When he was running at top speed, and the trees were shadows and the ground a blur, he unfolded his wings and leaped. His wings slapped the air, lifting him further from the ground with each down sweep.
By the time he found Lillian, it would be too late. Far, far too late. He had failed her, again. There would only be blood, vengeance, and death when he reached the end of his flight.




Chapter 21
Blackness. Like a wet and moonless night, darkness encompassed Lillian’s entire world. A wrenching sense of dislocation. Endless falling through nothing. A void. No sense of direction. No soothing forest. Not even ground to stand upon.
Sound returned in waves, fading then strengthening. The pooka snorted a challenge. Her own breathing came, raspy and panicked.
Between one blink and the next, the sun warmed her skin again.
Lillian lay upon damp ground, the sky overhead was a bright blue with the occasional fluffy cloud. To judge by the color of the sky, she was still on Earth. She sat up and glanced around. The trees were of a familiar type, but instinct said she was elsewhere, Gregory a long way off.
Thinking of him allowed Gregory into her mind. “Lillian! Don’t do this. Use your power and fight them. Escape.”
“I’m sorry, Gregory. I’m remembering. This is the only way to stop the demons and kill the darkness within me. The Lady of Battles does not share. When the Riven use their death magic to steal my power, the Lady will destroy them as I die.”
“Please don’t do this. I’ll find another way.”
She dragged in a steadying breath, nearly a sob. “Oh, Gregory. I can’t be the Lady’s slave, and I won’t let her use me to enslave you. This is the only way.”
“I just need a little more time.”
“Only the Divine Ones can help me now. Goodbye, my soul.” Lillian closed her mind to Gregory, and he was gone. It was the hardest thing she’d ever done. He didn’t understand. Not yet. Perhaps one day he’d forgive her.
She forced thoughts of Gregory from her mind and looked around.
Wherever she was, she was in another small clearing with no obvious path or game trail leading in or out. A small stream was the only landmark. It cut through the glade before disappearing into the shadowy tree line at the north end of the meadow. The demon boy was walking away from her, toward the stream.
“We have traveled far.” The pooka sounded fearful.
It couldn’t be a good sign if one of the monsters were afraid.
Secretly, she was relieved they had relocated. It would take Gregory longer to hunt her down. And she needed as much time as possible.
“This way.” The demon boy gestured toward a stream at the far end of the clearing. Lillian obeyed, and the pooka paced her, his ears pinned and his head high. He shied when they approached the stream.
The stream seemed normal enough upon first glance until she noticed the yellowing grass along the bank and the wilted marsh marigolds, which looked like they were turning to slime. She felt it then, the weight of mortality. Death in its purest essence flowed along with the waters of the stream. The sickly-sweet odor of disease wafted from the slow-moving water. Other signs of stress marked the route the stream took. The brown of dead grass flanked the stream in wide swaths. Along the northern edge of the glade, the evergreens were blackened, their needles dropping when the breeze plucked them from their branches. It was an eerie sight. Like all the color had leeched out of the world.
“What could do this?” she asked the pooka.
“You ask me? I haven’t been to the Magic Realm in many, many centuries. Perhaps you should ask that question of yourself. It is a working of great magic. Close kin of yours, maybe?”
“Thanks for the help.”
“Always.”
“You’re an ass.”
The demon boy led them deeper into the woods. More dead trees to her left outlined the meandering path the stream cut through the forest. After walking for another ten minutes, she spotted a cabin through the trees. Dire wolves stood as silent sentinels among the trees.
Four of the dark-furred wolves ghosted out of the underbrush to flank her and the pooka as they made their way to the cabin. One dire wolf paced so close his fur brushed her arm, but he seemed unaware of his surroundings. She glanced sideways at him, studying his milky eyes. If she’d had more time, she would have tried to free him from the demon’s influence. Now all there’d be time for was a swift death. She hoped.
When they reached the cabin, half the guards remained outside with the pooka, but the others followed Lillian within. Inside, the main room was covered in thick carpeting. Two bent-willow chairs and a sofa with a crocheted throw sat in front of a vast mantle. A fire burned in the fireplace, chasing away the chill of spring dampness. It was a lovely cabin, and for a moment she grieved for the ones who had lived here. Surely, they were dead. But they would be avenged as soon as her brother and the pooka were safely away.
The demon boy continued to the very back of the cabin to a small bedroom. Within, her brother lay trussed up. He turned pale when he saw her. A gag prevented him from speaking, but the fear and grief in his eyes needed no words. Jason blamed himself for her capture.
“It’s all right, Jason. You’re going to leave with the pooka. He’ll get you to safety.” She knelt on the floor next to him. He was shaking his head back and forth. Lillian brushed hair off his face. “It’ll be over soon. Don’t worry about me. This is my fault, and I’ll make it right. I’ll follow when I can.” She turned back to the creature pretending to be a child. “Release my brother.”
In case he decided to change his side of the bargain, she drew the demon blade across her wrist while summoning the magic of the Spirit Realm. And like the time Gregory had done it, cold filled the room, causing her breath to fog in the air.
The demon hissed and leaped back. “You promised no tricks.”
She laughed. “A demon complaining about deceit—how ironic. Don’t worry. It’s just a precaution. Stick to your side of the bargain and all will go well. If you don’t…” She let her sentence die but reached outside to where the pooka waited and whispered her plan into his mind.
“Once you and my brother are far enough away, I’ll see if I can kill everything in a two-kilometer radius.”
“Your brother and the pooka are free to go.” The demon boy bowed to her, then straightened and took a step back toward the door. He made no move to bolt, so she turned her attention back to Jason. There was rebellion in his eyes.
“Please tie my brother to the pooka’s back. I doubt he’ll go willingly.”
“As you wish.” The boy gestured and two demons wearing adult bodies picked up Jason and carried him out to the pooka.
The black horse was nervous, but still waited where she’d left him. He could have fled. He had the power, yet he stayed.
“Thank you.”
When the pooka approached the cabin’s porch, she leaned over the railing and laid her hand on his shoulder, sharing some of her power with him, strengthening him for the return journey.
“Run fast, swifter than death. I’ll give you as much time as I can. Please try to save my brother.”
“You never planned to return to the Magic Realm.”
“No. I plan to return to the Spirit Realm—and somehow, I don’t think that is where you want to go.”
“Traitorous dryad.” He snorted and pawed at the ground, his yellow eyes gleaming with rage.
“Your loyalty will be rewarded. Tell Gregory it was my wish that you make the journey with him when he returns to the Magic Realm.”
“And if the gargoyle doesn’t listen?”
“He’ll honor my last request.”
“You’re certain?”
“Yes. Please tell him not to grieve. I’ll meet him again soon.”
The pooka bobbed his head.
She stayed in the cabin’s doorway, watching as the demons bundled her brother onto the pooka’s back. A yellow eye rolled back toward her. She nodded her head, and the pooka bolted into motion.
She tracked the pooka long after he was out of sight. He wasn’t followed, but she continued to stare at the trees where he and her brother had vanished for long moments. Each minute she stalled the evil ones, bettered the chance her brother had of escaping.
Fear was absent, and a strange thing was unfolding within her. Each time she’d called on magic, a small portion of her memories returned. Fragmented and chaotic, they were no help yet. But if the evil ones took too long to do whatever they planned, better possibilities might present themselves.
“Bring her,” the demon boy ordered.
Two male dire wolves, white eyes foggy and unseeing, approached her with their heads down, tails held limply behind them. She wondered once again what the demon child had done to them to make them serve. Her magic flared, and a memory surfaced of her gargoyle father looking out over a battlement, listless, head hanging.
She’d been a small child, four or five at most, and seeing her father like that had saddened her. He’d been “disciplined” after he’d tried to escape with her. She remembered her mother had been upset with the captains for resorting to soul-binding magic.
Trap a soul so that it could not gain strength from the Spirit Realm or a living body, and it would weaken. A weakened soul would, in turn, undermine rational thought, making the person more biddable. Her mother had called it one of the darkest forms of magic.
And the same spell had been cast upon the two dire wolves approaching her. She moved away from the porch, allowing the big wolves to herd her toward the east side of the cabin. They continued to guide her until she was blocked on one side by the small creek.
Death magic rose from the water’s surface like fog, seeking and smothering life as it encountered it. She strengthened her shields another notch, even though the magic hadn’t been able to do more than brush along the curve of her shield before being repelled.
The demon child said nothing as it trailed along behind Lillian. She maintained a brisk pace, wanting to stay ahead of the demon. It sidled up next to her, perhaps sensing her unease. Then it tried to take her hand like a child would. She inched closer to the stream.
The scent of death wafted upon the breeze. But underlying that stench, there was a sweeter smell. Honeysuckle. And something else similar to sandalwood. Memories stirred.
A sense of peace, like returning home after a long life.
Impossible.
She took a deeper breath. Yes, she was certain. The Lord of the Underworld was near.
But how could that be? He was imprisoned in his own temple. Both Twins were by the duality curse. One sibling couldn’t walk free while the other was trapped. The Lady of Battles was still imprisoned. Lillian knew it in her heart—and yet she sensed the Lord of the Underworld near.
The death magic flowing from the water was deadly, but now it lacked the stench of evil. Strange. She tried to piece together the memories that told her why the magic in the water was dangerous but not evil, and they slipped away.
They entered the forest once again. Nothing living remained. Everything was dead. She mourned the trees and the wildflowers. Even the moss was dead.
“It didn’t like our tinkering and lashed out,” the demon said. “It killed a good half of us before we could get out of its range.”
“What didn’t like your tinkering?” Whatever “it” was, if it had killed half of these little monsters, she wanted to help it kill the other half.
“When we sacrifice you, it will be more biddable,” the demon called over its shoulder as it skipped ahead. It giggled and vanished around a bend in the path.
She swallowed against the bile rising in her throat. Touching the demon was the only way to know for sure if it had possessed a child or merely shapeshifted to look like one. She didn’t want to get close enough to find out. Better not to know.
The footing became treacherous as the path narrowed. Boulders and rocks showed through the eroded soil like the bones of the earth. With her eyes on the rocky ground, she didn’t see she’d emerged into a new meadow until she finished climbing up the leaf-littered slope.
She blinked several times and still she didn’t understand what she saw. Trees lay broken and splintered like a hurricane had exploded out from the middle of the meadow. Branches and trunks were tossed haphazardly to form a dam of wooden shrapnel along the outer edge of the newly and violently cleared crater. At the center, someone had erected a monolith. She didn’t know what else to call it. It looked like a sword, a massive, twenty-foot sword. A giant’s weapon. By the way the point was embedded in the rocky soil, it looked like something had stabbed it down into the earth with a great deal of rage.
Its blade shimmered, eerie in the dim light. And if she was to approach it and run a finger along its blade, it looked sharp enough to cut off her hand. She shivered. The death magic was stronger here at the source.
Memory returned.
No, she’d been wrong. This great weapon didn’t belong to a giant. It belonged to a god. Memories from past lives unfolded, triggered by the sight of one of the Lord of the Underworld’s four swords.
In the memory, she and Gregory had returned victorious from a battle and were bringing a dangerous artifact back to the Lord of the Underworld for safe keeping. They’d bowed at his hooves, and he had towered over them, his horse’s body topped with a four-armed humanoid torso and a jackal-like head.
In another life, she’d not thought him strange—but now, all she could think was that he looked like a love child between Anubis and a centaur. He had horns and a flowing mane like a gargoyle, and she remembered Gregory had once said all gargoyles called the god of death their master. If this creature wasn’t fearsome enough on his own, having to walk between his four massive swords before kneeling at his hooves would have cowed most anything.
However, that time she and the gargoyle had nothing to fear from the Lord of the Underworld. He’d greeted them like friends, and she supposed they were. Being the god of death was a lonely duty, and like the gargoyles, he’d spent his existence alone.
“It rests, dormant as far as we can tell,” the demon said in its child’s voice.
Memories faded and she returned to the present. She still faced the massive sword.
The sword complicated her plan a bit.
“It may have used up its defenses, but we’re not risking ourselves on a guess,” the demon said. “But the sword will recognize you as the Goddess’s avatar. It won’t consider you a threat. And then we’ll use your blood to forge its new allegiance.”
She didn’t need to be told what their next step would be. They’d command the sword to tear a hole in the Veil between the Realms, and more demons would flood into this land. The Clan and the Coven would be the first casualties in the war.




Chapter 22
Lillian let them herd her toward a dead tree, one of only three still standing within sixty feet of the sword. The demons were careful to go no closer to the weapon. Come on Lil, you can do this. Act the helpless victim. Pretend you don’t have the knowledge to protect yourself. How hard can that be?
With jerky motions, they tied her to the tree’s blackened trunk, using a bit of nylon rope to secure her. The occasional anxious glance over their shoulders said they didn’t trust the sword’s serenity. She didn’t either.
An insubstantial current of magic swirled past her ankles on its way toward the sword. The great weapon siphoned power from the land, reclaiming some of the magic it had spent in the first attack. She didn’t think the demons sensed what it was doing, or she doubted they’d still be so close. Lowering her shields, she opened herself to the magic coiled within her soul. A small trickle welled up and flowed across her skin. She directed it into the ground. None of the demons looked in her direction. They were busy erecting a circle of stones for their spell casting. Or rebuilding one, perhaps? Yes. That looked likely. She’d come to them sooner than they had planned.
Maybe she’d have time to give the sword enough power to return to its master. She dared not let her captors use her blood to remake the sword. Nor could she risk the sword falling into the hands of the Lady of Battles. There was no telling what damage the dark goddess could do with one of her brother’s weapons.
Lillian opened the part of her soul connected to the Spirit Realm. A cold rush of power filled her. She guided it into the ground, one slow, measured bit at a time. With her head bowed, she looked up through her lashes in the sword’s direction. The massive blade continued to feed.
Fifteen minutes passed, and the demons still hadn’t noticed her silent rebellion.
This wasn’t so hard. All she needed to do was give the sword enough power to return home before the demons came to slay her. However, there was one weakness in her plan.
If her own demon soul awoke before she was ready, it might enslave her and the sword, and then return to the Lady of Battles with a grand prize.
She glanced at the stone ring. Unfortunately, demons possessed strength and agility greater than a human, and the ring of stones circling the central altar was nearly complete. Lillian didn’t think her enemies would lavish much time on other preparations once the last stone was in place.
Frosty power filled her body to the point of pain, but still, she held it in check. Long minutes crept by as she gritted her teeth against the burning pressure. When she could hold no more, she released a great flow of magic into the ground. With the crisp smell of winter, cold air rushed away from her in an enlarging circle, caressing the grass and kicking up a delicate scattering of dust as it raced away.
A dire wolf eased out of the trees to the west of her position. He raised his head and sniffed in her direction. Uh-oh, perhaps the demons were nose-dead, but the wolves weren’t. Before she choked off the flow of magic, the dire wolf barked, a high-pitched sound of warning.
At the alarm, Riven rushed from the trees as if the dead forest spat them out. Forty, fifty. Far too many. Instinctively, she pressed her back into the dead tree.
“Stop her!” the demon boy yelled. He was on the opposite side of the meadow, sprinting toward her.
“Oh, what the hell.” She unleashed another wave of magic. The sword drank her power, swallowing it faster than she’d thought possible. Go, she willed it. Go home. Please.
Not enough power, it whispered into her mind.
She dropped her mental shields to speed up the transfer of power, and Gregory was suddenly in her mind, his grief and rage buffeting her. She blinked and then realized he’d been there the whole time, but she’d been so focused on the situation that she’d blocked him from her consciousness. Now there was only one way to protect him. She showed him what was unfolding while she shoved all her recent memories at him. The number of enemies, their plans to force the sword to serve them and tear a hole in the Veil between the Realms, and all tactical information about the meadow. Then with that done, she sent one last message. “Gregory, you mean everything to me, and I’m sorry to cause you pain.”
Lillian turned her thoughts from him to the task at hand as she forced her connection to the Spirit Realm wide open. Power flowed through her. She screamed as a wild current tore through her thoughts. Her vision blurred, and then cleared in time to see a demon standing in front of her, his arm raised, the silver glint of a blade in his hand. Pain exploded in her shoulder and a second scream tore free of her chest.


∞∞∞
 
The world below streaked past in a blur as Gregory winged closer to Lillian. He was almost there when her thoughts came to him, flowing across his own. His wings faltered. Shocked, he grasped at her thoughts as he leveled out his flight.
Her thoughts flooded his mind with the knowledge she’d gathered. The demons. The sword. Their plan to invade this Realm through the torn Veil. The Riven had been planning a rebellion long before the first one hitched a ride to this realm with him.
He smelled evil carried on the breeze and overlaying that odor, the distinct scent of the Lord of the Underworld.
Gregory was almost there. Hope filled his numb wings and burning lungs, and with renewed strength, he sped toward his other half.
Another image of the enemies flashed through his mind. A demon with a dagger poised to strike.
Despair engulfed him. He’d hunt the demons down, find the deepest abyss in the Magic Realm, and imprison them with their own dark magic until all they would know was unending torment. And it wouldn’t be one-quarter of the pain he’d feel for failing Lillian.
Lillian’s fear washed across his mind, her agony resonating within his soul. He roared one short, sharp howl, echoing her pain.
∞∞∞
 
Lillian awoke, a hot, wet agony slicing along her stomach. Had they stabbed her with a branding iron? She gritted her teeth and looked down. She was naked, her abdomen a red ruin. Blood soaked her bare legs. A second, smaller ember of fire gnawed at her shoulder where a demon blade was buried—probably the same dagger they’d all but gutted her with.
A whimper escaped. Her breath came quick and shallow. She’d been prepared for death, but not this pain. A swift death. She’d been too naive.
She didn’t remember the demons moving her, but a slab of stone propped at an angle now supported her back. She hung from her bound hands, her shoulder joints so taut something would dislocate if she moved even a little.
Blood covered the stone, running down its surface in rivulets. Jagged little flashes of light sparked at the edge of her vision. She wasn’t going to pass out, not yet. When she closed her eyes, she could sense Gregory near. His thoughts were no longer crisp but muffled by whatever the demon blade was doing. Or perhaps it was from losing so much blood. She was weakening fast.
Just not fast enough.
Gregory would arrive in time to watch her die and then he’d get himself killed. He’d died for her so many times in the past; he deserved to live this time. While she couldn’t will herself to die faster, perhaps she could find another way to defeat them. Lillian had hoped the demons would trigger whatever trap the Lady of Battles had laid on her soul when they stabbed her, but Gregory must have done something to keep her demon soul from waking. Now the stupid magic couldn’t even kill her properly.
Focusing proved difficult, but she gathered her thoughts and began picking at the tight knot of coiled memories and magic at her core. There must be something there she could use. She just had to get to it.
Blood continued its slow descent. It circled around her ankle and dripped off her bare toes, and still, Lillian dug deeper into her memories. Then she found what she sought, a tether linking her demon soul to the Lady of Battles. Lillian followed the path, reaching, stretching, seeking until another powerful and fearsome being acknowledged her with a caress like lightning across her skin.
“My child,” the other said as a malevolent power snaked through Lillian.
A mild surge of relief escaped Lillian in a giddy laugh. The demons turned puzzled eyes in her direction, but she didn’t care if she’d given herself away. There was nothing the demons could do to stop her. Power poured from her and flooded out across the meadow. Fog rose from the earth, shifting and flowing into thick ropes that wove themselves into a billowing tapestry. The mist solidified and became a silver-edged window, like the time Lillian had spoken to Commander Gryton, but this one was much larger.
The Lady of Battles reclined on the garnet-colored stone steps inside her temple. She raised her head, and then came to her feet with the soft rustle of fabric and the rattle of chains. With the deep-red stairs and the polished-black onyx of her temple behind her, the Lady of Battles glowed pale against the darkness, an ethereal creature with alabaster skin and green eyes. A delicate bare foot poked out from under the hem of her cream-colored dress as she descended the steps. Her slim-figured elegance was at odds with the blood-red breastplate and manacles encircling her wrists and ankles.
The goddess continued down the steps in an unhurried manner. Her billowing skirt reminded Lillian of sails in a strong wind, the chains disappearing into the shadows, the ship’s rigging.
It wasn’t until the Lady of Battles reached the foot of the stairs and knelt to peer through the shimmering window that Lillian realized her true size. The dark goddess was a giant, like a Titan of old. The individual links of the chain binding her were the size of Lillian’s torso.
If she was not so far gone, Lillian would have been terrified. But terror was too great an emotion to muster now.
“What is this?” The Lady of Battles demanded, her voice booming across the clearing. “Wee little demons, do you seek to better yourselves?” Her voice grew softer and darker. “Better yourselves by sacrificing my daughter? I think not.”
Lillian was so woozy, she could barely think.
“I have planned too long to let your foolish greed destroy my work. Release my daughter, and I might let you live,” the Lady said, while her piercing gaze tracked everything in the clearing. The two green orbs at last settled on Lillian. “Daughter, let me help you.”
Accompanying the words, Lillian felt more of the foreign magic invade the meadow from the viewing window. The demons hissed at one another, nearly stumbling over each other in their hurry to get away. The magic continued to pour into the meadow, and then it reached her.
Lillian burned and itched. A searing agony shot through her. She bucked and spasmed with the pain, feeling as though her bones were melting and reshaping themselves.
∞∞∞
 
Gregory flared his wings to slow his descent while he took in a scene more horrible than he’d expected. A chaotic mix of power swirled around the meadow. But it was the essence of his greatest enemy that overlaid every other scent. Somehow the Lady of Battles was here.
“You’re late,” the Lady said as Gregory landed. “Again.”
Gregory froze at the sight of the silver window occupying half the meadow. The Lady of Battles looked out upon the scene from the steps of her temple. In front of the mirror was a small slab of stone propped up haphazardly by another boulder half-buried in the ground. Upon the stone altar, Lillian hung suspended by her wrists. Blood dripped down the length of her naked body and coated the stone beneath. With a cry, Gregory bolted into motion, uncaring if he was about to walk into the Lady’s trap.
Up close, Lillian was gray, and her breath came in shallow gasps. Her eyes, wide with fear, met his. He slashed the ropes tying her to the crude stone altar. She slumped into his arms.
“Go. I don’t want you to die,” she whispered.
“Foolish, beloved Sorceress. I can endure much, but I cannot live without you.” He lowered his muzzle to her and rested his forehead against hers. This was all he could do. Hold her while she died. “I’ll follow you. Soon we’ll start over.” He would seek out the Lady of Battles in her prison and pick a fight he couldn’t win.
“No, love,” Lillian said. “If you challenge her and die in her prison, she’ll trap your soul as she did mine, force you to be reborn into a body she can control. That’s what she wants. She tried to heal me, make me into her tool, but I’m too weak—now I’m useless to her. She needs you.”
“Gargoyle, feed her some of your blood,” the Lady of Battles commanded.
Tears flowed freely. He didn’t care if the Battle Goddess witnessed his grief or took joy in it. He caressed Lillian’s hair as he tried to comfort her as best he could. This never got easier, ever. “I have you,” he whispered into her hair. “The pain will be gone soon. Let go. I’ll join you shortly.”
The Lady of Battles slammed her chains against the stone of her temple. “You don’t have to watch her die. Share your blood!”
“It will only prolong her pain,” Gregory growled at the goddess. How he wished the Divine Ones had let him destroy this creature. “There is no magic in this Realm strong enough to fix what is broken. I can feel the wound to her soul. Even on the border of the Spirit Realm, with the full complement of our power at our call, this would be taxing to heal. If you possessed even a little mercy, you would leave me in peace for this.”
“Fool. Do you think I would make one of my creatures so easy to kill? She is my pride, my greatest weapon. I made her harder to kill, not easier. Give. Her. Your. Blood. Unless you want to watch her die. Choose.” The Lady of Battles crossed her arms and sat down to wait.
Gregory glanced down at his Mistress. Could it be that simple to save her? Did he care if he was playing into the Lady’s hands? No.
He exhaled sharply as he slashed his talons across his chest, then forced her limp body to rest against his. She turned her head, sniffing. When she laid a quivering hand on his chest and skimmed her lips along his skin, he shuddered. Her warm tongue slid over the wound, and her throat worked as she drank his life-giving blood. After he forced his breathing to slow and his mind to focus, he looked for changes in Lillian. At first, he sensed no difference in her condition, and then she gasped in pain as spasms shook her body.
Before he could react, she grasped both his shoulders and pushed him back against the altar. Her lips sealed more firmly over the wound. Her throat worked as she swallowed.
Magic from the Spirit Realm thrummed through his veins, and he released it into her. He continued to pour more and more into her, as much as she would take. Her breathing eased, and her color improved with each passing moment. Recovery was swift. The wound on her shoulder was gone completely and only pale, white lines marked the skin of her belly. He stroked his fingers over the area to reassure himself.
After several moments Lillian stirred in his arms, pushing at his chest and putting a little space between them so she could lap at the blood making its way toward his abdomen. Lillian’s fingers skimmed lower, making him shiver. He savored her shocking caress a few moments before he tightened his arms around her shoulders to prevent her from following the trail of blood. Lillian made a soft sound of protest, which he did his best to ignore. When she was still again, he rested his chin on her hair and watched his enemy. Thanking the Lady of Battles wasn’t something he’d ever thought he’d contemplate in his life.
“Thank you,” he whispered.
“You’re welcome, Protector. You might return the favor by serving me…”
Gregory gently placed Lillian on the ground, then stood to face the Lady of Battles. “My allegiance cannot be bought or sold.”
“Perhaps you’ll come to think differently. What would you be willing to do to save your beloved Sorceress when she’s carrying your youngling?” The Lady straightened from her crouch. “I think you’ll come to serve me to protect them from Divine wrath. You’ll have no choice. What a splendid addition to my army you will make, both of you.”
“I will not serve you.”
“Fight me if you wish, but I’ll still get what I want in the end. Wouldn’t it be better to come to me willingly? You could fulfill your deepest and oldest wish—to be with your Sorceress and reciprocate the deep love you share.”
Gregory shook his head. “I won’t serve the Dark.”
“We’ll see how long you last.” The Lady of Battles chuckled. “I think you’ll find my daughter has an aggressive side. One of the traits I instilled in her. Oh, she’s overly protective of her gargoyle, too.” Chains rattled against each other as she leaned forward suddenly and gestured at something behind Gregory’s shoulder. “Beware!”
Distracted by Lillian’s feeding and the Lady of Battles’ startling admission, he hadn’t heard the creature coming up behind him until too late. A cold, sucking pain lodged itself in his back as the demon blade sunk deep. He twisted, lashing out at his attacker. A second dagger buried itself in his chest. He dropped to his knees, shock sapping his strength. He tugged at the second dagger, but he lacked strength, and it wouldn’t release its grip.
“Now that was foolish, little demon,” the Lady of Battles said. “You have angered my daughter.”
“Gregory?” Lillian cried. She called to him again, her voice changing, becoming deeper, more menacing.




Chapter 23
Her gargoyle was hurt.
Her beloved needed her.
No one harmed her gargoyle and lived.
Lillian screamed Gregory’s name even as the fraying coil of memories unraveled within her. New strength flooded her body. She burned and itched as her body began shifting into a new form. With a wet sound, the skin of her back parted and wings erupted from her shoulder blades. The new weight altered her balance, and she dropped to all fours. Talons lengthened her fingers even as horns sprouted on her forehead. She shook herself from muzzle to tail tip, stretching and testing new muscles. Then as silent as death on a cold winter night, she stalked her prey.
The demon boy remained hunched over Gregory, one hand braced against the gargoyle’s shoulder while the other gripped the hilt of a demon blade, the boy’s complete attention focused on killing her mate. Ecstasy radiated off the demon’s features as he fed, the look of pleasure made all the worse by the innocence of his softly curved lips, rounded cheeks, and thick lashes dark against his pale skin.
A soft growl escaped her as she lunged at the vile creature. The boy jerked his gaze in her direction, shock clear on his cherub-like face. At the last moment, her opponent twisted with inhuman speed. Her jaws closed on empty air.
With each beat of her heart, her gargoyle instincts sharpened. The breath-stealing stink of demon, a fluttering heartbeat, footfalls crunching through leaves—nothing escaped her heightened senses. Her second lunge landed her half on his back, and she sank her teeth deep into the meat of his shoulder. But this demon was strong, fed additional strength from several of his brethren, and he bucked her off. She crashed to the ground with a grunt of pain. Even before she caught her breath, she rolled to her feet and took up a protective stance next to Gregory.
Anger surged through her veins, pulsing in time to her heartbeat. She charged the demon again, snapping at it in a fit of fury. Another Riven darted into the fight. It slashed at her flank. Its claws dug four shallow grooves across her skin. Snarling, she chased it. It wasn’t fast enough to get clear of her leap. She landed on its back and drove it into the ground. One bite to the back of its neck and she severed its spine. With a twist of her powerful neck muscles, she beheaded the creature. The sharp odor of tainted blood and rot overwhelmed her sense of smell. Shaking her head, she sprang away from the demons, then returned to Gregory’s side.
At the sight of the demon blades, rage flared to life again. She straddled Gregory, sheltering him from further attack with her own body while she shared magic with him.
“Release him,” she ordered the demon blades. Neither was the one she’d remade, but they sensed darkness greater than themselves and leaped to obey. When the second had fallen to the ground, she nosed Gregory.
Touching him brought her a moment of tranquility, the forgotten key to her innermost self, and the floodgate holding the magic of the Spirit Realm at bay opened.
Power filled her as she stretched her wings toward the sky.
The forest spat out three new demons. They circled her with caution as more of their brethren returned now that the Lady of Battles was gone. Her lips pulled back in a snarl while she waited.
Come closer, she thought, and meet the Lady’s daughter.
Her wings quivered with the strain of holding back. Blood pounded through her veins. She closed her eyes and waited.
Demon. Dire wolf. Fae-blood slaves. They all returned, drawing nearer.
Just a little more. Almost close enough.
Her ears swung forward. There. The last of them stepped within range.
She snapped her wings down and released the power, directing it as it surged from her body. Like the shockwave from a bomb, the power flew out in an ever-enlarging circle. Wind blasted between the tree branches and howled like a winter’s gale. A wild ecstasy filled her.
She fed more and more power into the destroying wave.
It should’ve been enough to level the forest for a kilometer in all directions, killing every last Riven—but a few of them were escaping her.
Something else fed upon her power.
Fury engulfed her. How dare it feed upon her?
She turned toward the great sword at the north end of the meadow and raised her hand to call defensive magic down upon it. Before she could attack the sword, it tapped into her strength, tearing control of her power from her. Ropes of fire spiraled up from the ground and covered the blade completely. The sword continued sucking air and magic toward it, until a tornado of fire towered above the trees. With earth-shaking violence, the sword opened the Veil.
The bright flash blinded Lillian. While she was disoriented, the earth shivered with greater violence. It swayed and pitched under her feet. She rolled and crashed into Gregory.
When the wildly fluctuating powers dissipated, the magic-driven winds calmed. The sword was gone by the time she dragged herself to her feet. Likely returned to its master to report all it had learned. Lillian flicked her tail in annoyance, but there was nothing she could do now to secure the weapon for the Lady of Battles.
Ash drifted down, and soft flakes coated her and Gregory. The meadow was quiet again. She nuzzled Gregory on the shoulder, and he loosed a pained moan. After sniffing at his wounds, she licked them until they sealed over. He’d have more scars. She narrowed her eyes and growled, angry at herself. In the future, she needed to be more careful of her mate. He had a knack for gathering stab wounds.
The wind picked up again, flowing through the forest from the Northwest. The stench of evil invaded her nose. She sneezed and pawed at her muzzle, but nothing cleared the magma of darkness that clung to her skin and mane and coated the lining of her throat and lungs. Several of the Riven had escaped, thanks to the Lord of the Underworld’s sword.
Had Gregory been stronger, they would have hunted together and destroyed the last of the Riven. She glanced to the Northwest, uncertain. To let the Riven escape was dangerous. She still had one weakness—her hamadryad. And if the Riven knew about her tree, they would attack her again. But the Riven’s territory was far from her tree, and she’d killed enough of the demons to weaken them. With their decreased numbers, the Riven couldn’t gather the power required to travel by magical means. It should take them at least two days to cover the distance.
For now, the Riven would survive for a little longer; there was nothing she could do about that.
Clouds gathering on the horizon and the damp smell of rain upon the wind helped her decide. Her mate needed healing and rest. And they both needed a better place to shelter until they were stronger. When Gregory could fly, they would return to her hamadryad and create impenetrable protections. Once that was done, she and her mate would hunt down the remaining Riven. She prodded Gregory again, shoving her head and shoulders under his chest to get him to his feet.
“Get up, we need to find shelter.”
Gregory stood on shaking legs, his eyes half-closed and his head hanging. Sweat slicked his sides in a way she didn’t like. Seeing him so weak tightened her stomach. She didn’t think he was even aware of her new form. Brushing his thoughts, she found he was still in shock and mostly unaware of what was going on around him, but when she started forward, he followed. They made their way clear of what had once been a meadow but now looked more like a burnt-out crater. They walked for a few minutes and came upon a log cabin. It still stood. Only the back of the cabin showed damage like a flash fire had scorched it. She bypassed the cabin, not wanting a shelter so close to the Riven’s territory.
After walking for an hour, she found a small pond skirted with trees and a wealth of underbrush. Deer and rabbits moved among the trees, unaware predators walked among the shadows. Here Gregory could rest while she hunted.
He still hadn’t snapped out of shock. Her protective instincts roused at the thought of leaving him, even to hunt, but he needed food to grow strong again.
The breeze carried a whiff of a fawn. Her stomach rumbled.
Gregory collapsed among the undergrowth, his eyes closed. He rested, but she knew he hadn’t fallen asleep. She waited, hoping sleep would claim him. Fifteen minutes passed, and she rose on silent feet. She’d only taken three steps when he grunted and sat up.
“I’ll hunt for us. Stay,” she ordered. She returned to his side and rubbed her muzzle alongside his. His scent called to her. It was hard to think when they were so close.
He returned her gesture of affection with a contented sigh. His thoughts were still drowsy, blurred by equal parts magical exhaustion and shock from blood loss. Obedient to her tone, he laid back down to wait.
∞∞∞
 
The weight of the buck strained the muscles in her neck, but she tightened her jaws and continued to drag the deer along the pond’s muddy shore. Two more powerful heaves and the carcass landed next to Gregory.
His nose quivered, but he didn’t stir, and she noticed his skin had taken on the seeming of stone. If she didn’t get food into him soon, he’d turn to stone to heal. And this location was still too close to where the Riven had established their territory for him to do that safely.
She butted him with her muzzle. When that tactic failed, she slapped her tail across his flank.
An ear swiveled forward, and he cracked an eye open. Pushing her kill under his nose, she growled, then slashed her claws along the deer’s soft underbelly. Gregory sat up and sniffed at her gift. Then with a vigor which pleased her, he tore into the still-warm beast.
The coppery scent filled the clearing, and her stomach growled a second time. Licking at his muzzle, she persuaded him to share. When they were both well-fed and drowsy, she lay against him and stretched a wing over him for warmth. His thoughts were of love, contentment, and mild desire. He thought her lovely. She smiled at his simple thoughts. He still wasn’t thinking in complex sentences. It would be easy to get him to give her what the Lady of Battles wanted—a child of their union, a new deity with strength enough to slay the Lady’s own twin.
The Lady hadn’t specified when, so Lillian waited. Besides, she’d rather have her beloved be in full command of himself when they mated. And she looked forward to the hunt, the slow seduction.
Well, there was nothing to say she couldn’t start now.
She intertwined her tail with his and licked at his shoulder while he slept. When they woke, she’d see how long he could resist temptation. He’d barely maintained his distance when she’d worn the hide of a mere dryad.




Chapter 24
Sleep slowly fell away. Warmth pressed along his side as the soft, living silk of bare skin brushed his wings. A sweet, musky scent engulfed him. Snorting, Gregory shook his head in confusion. His memories of the last hours were hazy, but thoughts slowly ordered into something he could understand. And he feared to look where Lillian lay next to him. Who had won, his Sorceress or the demon soul?
A gentle brush of his mind against hers told him she still slept. Thanks be to the Divine Ones for small blessings. Slowly, he folded his wings against his back and levered himself up. He barely noticed the twinge of stiff muscles. The sight of his lady in gargoyle form held him enthralled. She rested with her head on her front legs, her mane a wild wave of crimson against ebony skin. Black horns spiraled up from her forehead, lightening to a wine color at their tips. Silky black ears twitched in her sleep, and her tail quivered, rubbing against his. She’d coiled her tail around his in a possessive grip. The strange friction sent his heart pumping. His wings unfurled, trembling as blood rushed to fill them.
Just as quickly as the friction had come, it was gone, her tail relaxing to curl around her flanks. He immediately missed the contact. Though at the same time, he was grateful she still slept. If she’d been awake, she’d probably have made the situation worse, given her purpose was to beget a child with him. He remembered the Lady of Battles saying she could be aggressive.
He needed to get away, clear his thoughts so he could think. There must be a way out of this mess. He just had to find it. Perhaps he could force her back into her dryad form and trap the demon soul by laying the wards upon Lillian’s mind again?
Wings twitching, Lillian whimpered in the grip of a nightmare. A second low moan of terror tugged at his heart. He hesitated, hovering over her, uncertain. It could be a ploy, the demon soul’s attempt to manipulate him.
Another helpless sound escaped her. At that moment, he realized he couldn’t abandon her—Lillian was in there somewhere, trapped, possibly fighting the demon soul even now. Leaning down, he nuzzled her shoulder. She calmed at his touch. The sap-sweet fragrance of dryad and the warm, fertile scent of gargoyle lost the musky tang of fear.
As he sniffed at her skin, he shifted closer. Bracing his arms on either side of her body, he buried his muzzle in her mane, pushing the strands of hair out of the way until he’d exposed her neck. Unable to help himself, he closed his jaws in the gentlest of love bites. A rumble formed in his chest. She tasted as good as she smelled. Lillian jerked awake under him, tensed for a fight.
Purring reassurances, he mantled his wings around her so she could catch his scent. She tilted her head to look up at him. Intense, obsidian-colored eyes met his, and after a moment’s study, she relaxed and uttered her own deep, rumbling purr.
He growled and took a firmer hold on her neck.
What was he doing? This was wrong, forbidden, a small part of his mind warned. Another part of his soul, far older and more firmly bound to the Sorceress, rejoiced at her response to him. That part scared him more than the newfound heat of desire. He froze, shocked he’d so willingly forsake his duty to the Divine Ones.
This was wrong, he reaffirmed, repeating the words until they were a chant in his head. And still, a part of him didn’t agree. This was Lillian, his lady, his Sorceress. Their hearts had always remained loyal. How could their love be a mistake? Did they not deserve a little happiness after all these years?
Yes, but this was not how he wanted it between them.
Reluctantly, he released her and eased away before his baser instincts won out.
Lillian didn’t seem upset by his rejection. On the contrary, she looked completely relaxed as she folded her wings against her back and rolled onto her side, her tail curled along her hips. The pose gave him tantalizing flashes of her body. One arm rested on the cushion of her plump breasts, paler than the darker skin of her flat belly. Swirls of crimson formed a pattern on the curve of her hips, drawing his eye to her navel and then lower. A coil of her tail hid where the crimson spirals led. She flicked the spaded-tip of her tail gently and watched him through thick lashes.
Time to go. Now. He turned his back to her and prepared to flee.
“Gregory, wait.” Her mellow voice slid up his spine, like fingers caressing his skin.
As easily as that, he was enslaved. The sound of her wings unfurling, the soft rasp of skin on skin, betrayed her movements. Unable to flee or turn and face her, he froze, awaiting her next move. Small, warm hands encircled his waist, drawing a surprised grunt from his throat.
“Easy. I’m not your enemy. The Lady of Battles doesn’t control me to the extent she would like.” Her hands slid up to caress the tense muscles of his chest. “I just want to talk, to get to know you better.”
“And are you not able to talk without touching me?”
She chuckled. “Yes, of course, I can. But it’s more fun to watch you twitch.”
Her words confirmed his fears. His Lillian wouldn’t belittle his feelings. “My emotions are not something to be toyed with for your personal entertainment, demon.”
“I’m so much more than that. I’ll not harm you, physically or emotionally. The Lady of Battles couldn’t change what I feel for you.”
Slowly, an image took form and substance in his mind’s eye. Lillian as a dryad, her skin pale against his darkness, eyes bright with passion, body coated with the luster of sweat. “Even when I was a mere dryad, this is what you dreamed of. I can give you what you wish.”
A spike of desire shivered down his spine. Worse, he couldn’t hide his reaction from her.
“Liked that, didn’t you?” She chuckled again, rubbing her cheek against his shoulder. “I haven’t even started to court you yet. How long do you think you can resist?”
Her flippant tone dampened his ardor. “Long enough to find a way to get my Sorceress back. Whatever you think you are, you are not her.”
“I hear your doubt. You don’t believe your own words. Why should I? I know exactly who I was, where I came from, who I am and what I will become.” She hugged him, pressing her breasts against his back. Her warm fingers stroked down his chest until she encountered his loincloth.
Rage flared again, and with it, a plan started to form. He would not let a demon soil the love he and his beloved shared.
A shiver of disgust crawled down his spine. Hopefully, she interpreted it as desire. His plan required she believe that lie. He disengaged her clinging hands and twisted around until he held her trapped in his arms. Once he had her in a firm grip, he shifted her until her back was to his front.
Using his tail to trip her, he forced the smaller gargoyle onto all fours. Thrashing and bucking, she tried to shove him off balance. Before she had the chance to dislodge him, he closed his jaws around her neck.
At the soft prick of his teeth, all resistance melted away, and she went limp under him. He loosened his hold on her neck and then licked at her shoulder. She made a small sound of appreciation.
Forcing her to take more of his weight, he leaned over her and licked a trail along her spine, then up onto one shoulder. One quick nip and the heady tang of her blood coated his tongue.
The courtship ritual had begun.
He didn’t wait for her to recover from her shock before he bolted into motion. If she wanted to court him, he’d let her do the chasing. But he would decide the direction of the pursuit; a direction that would lead her back to Clan and Coven lands, where he hoped to get aid from Gran, Greenborrow, Whitethorn, and the other fae to help trap Lillian. Once she was imprisoned, he’d have time to worry about what to do with the demon.
Gregory bolted across the clearing and into the tree line. He glanced back once to be certain she followed and caught a glimpse of black body and burgundy-frosted mane as she raced a hundred paces behind him. Good, she’d fallen for the bait. He slowed his pace to allow her to get closer, then when she was nearly upon him, he lengthened his stride and gained ground.
The sun trekked westward as Gregory continued the game. His plan was working; they’d traveled a goodly distance. However, he detected a problem with his plan. While Lillian-the-gargoyle had healed all his injuries, he still lacked one important thing: Stamina.
∞∞∞
 
Gregory was leaning against a tree for a short rest when she caught up.
“I thought you’d let me catch you much sooner than this. Perhaps I was a touch too aggressive with my courtship.” Lillian’s voice drifted to him from the shadows to his left. “Would you be more comfortable with a familiar face?”
By the time he turned, she was already engulfed in an intense glow of power. When spots no longer flashed before his eyes, he found Lillian standing before him, naked, all pale skin and beautiful dark hair. His lady. The dryad he’d fallen in love with all over again in this life. But as much as this alluring creature looked like his love, he knew her allegiance was to the Lady of Battles.
“Gregory, I offer what you’ve always wanted.”
“And what I can never have. I’d be killing Lillian myself if I did. The Lord of the Underworld is nothing like his sister. He has never failed to carry out an edict of the Divine Ones. If I got Lillian with child, he would send every last gargoyle to hunt us down. Demon, think beyond what the Lady of Battles wishes you to be. Can’t you see the truth? You won’t live long enough to carry the child to term.”
Her lips curved into a smile that spoke of assured knowledge. “The Lord of the Underworld isn’t infallible. He has weaknesses we can use to our advantage.”
“Perhaps you honestly can’t grasp what I truly want.”
“Your Sorceress.” She tilted her head to the side, no longer looking so haughty. “Perhaps the Lady of Battles made a mistake when she created me. A gentler being, one who needed your protection, might have had an easier time seducing you.”
He laughed, the sound cold and humorless. “A gentler demon?”
“You’ll find I’m very adaptive… and I already know your greatest weakness.”
“You don’t know me.” He turned and loped away from her.
“Gregory, once I have fulfilled my duty, I will return to the battle goddess and this body will revert to the personality you know and fell in love with: your beloved dryad.”
“Nothing you say will change my mind.” He whirled back around to face her, angry enough to challenge her.
“Ah, it was a slim hope. But I see you’re not interested in the easy path.” She smiled as she combed her fingers through her hair. The dark strands fanned out across her shoulders and drifted down over her breasts. She toyed with her hair a moment more, then caressed the upper swell of one breast. The fingers of her other hand trailed leisurely down her abdomen. “That suits me well enough. I like the hunt. And perhaps you will…”
The creature controlling Lillian’s body stiffened. Color drained from her skin. She sucked in a ragged breath—one of pain, not pleasure. When he glanced up to her face, he saw her eyes held the unfocused look of deep concentration.
“Lillian?” he whispered. A small spark of hope kindled in his chest. “Lillian, can you hear me?”
Lillian opened her mouth and screamed, a sound of horror and despair. She grasped at her side before slowly collapsing to her knees.




Chapter 25
“Lillian,” Gregory called her name as he leaped forward. Catching her in his arms, he gathered her close to his chest. When he touched her, he felt the demon soul within her seeking the spirit link to Lillian’s hamadryad. The great tree shuddered under another blow as metal bit into her bark.
An ax. Someone had taken an ax to Lillian’s tree. The demon soul released control of Lillian’s body and focused all its attention upon sending strength to the tree in a frantic attempt to heal it.
Nothing the demon soul did could protect the hamadryad over such a great distance.
“Gregory?” Lillian stiffened in his arms. She shuddered. “What’s happening?”
A cold lump of dread, like a frost-chilled stone in winter, weighed heavy in his stomach. He tightened his arms around her. “Lillian, don’t give up. Fight. I’ll carry you back to your tree. I’ll heal you.”
“My hamadryad… she’s dying.” She sucked in another short, pain-filled breath. “Let me go. It’s better this way. The demon dies with me.”
“No.” With that one word, he denied the Divine Ones, the Lord of the Underworld—death itself. He would not serve, not this time. He would not stand by and watch Lillian die.
Cold reason slid over his emotions like a calming blanket. He focused his mind. “What kind of battle are we about to land in the middle of? Can you tell me how many are in your glade?”
“Not sure. Only one, I think.” Her answers came in short, pain-filled bursts.
Gregory ached just hearing her soft gasps. But what she said made no sense. It would take at least ten powerful demons working for an hour to break the new stone circle. But it didn’t matter how many enemies were awaiting him in the glade; he’d fight a thousand Riven for the chance to save Lillian.
“Easy now,” he whispered and lifted her into his arms. She weighed so little, as if the loss of her magic was draining her of substance. “I’ll keep you safe.”
He leaped into motion and spread his wings while he ran. With a thunder of wing beats, he left the ground and flew toward her dying hamadryad.
∞∞∞
 
He circled the hamadryad’s canopy, scanning the ground below as he flew lower. The tree shook with each new blow, but he couldn’t see who was wielding the ax. The foliage was too thick, the branches too wide near the base. The rest of the clearing looked empty, free of other visible enemies. There was no scent of Riven. And the stone circle still stood, untouched. It didn’t make sense.
Four feet from the ground, he folded his wings tight to his body and dropped down onto his hind feet. He deposited Lillian behind him and whirled on his prey.
Partially obscured by the redwood’s branches, a slim figure wielded the ax.
As the ax connected with bark in another mighty blow, Lillian cried out. Reason fled before the all-powerful need to protect his lady. He lunged, talons poised for a killing strike. Sable turned to him, the ax lowering, and his blow caught her across the throat.
He blinked in surprise even as blood drenched her pale dress.
The ax slipped from her fingers, and she stumbled back against the redwood’s trunk. Instinctively, she reached to cover the deep gash across her throat, trying to stem the flow of lifeblood. She locked gazes with him and attempted to speak. Blood flowed from her mouth instead of words. Panic shone in her eyes, but something else, too: deep sorrow.
“Please,” she whispered into his thoughts. “I have an unborn child. The Riven know the location of my tree. If I don’t kill Lillian’s hamadryad, they’ll kill my daughter. Please. Save my innocent little girl.”
He couldn’t lie to the dryad and tell her he’d save her child—he wasn’t sure if he had the strength to save Lillian and himself. “Lillian killed most of the Riven. Those still living are on the run. They’ll not have time to hunt down your child before the Clan and the Coven dispatch them.” Perhaps she could take comfort in that.
“Thank you, Avatar.” Her fear bled away along with the spark of life in her eyes.
Sable slid sideways and collapsed to the ground. Even in death, the dryad Elder retained her grace.
“May peace find you,” he whispered.
He returned to Lillian and gathered her up in his arms. She was unconscious. Naked, she looked small and fragile. He didn’t like the sickly pallor of her skin. He was running out of time. Fear dug icy talons into his stomach. Everywhere their bodies touched, he sent healing magic into her. After a few minutes, she regained consciousness, a look of confusion on her features. She touched his cheek. “What’s happening?”
“Don’t worry. Everything will be all right.”
“I feel strange,” she said, her voice groggy and slurred. “Am I drunk? No? Dammit, I’m dying, aren’t I?”
He leaned forward and nuzzled her, feeding her more strength as he did so. She returned his caress with shaking fingers, her touch a brand against his shoulder. Her thoughts whispered of her love. He pressed their bodies together and began weaving between the ground-sweeping branches of her tree.
The soft foliage brushed at his arms, and then swept out of the way, making room for him and his burden. They continued to spread until there was a space for him to stand close to the buttressed trunk. Bark pulled back like a seam unraveling, and a fissure opened in the redwood’s trunk.
A touch here and a slight push there, and he guided her closer to where he wanted her.
“Relax,” he whispered into her hair. “This will come naturally to you. Just give yourself over to your tree. When you are healed, come back to me. Do you understand?
“Um… I’ll come back,” she said, sounding like she was on the edge of sleep. “You’ll be waiting?”
“Always.” In this life or the next.
“Goodbye, my gargoyle.” She closed her eyes and gave in to a dryad’s instincts, her face becoming tranquil. As if a gale blew through the meadow, the redwood shuddered, shaking its branches as the fissure in its trunk widened. Blood-red fibrous vessels, delicate as a spider’s web, enveloped his lady’s shoulders and crawled across her lower body. Then the cavernous maw swallowed Lillian, pulling her into the tree’s embrace. Her arms fell away from him. He held her hand in his for a moment more—a final caress before he let her go completely.
He stared at the tree for a long time after the bark had smoothed over. His heart ached. Dread held him in place. His reassuring words to Lillian did nothing to soothe the chaos of grief and fear in his own soul.
She could still die. Her hamadryad had sustained near-fatal wounds, greater than even what dryad and demon together could heal.
There was one final thing he could do for the tree. Bowing his head, he began reciting a blessing in a deep chant. Drifting into a light trance, he slashed both wrists and allowed his blood and magic to drip down upon the ground. He continued to chant as he walked the tree’s perimeter. His powerful heart began to labor as more and more of his blood splashed upon the grass and dirt at the redwood’s base.
“Drink,” he whispered feebly to the hamadryad. “Feed. Grow strong. Then one day, return my beloved to me.”
Lightheaded and shivering with cold, he leaned against the trunk to rest. His thoughts blurred as his mind began to shut down.
His heart faltered. The little blood he still possessed retreated from his outer extremities, and his skin grew hard and cold. He stumbled toward his old pedestal and half-collapsed upon the sun-warmed stone. His dying mind noted the random details. Pitted gray stone. A few patches of fuzzy moss. He ran his fingers along the greenery.
As he settled upon the pedestal, his thoughts strayed back to Lillian. He brushed her sleeping mind one more time, sending a wave of love and reassurance to her.
“Live,” he whispered into her mind. “Even if I do not.”
And then, the last of his heat bled from him, hardening his skin to stone. Darkness claimed him.




Chapter 26
Chilled air struck her belly, the fingers of cold invading further into her dreams of warm bedding and soft pillows. Its next strike fell upon her chest and face. The sudden, cold slap shocked Lillian fully awake. She gasped, dragging in a deep breath. The first lungful of air burned down her throat. Spasms tightened her lungs. She gasped and choked with deep, retching coughs. What? Did I just swallow an entire swimming pool full of water?
She tried to force open her eyes, but her lids were heavy and stiff. Clumps of damp hair swung across her face, the strands stuck together by some kind of goopy slop. Her coughing subsided. Slowly, her lungs stopped burning. Another gust of cold caressed her thighs, then lower, creeping down her legs a few inches at a time. The rest of her body was as limp and uncooperative as her eyelids. She felt empty. Cored out.
Worse, her sense of balance told her she was upright, but slumping forward, inch by inch. She couldn’t move her limbs to fight the slow workings of gravity. Whatever was holding her up seemed to be letting go.
With nothing else to do, she waited, barely daring to breathe. A slight tingling encroached upon her silent, unfeeling world. It started in her shoulders and worked its way up her neck. Feeble energy stirred.
She ran her tongue along her lips. They tasted sweet. It was a strangely familiar flavor. A moment later, she had it. The watery sweetness of tree sap.
Feeling slowly returned in the wake of the tingling. Her eyelids opened. After blinking several times, the gray world sharpened into strands of her dark hair coated with tree goop. She gave her head a shake. The motion lacked the strength to toss the lank strands over her shoulder, but it swung enough that she could see the ground. Knee-high grass waved in a breeze. Now that her wet skin was adjusting, the air felt warmer.
Lillian sighed and rested her chin on her chest. Thinking required too much energy. It was easier to relax and be lulled by the sounds of the breeze blowing through tree leaves. She supposed she was in her glade. It smelled like it. And she’d always felt safe in her glade until… until when? No, she didn’t want to think about it.
Sleep was just creeping back into her consciousness when Lillian’s world shivered. An earthquake? Here? The strange sensation subsided after a few heartbeats. The silence and stillness lasted for a minute more. Then a deep groaning like the wind in an old tree, its branches creaking in winter, echoed all around her. The world tilted on its head. Whatever was holding her up loosened. One arm came free. Her upper body lurched forward. She was pulled up short by her other arm, still trapped within the same warm, wet blanket that held her thighs and lower legs. A pained gasp escaped her. By the radiating pain in her shoulder, she’d damn near dislocated it.
She was hanging upside down, bent almost double at the waist, hair pooling on the ground. Her new position showed her something she’d missed before. It was impossible to miss now because her nose was almost touching it.
“It” was the exfoliating bark of her redwood. The rough bark grew up and over her legs, midway up her thighs. Her upper body had emerged faster than the rest of her. One arm was still trapped within the trunk, but she could feel the arm slipping.
“This can’t end well.”
The prickling bite of returning sensation crawled down her body in a hot wave. A few more minutes and she might be able to move, maybe even extract herself from the tree without harm.
The tree gave another series of contractions.
“Ah, my usual luck, I see.”
Her arm came free from the tree’s hold. At the same time, the fissure in the trunk widened, releasing her legs. Lillian started to fall head-first toward dew-covered grass. Desperate to protect her head, she tucked and rolled. Or at least tried. She hit the ground with an expulsion of breath, then grunted in pain when she rolled onto her strained shoulder.
Judging by the throb, her shoulder would be colorful come tomorrow morning, but she didn’t think it was dislocated. Her midair twist and roll hadn’t been pretty. Actually, it probably resembled something a sea lion on land might do, but the maneuver worked for the most part.
“Nastiest wake-up ever,” she mumbled as she stared up at her tree. The fissure she’d just fallen from was closing, the bark healing over the mass of red tissue and wood fiber. When it was healed, it looked like any other redwood trunk, nothing like a tree that had just given birth to her.
“Yep, a tree just gave birth to you.” With a small part of her brain that decided to work, she realized, with a hint of bemusement, she was probably in shock.
The grass was cold and wet from recent rain. She was buck-naked. Tree sap and blood covered her from head to toe. Her mind flailed for a moment, and then she remembered everything. The Riven. The demons trying to sacrifice her so they could corrupt the Lord of the Underworld’s sword. The demon within her awakening and saving her and Gregory from the Riven.
Events were blurry after that point, but she remembered the demon using her body to seduce Gregory, or at least trying damn hard and failing. Then the agony of an ax biting into her hamadryad. Sable with an ax, tears running down her cheeks.
The last lucid thought was of her gargoyle placing her in her damaged hamadryad in a desperate bid for them both to heal. Then Gregory whispered his love and told her to “live.” She remembered the loving touch of his mind. But there was something else, too: “Live, even if I do not.”
That horrible emptiness. The sensation of being cored out. God, no. No, no, no, no!
“Gregory!”
Lying on her side, propped up on one shoulder, she was facing the wrong direction. She struggled to get her muscles working. The pins-and-needles sensation intensified. After a few moments, feeling returned to her legs and she rolled over.
He was there on his pedestal.
Head bowed, unmoving stone.
She tried to touch his thoughts, but no magic stirred within the emptiness inside her. His last words to her echoed in her mind once more.
Live, even if I do not.
She crawled toward him. The sweet fragrance of sun-warmed grass coiled around her. Bees and insects buzzed close to her head, sounding loud to her ears. Everything was as it had been all her life. The maze. Her glade. Her redwood rustling in the breeze. Her silent stone guardian.
But it was all wrong.
“Gregory, please,” she whispered as she continued to crawl closer.
Horrible emptiness crushed all hope. She’d felt his willingness to sacrifice himself if it would save her. Gargoyle blood could heal a hamadryad. Her hamadryad had been grievously wounded. It would have taken a lot of Gregory’s magic-laced blood to heal those kinds of injuries.
Gregory’s pedestal loomed in front of her. Her fingertips brushed the rough stone. Then she reached up and grabbed a handhold to haul herself to her feet. She swayed but held on to her gargoyle’s leg. After struggling up onto his pedestal, she looked up and stared into his beloved face. It didn’t matter what form he wore, she loved him regardless. Fingers shaking, she caressed his muzzle.
Words she’d spoken once before whispered across her memory.
“I trust to the Father’s choice.”
She leaned against her beloved, breathing across his stone skin, trying to pick up even a hint of his scent.
“Dark Watcher, immortal servant of the Light, with my power, I summon you to wake.”
No power stirred at her command. She fought back against a sob and continued in a shaking voice. He couldn’t be dead. Not after they’d defeated the enemy.
She couldn’t be alive, and he be dead.
“With my will, I do claim you.”
She focused all her shock-benumbed thoughts, her sense of purpose, her love—everything she was—and willed it into the stone under her hands and prayed some part of her beseeching litany reached Gregory.
“Hear me and awake. My friend. My soul.” She pressed her lips against his forehead. The stone was as rough and cold as the rest of him.
“Evil walks the land.”
She paused and then continued weakly. “I have need.” Of you. Forever. Beloved.
Nothing happened. At that moment, hope died within her. As she had since childhood, she dropped down onto his stone knee, then she wrapped her arms around his neck and sobbed. The echoing hollowness within her opened wider, threatening to devour her soul. Agony built within her until she couldn’t hold it back. She screamed great gasping howls that hurt her throat. Tears flowed onto her lips, their taste salty.
When her voice failed, she continued to sob in silence. But no tears could fill the void within her.
“Listen. Hear me, my lady.”
She jerked in surprise and looked into his face. Still cold, unmoving stone. Her grief must have been playing tricks on her mind.
“We are one entity, one soul. We are the Avatars. Nothing can part us. Not even death.” Gregory’s words echoed back to her from her memories. Either that or grief had driven her insane.
“My love, you’re not insane. At least no more so than this world makes anyone.”
Lillian couldn’t prevent her arms from contracting around his neck. Could it be?
“I live. And for you, my lady, I will try to wake. I think I’m healed enough to resume warm flesh.”
Worry made her stomach tense. “Gregory, don’t endanger yourself for me.” She hugged his stone neck harder. At that moment, she didn’t care if she had to wait another twelve years for him to heal enough to be with her again. He was alive. She’d give daily thanks to the Divine Ones while she waited. “Rest. Finish healing and then come back to me.”
“I’ll not make you wait another twelve years.” There was a smile in his mental tone.
The stone warmed under her hands, then all along her body. She didn’t care if he gave her a scorching sunburn; she wasn’t moving. The shadow of his wings moved up and away as his arms encircled her shoulders. A warm tongue slathered across her cheek and Gregory’s rumbling purr broke across her skin.
“Tickles!” she gasped as tears streaked down her cheeks. She squirmed to get away. Helpless to stop, she continued crying, laughing, and shaking.
Gregory licked up her tears. To her utter surprise, his shoulders began quivering, shaking Lillian’s entire body with the force of his silent sobs. The need to protect and comfort, as compelling as anything she’d ever experienced, had her rocking him back and forth, murmuring meaningless words into his neck. “Hush now.”
“I didn’t know if your tree could heal you. The thought of losing you again…”
“We survived.”
“Yes, you’re a tough little dryad.”
She gently pushed away from him just enough to look up into his face. His dark eyes tracked the motion of her hands as she reached up to caress his cheeks. “I love you, too, gargoyle.”
Stretching up on her toes, she tried to plant a kiss on his cheek. Her foot slipped, and she lost her balance. He caught her but was far from steady himself, and they both pitched sideways. She yelped in surprise as they toppled off the pedestal. Gregory reacted faster and turned them in midair. He landed first, taking the brunt of the impact on his back. She still slammed painfully into his chest, knocking the breath from them both.
“Thanks,” she managed between bouts of laughter. “Having an eight-foot-tall gargoyle land on top of me isn’t on today’s to-do list.”
“I think I’ll just stay here for a few minutes until I figure out which way is up.” He lay underneath her, panting, his wings spread to their fullest on either side. After a moment, he started to chuckle. “You’re welcome to use me as a pillow for however long you like.”
“And would your willingness have anything to do with the fact I’m as naked as the day I was born?” She decided modesty required too much energy and simply snuggled closer.
His eyes remained closed, and he replied in a slow, lazy drawl. “Entirely possible.”
“You’re incorrigible. You know that, right?” Her words were playful, but a sense of seriousness was settling over her heart, eroding her earlier joy. She remembered the demon all too clearly. And she didn’t believe for a minute the demon was gone, even if she couldn’t feel it slithering around in her soul. It would only be a matter of time before the demon grew strong enough and made its reappearance.
“My little dryad, you do feel different,” Gregory said.
She frowned as she mused over his words. She did feel different and wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. “My magic is gone. I’ve been cored like an apple.”
“Hmm… that explains it,” Gregory rumbled by way of answer, sounding more relaxed than she ever remembered hearing. He nuzzled her hair, making sounds of contentment deep in his throat. A large, warm hand settled on her shoulder, then moved down leisurely to stroke her back.
“Explains what, exactly?” she asked, though she wasn’t certain she wanted to know. His answer might destroy the pleasure she took in his petting. He switched to running his hands along her hair before trailing his fingers down her back.
Resisting the urge to arch her back in cat-like fashion, she instead lifted her head to meet his eyes. He wasn’t looking at her. His focus was on her hamadryad. By the curve of his smile, which showed a generous amount of fang, he was pleased with what he saw. “Gregory?”
“It’s easier if I show you.” He rolled her off to the side, then sat up. When he’d gained his feet, he reached down and pulled her up after.
Now that she was standing, looking down at herself, she no longer felt sexy—not covered in tree sap and bits of grass, dirt, and other plant materials. “Clothing would be nice,” she mumbled to herself.
With a slight motion, Gregory stirred the air with one hand. Shadows, flecks of sunlight, and bits of soft moss came to his hand. While she watched in silence, he wove a skirt and vest from the materials. It wasn’t as sophisticated as what the other dryads had made for her, but she was twice as happy. “Thank you.”
After she donned her new clothing, Lillian let herself be led back to her hamadryad. She even managed to swallow back the numerous questions floating through her thoughts.
“You said you felt empty.”
“Yes, nothing happened when I tried to call my magic. I thought you were dead and a part of me had died as well… but you weren’t… and you heard me, even though I had no magic left.”
“I’ll always feel your joy and your pain; any powerful emotion will touch me. You don’t need magic for that.”
“I’m glad.” Her words couldn’t convey the slightest drop of what she felt for him, but her throat tightened and blocked any more words from escaping.
He reached for her hand. “Do you trust me?”
“Of course.” Now she could add feeling perplexed to the riot of emotions bubbling up inside.
“The demon is gone from you. In part, that is why you feel empty.”
“How? You said you couldn’t remove it without killing me.”
“I couldn’t. Your hamadryad did what I couldn’t—feel.” He took her hand and pressed it against the rough bark of the trunk. “I didn’t expect this.”
At first, she felt nothing except the tree, then Gregory put his hand over hers and called power. It washed into her.
“There is no danger,” he whispered above her, “not while I’m here with you.”
His mind touched hers, then his thoughts flowed away into the hamadryad. He tugged Lillian along after him.
“Do you feel it?”
Just as she was going to say no, she heard the distant echo of another mind, its enraged thoughts broadcasting its loathing. She sent her consciousness in the direction of the disturbance. Her hamadryad’s mind surrounded hers. It was strangely comforting, and Lillian forgot what she’d been doing until Gregory mentally nudged her.
“Come. You need to see this, so you’ll no longer doubt yourself.”
Another tortured, infuriated scream reverberated throughout the internal world of the hamadryad. It was so full of hatred Lillian shivered at the sound.
“That’s my demon, isn’t it?”
“Yes. Your hamadryad has trapped it.”
The demon howled again.
Lillian continued to follow Gregory’s spirit until she sensed they were deep in the hamadryad’s wooden heart. Ahead of them, golden power coiled and twisted around something of darkness. The two forces were joined in a fierce battle beyond Lillian’s understanding. What she saw wasn’t fought in the physical world; this was a battle between two spirits. Somehow Gregory was using his power to show her what was going on inside the hamadryad.
Gregory drew back from the fight and urged her along with him. Lillian swayed and found herself again in her body, staring at the trunk of her redwood.
“I don’t understand. How can my hamadryad trap the demon soul? Wasn’t the demon… part of me?”
“The demon was grafted onto your soul—the ancient essence of the Sorceress. You feel empty because you are no longer the Mother’s Avatar. That power now belongs to your hamadryad. In essence, she is now the Sorceress.”
“Gregory—” she held up her hand, “—you’re giving me facts, not an explanation.”
“Sorry.” He had the grace to look embarrassed. “I’ve been telling you half-truths for so long…” He sighed and bowed his head. “While the hamadryad was healing you, she saw a way to strike at the demon. One I hadn’t thought of. Apparently, the demon hadn’t, either. To heal you, your tree needed to call power from the Spirit Realm. Something both you and the demon were too weak to do, so the hamadryad called your shared soul to her. The tree became the Sorceress. Seeing no other way for its host to be healed, the demon allowed this, but it had to go with the soul, into the hamadryad.”
“The hamadryad took my soul?”
Gregory curled a wing around her shoulders and guided her away from the tree. The warmth of his body pressing against hers triggered an answering heat in her belly. As if he read her thoughts, he bowed his head and nuzzled her shoulder.
“Stop that.” She slapped his nose away. “You’re trying to distract me. Did you just say I’m soulless?”
“Of course not. Your hamadryad is a part of you. It doesn’t matter to me which vessel the other half of my soul inhabits. In my eyes, you are one being.”
Easy for you to say, she thought to herself. First my memoires and now my soul.
But it wasn’t Gregory’s fault, either.
Focus, Lil. You’re just scared shitless. Suck it up.
She glanced in the direction of the hamadryad. “So, my tree has trapped the demon.”
“Yes. The demon is tied to the Sorceress’s soul and can’t escape. A hamadryad is different than her dryad. A demon must prey on emotions of jealousy, greed, rage, and fear to overwhelm its host’s mind and take command of the body. Unlike a normal host, a hamadryad lacks the type of emotions a demon can manipulate. The demon has been rendered impotent.”
“I don’t trust the demon. She’s a cunning bitch. She’ll find a way to hurt or corrupt my hamadryad.”
“The demon can’t hurt your tree. Your hamadryad is doing more than passively trapping the demon.” Gregory pointed at the redwood, then made a sweeping motion to indicate the far distant forest. “What do all trees do?”
Lillian didn’t think Gregory wanted a scientific answer, so she waited.
“A normal tree can purify the soil and water. A hamadryad does much more.”
Lillian looked back to her hamadryad with renewed interest. “My redwood is purifying the demon?”
“Yes. Killing its evil. Eventually, she’ll release the second, damaged soul back to the Spirit Realm. But hamadryads work slowly.”
A new concern wormed its way into Lillian’s mind. “How long will this process take?”
“Two or three seasons,” Gregory answered.
“If I can’t reclaim the powers of the Sorceress until then, that’s going to be a problem.”
Gregory nodded. “There is that concern. The Lady of Battles will send her minions before the hamadryad has killed the demon. You can’t merge with your tree at all until the demon is dead, or it will migrate back to you with your soul. And it isn’t stupid enough to be tricked a second time.”
“What can I do?”
“We’ll unite all the Clan and the Coven and create a force to battle the Lady herself. And I still am the Father’s Avatar; I’m far from helpless. As long as the hamadryad holds the demon trapped, it can’t reach me through you.”
“I’m glad you’re safe from the demon, but we’ve just traded one problem for another. Without magic, I’m useless. I’ll be a liability when the Lady of Battles comes calling.”
“That Lady can’t actually come to this Realm. We’ll just have to deal with her underlings.” A glint of humor sparked in Gregory’s eyes. “I don’t think you’re half as helpless as you think. The demon is gone, and your hamadryad has blocked you from touching your dryad magic, and that of the Sorceress. But if I am not mistaken, you still have one formidable talent.”
“What? Polishing swords?”
He looked baffled for a moment and then chuckled. “It does have to do with weapons. Natural weapons.” Gregory flared his wings and gave them a little shake.
Lillian’s mouth dropped open. He didn’t mean…? Surely not.
“The power to shapeshift into a female gargoyle is a power that has nothing to do with your power as the Avatar. Up until now, there were no female gargoyles but because of the Lady of Battles’—” Gregory paused, seeming to search for the correct words. “Because of her breeding program, you are now the first female gargoyle. You are equal parts dryad and gargoyle. Where the other female dryad children sired by gargoyles carried the potential, none of them could take that next step and become gargoyles themselves.”
“You’re talking about the genetic code—recessive and dominant genes.”
Gregory looked uncertain.
“Never mind.” She grinned from ear to ear. “I can be a gargoyle if I choose?”
“You’ll need rest and then training first, but yes, my lady, you are still gargoyle.” He reached for her hand, his engulfing hers.
She squeezed his hand. After what the demon had forced her to do, Lillian wasn’t sure what Gregory wanted. Yes, he loved her. He’d always loved his Sorceress. But she was no longer the Sorceress. She didn’t even have a soul.
“I love you regardless if you’re dryad, gargoyle, or demon possessed.” He tapped his fingers on the back of her hand.
Of course, they were touching. He could read her every thought and emotion. Heat mounted her cheeks, and she stared at the ground.
A finger under her jaw tilted her head up. She was just wrapping her arms around his neck as the sound of hooves on gravel intruded.
Gregory sighed, then rested his chin against her hair. “It’s probably that one-horned fool.”
She chuckled as she curled her arm around his waist. “If he’s here, Gran can’t be far behind. She always knows what I’m thinking before I do—she probably knew down to the hour when my hamadryad was going to go into labor.”
As Gregory had predicted, it was a white blur that bolted from the nearest maze entrance. The unicorn galloped toward them, grass and clumps of dirt flying in his wake.
“Bet Gran has a feast laid out for us.”
“I hope so.”
Lillian took note of her gargoyle’s eagerness at the mention of food. “Come on, let’s go greet the unicorn and then eat.”
“Mmm, roasted unicorn meat.”
She swatted Gregory in the arm, then took his hand as they walked out from under the canopy of her redwood. Once again, her maze felt like home, her life complete, the void of missing memories no longer important. Some things she could live without. Gregory wasn’t one of them.




Epilogue
Lord Draydrak galloped down the sandy beach of his island home. The ocean breeze blew warm and strong, driving the waves high up the sands to wash around his hooves. As soon as he’d felt the sword’s return, he’d bolted from his temple, through the terraced gardens, down hundreds of stone stairs, and finally onto the warm sands.
As pleasant as his surroundings were, he wasn’t out for a pleasure jaunt. He slowed when he approached the sword laying half in the ocean and half on the shore.
He hadn’t expected the sword to return so soon, but then again, he hadn’t planned for the misbegotten Riven to find it either. His original plan was for the sword to provide the Avatars with enough power to allow them to heal swiftly and return to the Magic Realm where he could free the female half of the Avatars’ soul to be cleansed and reborn.
But his twin had disrupted his plans.
Now he’d have to set into motion a new strategy to force the Avatars’ return.
He couldn’t allow his sister to sink her claws into them more than she already had.
The Divine Ones were clear on that. All of creation would suffer if his twin succeeded with her plan.
If he couldn’t free the Avatars from her influence, then he would have to send his Gargoyle Legion to kill them both.
There was no other choice.
Read on for Sorceress Rising, Book 2 in the Gargoyle and Sorceress Tales.
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Ignorance nearly killed Lillian once.
That time, she’d known nothing of magic until Gregory, her Gargoyle Protector, awoke from his stone sleep and saved her from demons escaped from the Magic Realm. They defeated the demonic Riven at great personal cost, one which forced them both to hibernate for months while they mended.
Healed, Lillian wakes to a world greatly changed, one where her sleepy northern town has been overrun by military, scientists, and paparazzi. Apparently, her battle with the Riven didn’t go completely unnoticed, and her actions put her Coven family at risk of exposure.
These new tensions unearth another concern. Lillian and Gregory may be one being in the Spirit Realm, soul mates in the most literal sense, but it doesn’t guarantee a perfect accord here on earth, especially when Gregory’s clearly defined sense of good and evil urge him to eradicate anyone he deems as evil—which, to her dismay, includes a good chunk of humanity.
But their troubles are not limited to humans, not when another, older power rises from the ocean’s depths. Tethys, a siren of the ancient world, has her own plans for Gregory. For the first time in their many lives, Lillian finds herself at odds with her other half.
And if she doesn’t master her own magic, this battle will become her greatest defeat.
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Prologue
A tremor shook the silent, underwater world. Fish darted into the safety of large schools as other marine life took shelter in the deep crevices of the living reef. A moment later, the ocean floor bucked and shivered in the grip of an earthquake. Fierce shockwaves rolled out from the underwater epicenter, displacing vast quantities of water. As the pressure built, water rushed toward the distant landmass—a series of enormous waves building in height and power.
Deep in the heart of the coral reef, the siren shifted and turned in her sleep. Chunks of calcified reef broke away. The tiny bodies of coral from centuries past crumbled, sprinkling her with sediment.
The earthquake, and the destructive monster it had unleashed, registered on Tethys’ consciousness. The great waves were within her power to control, yet they were a normal part of the balance between life and death. Great destruction would come this day, and new life would arise from the old. All was as it should be. She shifted again, content to return to sleep, for the Mortal Realm would continue as it had for all the ages of her long life.
She drifted closer to sleep, but the ocean currents, disturbed by the earthquake, filled her living tomb with fresh water and new scents. An unknown flavor coated her tongue and tingled along the scales of her lower body. Her gills burned with it.
Heavy. Oily. A smothering chemical taste.
Like—and yet not alike—what the vents on the ocean floor spat up.
The siren opened her eyes for the first time in well over a thousand years. Even while she slept, Tethys was aware of the passing of time, the earth’s cycles of renewal and destruction, but this was not nature’s work. It did not belong in her world. A foreign taint. Unnatural. This was nothing the earth would spawn—but there was one creature upon the land capable of such depravity.
With a spark of rage, her magic expanded outward. The coral reef trapping her body burst apart, and she thrashed free of her resting place. Fish and other reef-dwellers darted away or sought fissures to hide in. Free at last, she hovered in the water, surveying her surroundings. Near at hand, a sleek, agile predator sliced through the water, drawing closer with each flick of its tail. She sensed its cold frustration at having its hunt disrupted first by the earth’s trembling and now by her rising.
Unable to give voice to a song of enchantment while underwater, the siren hummed instead. The deep sound carried far out into the surrounding ocean.
Currents swirled at her command, coiling and dragging the shark closer. It fought water made solid by her magic. She swam a circle around her prey, coming ever closer with each revolution. Even helpless in her power, the shark still struggled. Reaching out, she slid her fingers along his smooth, sleek skin.
The male’s thoughts were clouded with panic and base instinct. Through all the chaos, memories flickered across her mind, slippery and hard to hold. After focusing her magic, only one image came clear to her. Tethys frowned. She would get nothing useful from this one. She must try something else, locate one of the other sea creatures capable of understanding her.
With a gentle pat, she released the shark. Her rage wasn’t directed at him, after all. Her effort wasn’t entirely without benefit. She’d gotten one clear image from the shark, that of a strange two-legged creature peering at it from within a great metal cage, and accompanying it was the familiar oily scent. Though much weaker than what tainted the ocean, it was alike enough to confirm her earlier assumption. Humans were behind this catastrophe.
She’d hoped the passage of time would grant the young species wisdom.
Apparently, it had not.
It was time for another lesson.




Chapter 1
Gran bustled around the kitchen in a whirlwind of activity, shifting dirty bowls into the sink, snatching clean ones out of a cupboard, and then gliding over to the stove to pull a tray of muffins out with one hand while sliding a sheet of cookies in with the other. Before the oven door had fully closed, she was already halfway across the room, attending to what Lillian could only assume was the beginnings of French toast. Gran possessed a culinary efficiency Lillian—and most everyone else—lacked, but at this exact moment, it was Gran’s ability to compartmentalize emotions she truly envied.
She currently would have benefited from a large dose of Gran’s stoicism, too. It might help numb some of the environmental ‘noise’ rubbing her newly heightened senses raw. Even watching her grandmother work almost caused Lillian vertigo. Sounds came too clear and sharp. What was once subtle scents like the salty, warm scent of butter melting in a pot, the hot, metal smell of the oven, or maple syrup and brown sugar—she now found overpowering to the point of inducing nausea.
In a desperate attempt to tune out some of the other senses, Lillian fixated on the heavy earthenware mug between her palms with its rich, dark coffee. A small chip marred the rim, but she couldn’t bring herself to toss out her favorite cup over so small a blemish.
Tiny drops of coffee slowly slid down the side of the mug where her trembling hands spilled it over the edge. Her vision swam, and her head took up a steady pounding.
She closed her eyes for a moment but snapped them back open as a sharp tearing sound assaulted her ears. Her focus zoned in on Gran where she stood at the sink, innocently enough, just pulling labels from jars destined for recycling. Lillian’s ears twitched in time with each auditory detail.
Focus on the coffee, damn it. Just one thing at a time.
Strange how the scent of coffee, and the sight of rich cream clouding the dark liquid, had suddenly lost their usual comforting effect. Lillian gave her mug an idle swirl before raising it to her lips and inhaling a deep breath of the warm steam.
Nope, nothing.
She sipped at the coffee and grimaced. Nope, not nothing...downright nasty. Just three months before, she’d been a certifiable caffeine addict.
Who would have thought a three-month sleep inside a tree could cure addictions? Or heighten her senses to the point of pain?
And just what other changes, besides the ones I’ve already experienced, has my meddling hamadryad inflicted upon me while I lay senseless?
Truthfully, she knew without her hamadryad tree’s aid, she would have died. And Gregory, noble, loving being that he was would have followed her into death.
Just thinking of the gargoyle, her soul mate in the most literal sense of the word, had her turning toward the door leading to the living room. Presently, the other half of her soul was showering in the upstairs master bathroom. It was the only one in the house big enough to accommodate a gargoyle’s massive wingspan.
She’d finished her own shower a half an hour ago, a long, arduous affair of scouring and scrubbing to rid herself of her tree’s pitchy afterbirth—a somewhat disgusting side effect from hamadryad healing, apparently.
If only the other magical side effects were as easily washed away.
Magic had saved her life—probably even saved her soul. After Gregory had woken to her call, he’d examined her hamadryad and informed her the tree had also trapped the demon seed Lillian had been unwillingly incubating. Without it, she now felt lighter and cleaner—not so strange, she supposed, since the demon seed had been feeding on her spirit and magic.
She thanked her hamadryad tree for its many gifts, but it didn’t lessen the slow, creeping fear from invading her mind. Honestly, the fear wasn’t so much about how deeply magic had interwoven itself into her life, it was the fact what she did know about magic was so very slight.
Frowning, she acknowledged she could probably write everything she knew about magic on a sticky-note and still have room to spare. After emerging from her tree, she hadn’t had much time to talk to Gregory before the rest of the family had descended upon them with hugs, laughter, and tears.
The snippets of what she’d been told only added to her uncertainty. Then Gran had chased everyone away—to give Lillian and Gregory a chance to clean up, she’d claimed. But Lillian would bet it was more a chance to collect their thoughts, for which she was grateful.
She was confident Gregory would be able to answer her questions. Now, if he’d finish up with his shower and get his big gargoyle backside down to the kitchen, she’d start asking those questions.
Warm amusement brushed against her mind, and she choked back a gasp of surprise at the intimate contact. Apparently, she had been more distracted than she knew.
“Easy, beloved.” Gregory’s calming influence washed over her mind and flowed out to every corner of her body. “I am with you always. We will get through this new complication together.”
“What’s happening to me? My skull feels like it’s being inflated by an air compressor.”
There was a long pause, which usually meant Gregory was hung up on a modern term. He rumbled to himself and then answered. “I believe your gargoyle father’s bloodline is asserting itself over your dryad mother’s.”
“Am I about to sprout a pair of leathery wings?”
“Yes. If you don’t get your cascading magic under control, you will shift.”
The pounding in her head made it difficult to think. Lillian fought for focus to make sense of Gregory’s words and the warning behind them. She’d shifted once before, back when the demon soul had full control of her. It was how she knew she possessed the ability. Thanks to the strength of her hamadryad, she was now free of the demon’s dark menace.
Oh, but during that time, she’d been all instinct, base urges, and raw emotions. She’d blamed it on the demon soul, but what if that was what being a gargoyle was? Gregory hadn’t alluded to such, but she hadn’t asked him either. Cold uncertainty dispelled some of the heady magic rising within her. Her skin still felt too tight and her body overly hot, feverish to the point she wouldn’t be surprised to see steam curling up from her body.
She clutched the edge of the table and told herself she wouldn’t shift. There was no more demon soul to coerce or control her. “I’m in control. Of myself, my magic, and my fate,” she mumbled under her breath.
It helped a little. Then the scent of forest, male, and what she’d come to think of as the distinct scent of warm stone surrounded her, seeping into her lungs, the pores of her skin, and maybe even her soul. A moment later, the warm weight of large hands settled on her shoulders. Eyes still closed, she turned her head and inhaled a deep breath of Gregory’s scent. It calmed her, as it always did, and the pounding in her head subsided enough so she could think.
The hands squeezed gently as Gregory’s voice washed over her. Calming, soothing, peaceful. “I’m here. My strength is yours. Think of your tree growing tall, casting her soft lacy shade throughout your glade. Your escape from the world. A place to rest and heal. A dryad’s haven. Remember what it is to be a dryad.”
Even if he had spoken in a language she didn’t understand, she would still take comfort in his voice. The tension in her shoulders and belly eased.
In truth, she knew no more about being a dryad than she did about being a gargoyle. But forests and glades, the scent of loam, the sharp sweetness of sap, and the ability to feel the land—all those things were a natural part of her existence. When she opened her eyes, her vision came into focus. Lights and sounds returned to their normal levels. She released a ragged sigh and tilted her head up toward Gregory.
Muscular and towering to a lofty eight and a half feet, he dwarfed her smaller frame like a tremendous hulking shadow. His wings, even folded against his back, arched high above his shoulders, framing his horns where they brushed the ceiling in two long, elegant spirals. His fearsome exterior housed a gentle heart, as well as the other half of her soul. When he’d first explained they shared one soul between them, that they were the mortal Avatars of the Divine Ones, she’d been doubtful. But no longer.
Her heart still pumped with fear, but whatever was happening to her, she knew they would face it together, for they were one being in two bodies, far stronger together than alone. She loved him unequivocally. There was no questioning it. She only wished fate had not been so cruel to ban them from a more physical side of their love, but it was impossible for many reasons, not the least of which was their difference in forms.
“Hmm.” Gregory leaned forward and sniffed along her shoulder. “Entirely too close. The tight, narrow confines of the kitchen is no place to learn to shapeshift.” His nostrils flared as he inhaled a second, deeper breath. With a snort, he shook himself, his thick black mane flying in all directions. The shiver continued down his body, morphing into a full-body stretch as it worked its way to the tip of his tail.
“Yes, don’t break the china,” Gran injected with a chuckle. “You know how much I hate shopping.”
Gran’s lighthearted banter dispelled some of the nervous tension, and Lillian was able to slow her breathing into something resembling a reasonable pace. Sweat trickled down her back and along her temples, but otherwise, she was unharmed. However, something in Gregory’s comment about the narrow confines of the kitchen made her think he downplayed the danger. She doubted he was worried about the kitchen; more likely he was concerned about the other people in the house.
As if Gregory knew her thoughts—which he probably did—he leaned closer until his muzzle brushed her hair and whispered, “Later, we’ll go into the forest, and I’ll assess your abilities and teach you control.”
Lillian only hoped it was half as easy as he made it sound.
With a rattle of dishes, Gran brought over a steaming plate of French toast and warmed maple syrup. Next came a plateful of steaming muffins slathered thickly with butter and an assortment of jams and jellies to pick from.
“Let me help.” Lillian stood and skirted the table. Guilt pricked her consciousness if a tad belatedly. She’d sat staring at her cooling coffee, oblivious to everything going on around her when she could’ve as easily spent the time helping Gran with breakfast.
“No need, dear,” Gran said with a snort. “The day I can’t whip together a quick breakfast will be my first day in the afterlife.”
Regardless, Lillian helped set the table, laying out settings for three, even though Gregory disdained cutlery, preferring to use his three-inch claws. Surprisingly, he was a dainty eater for an eight-foot behemoth with wings, claws, and horns.
The mindless routine of minutia helped Lillian conquer the last vestiges of the strange wildness surging through her blood. Calmer, she returned to her seat next to Gregory. She’d barely sat down on the tall stool before the warm weight of Gregory’s tail snaked its way around her waist. The spade-shaped tip landed heavily in her lap. With a chuckle at his predictability, she obliged him with a firm pat before turning her attention to her food.
“So,” Lillian said around a mouthful of French toast. “Let’s talk about what we’ve all been avoiding since Gregory and I first awoke.”
She didn’t bother looking up from her food. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Gregory’s right ear swing in her direction, but he didn’t move otherwise, remaining hunched over his meal, eating with the single-mindedness of a hungry male.
Waving a butter knife in Gregory’s direction, Gran eyed the gargoyle with a smile large enough it crinkled the skin at the corners of her eyes. “First off—no more wandering around buck-ass naked in gargoyle form.”
Gregory glanced first at Gran and then down at his attire, which consisted of his usual beaded loincloth and the wrist and armbands that Lillian had been quick to learn were anything but vain ornamentation. His ears swung forward in question then flattened along his horns in confusion, or more likely, annoyance. Gregory could be a little touchy about his appearance. And she was unsure of Gran’s line of thought herself. If they were to compare prudish personality traits, Lillian was sure she’d come out ahead as far more prudish than her grandmother.
A full-bellied laugh escaped Gran. “If you two could see your expressions. I haven’t lost my mind or suddenly turned into a dried-out prune. If our little town was as sleepy as it used to be, I’m sure Gregory could walk through the forest in broad daylight and no one would be the wiser, but things have changed.”
Lillian arched an eyebrow. She’d known by the underlying tension something was bothering her grandmother, something more worrying than the possibility of the Lady of Battles invading sometime in a vague and distant future.
“In the last three months,” Gran’s voice soured. “Gods, I can’t believe it has only been three months—what must be half the membership of the RCMP, the OPP, CSIS, and a whole multitude of military acronyms, have trampled through every fen, stream, bog, glen, marsh, and game trail, all in the name of collecting evidence. With, I might add, a total disregard for the delicate balance in some of those places.” Gran snapped her teeth together. “And don’t get me started on the more recent addition of the media hounds—they’re worse than death hounds!”
The memory of a death hound, its steel-grey teeth exposed to rend and tear, flashed through her mind’s eye. Somehow, she doubted simple reporters could compare to those deadly destructive, unnatural creatures, but she remained silent, leveling Gran with a probing look instead.
Gregory bolted to his full height and bumped the table hard enough to rattle dishes. “What form of creature is this Media Hound? I sensed no immediate danger to Lillian when I first woke.”
She laid a restraining hand on Gregory’s arm. “They…” Lillian frowned, trying to explain in a way that wouldn’t end with innocent humans being hunted by her gargoyle. “They’re…harmless truth gatherers.”
“Harmless truth gatherers? Really?” Gran rolled her eyes. “Gregory, don’t believe one word of the rubbish that just exited my granddaughter’s lips. The media is far from harmless. The local human population saw something in the sky the night the Riven nearly sacrificed Lillian—a bright, swirling power dancing in the sky. It was snapped, filmed, Tweeted, Facebooked and YouTubed to every corner of the Internet before we even had a hope of containing the damage.”
Gran stopped to pour herself some tea. Once she’d stirred in the perfect amount of milk, she glanced back up. “If that was the worst of it, we could have mesmerized scientists and officials into believing the event was nothing more sinister than the northern lights fluctuating in response to a solar flare, or some such web of lies. That would have been within the Coven’s power. But no,” Gran said with an uncharacteristic snarl and waved her teaspoon for emphasis. “Human authorities reached the site first, they found bodies. The bodies of cottagers and campers the Riven had fed upon and discarded.”
Lillian shivered as a boy’s image surfaced from the morass of her chaotic memories—a beautiful boy, his expression cherub-like and sweet. Her stomach soured. She might never know if the Riven’s host body was a child he’d possessed or merely shapeshifted to appear as one. He and his fellows were the cause of so many deaths, she doubted if the demon would have spared a child.
“We tried to slow the humans.” Gran took a sip of her tea and then continued. “The remaining dryads, with the help of Greenborrow, Whitethorn, and the dire wolves, laid false trails, but the humans were persistent. They found some of the Rivens’ remains. Even in death, those misbegotten monstrosities manage to threaten our people. And science—ever the nemesis of magic—may yet be our undoing. Two weeks ago, some of those images leaked onto the Internet.
“Now, every alien and monster hunter this side of the equator has been roaming through our forests. Even our spa is full of government types…yes, we had to reopen the spa early for fear our cover story of ‘renovations’ would be investigated. No small business would willingly be closed during the cash cow this episode has become.”
Gran sighed and ran a hand through her long hair, which strangely wasn’t in her customary braid. It appeared a touch windblown as if she hadn’t had time to attend to it yet. Maybe she hadn’t. Lillian wondered what else had happened while she and Gregory slept three months away. There had to be more. It wasn’t like Gran to be fazed by government types snooping around. In all their combined history, the Clan and the Coven must have run into a similar event in the past.
Gregory’s thoughts brushed hers, and Lillian knew he had come to the same conclusion. He stepped closer and prodded her in the shoulder with his muzzle when she didn’t immediately ask Gran what she was hiding.
“Something else has happened to rattle you, hasn’t it?” Lillian kept her voice gentle, for whatever could disturb her grandmother had to be something genuinely fierce in nature.
Gran dragged in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “While you both were sleeping and healing, the Lady of Battles sent two of her servants to investigate why her plan hadn’t come to fruition as she expected.”
Outwardly, only the slight twitch of his blade-tipped tail told of Gregory’s agitation. But tied so tightly to him, both physically and spiritually, Lillian sensed the cold fear slicing through him, the tension in his wings, the lengthening of his dagger-like claws.
She could feel his battle readiness so clearly, it could have been her own body undergoing the changes.
“Who did our enemy send?” Gregory’s deep voice startled Lillian back to the present, and she distanced herself from his thoughts and emotions to better focus on the problem at hand. Later, she would dwell upon the new, deeper connection with the gargoyle.
“The Lady of Battles sent Lillian’s parents.” Gran fidgeted with her teacup before finally looking Gregory in the eye. “Lillian’s mother we could have handled. A mere dryad, even strengthened by dark magic, shouldn’t have been too much of a challenge for the defenses the Clan and the Coven erected to keep you and Lillian safe. But the dark lady didn’t just send a dryad, she sent her pet gargoyle, too.”
“Lillian’s father was here?” Gregory voiced it as more statement than a question. Lillian sensed he was mulling something over in his thoughts, something he wasn’t willing to express just yet.
“Yes,” Gran answered the gargoyle anyway. “He examined you at length though we couldn’t detect if he wove some spell upon you or not. We feared he had. Then he moved on to Lillian’s hamadryad and spent even longer with her. Lillian’s mother did the same. They couldn’t have missed the fact the hamadryad was healing her and killing the demon seed the Lady of Battles had implanted within her. They must have realized when Lillian emerged from her tree, healed and whole, she would no longer be the Lady of Battles’ tool. Strangely, they both seemed pleased with what they found.”
“There must be more,” Lillian mused.
“Lillian’s mother uttered one sentence: ‘We mean no harm and will return at the turning of the leaves for our daughter and her mate.’ Then they left as quickly as they came. There was no fighting or bloodshed. They simply vanished as Gregory is able to do.” Gran shook her head in remembered disbelief. “Knowing whom they serve, I didn’t believe the ‘no harm’ for a second, and I fully expected them to return with an army at their heels. Days came and went, but no army appeared. Though I still doubt the wholesomeness of their words. Their version of ‘harm’ is likely very different than mine.”
“And mine,” Gregory rumbled in answer. “Though if they had indeed meant us harm, I should have roused, whether I was healed or not. That I did not and was not even aware of the visit, worries me.”
Lillian glanced between her gargoyle and her grandmother. “We’re both healed and awake. It’s mid-August, probably a good six weeks before the leaves start to change. However, I wouldn’t put much trust in their words either—we might see my parents long before the first shades of autumn.”
“I fear that, too.” Gran frowned down at her plate.
A strange, conflicting mix of excitement and apprehension swamped Lillian—though she wasn’t sure which one she wanted to win.
From the few scraps Gregory had revealed to her about the time before she’d come into Gran’s keeping as an eight-year-old child, Lillian sensed both her parents had loved her. But more troubling was the fact she also thought her mother worshipped the Lady of Battles without question. She didn’t trust the mother and daughter relationship to outrank sovereign and servant.
“I will not sit idle and await Lillian’s parents’ return.” Gregory stretched to his full height, his horns once again brushing the ceiling, tail flicking in a slow, measured pace. No doubt a reflection of his present mental state. “We prepare for war.”




Chapter 2
Gregory spun on his heels and headed for the kitchen’s back door, already expanding his power out before him, seeking both enemies and friends. As he saw it, his enemies had a three-months head start, a possible fatal advantage he planned to neutralize starting today.
He ducked and turned to ease his shoulders through the back door, forcing his wings tight to his back until he was through. The scraping of chairs and hurried footsteps followed him across the kitchen and outside.
“Gregory, wait,” Lillian hissed, barely above a whisper. “Did you hear what Gran said about the authorities crawling all over the place? They might even have the eye in the sky trained on us!”
Gregory continued without slowing. He didn’t know what an ‘eye in the sky’ was, though to judge by the mental images he gleaned from Lillian’s mind, he guessed it was probably some strange piece of metal and motors the humans used to spy upon their enemies. Presently, he had greater worries to attend to and wasn’t concerned about the humans. If they became a nuisance, he’d show them what an Avatar of the Divine Ones could bring down upon their mortal heads.
“Gregory!” Lillian’s hiss had grown in strength. Her thoughts showed she worried humans would find him and somehow capture him. Inwardly, he smiled over her protectiveness. For whatever reason, in this life, his lady was always trying to protect him. It was cute.
Behind him, Lillian started to jog, attempting to match his longer strides. “Stop!” Her voice came out strained. “Someone’s going to see you. You’re just remaining visible to vex me, aren’t you?”
Gregory chuckled. Even angry, Lillian was adorable. Hmm, she sounded out of shape. Three months in the heart of a tree, cocooned in hamadryad magic, had healed Lillian’s wounds, but he’d have to work on getting her fit again, especially if her gargoyle bloodline was going to assert itself within the coming days. She’d need to be strong, both emotionally and physically.
He turned sharply at a fork in the garden path, taking the left branch. Within a few strides, he dropped to all fours and broke into a ground-eating lope. He continued down the manicured gravel path, beyond the great cedar maze, and farther still, to where a long, narrow meadow was hemmed in on three sides by forest.
This area had changed since he’d last seen it. A fence now enclosed the meadow, and the grass had been clipped by grazing. On the far side of the newly made paddocks, two shapes—one dark obsidian and the other dappled grey—grazed in the peaceful manner of horses. Though if these two were horses, he was a deer. Gregory snorted with humor, and the two equines trotted over to his side.
Neither showed the slightest hesitation at the fence and sailed over it, not bothering to hide their competitive natures. Upon landing, the dappled grey kicked out at his obsidian companion. Make that combative natures, Gregory acknowledged. At least not everything had changed while he’d slept in stone—the unicorn and the pooka still barely tolerated each other.
Gregory frowned at the two thoughtfully. It wasn’t like them to live in a pasture, and certainly not in line of sight of each other. “Is there a particular reason you’re living on this small parcel of land?” He paused then added, “Together? Pretending to be mortal horses?” The last he found to be the more perplexing question.
The unicorn tossed his forelock out of his eyes as he trotted closer. He halted a stride away and arched his neck until he could butt Gregory in the chest. While the unicorn nuzzled him for a scratch, he felt a slight tug on his magic—which was the real reason for the affectionate greeting. With a sigh and another chuckle, Gregory complied with both requests, both physical and magical, giving a good rub along the unicorn’s neck and withers, while allowing a small trickle of his magic to flow into the unicorn.
A quirk of fate had allowed the unicorn, who had been trapped in the form of a man at the time, to steal a small portion of Gregory’s blood when they had first met. Just the tiniest sip—mere drops, really—had allowed the unicorn to partake of his vast power. The unicorn—cocky beast that he was—had taken a great risk with his life when he gambled Gregory wouldn’t command the same power to incinerate him on the spot.
He hadn’t killed the one-horned fool and now had a trusted friend in this foreign land, for which he was secretly pleased. Very few of the fae were pure of heart, but he’d yet to witness a unicorn serve the dark.
Gregory glanced up at the Pooka who, unlike many of his brethren, served the light. Sometimes. When it suited his agenda.
The pooka snorted and rolled an eye in his direction. Gregory took it as an invitation to groom the smaller black equine, and nearly lost fingers to the surly creature. With a grunt, he slapped his tail along the pooka’s flank and was rewarded by an indignant squeal.
“Serves you right, you disloyal beast. We’re still going to have a long talk about why you delivered Lillian into the hands of my enemies last spring.”
The pooka pranced out of reach, while the unicorn, in counterpoint, circled closer, each revolution bringing him nearer until he squared up and faced him. “At the time, Lillian was even more fearsome than you,” the unicorn offered with an equine squeal of delight. “Perhaps the little black pony feared her.”
The pooka curled his lip, flashing very unhorse-like fangs. “It was not fear. She saw to my obedience. I could not match her power.”
“Liar,” Gregory huffed half-heartedly. “You were a willing victim. You wanted what she offered.”
“Yes. I wanted to return to the Magic Realm.” The pooka shook his mane and arched his tail, dancing around Gregory at a swift trot. “This mortal world will be the death of us all. Her bargain was one I couldn’t turn down. I would do the same if asked a second time. So, I lied to you, but I wouldn’t be much of a pooka if I told the truth all the time.” The pooka edged close enough to reach out and nip at the edge of Gregory’s one wing. “While we speak of personal weaknesses, as I recall, you were Lillian’s most devoted victim. I can read weaknesses in all beings, their darkest fears, needs, and desires. In you, I saw a readiness to surrender all you were to save her, even if it meant serving the dark.”
The pooka leaped into the air, bouncing away faster than Gregory’s tail could land a blow. With a whinny of triumph, the black pony trotted back into range, taunting clear in his body language. “Deny it if you wish, gargoyle. But we both know the truth, how close you came to betraying all you stand for, all you have ever served. How an Avatar nearly betrayed his God.”
“You just spoke another truth, Pooka. We are both in danger of betraying our natures.”
The pooka jerked his head high. “You acknowledge your guilt? You surprise me.”
“Good.” Gregory laughed openly. “The day I fail to surprise you will be the day a pooka has defeated me.” Of all the fae, the pooka was perhaps the most honest about his nature. But as interesting as this was, he was wasting valuable time. “And why are you both playing at horse?”
Gregory turned his attention back to the unicorn, wanting an answer that didn’t require having to see through ten veils of deception just to get one simple bit of truth.
“Gran’s orders. She doesn’t want any of us to be seen in our true forms by the humans. She said horses wandering in the forests and fields would be more easily explained. And Gran is almost as fearsome as you, Master Gargoyle.”
“We will all need to become fiercer in the coming days,” Gregory said, conviction he did not want strong in his voice. “War is coming. We must prepare.”
“Warfare?” The pooka’s ears perked up. “I have not rolled in the blood of my enemies in an age.”
The unicorn shuddered and made a series of distressed snorts. He edged away from the black pony until he was safely behind the shelter of Gregory’s slightly mantled wings, only then did he scrounge up enough bravery to arch his neck to peer at the pooka. “And you call yourself an herbivore?”
A pale glow gleamed deep in the pooka’s eyes, just a hint of yellow as if he thought about shedding his pony disguise.
Gregory was just drawing breath to defuse the situation when the sound of feet on gravel reached his ears. He swiveled one ear in the direction of the sound, judging distance. Lillian was coming fast, kicking up gravel as she ran. “Don’t start fighting.” He glowered at the pooka for good measure. “I have something of importance I wish to ask before Lillian arrives. Gran told me of Lillian’s parents. Were either of you near when they came?”
The unicorn bobbed his head in assent, and then to Gregory’s surprise, the pooka followed a moment later. He’d expected the pooka would have been nearby. Of all the fae, he most wanted to return to the Magic Realm, and Lillian was his best chance to accomplish his goal. But Gregory was surprised by how readily he was getting answers from the ornery beast. While he was getting answers, he might as well see what else he could glean from his new allies. “Later, when Lillian is distracted by Gran or others, I want you two to seek me out and divulge all you know of her birth parents and their possible intentions.” For the pooka’s benefit, he added, “I will be in your debt.”
The yellow shimmer in the pooka’s gaze intensified, and he stepped closer to Gregory. His warm breath puffed along Gregory’s skin as soft whiskers brushed over his arm and up along his shoulder to stop at the junction of neck and collar bone. Mobile equine lips nipped softly at an artery before pulling away. “We have a deal, Gregory. I imagine your blood is rich.”




Chapter 3
By the time Lillian came pelting down the trail, Gregory was already leaning nonchalantly against the fence, and both equines were safely on the other side, grazing like they’d been doing so all along. She skidded to a halt beside him, sweating and out of breath. He merely tilted his head in her direction in acknowledgment and waited patiently while she leaned over, held her side, and wheezed like she’d never run in her life.
When he stepped forward and placed an arm around her shoulders and urged her to lean against the fence next to him, she complied without hesitation and rested her hip against a post. “What’s wrong with me? I’m as weak as a kitten.”
“You still haven't completely recovered. Your hamadryad healed you, but now you must rebuild your strength and endurance. You shouldn’t have run so far.”
She jerked her head up and glared at him. “And whose fault is that? I wouldn’t have had to run if you hadn’t taken off. I still can’t believe you just ran off,” she growled in a remarkably good imitation of him. “Didn’t you hear what Gran said about all the authorities lurking behind every bush? Or did you forget the meaning of ‘stop’ while you slept for three months? Because I’d be happy to give you a little reminder.”
“I heard what Vivian said about these new human authorities. I simply am not concerned with them. Humans have no power to threaten, hold, or enslave me.”
“But they can shoot your half-naked ass.”
Gregory swallowed a growl, not wanting to fight with Lillian about so trivial a concern as humans, not when the Lady of Battles might already be moving an invading army into position at this very moment.
Lillian’s seemingly peevish demeanor was nothing more than a disguise, one he’d seen many times since he’d first come to this world. He knew her outward crustiness had more to do with worry than annoyance at having to run after him. Besides, he already had a useful method for handling Lillian’s fear.
Inching closer, he dipped his muzzle and licked her from chin to hairline. She responded with the usual squawk as she flailed at his muzzle with the flat of her hand. Her contact wasn’t much more than a pat, so he took advantage of her hesitancy to do him harm by bumping her hands away with his muzzle and landing another sloppy kiss across her face, and then a third along her neck.
He nuzzled aside the neckline of her top, and her giggles choked off on a gasp. Her fingers dug into his scalp as she grabbed fistfuls of his mane and nearly jerked it out by the roots.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
“Attitude adjustment.” Gregory chuckled at her affronted look. “You needed a distraction. You were allowing your fear to affect your judgment.”
“Nice attempt at modern phrases.” One delicate eyebrow shot up at his words. “Sadly, it falls flat when your reasoning is positively medieval.”
Gregory’s ears perked as hope flashed through his being. “Then I’ll stop trying to adapt to this modern world. We’ll both be happier.”
“You say and do the oddest things.” She shook her head at him. “Let’s leave this entire episode as a species barrier incident, shall we?”
“As you wish, beloved.” With the danger of Lillian learning his true intent at seeking out the two equines bypassed, he shook the residual tension out of his wings.
Tilting her head back, her eyes flicked over his features in a way he knew was trouble. She crossed her arms over her breasts and said, “Don’t ‘beloved’ me. You’re hiding something. What did you say to the unicorn and the pooka you didn’t want me to overhear?”
He winced inwardly at her astute observation. “I wish for them to find and bring Whitethorn and Greenborrow to me.” Which was the truth, Gregory reasoned with himself. He’d planned to ask them to do that very thing after he’d talked of Lillian’s parents. “We must discuss battle strategy. You’re more than welcome to join the meeting, but I know both you and Gran would likely appreciate the time to catch up with each other.”
His ears pricked up and his wings relaxed marginally—his words sounded plausible, she shouldn’t take exception to them. As if on cue, the unicorn and the pooka lifted their heads from grazing and pointed their ears in Gregory’s direction. With a snort and a bob of his head, the unicorn was the first to jump the fence and take off down the trail, the pooka a dark shadow a short distance behind.
Gentle fingers curled around his muzzle and tilted it until she was looking directly into his eyes—hers were full of sorrow. “Have I taught my Gargoyle Protector to lie? Is that the gift I have given him?” Sadness echoed in her voice even as the words were carried away on the afternoon breeze.
“Lillian.”
She slid one finger against his lips. “Don’t. Not if it’s another lie. In the not so distant past, we both concealed truths with the intention of protecting the other. As I recall, it didn’t work out so well for us.” Lillian stepped up to him, surprising him with a fierce embrace, her arms squeezing him with all the strength she possessed. “I will never knowingly lie to you again.”
Nothing and no one possessed the power to unman him as devastatingly as his Sorceress. He bowed his muzzle over Lillian’s head, nuzzling her hair as his arms and wings encircled her smaller form. “Forgive me. Even if I learn nothing in this life, I will learn this lesson well. You have my word, I will not lie to you again.” He dragged in a deep breath, savoring her calming scent.
Lillian held her silence as she petted his back in long soothing strokes.
To his shame, his wings trembled at her gentle touch, but something in his spirit eased, and the truth flowed from him freely. “I asked the unicorn and the pooka to tell me what they had learned about your birth parents. Both equines have a unique ability to read the heart of a person—to see one’s hidden personality traits, their loves, hates, their deepest desires—what lengths they will stoop to complete a mission. Dark things no child should have to learn about a parent, beloved or not.”
Lillian gave a bitter-sounding laugh. “Gregory, there is nothing the pooka and the unicorn can tell me that will be worse than what I already imagine. At most, whatever they say will only confirm what I suspect.” She patted his shoulder in a companionable way before continuing, “Later—together—we’ll listen to what the unicorn and pooka have to say about my parents.”
“Your words hold wisdom.” He gave her hand an affectionate lick.
She sighed predictably at the dampness covering the back of her hand, but the muscles of her jaw relaxed enough for a hint of a smile to show through.
“Well, there’s a first. Let’s go find Greenborrow and Whitethorn.” Her lips turned down in determination. “Battle plans await.”
With a sharp nod of assent, Gregory dropped to all fours and bumped his nose under her hand. Her fingers skimmed over the curve of his muzzle and around the base of one horn before settling in his mane as she took up a long-legged stride, a perfect match for his ground-eating walk.
With the subtle contact, peace flowed between them and Gregory’s world was back as it should be.




Chapter 4
Lillian halted at the edge of the forest’s shadowy perimeter. Gregory mirrored her motion, and she dropped her fingers away from his mane. The breeze blew cool across her heated face, the contrast raising gooseflesh along her arms.
The gravel path continued for another dozen feet before it turned, winding its twisting way through the trees and out of sight. They walked in silence. The only sound their own footfalls and the soft rustle of leaves.
The forest was unnaturally quiet. No squirrels scurried among the branches. Nothing, not so much as a bird song on the breeze. Even the resident chipmunks were absent. She glanced in Gregory’s direction.
“It’s exactly like Gran said; it’s as if all the wildlife has been scared off by a pack of city-born trophy hunters. No wonder Gran was having fits. Three months of this, and I would be ready to start hunting the invaders, too,” Lillian grumbled more to herself than Gregory.
They walked for perhaps another twenty minutes. All the while the forest grew thicker, the shadows darker, the rich scent of loam heavier in the air. As the forest embraced her, Lillian relaxed further.
Gregory stopped, lifted his head, and sniffed the air.
“Now what?”
In answer, Gregory stepped out around her, veered off the path, and disappeared behind an evergreen’s dense foliage.
“Why Gregory, thank you for answering my question.” With a snort, Lillian followed her gargoyle off the path and into the forest. They continued to walk, dodging tree trunks, craggy roots, thorny thickets, and boggy low spots. Lillian was used to the forest’s tricky geography and kept pace with Gregory relatively painlessly, though she was envious of the way he moved so gracefully.
The shadows of the forest thinned ahead, and they emerged into a meadow. At the end of the clearing, the unicorn circled a large pine. He trotted with his neck arched and his tail a bright, white banner behind him. Every inch of his body language said he was pleased with himself.
When Lillian squinted at the shadows below the pine’s sweeping branches, she could just make out another shadowy form. Unlike the unicorn, who showed no more concern for human authorities than Gregory did, the one under the tree was wise enough to want to hide.
Upon closer proximity, Lillian recognized the other fae’s slender form and long silvery hair, the shimmering shade not one she’d ever seen on a human. She raised a hand in greeting to the sidhe leader. Whitethorn cast a glance around the meadow before he edged out from underneath the tree’s canopy.
Only then did Lillian notice he had his bow at the ready, an arrow nocked. He lowered the point to the ground and jerked his head toward darker shadows to his left. There the forest thickened again, choking out the meadow grasses with the shrubby growth of understory trees.
Gregory skirted the meadow, and as Lillian paced him, she felt when he called on the cold magic of the Spirit Realm. The air around them became chilled like someone had opened a freezer door. A fine mist rose from the warm ground, and shadows beneath the surrounding trees deepened, blurring and softening the bright light of day into something more like twilight. Ahead, Gregory’s bulk had vanished completely, and Lillian was willing to bet she was now invisible to mortal eyes.
But it didn’t mean they were immune or hidden from a more technological variety of eye.
“Wait. Gregory, you might not be as concealed as you think.”
She grabbed in the general vicinity of where his shoulder should’ve been and encountered a wing instead. Tugging forcefully, she attempted to turn him. “Humans have technology, science you have never seen, which can track things like body heat and movement from high overhead or a great distance away.”
He became visible as he flicked his wing free of her grasp. “You doubt my ability to protect us from humans?” Then turning to her, he stepped closer until his muzzle was only inches away.
Lillian held her ground. “I’m not questioning your prowess as a protector, but there are things in this world you know nothing about that might be able to see through your cloaking magic.”
“Then you need not worry.” Warm breath puffed across her cheeks. When he smiled, she got a worm’s eye view of his very white fangs. His deep voice rumbled in her ears when he spoke. “I sense no humans near us. There is a group within an hour’s walk, but even if they stumble upon us, I promise to deal with them ‘gently.’ As for being seen from above, I have made it impossible.”
Standing toe to toe, with his bulk dwarfing her, his massive wings curling to partially enfold her in their velvet expanse, it would have been easy to back down to his passive-aggressive stance. Instead, she tilted her head so she could meet his gaze and asked, “Care to elaborate on the last statement?”
He drew a deep breath which expanded his chest and leaned closer until they were nose to nose. “Not now.”
Grumpy, she thought. Now, who needs an attitude adjustment? “If you’re not going to budge, why are we wasting time with this staring contest?” Lillian tossed back, and then placed a kiss on the tip of his nose. He jumped back, startled, and she hooted. “You moved, points for me.”
Gregory huffed, folded his wings tight, and stormed off toward Whitethorn.
“Spoilsport,” she called out to his retreating back. While she might not possess great powers like she’d supposedly once commanded, still she had a purpose—keeping her beloved gargoyle humble. And possibly guiding him through all the pitfalls he might encounter in the modern world.
“The pooka said you wished to speak with me, Lord Gargoyle.” The sidhe leader’s words were accompanied by a half-bow, the move more graceful than anything executed on a ballroom floor. Without the shimmering silver locks, pointed ears, and dark-grey brocade tunic, he’d look entirely at home on one of those polished floors as well.
Gregory’s rumbling voice drew her back to the conversation. “Gran informed me while Lillian and I rested and healed for three months, we received some unusual guests. We must conceive of a solution to our present problems.”
“A wise idea. But not here where we are so exposed.” Whitethorn drew back deeper into the shadows, gesturing for Lillian and Gregory to follow. “If Vivian told you of our visitors, she must have also warned you of the increased numbers of humans roaming our lands. It isn’t safe to remain in the open.”
Gregory’s tail twitched at the word ‘humans,’ but he mellowed enough to follow Whitethorn without argument, for which Lillian was grateful. Perhaps she had an ally in the sidhe leader.
Deeper into the woods they finally stopped, and she perched on a fallen tree trunk. Gregory and Whitethorn both turned to look out beyond their circle, toward a small game trail to the right of where Lillian sat. She glanced in the same direction but saw nothing. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask what they found so interesting when she heard the soft clomp of hooves. Seconds later, the unicorn galloped down the path in their direction, Greenborrow clinging to his back. As soon as the unicorn halted, Greenborrow tumbled off.
A few choice words in an unknown language colored the small clearing. In more dishevel than usual, Greenborrow straightened his baggy clothes and squared his shoulders, growing taller as she watched. He stomped his feet a couple times as if it would knock the wrinkles out of his long tunic, and then he closed his eyes and curled his bare toes into the forest loam. After a deep sigh, he opened his eyes and took them all in with a merry look. “That’s better. Solid ground under my feet. No leshii was ever intended to ride horseback.”
At the leshii’s words, the unicorn neighed loud enough to echo through the forest.
“What’s gotten into you?” Greenborrow leveled a glare at the equine. “Oh…horseback, unicorn, pooka…one’s as unnatural to ride as another.”
“Then walk next time!” With a twirl of his head, the unicorn spun and galloped back into the forest.
“That went well,” Lillian mumbled under her breath.
“I thought so.” Greenborrow bestowed her with a grin and a jaunty little bow. “Always nice to see you.” Then turning to Gregory and Whitethorn, he became more serious. “Well, Lord Gargoyle, what thoughts do you hide behind those black mirror eyes?”
“Dark thoughts,” Gregory said. He shook out his wings and sat down with his tail curled around his haunches. The other two fae joined him, and he gestured for Lillian to sit by his side.
She hadn’t fully settled herself when a semi-heavy weight landed in her lap. Gregory proceeded to coil his tail around her waist twice until the spade-shaped tip was again directly in front, conveniently under her hands. Inwardly, she smiled at the predictability of her touchy-feely guardian while she settled her fingers on the boney ridges and began to massage between the plate-like armor at the very tip.
Whitethorn arched an eyebrow before he continued the conversation from earlier. “If we don’t take precautions, we may find ourselves fighting a battle on three fronts—the humans, the Riven, and the Lady of Battles. Even you, Gregory, must find those daunting odds.”
“The Lady of Battles is my greatest concern. While she can’t come here herself, she may send her warriors soon. My normal defensive weavings will not remain effective for any length of time in this Realm so I must try another method. I will gift any fae who wishes to join me with magic-forged weapons and personal defensive spells keyed to an object. It will protect the magic from the ravages of this Realm.”
“Permanent talismans,” Greenborrow whistled. “You, my boy, are planning on expending a great deal of magic. More fae will come, curious as they would be of any gargoyle in the Mortal Realm. Many newcomers have already arrived and felt your power even as you healed. Some of the oldest guessed who and what you are—the Avatars. In this magic-starved land, you, my darlings, are an unequaled banquet.”
Gregory nodded. “And I welcome them to come to feast on magic cast-off as I forge weapons and spells.”
“Is that a bribe?” Whitethorn asked, sounding almost incredulous.
“Yes, if it will sway more to my side.”
“And if we are victorious?”
“My offer is still the same, there is no limit upon it. When I return home with Lillian, any who wish to come with me, may.”
Greenborrow slapped his knees and chuckled. “And that, my fine gargoyle, is the best bribe of all.”
Whitethorn’s nod was dour. “Indeed.”
“Why are we just sitting here? Are we waiting for the Lady of Battles to show up for tea?” Greenborrow stood up and bowed to Lillian. “Though your lovely grandmother might just be civil enough to bake for even her worst enemy.”
“A word of caution,” the sidhe leader stood in one graceful motion, “not all fae who come to you will be trustworthy.”
“I don’t expect them to be,” Gregory said and glanced in the direction of a darker shadow, which coalesced into the pooka. “My personal standards are not as elevated as they once were.”
Gregory unwound his tail from Lillian’s waist. She missed the weight and the warmth, but also the gentle flow of magic between them; however, she didn’t let it distract her from an earlier worry. “But what are we supposed to do with the humans while we wage war with the Battle Goddess’s minions. Most humans aren’t evil…for goodness sake, I thought I was human. You can’t expect me to stand aside and allow harm to come to them.”
Gregory huffed.
Lillian frowned and then tried another tactic. “We’re Avatars. Surely we must protect the humans of this world?”
“Perhaps, but it’s not our primary purpose,” Gregory said, looking thoughtful once more. “As Avatars, our first and foremost role is to act as physical vessels for the Divine Ones to pour their power and essence into so they can bring about change to the universe and sometimes beget offspring in a way that doesn’t jeopardize all their creation. An age can come and pass before they choose to call on us for that task, but we have a long and varied list of other duties to perform when our primary function is not required.”
“Yeah, I remember the, ‘coming together equals a glorious death’— as in ours— ‘to give new life’ speech. Someone needs to tell the Divine Ones that seems a steep price to pay for a little fun in the sack.”
Gregory’s one ear flicked forward and then back, but otherwise, he didn’t move a muscle, trying to stare her down instead, she suspected. Or perhaps she’d struck him speechless.
Finally, he blinked and then started to laugh. “When this life is over, and we once again walk in the Spirit Realm as one being, we must remember to mention what you said to our creators. Perhaps they will grant us some freedoms in the next life they have never given before, and we have never thought to ask.”
Lillian crossed her arms. “You’re making fun of me again, aren’t you?”
“Just a little.”
“Thanks, love you too.”
“Our thoughts, desires, and motivations are so different when we shed our mortal bodies and become one being in the Spirit Realm, I sometimes forget you cannot remember how it is. We have never been unhappy—frustrated, yes,” he chuckled, “but never unhappy with our lot.”
“I know. I’m sorry.” Lillian sighed and fought to bury her more cynical side, the one who wanted to challenge and question and pick apart every little detail to understand what made them tick.
A throat cleared behind them, and Lillian remembered they had an audience—a rapt one, by Greenborrow’s fascinated expression. Whitethorn, who had been the one to clear his throat, nodded his head in the universal signal to continue.
Lillian flushed slightly, then asked, “But you might be convinced to aid the humans?”
Gregory bobbed his head. “If they do not get in my way.” He paused, and Lillian watched him struggle for the right word. “I cannot risk all creation just to save a few innocent mortals.”
Lillian could be just as stubborn. “But you will try to protect the humans if at all possible, yes?”
Gregory’s ear flicked to half-mast position in what Lillian was coming to recognize as the gargoyle version of a flinch. “Yes. All innocents deserve our protection.”
“Thank you.” Lillian reached out and grasped his hands, wanting to show him she knew he wasn’t finding this life or this world easy to acclimatize to. “I know all this would be so much easier if I had your Sorceress’s memories.”
Gregory stood and stretched, keeping her fingers trapped within his. “You will one day remember all that has been lost.”
“I guess I’ll just wait for that day,” Lillian sighed out dejectedly.
“It will only be for a short while, as we judge time, before you regain your memories and all else you once were.” Gregory sighed and butted his head against her chest hard enough to make her sway.
“Stop it. You’ve got work to do.”
He sighed a second time, giving her a long-suffering look. “Yes.”
Whitethorn bowed to them both. “I will ask all available sidhe metalsmiths to come to your aid, and Greenborrow will do the same among the rest of the Clan.” He tilted his head in the leshii’s direction. Greenborrow nodded his head in acknowledgment.
“In the meantime, until the metalsmiths have arrived, I will construct some defensive spells to warn us should the Riven attempt to invade our lands. While the spells will cover a vast area, they will be temporary, lasting mere days in this Realm. However, they will help until the next Wild Hunt can run.”
“We are honored to have your protection.” Whitethorn folded his arms across his chest and bowed at the waist.
“Until later, then,” Gregory said and started away from the small clearing where they’d talked. Lillian followed, curious about how he would place magic enchantments over a large area. She might lack her own magic at present, but that would not always be the case, and at the very least she could watch and learn.
Gregory walked a short distance and dropped to all fours. He circled back and sidled up next to her. His one wing dipped in an invitation, baring his broad shoulders and back. His tail snaked around her hips before she thought to try and backpedal out of immediate danger. But it was too late, and his muscular tail dragged her closer to his back.
“I’m not tired. I can walk, really!”
Gregory coughed, or it might have been a laugh. Lillian failed to find the humor in the situation. He wanted her to ride gargoyle-back, as it were, and she wanted nothing more than to avoid that fate.
Last time, she’d found the whole situation too bumpy, too fast, too scary, and far too intimate—equal parts awkward and thrilling at the same time. And this time, she feared she might not find it so bumpy or scary.
“This is probably a bad idea.” Lillian ran possible scenarios through her mind. “I might fall off and break something.”
“Now who is lying? Besides, I won’t let you fall.” Gregory forced her closer. It was get on his back or be flipped over it to land painfully on the ground on the other side.
Lillian decided to save what dignity she still possessed and tossed a leg over his back and settled in place. Gregory’s wings folded tight to either side of her thighs, locking her in place. She knew from previous rides she was as secure as she would be if she buckled herself into a car. Probably more so. Gregory looked out for her welfare—a car was far more indifferent.




Chapter 5
The siren glanced up uneasily at the ocean’s ceiling. A mirror-bright, cerulean blue reflected from the upper realm, a world of air and strange destinies; a world she’d soon have to explore.
She swam for hours, unable to find the source of the oily taint she inhaled with each flutter of her gills. It was everywhere, had worked its way into every reef, school of fish, and patch of kelp she encountered. While she did find life, it was not thriving as it should. The underwater world, her realm to protect, was changing, its magic diminishing, its species no longer as numerous as they once had been.
Even the great whales were not untouched. From them, she gathered more knowledge. As she’d suspected, humans were responsible. The whales’ perception of the source of the taint—some cataclysm—was vague, the details scattered and full of holes. They could only relate what they had heard, but they spoke of a family of dolphins that had witnessed the event.
With greater determination, Tethys set out to find the dolphins.
∞∞∞
 
For leagues, the siren swam, her anger banked, but still glowing like a land-bound’s fire. Around her, the ocean’s waters raged in sympathy. White-capped waves rolled away from her location with greater and greater frequency.
A soft clicking sounded in the distance. Twisting her body, she whipped around, homing in on the location. The water carried the sound from a long way, but it was still distinguishable as dolphin speech even over the deep drone of the raging seas.
They sang their approach across the vastness of the ocean. A small pod of six pale-grey shapes drew closer, their compact bodies elegant in the water. As the dolphins neared, the ocean calmed, and Tethys let the last of her rage go. She’d never been able to remain angry in the presence of the playful ones.
With a lighter heart, she went to meet them. The first dolphin broke rank and bolted ahead of the others. A young male, his curiosity clear by his body language and chattering clicks. He swam close enough to bump his nose against her tail before his bravery deserted him, and he darted back to the rest of his family pod.
The other members of the family, perhaps older and wiser, held back, studying her. The young male broke rank a second time and slid closer. He continued to chatter at her, questioning what she was. She answered in kind, the clicks and whistles a language she’d mastered long ago.
At length, she explained to the dolphin family who and what she was, and they gave her their names in turn.
A deluge of playful greetings distracted her from other, darker questions. It wasn’t until they had hunted together and were well fed that Tethys asked about the condition of the air and water. Her line of questioning was too complicated at first. The results were a mix of confusing clicks and meaningless whistles.
She tapped the fingers of one hand along her flank and tried another question.
“What makes the water taste bad?”
There were more clicking and swift, darting bodies as the group worked out a spokesperson.
The young male ignored his elders’ debate and answered the siren. “The Not-Island sank.”
“Not-Island?” she asked, hoping for something more conclusive.
The oldest matriarch of the pod bumped the young male aside, scolding him in the process. Once she was finished, she came alongside the siren. They swam with near-perfect unity for several body lengths, and then Tethys reached out a hand to rest on the dolphin’s side.
At the contact, a confusing series of images marched through her head. A great metal monster perched out in the ocean, close to shore, its metal roots burrowing deep into the earth’s crust.
Above the surface, bright flames burned on the metal Not-Island. Darkness floated upon the water and impossibly, burned there, too. Great poisonous clouds billowed up into the air.
Humans had jumped from the metal island, trying to escape their own folly. The dolphin pod circled farther out, wanting to help the humans, but too afraid of the monstrous island to come near enough.
More humans arrived in boats, rescuing their fellows. They battled the fierce blaze for a time, but it proved too much, and the heat pushed them back.
Both humans and dolphin pod watched as the structure weakened. Then with a great, tortured groan, the whole of it twisted sideways. Pieces of debris sheared off, dropping into the water below with great splashes and much hissing of steam. Another long stretch of time passed, then finally the massive Not-Island died, collapsing down into the ocean. Like a leviathan with its spine severed, chunks of metal piping twisted and crumpled upon themselves as it made its slow, painful way to the ocean floor.
The fires on the surface burned out, the sounds of tortured metal ceased, and the ocean grew silent once again.
To Tethys’s horror, she realized it was only the beginning.
Oily black death bubbled out of the earth as if a vein had been severed, spreading an ever-enlarging stain upon the ocean realm.
For days upon days, humans had scurried about in boats. Their actions desperate and ineffectual against such an insidious an enemy.
The dolphins had stayed in the region to learn if the disaster would be contained, but the waters grew steadily more tainted, fish sickened and died or fled the area. Seabirds and other life succumbed to the black menace.
With no other choice, the dolphins abandoned their hunting grounds, following the schools of fish, and left the humans to battle their mistake.
The siren sensed it took the humans days to stop the leak, far longer than it should have. A year passed, the ocean defused the toxins, and the humans’ clean up continued. Yet she could still taste the legacy of disaster.
Her tail flicked with agitation and her mind filled with thoughts of hate and revenge, but she forced herself to calm as she faced the dolphin matriarch.
The dolphins were fond of the land-bound humans for some reason she’d never been able to comprehend.
“Where can I find knowledgeable humans? Ones with water and land wisdom?”
“You seek searchers and studiers?” the matriarch chirped.
Tethys nodded at the female’s question. “Yes, I require those with knowledge so I might learn from them.”
“Friendly ones that like us. We show you.”
The dolphin darted off, angling toward the far, distant shore. The siren and the rest of the pod followed.
As they traveled just under the blue mirror, the young male who had first approached her bumped her again. In a burst of youthful enthusiasm, the youngling broke the surface and arched through the air.
With barely a splash, he dove back in, and with three powerful tail flips, he was back at her side, nudging her to play. Subduing her anger at the humans, she opened her heart to the dolphins’ joy of life. Arching her back and swishing her tail in rapid, strong strokes, she clipped the young male with her tail as she darted toward the surface.
Chirping wildly, the male gave chase. Seconds later, they broke the surface together, curving through the air before they fell back into the cool embrace of Mother Ocean.
The rest of the pod joined in the fun of surf dancing, leaping and twisting into the air. When they tired of the game, they hunted schools of fish. All the while, the dolphin matriarch guided her family under Tethys’s watchful eye.




Chapter 6
From her position under a giant grandfather of a sycamore, Lillian watched Gregory pace out an invisible circle, an area roughly the size of his outstretched wings. Periodically, he glanced up from his study of the ground and eyed the surrounding trees with a simmering intensity. After two more circles of the area, he returned to Lillian’s side.
“This location will do. Here the land’s magic is stronger than anywhere else we’re likely to find within three day’s flight.”
“Whoa! The use of ‘we’ and ‘flight’ together in the same sentence is strictly prohibited.”
His head cocked to the side. “You have always loved flying with me. I will help you overcome your irrational fear.”
To cover up the rush of terror his words inspired, she tossed her hands up in surrender and then turned and stomped back to the shelter of the sycamore. The gooseflesh standing at attention all along her arms testified to the fact she wasn’t fond of riding gargoyle-back. Not to mention her hardy dislike of anything that combined speed and heights. The mere thought of flying while perched precariously upon Gregory’s back was the culmination of some unholy nightmare, only one she hoped to postpone indefinitely. “Good thing this spot will work, because there’s no way you can just go for a ‘little three-day flight’ without finding yourself on the nightly news or the permanent guest in some super-secret government institution.”
Gregory turned his back on her and mantled his wings. Less than ten seconds later, she felt him call magic. Whirls and eddies of cool air swirled around her ankles, raising more gooseflesh along her legs to match what was already gracing her arms. She held her position with her denim-covered butt firmly parked against the tree’s trunk. If Gregory was going to cavalierly dismiss her concerns, she’d show him she could be just as stubborn.
It didn’t matter what he was doing.
She wasn’t curious in the least.
Not one bit.
A deep, rumbling laugh filled the night. “You’re a terrible liar, beloved. However, you are more than welcome to watch, pretend extreme indifference, or take a nap if you wish, but just stay close.” Gregory gave her one of his wicked, toothy gargoyle grins over his shoulder before he turned his attention back to his spell.
Lillian pursed her lips.
He was correct on all counts.
Damn.
But she wasn’t about to take a nap on his command like some naughty child.
She pushed off from the tree and walked around Gregory until she could peer around his half-mantled wings.
He’d burned a magic symbol into the very air—she couldn’t think what else to call the glowing, tightly knotted flecks of light hanging suspended at waist height. A second was forming next to the first. On the original’s opposite side, a soft glow soon developed into a third pale-green symbol, this one shot through with silver spots of brighter intensity.
Gregory shifted from his hunched position to stand upright, his wings stretching until they were fully extended.
Anticipating his next move, Lillian sank down into a cross-legged position. Safely out of the way, she leaned back against a tree trunk and watched him work.
As she half-expected, he pushed the glowing symbols with a gentle sweep of one broad wing. The misty lights flashed brighter as they floated away from each other with increasing speed.
Wanting an explanation, she craned her neck to look up at Gregory. He stood with his head bowed, eyes closed, expression relaxed. His arms rested at his sides, and his tail lay curled around his ankles, the picture of peaceful contentment.
Why shouldn’t her gargoyle be happy? He was working powerful magic from the Spirit Realm, doing what he was designed to do. She swallowed back her questions to simply allow him this moment.
Only his wings held any tension as they fanned the air slowly, stirring up a slight breeze as he called more magic and shaped it into more of the fire-bright symbols. After each was made, they hovered in a group a few feet away. When he had another half-dozen of them, he fanned his wings with more power and sent the new spells out into the surrounding forest in pursuit of the first round.
A bit of movement to her left had her glancing over her shoulder. She tracked an owl making its way through the forest.
She was still watching its graceful flight when the excited baying of a hound reached her ears.




Chapter 7
Lillian lunged to her feet as more barking pierced the air, closer this time. Too close. She returned to Gregory’s side and ran a gentle hand down his dark mane.
“Gregory, I think those are police or military dogs. We’re about to get uniformed visitors.” Lillian forced herself to take one step away, not liking how she was about to leave him at what could be a very vulnerable time but seeing no other choice. “Stay, take the time you need to finish the spell. I’ll delay our company.”
Magic brushed against her skin and in the touch, she felt Gregory, his thoughts sharp with alertness, but not undue concern. “Be careful, my love. I sense no evil in the humans coming near, but they are well-schooled in the weapons of this world and smell of anticipation and a touch of fear. Never a good combination.”
“Guess I better be careful not to surprise them then.”
After one last glance in Gregory’s direction, she started back the way they had come. The dogs were closer now, the tone of their cries fiercer. In the distance, lights flickered through the dense undergrowth. Lillian began to run, wanting as much distance between the newcomers and her gargoyle as possible.
As her long-legged strides closed the distance, Lillian realized she reacted with her usual rashness and absolutely no plan. Out this deep in the forest, with darkness falling, she needed an ironclad explanation, and she imagined anything as mundane as a simple walk would be sure to flag whatever investigator would be accompanying the dogs. No one was stupid enough to wander the forest at night, at least not without good reason, a strong flashlight, and a backpack—or a campsite nearby.
“I have none of the above. And no wits to save me, either,” Lillian muttered to herself in disgust.
“No great lady, you may not have yet gained wisdom in this life. But that is why you have allies.” A dour voice invaded her thoughts. And accompanying it, the pooka trotted out of the darkness between two trees. “You have two groups of humans converging on your location.”
“Which one of the Fates did I piss off to warrant so many?”
The pooka snorted as he came alongside her shoulder. A bright, yellow halter encircled the pony’s head, the color a near match for his bright yellow otherworldly eyes—though there was nothing sunny in his expression. A lead was clicked to the halter. The pooka held the excess clamped firmly in his teeth. With a shake of his head, he tossed the lead at her. “Take it. And try to look like you know how to lead a horse. When the humans arrive, you will say a predator spooked your horses, and you followed our trail into the forest.”
“Would a horse bolt into a dark forest where a who-knows-what-kind of predator could be waiting in the shadows for its next snack?”
The pooka chuckled. “No, but when they find us and assume their dogs have been trailing me and the one-horned fool over all this distance, they will be so disgusted with themselves and the dogs, they will call off the hunt.”
Being within touching distance of the pooka was not always the best place to be, but once again she found herself grateful to the evil-tempered beast. Following his instructions, she took the lead he offered and looped it around her hand, and then glanced in the direction of the lights.
“What part of ‘look like you know what you’re doing’ didn’t you understand? Don’t loop it around your hand—unless you want to get dragged to your death? And stand on my left.”
Lillian juggled the lead rope, and then situated herself at the pooka’s shoulder, still fighting to untangle the line.
“Left! My other left. Hurry!”
Lillian grumbled and switched sides. She didn’t have long to wait. Two excited dogs, their handlers only a few feet behind them, burst from between the trees. Retina-searing light flashed directly into her face, blinding her for several, vital seconds. She raised a hand to shield her eyes from the bright light.
One of the dogs, a wiry-haired terrier and the smaller of the two, jerked away from its handler and streaked past both Lillian and the pooka with barely a glance. Nose to the ground, it leaped over an old, rotted stump and vanished down the path leading toward Gregory. The last Lillian saw was its short tail wagging hard enough to snap off.
Its handler cursed, flexed his fingers like he was checking to see if they were all accounted for, righted his jacket, and then glared at Lillian as he stomped past like it was all her fault.
“Gregory,” Lillian reached for his thoughts, “a small dog is coming up your trail, and his handler will be not long behind him. Watch yourself.”
A mental chuckle was his only reply. Lillian didn’t have time to interpret his mood. The other dog was alternately sniffing, barking, and lunging at the pooka in a way that had Lillian worrying for its little doggie life.
For his part, the pooka was playing the role of spooked pony too well. He bolted in a half-circle, dragging Lillian along for the trip. He slammed his shoulder into a large, bearded man with a really big gun pointed at the ground. His fatigues registered on her senses a moment later. Next to the soldier, the surprised dog-handler fell backward with an astonished expression. Lillian spotted RCMP on the shoulder patch of his dark jacket. The pooka spun around, pinned his ears, lowered his head, and kicked out at the next closest human.
With a yell, the man dodged to the side. He stumbled into the man next to him before finally coming to a painful-looking stop by slamming into a conveniently located tree. While the newcomers fell like dominos, she felt the itch of the pooka’s magic, confirming the source behind all the chaos.
Swearing, Lillian turned to the pooka in time to see him strike the police dog. The blow glanced off the dog’s flank, leaving a mark in the fur and probably a nice bruise come morning. But it wasn’t a killing strike, which told Lillian the pooka was playing nice. The dog rolled away with a yelp but circled around, coming at the pooka from a different direction. The pony swung his neck to face the still-barking dog. A wash of the fae’s power slid along Lillian’s skin, then on past her, to where the dog continued his mad barking.
Lillian knew the exact moment the pooka’s magic impacted the dog. It jerked its head to the side, tucked its tail so far between its back legs it was a wonder she didn’t see the tip between the front two, and loosed a mournful whimper before belly crawling back to its handler where he was picking himself up off the ground.
The pooka snorted, shook his mane out, and then trotted back over to Lillian’s side, entirely too pleased with himself. Belatedly, Lillian’s shocked mind realized several sets of eyes, both human and canine, were focused on her.
“I’m so sorry!” She rushed the words together as she pulled the pooka over to a tree where she proceeded to tie him up. He snorted with displeasure, but she didn’t care and tightened the knot.
“You should have used a quick release knot.”
“Shut up! You’ve done enough damage. I’ll be lucky not to get charged for assaulting a police officer with the stunt you just pulled.” Lillian ignored the pooka’s angry snort and faced the humans. Her face burned with heat, and her body was bathed in a nervous sweat. She would have preferred to meet one of the Riven—at least they would not make her fill out paperwork.
“Hi,” Lillian ventured into the silence. “Sorry about the fuss. Your dogs frightened my pony. He’s worked up over getting loose and losing his way in the forest. He can be a touch reactive on a good day. Is everyone okay?”
Grumbles and cursing echoed in the forest. A gruff cough was quickly followed by a clipped, “Miss, this is a quarantined area. You don’t have authorization to be here.”
Lillian glanced at the speaker. It was the big guy with the beard, the one the pooka had slammed with a shoulder, and the human didn’t look happy.
“Oh! Sorry.” She faked a nervous, fearful squeak in her voice. “As I said, something spooked my horses, and they both bolted into the forest. I’ve been trailing them for the last four hours. I just found one—well actually, he found me. But the grey is still missing. I was about to go back and get my brother, some flashlights, snacks, and a couple bottles of water before resuming the search.”
“You’ll have to come back with us, ma’am. I’ll radio about the other missing horse.” The soldier didn’t break eye contact as he pulled a radio from one of many pockets and raised it closer to his face. “You can stand down. The dogs were tracking a horse. We found the owner and one of the animals.” The soldier continued to give a description of Lillian’s appearance, including her hair color, height, weight, and clothing.
His exceptional attention to details registered on Lillian’s mind and worry flashed to life. He had no reason to relate her description with such detail. It occurred to her they might be looking for someone fitting her description. And if they were interested in someone matching her description, then they must know something more than Gran had suspected. And it didn’t bode well for either Clan or Coven.
“You’re Vivian’s granddaughter, aren’t you?
“Yes, may I ask how you know that?”
He smiled, but it wasn’t the type to put one at ease. “She has pictures of you and your brother on her mantle. When I was there, I noticed them. I never forget a face.”
“Oh.” Lillian laughed but didn’t relax. “Gran always plasters our pictures on just about every surface she can find. It’s embarrassing.”
“Must be difficult to find the real estate with that extensive sword collection she has on her walls.”
Lillian swallowed the next bit of fluff she’d been about to spout and frowned as she juggled several possible responses. “Some of those have been with the family for generations—Gran didn’t start the collection. She is more a curator of sorts.”
“I thought she said you and your fiancé were still up in Kirkland Lake for the rest of the summer.”
Lillian’s mind scrambled to keep up with the soldier’s rapid change in topics. Trying to follow his logic was as dizzying as trying to track a chipmunk jacked up on an energy drink. His quick change of subjects must be some method to catch her in a lie, and if it was, she was already a suspect.
Damn and double-damn. It was just her luck. Of all the soldiers she could have run into in a forest, it looked like she’d tripped over a military interrogator. Her usual luck.
“Yes, we were there looking into some property. Gran wants to expand the family business, possibly opening a chain of resorts. Anyways, our plans changed when we heard about the rumors. We just had to come back and see what all the media frenzy was about. Now I wish I hadn’t, you know, not with all the talk of monsters and aliens. Can you believe people?”
With another gruff chuckle, the bearded man glanced over Lillian’s shoulder, out beyond the dark trees. “I never believe people.”
“Ah.” Lillian floundered for some response.
The soldier snapped his intense gaze back to her as quickly as he’d taken it off. “Have you seen monsters in the forest, Lillian?”
His question so caught her off guard, she had to snap her jaws closed, and could only stand there and look upon him with utter disbelief.
“Monsters?” She cleared her throat. “I’ve seen the news and heard all the rumors—terrorists, cults, monsters, and aliens. I have to say I’m on the side of those who believe it was some kind of twisted cult, or an elaborate hoax gone wrong.”
“The way those bodies were torn apart and scattered around the forest was no hoax.”
Lillian’s stomach dropped as a cold wave of fear slid across her skin, followed by a swift blanket of gooseflesh.
“We need to get out of here.” The pooka’s voice in her mind was calm, though he had started to jerk on his lead rope, likely as fearful of a trap as she was. “These humans know more than the other fae believed. The soldier wouldn’t otherwise mention any details about an ongoing investigation. He’s fishing. We need to retreat and regroup before your gargoyle comes crashing through the forest to rescue you. I can’t stress how unfortunate such an event would be.”
Lillian swallowed as she met the soldier’s gaze. “You mean it wasn’t a cult murder-suicide like the media believes?” She cast a nervous glance over her shoulder purely for show. “Are you saying there is something or someone hunting in the forest—and it killed those people?”
“The investigation is ongoing—we’re still analyzing evidence.”
“Is that code to say you’re hunting for urban legends like the rumors suggest? Sir…” Lillian gave his fatigues a once-over, looking for a name or something with his rank, but realized she still would not have known what the bars and badges met anyways.
“Major Resnick, CFB Petawawa,” he supplied. “And no, I’m not hunting for a yeti.”
Lillian started to laugh. “Glad to hear it. I wouldn’t like to think I’ve been exploring the forest for all these years when there might have been something else studying me in return.”
“However, while I have you here. Have you ever seen or heard something out of the ordinary in all your exploring? Anything at all? It might not have seemed like much at the time, but anything you remember might have importance. We’ve been interviewing many of the locals.”
While he used the word ‘interviewed,’ Lillian imagined ‘interrogated’ would have been a more accurate one. She frowned and pretended to think for several moments. “My family runs a spa, and we’ve had some unusual patrons from time to time, but I can’t think of having seen anything out of the ordinary.” If you don’t count a gargoyle and numerous Clan and Coven members.
The pooka nickered.
“However,” Lillian continued with more authority. “I saw some signs of bear, a mother and cub by the tracks—the bears might have been what spooked the horses in the first place. And I certainly don’t want to lose the one I just found…so if you don’t have any more questions…”
A rustling in the underbrush along the path saved Lillian from having to continue. The small, wiry-haired terrier burst out from behind cover and bolted between Lillian and Major Resnick and then proceeded to run full-out, all four legs churning at maximum speed. Two seconds later, the dog was well up the path and out of sight.
Everyone stared after the dog for a few seconds more, then turned to look the way it had come. Lillian turned too, fervently hoping not to see Gregory pursuing it. He wasn’t. She released the breath she’d been holding. All her plausible lies would have been for nothing if there had been a gargoyle galloping up the trail in pursuit of the dog.
The terrier’s handler jogged up the path, cursing as he came. He stumbled into their midst holding his side and sucking back deep breaths. “Something big spooked Socrates. Didn’t get a good look, but it was a damned big son of a bitch.”
“Bear,” Lillian commented nervously, but for different reasons than the handler. Gregory must have finished with his spell.
“Gregory,” Lillian sent, “I assume you intentionally just scared a year off that man’s life on purpose.”
He sent a grumbling huff in answer. All the humans twitched, and their hands darted to their weapons in a way that made Lillian genuinely nervous.
“Don’t come any closer. The humans are twitchy enough as it is. Let me handle this.”
Gregory’s thoughts touched hers, confirming what she feared. “I do not care for the emotions I’m picking up from the humans. Extract yourself now, or I will deal with them myself.”
“Dammit. I love you, but you can be such a pain in my ass! At present, I’m not in any immediate danger.”
“Yes, you are. Their leader is thinking of taking you to a secure site where there are many more of his kind. I can see it clearly in his thoughts.” Another huffing rumble issued from the darkness behind her.
“Stay out of this. I’m leaving. They don’t have any reason to hold me at the moment. Don’t give them one.” Out loud she hissed, “Bear!” loud enough to draw everyone’s attention away from the area where Gregory was making a tree shake. She bolted for the pooka and worked loose the knot that tied him to the thick branch.
The pooka arched his neck and sniffed at her fingers. “In the future, I’ll instruct you on how to create a proper safety knot. You wouldn’t be having trouble if you’d done what I told you.”
“Stop fussing with the pooka and get out of there now,” Gregory injected from an unknown location.
“Quiet! Both of you.”
Lillian jerked on the knot until it came free and then she hauled the pooka around by his head, uncaring if she was rude. As she and the pooka made it past Major Resnick’s position, she glared at him. “Tell your men to fall back. It’s probably the same mother bear I saw earlier. Don’t have your men shoot the poor bear just because she’s protecting her young.”
She didn’t wait to see what they would do. Instead, storming on down the path that led to civilization, and probably more uniformed military types, but she didn’t have any choice. Not if she wanted to find a peaceful end to tonight’s outing.
“Let her pass,” Major Resnick called. “Everyone fall back, nice and slow. Get the other dog out of here, and then bring up the tranquilizer guns.”
The forest around Lillian came alive as a second military team she hadn’t even known was there eased out of their hiding spots. She didn’t even try to hide her shock, it probably looked innocent enough. Beside her, the pooka started trotting, his motion more up and down than forward in his excitement. Lillian didn’t think his agitation was an act. She had the impression of big guns, night-vision goggles, and more camouflaged fatigues.
As Resnick continued to call out orders, the military unit split in two. Four men spread out to take up the rear and guard the others’ retreat, always keeping themselves between the main group and Lillian’s ‘bear.’ Presently, her ‘bear’ was following a few paces behind the last human. While Gregory was actively cloaking himself in shadows and magic, he didn’t bother to hide his presence or his simmering displeasure from her, and she had a difficult time keeping her eyes forward.
Gregory worried for her safety, and she, in turn, worried for the humans should he decide they were an immediate threat, or they were simply too close to her.
“They most certainly are too close.” Gregory’s annoyance came clear across their mind link. “You said you would extract yourself from them.”
“I tried. They followed. They’re not going to just let me walk off into the forest. They’re like burrs or gum; I think I’m stuck with them.”
“Find a way.” Gregory’s thoughts were almost a shout.
She covered her flinch by pretending to swat a mosquito. “Something else is wrong. I know if I were in immediate danger, we wouldn’t be having this conversation, and the poor soldiers wouldn’t know what hit them. They’re not the enemy; they simply have a job to do. But you know that, or they would already be smoking-black smudges on the forest floor. What’s really bothering you? Are they leading me to a prison cell?”
“No.” His short answer told her nothing useful.
“Then what?”
“Some of them watch you.”
“They are probably bored after tromping around the forest day after day for the last three months.”
“Their thoughts are not the thoughts of a ‘bored’ male.” His clipped tone told her much more than his earlier one-word answer.
Oh boy.
“Merciful Mother, he’ll annihilate them.” The pooka loosed a distressed whinny. “My Lady, your gargoyle is enraged by their lack of respect. He’s never had to deal with people who do not know to respect the Avatars.”
She didn’t need the pooka’s commentary to tell her how bad the situation could get. “Gregory, my love. It doesn’t matter. It means nothing.” Lillian kept walking, she and the pooka doing their best to keep the soldiers to a fast pace. The sooner they could part company, the safer everyone would be.
“It is not nothing! Their leader thinks about detaining you, taking you back for more questioning. But there’s more. One of them shows even greater disrespect for the Mother’s Avatar, Her mortal vessel. His thoughts started out as mild appreciation of your female…charms, but now the things he is imagining are…outright…” Gregory roared.
Every gun jerked up as the soldiers reacted to the unknown danger.
“Bear, my ass,” Resnick said, then started shouting orders. “Get the civilian and her pony out of here. Daniels, call for back-up. I think we found something.”
Hoping to distract the snipers, Lillian loosed a terrified shriek, but the pooka one-upped her, and bolted forward, knocking into the soldier directly in his path. She kept a tight grip on the lead rope and allowed the pooka to drag her along.
The pooka rolled an eye in her direction. “Gregory knows how to get the humans thinking about something else other than your assets, I suppose.”
She might have found the pony’s comment humorous if she wasn’t worried about Gregory being riddled by bullets. “Dammit, Gregory! Was that really necessary?”
“Yes!”




Chapter 8
Gregory glowered at the humans circling his lady, blocking him from going to her side. Even the pooka, a creature he’d usually dispatch long before it could even scent his Sorceress, was presently closer to Lillian than he could manage. His rage building, he sent his magic outward. It rustled in the leaves and caused branches to moan. The humans twitched badly, and he smiled.
His actions were petty—spiteful, even—and out of character. But he couldn’t help himself. This world was nothing like he’d ever experienced. His relatively short time here was not enough for him to adapt to this Realm’s…ignorance.
Evil he knew how to handle. The endless battle between Light and Dark was familiar to him. It gave him purpose in this strange new world and allowed him to ignore what he secretly found distressing about the Mortal Realm. There were far too many humans, far too out of balance with the natural world. Too much noise, too many bodies clustered together, too many chaotic thoughts and emotions bombarding him from all directions. The soul of the earth was bruised, he could feel her pain. And it was a great evil brought about by the humans of this Realm. Part of him wanted to restore the balance.
But he couldn’t, for it would mean the deaths of millions of humans. His Sorceress of old would have understood, would have aided him with what needed doing if they were ever ordered to complete such an unpleasant task, but Lillian was like a creature newly made—innocent, gentle, naïve. She’d already made it clear she sided with the humans, and she expected him to—if not protect them—at least tolerate them.
And she was correct—these humans, even the male who had gazed upon Lillian with lustful thoughts, were not evil. In their own way, they served the Light—protecting, bringing peace when they could. What little he knew about the humans of this world he’d gathered from touching Lillian’s thoughts. He’d gleaned most of the destruction the humans caused was brought about due to ignorance, greed, and neglect more than willfully serving evil. It was a common failing with a young species.
The vast majority of humans still had potential.
He should view them with the tolerance he would grant any youngling.
But being rational was difficult when others were surrounding Lillian, keeping him from her side.
They’d only had a handful of days between when she’d first called him from his stone sleep, to when she’d had to merge with her hamadryad to heal. It wasn’t enough time. Under normal circumstances when they were reborn, they grew up side by side, studying and training until they matured into their full strength.
Until this last time when the Lady of Battles interfered. He hadn’t realized how vital childhood was to them—it gave them both a chance to adapt, to relearn how to function as two separate beings when they’d recently been one being in the Spirit Realm.
“Oh, Gregory.” Lillian’s thoughts merged fully with his. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t remember what our childhood was supposed to be like. I only knew I needed to be near my gargoyle statue, I couldn’t remember anything else.”
Gregory jerked in surprise, his wings twitching so hard he snagged one in a low hanging spruce bough, causing the whole tree to shake. He darted off to the left as three of the soldiers aimed their guns where he’d just been.
“Gregory, are you all right?”
“Yes,” he admitted a touch sheepishly. “I was distracted and gave my position away.”
“Now that I know why you’ve been distracted,” Lillian mused, “I have a better idea how to help us adapt. I may not have much magic, but I have myself. I’ll make time for us, even if I have to barricade us in the wine cellar.”
The accompanying image her words inspired gained a chuckle from him. While he’d never been fond of fermented drinks, he didn’t doubt Lillian could still entertain him even in such a dark and chilled place.
With her promise, he found he could tolerate the humans with some semblance of benevolence even if they were closer to Lillian than he’d wished. He even dropped back a few paces, so he wasn’t tempted to antagonize the nearest male. Which, he mused, was rather generous of him, since the man was the one who had entertained the offensive thoughts.
The humans’ leader made subtle gestures with his hands, which Gregory interpreted as silent orders. As the soldiers spread out, hastening to obey in a coordinated fashion, he moved out of the way of any soldier who settled too close to his position. Once the soldiers became stationary, and the forest was quiet again, he acknowledged with a touch of respect they were very good at blending in with their environment. They had arranged themselves in a loose circle, with Lillian and the pooka once again in the center. Neither one looked happy to be there. But with the soldiers’ weapons pointed out into the surrounding forest, it was the safest place for his dryad mistress.
He hunched down near the base of a great old spruce, its wide trunk offered enough cover to hide him even if he wasn’t cloaked in his own magic. He thought he understood Resnick’s reasoning. By ordering his men to dig in, they could set up a defensive perimeter, use Lillian and the pony as bait, and wait to see what came sniffing after them. It was the safest strategy until reinforcements made it to their location.
He didn’t have long to wait to confirm his theory. Silent, black shadows eased through the trees to the south. They moved with a smooth, deadly grace Gregory admired. Not as elegant as a sidhe warrior, but as close as a human could come. The newcomers merged seamlessly with the soldiers already in position.
Resnick and another officer, a female by her scent, conversed with each other in hushed tones. Gregory held his position and waited for the two soldiers to come to a decision. Calling a trickle of magic, he sent it outward, scouting the newcomers, looking for even a hint of evil. It flirted from human to human, brushing against bare skin as it passed. More than one shifted uneasily at the touch of magic, but none seemed overly suspicious. To them, it should feel like nothing more than an unusually chilly breeze gusting through the forest.
Lillian arched an eyebrow in his direction.
“Do not worry. It was only a small spell to learn their intentions.” He dropped to all fours and padded out from behind the tree. “I detect no evil in these ones.”
“Good. We’re in enough trouble as it is. We don’t need more.” Lillian narrowed her eyes. “Speaking of trouble—are you intentionally trying to find some?”
“No,” Gregory replied but didn’t deviate from his route.
“Then why are you making a beeline for me?” Her frustration and worry bled across her thoughts. “Use common sense for five minutes, or you’re going to get your ass shot off.”
“They cannot see me.” Moving silent and swift among the soldiers, he stalked Lillian as if she was his prey.
“What if they have some piece of technology that can see through your spells?”
“They would have already attempted to take me down.”
Lillian muttered a curse under her breath but gave into Gregory’s wishes. She couldn’t stop him anyway.
Obeying another silent command, the soldiers rose to their feet. Some broke away from the group guarding Lillian, quickly replaced by the same number of newcomers. When they had sorted themselves out, he studied the newcomers’ weapons—they were of a different type.
“Those are tranquilizer guns,” Lillian said into his mind. “They fire a dart filled with a substance that puts its target to sleep. Better than bullets, I suppose, but I don’t know what effect they would have on a gargoyle. Let’s not find out.”
Gregory acknowledged her words with a nod, knowing she was the only one presently able to see him.
When the humans guarding Lillian moved out, he followed, leaving Resnick and the other soldiers to hunt for a ghost. They wouldn’t even find tracks.




Chapter 9
It felt like the longest walk of her life. In reality, she’d only been walking in the company of the tight-lipped soldiers for less than an hour, but the worry that Gregory would get captured or have to fight his way free made it feel much, much longer.
Gran was correct. Gregory needed to take human form—she knew he could do it. He had for short times before, when he felt like it. Right now, his best non-lethal defense was to play human. Now she’d just have to convince him, which would be no easy task. They were nearing their destination. She could see floodlights through the trees. Her internal compass told her they would emerge from the forest at the north end of town, near the arena.
It made sense. The arena was the only space clear of trees and large enough for a field command.
They walked out of the forest and onto a paved road. She sensed when Gregory stopped at the edge of the forest, still in the shadow of the trees. On the other side of the road was the arena—though it looked vastly different than she remembered. The entire parking area had been fenced off. Within the new compound, trailers and other kinds of portable buildings took up most of the space. What was left was occupied by military vehicles. There was even a heavy-bodied helicopter off to one side.
Lillian was brought up short by the lead attached to the pooka. He’d planted all four hooves like he didn’t plan to move one step farther. Squinting against the bright floodlights, she understood the pooka’s reluctance. “Will your glamour hold up to scrutiny under their lights?”
“I would prefer not to test it.” He tugged on the lead a second time, nearly pulling her off her feet. The pooka continued his ‘spooky pony’ routine, lunging to the side and trotting a nervous circle around Lillian. Soldiers scattered out of the pooka’s path, cursing the black pony.
Only Corporal Mackenzie, the woman who had been assigned to lead Lillian back to civilization, laughed at the pooka’s antics. She cooed to the pony in a gentle voice, approaching him with a calm manner. She pulled a carrot from one back pocket and after glancing at Lillian for permission, offered it to the pooka.
Where the heck had the soldier pulled a carrot from, Lillian wondered?
The pooka pinned his ears and glared at the offering disdainfully.
“Oh, come on. I know you want it deep down in your little black heart.”
The pooka sniffed for a moment and then snaked his head toward her. Lillian thought he was going for fingers, but he surprised her by only snapping up the carrot.
“Well,” Corporal Mackenzie chuckled, not put off by the show of bad manners, “I see your big, grey companion is the nicer of the duo.”
Lillian realized she must be talking about the unicorn—who had taken on the glamour of a dappled grey gelding. “You found my grandmother’s other escape artist?”
“Yes, he’s a sweet boy. I wondered whom he belonged to. Your grandmother—she’s the owner of the spa?”
“Yes.” Lillian wasn’t in the most talkative mood. She was tired, dirty, bug-eaten, and hungry, but even so, she liked the woman. Anyone who liked a pooka must have a big, compassionate heart, or be a total badass, in the cool kind of way.
“I saw him running loose at the edge of the forest near the intersection just west of here. A group of us herded him down this way where others had constructed a temporary pen to hold him. It’s just around the bend, butted up against the forest. I acquired some carrots from the market to entice my new friend into the enclosure. Though he might be more relaxed away from all the lights and noise of HQ.”
“Thank you for the help. Really.”
“No problem. I rode as a kid. Think mom was trying to seduce me away from the military even then.” Corporal Mackenzie laughed. “My dad is military, and four of my five brothers are career military as well. It’s in my blood. Mom didn’t have a chance, not even with the aid of ponies.”
The other soldiers parted company with Lillian and Corporal Mackenzie, heading toward the main gate. Lillian, with a bit more than a mote of surprise, realized she wasn’t going to get detained for ‘trespassing’ on her own property like she’d half-expected.
“I’ll help you get your boys past the barricades and checkpoints.” Perhaps seeing Lillian’s surprise, the woman laughed openly, then clarified. “I’m not aiding and abetting. Major Resnick’s orders were to get you to civilization and then send you on your way.”
“Thanks,” Lillian said, not knowing what else to say, so stayed with the truth. “I could use the help with the horses. They belong to Gran. I just help out from time to time.”
“No problem. Come on.” She jerked her chin in the direction she wanted Lillian to go.
Lillian led the pooka down the mostly deserted road. Gregory kept pace in the forest running alongside. She was more than happy he hadn’t decided to pad down the center of the road, certain her constant staring would give him away.
They retrieved the unicorn without incident and made it through all the barricades and checkpoints. When Lillian parted company with the other woman, she released a loud sigh, not quite believing they’d made it out of enemy territory. As she continued home, leading the two horses and Gregory trailing behind, she half-expected to hear shouts of alarm and sounds of pursuit. She still didn’t relax until she walked up the long lane to the cottage. Never had its rough, stone walls looked so welcoming.
Then Lillian noticed Gran on the porch. Pacing.
“I’ve been worried sick. Why didn’t you send word?”
Dammit, Lillian cursed in the safety of her own mind.
By her grandmother’s tone, she hadn’t avoided an interrogation after all.




Chapter 10
Several body lengths above the siren’s head, a small boat, its metal hull silhouetted against the sky, rocked gently upon the waves. A small anchor held it in place.
She eyed it. Debating whether she should drag the boat out into deeper water or risk capturing the humans this close to shore. The pod still circled, watching to see what she would do. They’d led her to this spot, a little alcove frequented by curious humans. From what she’d gathered from the dolphin’s minds, these humans were researchers, and as such cared for the oceans and what went on in them.
If it was true, how could they stand by and do nothing to prevent an abomination like the metal Not-Island from coming into existence in the first place?
Perhaps these humans were little more than peasants, unable to dictate change to the ruling nobility. The dolphins couldn’t give her insight into this—such a rigid structure wasn’t the dolphin way, and they did not understand the ultimate rule of a king.
Frowning up at the boat hull, she saw shadows moving as the humans went about their mysterious purpose. With a flurry of activity, a large cage was dropped over the side. Other objects were dropped in next, things suspended on long lines.
The dolphins had positioned themselves a short distance away at the first sign of activity, but with a series of questioning chirps, the young male was back at her side. Reaching out, she brushed a hand along his side, and he calmed, floating contentedly at her side.
Something splashed against the surface. Blood scent coiled through the water as bright red clouds trailed along the ocean surface, carried away by the current. Fish blood. Fish bodies. The smell reminded the siren it had been a few hours since she’d last fed. Magic sustained her throughout her long sleep, but upon waking, she needed to feed often for the first few days. Though dead fish didn’t tempt her, she preferred hers fresh.
The dolphin matriarch rejoined her. “Fish slurry for sharks.”
“The humans want to bring a predator to them? Whatever for?” she asked in genuine confusion. “To hunt the shark? With their nets and boats, the humans could easily hunt other, less dangerous prey.”
“Not to hunt. Study.” The young dolphin’s excited clicks intensified.
“You have seen this behavior before?”
“Yes. They study and protect. Track numbers and movement.”
A very passive form of protection, the siren decided. Another splash at the surface regained her attention. A human had plunged into the open top of the cage. While she watched, a second human joined the first. They wore sleek, black, second skins, and each had a large cylinder strapped to their backs. She studied them while they were organizing supplies.
The strange objects strapped to their backs supplied them with air. Whatever was held in their mouths issued a small storm of bubbles every other heartbeat.
Hmm, the land-bound ones had found a way to live within her domain, at least for short expanses of time.
She narrowed her eyes.
A very short time.




Chapter 11
Lillian rinsed off the last plate and placed it in the dishwasher. The mundane routine of after dinner chores helped dispel the residual nervous energy from earlier. Gran had drilled her for every little detail during her exchange with Major Resnick. Gregory hadn’t escaped Gran’s tongue lashing either. She’d merely finished with him sooner and then sent him up to have Jason show him the inner workings of human clothing. Looking mildly contrite, Gregory had slunk off in the general direction Gran had indicated. Lillian had only stood and watched, utterly gobsmacked. That had been half an hour ago. Now all she wanted was to do a face-plant in her bed.
“Would you like some chamomile tea? It’s good for the nerves.” Gran gestured at the big, battered old pot sitting in the middle of the table.
“Thanks, but I’d probably fall asleep and...”
A loud crash echoed from the floor above followed by a window-shaking roar. “On second thought…” Lillian scooped up a cup, poured herself some, and took a sip.
“Told you so.” Gran smiled into her cup. “Better hurry before Gregory kills your brother. I know he can be a brat, but I still love my grandson.”
“I’ll send Jason down for a cup once I find which wall Gregory just put him through.”
Lillian made her way from the kitchen and into the living room as she sipped from her cup. Before she reached the stairs, there was another loud thump. Moments later, she heard Jason cursing, which was a good sign. At least he was conscious, she mused as she took the stairs two at a time. She turned right at the top of the stairs and headed down the hall leading to her room.
Her bedroom door opened suddenly, and Jason bolted out. He didn’t make it three feet before a long, muscular arm shot out of the billowing darkness and latched onto her brother’s shoulder.
“Hey! I know you’re pissed, but I warned you about zippers!” Jason screamed as he was dragged back into the room. The door slammed in Lillian’s face. She sipped from her tea. There was another loud thump, then what sounded like a minor scuffle. Something heavy landed against the door, and she heard her brother curse before it was cut off. He continued to make noise, but it was muffled.
Lillian reached for the handle, but the door sprang open of its own accord. She backed out of the way just in time as her brother was propelled out with a good deal of force. He stumbled into the opposite wall.
She arched a brow at the sight her brother made—only to realize he couldn’t see with a pair of boxer shorts over his head. Taking her time, she circled her brother and then pulled the boxers off his head.
She placed her teacup down on a side table. “I assume it didn’t go so well?”
He glared at her when she smiled. He couldn’t do much else, not with the sock jammed in his mouth like a gag and his arms trapped under what looked to be at least three layers of polo shirts over the top of his own clothes.
She pulled the gag from his mouth. “You okay?”
“Your gargoyle has anger management issues.”
Lillian grabbed the bottom of one shirt and pulled it up over his head while he disentangled himself from the others. When he was standing in front of her with the clothes he’d started with, she laughed.
Her brother glowered, apparently not finding the situation particularly funny.
Between bouts of laughter, she finally managed, “What happened?”
“Gregory isn’t a fan of modern fashion. Zippers in particular. I warned him to be careful with the jeans zipper…guess he understands why now.” Jason made a grab at his crotch as his face screwed up in mock pain.
“You didn’t…”
“Laugh? You bet. In sympathy, of course. Though it was his fault for going commando.” Jason shrugged. “Unfortunately, I then might also have mentioned something about sending you up to kiss it all better.”
Another ominous growl rolled out of the darkness behind her bedroom door.
“Ah!” Jason darted around behind Lillian, putting her firmly between him and the black mist boiling out of her bedroom. “Think I’ve overstayed my welcome. Bye, Sis.”
Without so much as a glance behind, Jason bolted for the stairs. His mop of unruly brown hair stood straight up in a near-gravity defying way as he vaulted off the top stair. He dropped out of sight and landed with a heavy thump before stampeding down the rest of the flight.
Gran yell something at Jason before the kitchen door slammed with its usual creak. Lillian waited a moment more and then turned back to her room, boxer shorts and shirts in hand.
“Gregory?”
Nothing.
Bumping a hip against the partially open door, she eased into the dark room and tried the light switch on the wall. She flicked it a couple times—still nothing. Great.
Her gargoyle was beyond ‘pissed’ if his concealment spells had dampened the lights.
“Gregory, love. I know you can see in the dark, but I can’t.”
A rumbling huff echoed from three feet in front of her. Her searching fingers collided with warm, leathery skin, so soft it was suede-like. A wing membrane? Then it pulled out of her grasp as if he was turning away.
The sound of tearing cloth was loud in the silence. Equally noticeable was the pounding pressure of Gregory’s magic against her skin. It hummed in her blood with each lungful of air.
“Hmm.” Lillian wasn’t too concerned. She liked the wild essence pressing against her skin. And it was Gregory with her, after all. However, it would still be nice to see what was going on. “Light, please?”
He huffed again, more growl this time, but his magic retreated, and the lights flickered back into existence.
“Thanks.” She blinked against the suddenly bright room. When she could see again, her gaze sought out Gregory. He stood with his back to her, in gargoyle form—though by the shredded clothing clinging to him, he’d been in human form until recently.
She came up behind him and plucked a mangled patch of what was once a nice oatmeal-colored knit sweater from the clawed joint of his right wing. Another larger swath of tangled yarn was draped over his other wing joint. Unwinding it, she brushed the rest away without comment.
The remaining portions of the sweater were draped loosely across his broad shoulders and chest. A glance down confirmed a pair of blue jeans hadn’t fared any better. The seams had burst over his powerful thighs and calf muscles. And his tail hadn’t done the back of the jeans any good, either.
One large hand came up and gripped the material at his right shoulder. With an interesting ripple of muscles along his back, he tore off a good half of the offending sweater.
“I probably shouldn’t be enjoying this.”
Lillian touched the back of one arm, keeping the contact light as she stepped around in front of him. When she was squarely before him, she transferred her fingers to his chest, gliding them under the torn sweater. Continuing up and over his shoulder, she pushed the knitted material away from his body and down his arm.
Gregory didn’t move, not as much as a twitch, but she could feel his intense gaze locked onto her. Perhaps it was the decision of a coward, she mused, but she kept her eyes level with his well-muscled chest, neither looking up nor allowing her eyes to drift down below his abdomen. She pulled another scrap of material from around his waist and watched as it hit the floor. She pushed it off to the side with her toe, the soft rustle of fabric unnaturally loud in the silence.
The weight of a long-fingered, talon-tipped hand coming to rest on her shoulder startled Lillian into looking back up until she was eye-level with his chest again. She only then realized she’d been staring at the floor because her confidence had fled.
His fingers began to knead her tense shoulder in a gentle, rhythmic manner.
Forcing her eyes higher, because she would overcome her personal cowardice and be the partner Gregory needed, she finally met his intense gaze. Her throat tight with nerves, she swallowed past the lump. “No permanent damage?” she asked, her voice soft and unsteady, even to her own ears.
“Just to my pride.” His warm breath washed across her one ear and on down her neck. “Nothing that won’t heal.”
So, he had done himself some harm. In a spur-of-the-moment, she-wasn’t-really-thinking-about-what-she-was-doing move, she glanced down and started to reach for the split and sagging material of his jeans.
Gregory moved at the same time, and Lillian jerked back. Her face heated in a fiery blush, thinking he was going to push her hands away from a place they had no business being in the first place.
“Sorry.” She rushed on. “I don’t know what I was…it’s not like I still have any healing powers…it was some knee-jerk instinct…”
“It comes naturally to us.” Gregory’s voice was deeper than normal, velvet and sinful. “We would commonly inspect and heal each other’s smallest injuries. It was one way we could show our love and passion without breaking our oaths to the Divine Ones.” Gregory enfolded her hands in his and drew them back to his body, curling them gently around the slight protrusion of his hip bones. “There is no shame in this.”
He tucked his muzzle against his chest and closed his eyes but made no other move. Clearly, he was leaving the next move to her. Even motionless, he was still an imposing wall of muscle and sinew. His bulk of wings, horns that brushed the ceiling, and broad shoulders that dwarfed her smaller frame, all added to his overall air of menace.
Yet, as different as they might be in body, they were one soul.
And right now, her other half needed her. Touching him, she could feel what he felt, his bone-deep terror she would fear him and turn away, that she would not be, could not be, what he needed.
She took one step into him, pressing her cheek to his chest as she sealed the length of their bodies together. “No shame,” she whispered against his chest. “None ever between us.”
Gregory released a deep, rumbling sigh as all tension melted out of his body. His arms encircled her shoulders, and his tail wrapped possessively around her lower legs. They stood there unmoving for several moments. Gregory seemed willing to just stay like that, but Lillian knew she had a little more to do in order to be what he needed.
She unwound her arms from around his waist and hooked her fingers in the top of his ruined jeans. It was easy enough to push the torn denim down his hips. Gregory shifted his weight for her, making it easier to shove the pant legs on down. When it was low enough, he kicked free of the shredded material and then went still once more.
Almost done, she thought. Giving herself silent orders seemed to be the only thing holding her confidence in place. If she was standing in front of anyone other than Gregory doing this…
“I would do them serious injury.” Gregory’s voice rumbled over her head.
“There is no one else I would do this for.” Her voice had steadied, but when she reached out and pushed against one hip to urge him to turn toward the light flooding from the bathroom, she couldn’t hide the trembling of her fingers.
It wasn’t the first time she’d seen Gregory completely bare. He had little concept of human modesty. The other two times had been when he’d been in the shower. Both those times, she’d adverted her gaze within seconds, but had still been left with the knowledge Gregory was impressive in every aspect. He was utterly hairless but had the correct number of parts to be mostly human-shaped, which wasn’t so strange, since gargoyles and dryads did interbreed upon occasion.
She arched an eyebrow in thought. If Gregory was an average example of his species, dryads were made of sterner stuff than she’d credited them with. Lillian might be of dryad blood, but she wasn’t sure if she possessed the courage to tackle a gargoyle. Even at rest, he was larger than what a similarly proportioned man would have possessed.
Gregory’s body language was still relaxed, but his thoughts hinted at an underlying sense of anticipation. She moved the hand that had been resting on his hip and stroked her fingertips across his belly and was rewarded by the subtle flexing of his abdominal muscles. He shifted his stance as he grew semi-hard at her touch. It was one of the sexiest things she’d seen. She had to remind herself this was supposed to be an inspection, not a seduction. Though, she imagined, she was the one getting seduced by Gregory’s undeniable, virile nature.
Inspection.
“It’s just an inspection.”
Gregory laughed, his voice a dark caress along her overheated body. “Then, by all means, inspect me, my Sorceress.”
His baiting had her blood rushing to answer his challenge, and she made herself take a lingering look. “Everything looks…in order. You have fully healed?”
“Yes.” It was more growl than word.
“You’re in no pain?”
“No, but…” he groaned and stepped closer, “I need you near.” His arms and wings settled around her, their warm weight a reassurance.
“It’s all right.” She hugged him with a fierce strength, knowing he needed the reassurance. And it soothed a hunger in her body and soul to hold him so close. “Would you like to shower with me?”
His muzzle dipped down to nose past the neck of her tank top. He pushed the fabric out of his way until he encountered the black lace of her bra. His lips caressed the valley between her breasts. “You’re wearing too many layers.”
“I am,” Lillian agreed.
* * *
Gregory stood, hardly daring to breathe for fear the slightest movement would startle Lillian into bolting from his side. But her confidence held, and she took his right hand in her much smaller one and tugged him in the direction of the bathroom.
She was doing this for him. He knew it. He also knew she wasn’t emotionally ready to take their relationship into these new, dangerous waters. He doubted he was any better equipped to deal with this part of their relationship. He should stop this before it went further.
Oh, but her smaller hand felt good in his, as did the weight of her eyes every time she looked at him with a mix of innocence and desire. More than a few times in their past lives, they had played this dangerous game, caressing each other as lovers when the loneliness of being separated outside the Spirit Realm became too much to bear.
Always before when they took turns giving and receiving pleasure, it was with their duty and its restrictions held firmly in their minds. Without the strong, disciplined mind of the Mother’s Sorceress overseeing him, he wasn’t sure if he could trust himself not to go too far. And Lillian, as much as he loved her, was not the Sorceress of old. She could not hold him back by the sheer strength of her mind alone.
Yet, all the same, he would not crush her fledgling courage, which led her to come this far, to strip him bare, to study and accept him and all his fierce differences. He’d craved her acceptance for weeks now. He would in no way endanger it by rushing Lillian into something she wasn’t ready for, so he let her choose when and how events would unfold.
Lillian led him into the master bath, and after fiddling with the shower taps and adjusting the water temperature several times, she hesitated.
Sensing her confidence about to flee, he playfully tapped the spade-shaped tip of his tail against her nearest arm. She startled at the contact and looked over her shoulder with a wide-eyed gaze. With a gentle nudge of his muzzle under her chin, he sighed with contentment and whispered against her skin, “Little dryad, this need not be anything more than a shower.”
The tension in her shoulders eased visibly, and a warm smile brightened her expression to something truly beautiful. “I know. That’s why I love and trust you so much.” She worked loose the strange fastenings of her human garb, disrobed quickly, and then took his hand and tugged until he stepped in the shower with her. “However,” she said, with a mysterious little smile. “I do hate personal cowardice and would use this opportunity to work upon my own underdeveloped confidence.”
“So very formal,” he said as happiness swelled in his heart.
“Formal? Ha! It’s all your fault. Your archaic way of speaking is infectious.” She stepped into him, raised herself up onto her toes, and placed a kiss along the underside of his jaw, effectively taking any sting out of her words.
“Mmm,” he rumbled softly, backing farther into the shower at her gentle insistence. He did so enjoy her method of apology. “I would be honored to offer up myself as a means to help you become more comfortable with our relationship.”
In answer, she poured soap on what she called a shower sponge and applied it to his shoulders and chest. Mild disappointment flooded him. It was her hands—not an indifferent sponge—he wanted on his flesh.
Her free hand suddenly came up and caressed the curve of his hip, tentative at first and then with a bit more boldness. His eyes drifted closed as she ventured farther afield, her delicate touch gliding lower.
Belatedly, he realized his private wish had made his control slip, and she’d picked up the thread of his thoughts. But he didn’t feel guilty about it, especially not when she dropped the sponge and brought her other hand into play.
A deep, rumbling purr escaped him. He wanted to return the caresses, but he held himself passive. It was more important for his other half to learn him and the limits of her courage.
There would be time for his own exploring later.




Chapter 12
A soft, persistent knocking registered on Lillian’s senses. She tried to ignore it and burrowed deeper under the covers—wanting to escape the noise and the bright light flooding in the windows that declared it was morning. Gregory seemed to have a similar idea and attempted to bury his muzzle underneath her hair. She was draped over his chest, with one leg sprawled over his powerful thighs. One part of her mind said this was probably inappropriate, but another part liked it rather too much to move.
Besides, she didn’t feel like moving. Gregory didn’t seem inclined to either—well other than one part. His tail was flicking lazy caresses up and down her side. The knocking at the door had finally stopped. Lillian smiled.
“What if I’d been a team of commandoes?”
Gran’s voice jolted through Lillian’s sleepy mind. She jerked awake, but Gregory replied first.
“I’d have spread their ashes across the three Realms.” His chuckle shook Lillian’s entire body. “You’re lucky I’m fond of you. Besides, you feed me.”
Her face burning, Lillian rolled off him and buried herself under the blankets. Gregory had no such concerns or modesty. She peeked out in time to see him throw off the blankets and stretch, before leaning toward the plates Gran held out to him.
“My goodness.” Gran gave an approving purr. “Now, I know why dryads have a preference for gargoyles.”
“Gran!” Lillian bolted upright, but kept hold of the blankets, not wanting to flash the room.
“Don’t be a prude, darling. I’m old, not dead. I still have hormones enough to appreciate a fine-looking specimen when one is laid out before me.” Gran then turned her attention back to Gregory and bestowed a smile on him. “I brought breakfast for you both.”
Lillian tried another angle. “You could have just called through the door. What if we had…we’d been…”
Gran started to chuckle again, belly laughs this time. “If you had, the whole house would have heard. Gregory has a tendency to roar. Besides, I didn’t hear any headboard cracking last night. And the house is still standing—no stray flares of creative Avatar magic.”
Lillian collapsed onto her pillow and tossed the sheets back over her head.
“No time to hide.” Gran tugged on the blankets. “You need to eat and then get dressed. The Fae Council arrived in the night. We need to discuss what to do about the military problem. And Gregory, dear, you need to pretend to be human. No more dragging your feet about it.”
He grunted around a mouthful of food but nodded his head.
“Good. When you are both presentable, come down to the kitchen. We have work to do.” Gran patted Lillian’s blanket-covered leg and placed a plate of food in her hand.
Lillian eyed the plate of bacon and eggs. Not exactly a romantic breakfast in bed, but she was hungry, and it would be a waste of perfectly good food if she didn’t eat it. Picking up a fork, she started to work her way through breakfast.
∞∞∞
 
Gregory stood before her and gave her his best annoyed gargoyle scowl. Strange how well the look transferred to his now fully human form. Another minor feat she wouldn’t mind mastering was his ability to look equally noble and stern in nothing but a pair of silky, black boxer shorts. Perhaps it had something to do with him being comfortable in nothing but his own skin.
Lillian admitted it was a little disconcerting having a nearly naked human man in her bedroom. On the one hand, she knew it was Gregory, and yet on the other, she could see very little of her guardian in this tall, dark-skinned man with his brown eyes, dark hair, and severe expression. Somehow, this felt different than when Gregory wandered around half-naked in gargoyle form. Maybe it was because her eyes kept telling her she was standing across from a stranger she’d only laid eyes on a couple times before.
She held out a pair of black jeans, then gave them a little wiggle when he didn’t take the bait.
“Oh, come on—you’re worse than a two-year-old. They’re just jeans, not a viper about to bite you.”
He frowned at her tone but stepped forward and snatched them out of her hand. “I thought the worst thing about the Mortal Realm was its lack of magic,” he jerked on the pants, though was cautious about doing up the zipper, “but I was wrong. There is one thing worse—its fashion. Humans wear so many layers, even their clothing has clothing. It snags, it rubs, it bites, it pinches…”
It seemed her gargoyle needed a little incentive.
Lillian stretched up and pressed a quick kiss to his lips. “If you wear the clothing today, I’ll help you out of them tonight.” His lips parted, and his eyes widened ever so slightly. Secretly, she was pleased she could still surprise him. The kiss had the added benefit of stilling his tirade.
“I’ll play at being human—but I only do it for you.” Gregory held out his hand for the T-shirt she still held. “Though, you are welcome to kiss me whenever you want, if you think it will make me more malleable to your diabolical plans.”
A pearl of laughter escaped her. “You’re such a terrible actor—though I like your sulk. It’s cute.” And she also liked this new playful side of Gregory; seeing him happy warmed her heart, and she wanted to do whatever was required to keep him happy.
He pretended to sulk at her words—but his expression was so off, she laughed even harder. “Enough, you great ham. We have a Fae Council to pacify and a large military problem to resolve.”
Gregory sobered and nodded.
Lillian held the door and motioned him forward, wanting to make sure he didn’t try to ditch some of the clothing on his way down. When Gregory frowned at her, she knew she had hit on the correct plan.
With a huff, he stomped past, still pulling at his T-shirt and the waist of his jeans as if trying to make them more comfortable. Halfway down the stairs, he gave up and fisted his hands at his side.
When they reached the bottom, Lillian could hear the voices drifting from the kitchen. By the sound of it, the council meeting was already underway. Gregory shoved the kitchen door hard enough to make it groan in complaint. If there had been anyone on the other side, they’d have been laid out by the blow.
“The door’s not to blame for you having to wear clothing,” Lillian stated under her breath.
Gregory stopped, turned swiftly, and smiled what could only be called a devilishly handsome grin. “Keep it up, and I’m going to revert to my true form, march over to the human military compound, and strut naked past Major Resnick. Twice. In case he misses it the first time.”
“That’s sure to stir the hornet’s nest.” A great, gruff hoot was followed by a hand slapping a thigh. “If you do, make sure to let me know in advance. I want to be there to witness it.”
Gregory grinned and nodded to the stranger. Lillian froze, her mind trying to place where she’d seen the older man before. He was familiar, but she didn’t know from where. Or why he was in Gran’s kitchen. He was dressed in faded and patched jeans, an old flannel shirt, and his feet were encased in rubber boots. Upon first glance, Lillian might have taken him as a farmer.
But she could ‘feel’ the power hidden inside him.
“The council members are using glamour to hide,” Gregory replied to her unasked question. “If you look with more than your physical eyes, you will recognize them.”
Lillian scrutinized the man. “Greenborrow?”
He gave her a courtly bow. “In the flesh, great lady.”
Gregory skirted the table and took one of the seats beside the leshii. While Lillian made her way around to sit in the other chair, she cast subtle glances at the other three people already seated.
Gran wasn’t presently in the kitchen so she couldn’t look for hints there. And while by Gregory’s easy manner, it was clear he knew everyone in the room, Lillian was still annoyed enough with him she wasn’t about to ask him for information.
Two of the occupants were women in their forties. A third was a tattooed and pierced young man with spikey black hair, a black leather jacket, and worn blue jeans. He looked to be in his early twenties—not much older than Lillian herself if she was to go by her eyes alone.
She focused on the man first, not because she was ogling his tattoos and piercings—though they were something to behold—but because she expected the sidhe lord, Whitethorn, to be at this meeting. She couldn’t imagine him not being there. Unless he was running late. She narrowed her eyes again trying to see something of the sidhe in the young man sitting at the table.
His smile was neither overly friendly nor outwardly cold, which was very much the sidhe lord’s personality. Ah, she was right. “Whitethorn?”
A regal nod greeted her question.
“Hmm, isn’t the whole idea of the glamour to blend in?”
“Yes.” Greenborrow laughed, cutting in before the sidhe lord could reply. “But we make do with what humans we can take unsuspecting. Whitethorn lost the bet and won the ‘honor’ of taking on the little drug lord’s seeming.”
Lillian arched a brow in question.
“In the past, we’ve found the easiest identity to use is one already created.” Greenborrow shrugged. “It has the added benefit of sending the authorities off on a wild goose chase if we make a misstep.”
Knowing some of the fae as she did, a nasty thought occurred to Lillian. “Just curious, but what happens to the humans you impersonate?”
“We put them in a safe place where they sleep for a day or two, depending on how long we need to move around in the human world.” Greenborrow gave a little shrug. “And, no, we don’t kill them. Once they are no longer needed, we give them false memories and then allow them to wake.”
“Glad to hear it.”
“Dead bodies cause too many questions.” Greenborrow sounded mildly disappointed.
Whitethorn turned what might have been a laugh of genuine amusement into a cough.
Her eyes rolled back toward Whitethorn. At least she now knew who the tattooed personage was.
One down, two to go.
Looking over at the women, she debated for a moment. One was friendly, her cheerful grin contagious. Likely one of the sprites. But which one, mother or daughter? If Whitethorn wasn’t averse to taking a form that looked much, much younger than his years, Lillian wouldn’t put it past the mother and daughter duo to play around with their ages, either.
“Goswin?” Lillian took a stab, figuring she had a fifty-fifty chance.
The sprite nodded.
As for the other woman, she gave nothing away in her expression. Lillian frowned, a touch unhappy at failing what felt like a test.
“The banshee,” Gregory supplied, his attention still half on adjusting his clothing. He tugged at the neck of his T-shirt with a little too much force and Lillian heard the telltale popping of a seam giving way.
A huge grin lit up Gregory’s face, and he fisted the front of his T-shirt.
“Don’t you dare do an imitation of a drunken redneck at a tailgate party! T-shirts don’t grow on trees, and you already destroyed one outfit last night. Which I think is plenty for now, don’t you?”
Gregory froze, his brows furrowing in confusion.
Gran walked into the kitchen, saving Lillian from having to explain ‘redneck’ and ‘tailgate’ to her gargoyle.
“Good,” Vivian said, “you’re all here. And I see my granddaughter even got Gregory into some clothing.”
Gregory grunted something dark under his breath but didn’t verbalize further.
Gran sat down in the chair next to Lillian and nodded to Whitethorn.
The sidhe lord glanced around the table. “Most here know the problems we need to solve and solve quickly, but Lillian, you and Gregory have only just awakened and possibly haven’t had time to fully understand all the ramifications.”
Gregory sat up straighter in his chair, and Lillian found she mimicked him without conscious thought.
“We can hide from the humans to some extent,” Whitethorn continued, “but there is one time each month when we cannot hide everything from them.”
Gregory leaped to the answer before Lillian even had the first stirrings of an idea. “The Wild Hunt.”
“Yes,” Whitethorn said. “We’ve been lucky until now. The power both you and Lillian raised in the last Wild Hunt sustained the boundary wards of our land and fed our people what magic we needed to survive, but it has now dwindled to a level where we must risk a Hunt or weaken to a dangerous point. And the humans are not our only enemies—the remaining Riven are still very much a threat.”
Greenborrow reached across the table and patted Lillian’s hand. “You broke the Riven’s foothold in this world, but they are far from defeated. We’ve found traces of them far north of us. They’ve retreated to the northern wilds to lick their wounds and to avoid contact with the humans. But I believe they will only stay away until they’ve grown strong. Then I fear they will return, and they might not take as much care to avoid human notice as we have. If the Riven reveal our existence to the humans, it could prove more damaging to us than any battle the Riven themselves might wage.”
Whitethorn gave an almost defeated sigh. “So, the Wild Hunt must ride to shore up our defenses, for we will need them in the coming days or months.”
“However, we can’t risk the Hunt for the very reason it could expose us to the humans,” Gran countered, with a raised eyebrow in Whitethorn’s direction. “Round and round we argue and still no progress.” She stuck her spoon in her tea and gave it a good stir as a way of punctuating her statement.
By the exchange of dagger-like looks shooting between Gran and Whitethorn, Lillian could only assume the Wild Hunt was a sore point between the two. Silence held for a heartbeat more, and then the entire table erupted into a chaotic debate strident enough to make a politician proud.
Lillian didn’t venture into the verbal warfare, instead studying Gregory for any reaction. He leaned back in his chair, crossed his arms, and tilted his head first at one arguing fae and another. Not one soothing word or sage piece of advice did he utter into the debate. Instead, he studied the others with a glint in his eyes that clearly said he found the whole situation humorous.
When she raised an eyebrow in question, he merely nodded his head in a barely discernible motion.
“If you find a peaceful resolution to allow the Wild Hunt to ride while at the same time protecting the humans from themselves, I will make certain the Clan and Coven abide by your plan.”
He was leaving it up to her?
Well, it’s settled then. She’d just have to come up with a solution to the ‘human’ problem and prove to Gregory his trust in her wasn’t misplaced.
She compressed her lips. Between the military, the media, and an army of scientists, Lillian had just set herself a near-impossible task.
How did one hold the Wild Hunt without the risk of discovery? How indeed?
The problem with the hunt centered on the initial raising of power, and the subsequent magical blast wave it pushed out across the land, which washed away all but the most powerful of pre-existing spells. The usual concealment spells the fae used to hide, and perhaps even some of Gregory’s shielding spells would be washed away by the new tide of power released across the land.
The fae needed to hide in plain sight, in essence, to be visible and yet not draw attention to themselves.
A diversion.
An old bait and switch trick worthy of a great magician.
When the bare bones of an idea came to her, she grinned so hard it hurt her cheeks.
“The Wild Hunt needs to come out of the closet to hide in plain sight.” Lillian smirked as those around the table fell silent one by one and turned toward her. When she was certain she had their full attention, she continued. “We need an ironclad cover story to offset the danger of discovery during the Hunt. Give the average human a plausible, mundane explanation for anything strange they might happen to see, and their reasoning mind will be more than willing to believe the lie instead of an impossible truth.”
Greenborrow wheezed rather loudly. Lillian took it as a sound of encouragement.
“If you want to hide the Wild Hunt, then all you need to do is throw an elaborate masquerade ball. Give the humans illusions, parlor tricks, and true magic. They won’t know truth from fiction, and the secret of your existence will remain safe.”
Lillian held her breath, waiting for the first denial. One minute stretched into a second, but no challenges came. She released the breath she’d been holding and glanced around at the other fae. Each, in turn, had a thoughtful expression, their gazes turned inward in calculation. It was Gran who finally broke the unnatural stillness by picking up her cup of tea and sipping from it.
“Well?” Gran directed the one word into the silence. “Personally, I think Lillian’s idea has merit. What says everyone else?”
Whitethorn cleared his throat. “If this masquerade is to work, it will need to be substantial to draw the numbers required, covering a large region, community-wide at least.”
“There could be more than one venue,” Goswin suggested. “A parade, or a theatrical performance, a renaissance fair. Music and dancing and drinking.”
Greenborrow laughed. “Lots of drinking. Get them drunk, and any stories will be easy to discredit.”
The banshee shifted in her chair and pulled absently at her clothing like Gregory had been doing earlier. “Will not those persons seeking the truth behind the more fanciful imaginings—such as Major Resnick—be suspicious of something like this? What possible reason could we have to host a…medieval fantasy renaissance fair?”
“Greed.” Lillian laughed at the banshee’s questioning look. “This whole situation has drawn in huge crowds of people, and those people have money in their pockets. Any business-minded local is going to be brainstorming ways to part people from their money.”
“I really can’t find fault with your reasoning,” Greenborrow commented. “Though your plan may draw suspicions directly upon your family and the Coven by association.”
“From how Major Resnick was questioning me and by what Gregory picked from his mind, we know we are already in their crosshairs. The problem isn’t so much whether we can completely fool the authorities, but whether we can hide the Hunt from the vast majority of humans. The Hunt must happen. How many days to the next full moon?”
“Twelve,” Gran said, her brows furrowing in thought. “Twelve days to pull off the bluff of all bluffs. Leave this to me, I’ll rally the Coven. We’ll see to the human threat, and it will leave the Clan free to help Gregory to prepare for a war with the Lady of Battles’ forces.”
Lillian had almost managed to put that particular danger out of her thoughts, but it was just as real as the human military—and far more dangerous, as the demon seed presently trapped within her hamadryad proved. But as dire as the situation was, it was really just a waiting game. In time, her tree would finish killing the demon seed, and Lillian would be free to rejoin her hamadryad, reclaim her soul, and take up the mantle of her power to become an Avatar once again. Then they could face the Battle Goddess on a level playing ground.
Easy as one-two-three.
Sure. As if anything in her life was ever easy. But presently, there was nothing she could do about it, which left her to help with more mundane difficulties. She turned to Gran. “Since the masquerade was my brilliant idea, how can I help?”
“Flyers,” Gran stated with a chuckle. “Your expertise on the computer would be lovely.”
The impromptu council meeting broke up. Whitethorn, Greenborrow, and the banshee herded Gregory in the direction of the back door, while Gran and Goswin ushered Lillian off to the one corner of the living room that doubled as the home office.




Chapter 13
Tethys waited until sharks came and the humans were distracted. Then she eased up underneath the boat. Half hidden by its shadow, she studied the two humans. An older male and a younger female occupied the cage. With their backs to her and their attention focused on their equipment and the milling sharks, they were oblivious to the danger that even their stout cage wouldn’t protect them from.
Yet Tethys hesitated.
As far as humans went, these two were better than many she’d met over the centuries—their hearts held kindness, their minds a sharp intelligence, an essence bright with potential. She would regret snuffing out that rare quality.
She reached through the bars of the cage and then hesitated a second time. Unnoticed by her prey, she fought a silent debate within her own heart. These two thought of themselves as protectors of the ocean realm. And perhaps in a better world, that would be enough.
Yet, more was needed. Their lives would continue to serve the ocean realm. She whispered a prayer for them as she reached her hand inside the cage a second time. Her fingers closed around the male’s ankles, and she commanded the water magic to swirl the breathing device from between his lips.
The male tried to free his feet and simultaneously make a grab at his breathing tube. When he realized it was out of his reach, he struggled harder as panic set in.
She allowed the male enough freedom to fight harder, his exertion would end his suffering faster. The female she buffeted with ever-changing water currents, slamming her from one side of the cage to the other.
After a short time, the male’s struggles lessened. As the siren waited for his end, she took no pleasure in it, but she wasn’t overly moved by his fear either. She did feel guilt, for her actions stressed the dolphins—peaceful, forgiving creatures that they were. Once this unpleasantness was over, she would make amends to them.
Her gaze traveled from the dolphin pod disappearing in the distance and slid back to the cage and her work. The human male was dead. But she noticed her momentary distraction had almost allowed the female to escape. She’d managed to fight the currents long enough to climb halfway out of the cage. As Tethys watched, her head broke the surface, and she heard the woman scream for help. Another human from aboard the boat leaned over the side and grabbed the woman’s arm.
As her intended prey was pulled over the side and out of sight, the siren dropped away from the cage. She circled the boat at a leisurely pace, listening to the woman’s hysterical cries.
In the world above, the two remaining humans had edged closer to the side of the boat. Their frightened visages peered back at her, tracking her movement through the water. She didn’t hide from them, wanting their attention.
Another powerful tail flick and she surfaced to study the humans in turn. The male seemed to be the same age as the female. Both were young—adults, but not far into adulthood. Flicking her glance back down to the cage below, she wondered if the older male was a mentor to these younger ones.
Perhaps it would have served her better to keep the older one alive. He may have been more knowledgeable about this new world and everything going wrong with it.
No matter. It was too late for regrets. Her power was great, but even she could not heal death. The young male would have to do.
Rising a bit higher out of the water, the siren spat salty brine from her lungs and out her gills and dragged in a lungful of air. It tasted odd. Not oily like the water, but oddly heavy with strange odors.
She drew a second breath, then on a third, she began to sing. Within the first few notes, she’d snared the male, as was clear by his mesmerized, vacant look and the easing of tense muscles.
The human’s companion wasn’t as affected by her song, which was very rare. This female must have suffered damage to her hearing at some point in her life. With the slightest change in her song, Tethys ordered the male to sit. His female companion started shaking his shoulder, shoving him sideways with the strength of her grasp. But Tethys’s influence was more powerful than simple gravity, and the male swung back into position without a flicker of emotion on his face. His companion backed away, her horror almost a tangible flavor on the back of the siren’s tongue.
The human continued to backpedal until her legs touched the edge of the boat’s one side.
With a nod of her head, Tethys acknowledged the human’s survival instincts. But even with an entire width of the boat between them, the female still wasn’t safe, and perhaps the human was intelligent enough to know it, for a sad, desperate look flooded her features.
Tethys hesitated and then gave the human an equally sad smile. She would take no joy in this one’s death either. The human was a fighter, young though she was, and perhaps deserved a better fate than the one planned for her.
But the ocean deserved a better fate than what humans had left it. With a powerful flick of her tail, Tethys drove herself higher out of the water. Between the webbing of her tightly fisted fingers, a power built, water aided by magic solidified into a long trident with bright, crystalline points.
Half-twisting in a powerful thrust, the siren sent the trident flying. It speared the female in the upper chest, sending her flipping over the side of the boat to land with a great splash on the other side.
Tethys moved quickly, darting under the boat and up the other side to the body’s location. The woman was already dead, a clean, quick death. Grasping the corpse, she heaved it up and out of the water and onto the boat where it would be safe from sharks, since she still needed the body.
Once done, she sank below the waves in search of the one whose distress was so suddenly overwhelming.




Chapter 14
Lillian thumbed off the phone and tossed it to the opposite end of the couch with a practiced accuracy as she finished scrawling contact information on her notepad. “The fairgrounds are booked, and the call just before that one was the jousters confirming they can make the three-day midweek appointment. They can’t manage the weekend, they’re already booked for another fair. The hall just called back to say we can have it for Saturday after all, so the medieval banquet has a location.”
“Told you not to worry.” Gran didn’t look up from where she sat at the desk, leaning over her keyboard typing.
“It really was a miracle getting the hall last minute. There had been a wedding booked, but the bride just contracted chicken pox. Poor thing, guess she never had them as a child. But the timing.” Lillian groaned in sympathy for the unknown woman.
“She’ll recover.”
Lillian stopped sorting papers and glanced up at Gran with growing suspicion. After staring a hole in the back of Gran’s bent head didn’t elicit a response, Lillian tried polite tact. “Pardon?”
“Yes, dear?”
“Tell me you didn’t somehow give the poor woman chicken pox.”
“Me directly? No.”
Lillian was just drawing breath when the phone rang again. She huffed, aimed a glare at the cordless and then a second at Gran for good measure, before snatching up the phone. Her ‘hello’ had a bit more force than intended.
∞∞∞
 
Lillian thumbed the ‘off’ button hard enough to make the plastic and rubber creak and then heaved it at the end of the couch, where it bounced before coming to rest precariously close to the edge. She pinched the bridge of her nose and rubbed at her eyes in a futile attempt to soothe away the deep-seated, ever-present throb of a headache.
She never did get back to the conversation about the woman with the chicken pox.
In the four days since she’d come up with what she now thought of as the ‘moment of insanity’ plan, she’d thought about nothing but the masquerade, arranging, verifying, and playing phone tag for what seemed like weeks. If she ever wanted to start a career along the lines of a wedding planner, she imagined she now had enough experience to add a line to her resume.
She glanced around the living room, hoping for a distraction from all the notes scattered across the coffee table, all of which still required a follow-up phone call. But she didn’t see a single distraction.
In fact, she hadn’t talked to anyone face-to-face in hours, and today’s four-plus hours talking on the phone after a quick lunch didn’t count as basic human contact. She hadn’t seen much of Gregory the last few days, either. Needs had them keeping opposite hours.
Gregory and the other fae did most of their spell work at night, using the cover of darkness to help shroud their work. Lillian, Gran, and several other members of the Coven worked in the daylight hours fielding phone calls and whatever else needed doing in the daylight.
Come each dawn, Lillian would get up, pack a hearty breakfast, and seek out Gregory. When she found him, she ached at seeing firsthand the steep toll it cost him and the other fae to cast great works of magic in this magicless realm. She would curse fate silently for the set of circumstances that prevented her from helping Gregory in his monumental task.
Gregory and the other fae metalsmiths were usually putting finishing touches on the newest batch of spelled weapons when she arrived with breakfast. Yesterday morning, Gregory had been too exhausted to eat, his complexion a paler grey than his usual lustrous, ebony tones. A caress of fingertips along his shoulders proved the greyish tone was, in fact, his skin starting to turn to stone.
He’d seemed unconcerned and simply nuzzled her in greeting and then leaned some of his weight on her as they walked back to the center of her maze. Once there, he’d hoisted himself up onto his pedestal and turned to stone before her eyes.
While Gregory seemed unconcerned for himself, Lillian worried on his behalf.
This morning when she’d went to bring him breakfast, it was to find he’d finished early. A quick search found him already turned to stone on his pedestal. She’d sat on his stone knee and ate a tasteless breakfast.
Yet another day of phone calls and errands helped her focus on other things, but it did not banish the worry and fear. And suppressing those emotions was stirring up other problems—like a migraine great enough to shatter her skull. She closed her eyes and staggered to her feet, no plan beyond ‘escape’ foremost in her mind.
She succeeded in navigating her way to the kitchen and was almost to the back door and freedom when the phone rang again. Anger coiled in her gut, and she growled, her eyes homing in on the wall phone where its red light blinked out a rapid, annoying pattern. She stalked across the floor and swiped at the phone with one hand, swatting it with enough force to disconnect it from the wall.
Lillian was rewarded by lovely, blessed silence. She curled her lip at the phone and spun back around to the door. The freedom of nature and the dark, endless forest called to her. Her focus was all on that goal, or she might have acknowledged the sound of footsteps and the door between the living room and kitchen swinging open.
“Hey, Lillian, wait,” her brother called from behind. “Did you ever hear back from the…whoa! What happened to the phone? You could have simply said you were taking a break, rather than giving the phone a makeover.”
Lillian whirled on her brother, not in the mood for his brand of humor.
“It annoyed me.” Her voice came out rich and low, almost a raspy growl, nothing like her own. She fought past the pounding in her head to try to make sense of it, but the need to be outside was more pressing.
Her brother blanched and stepped back, forcing Gran—who was a step behind him—back as well. His move, which was clearly protective, sparked a touch of lucid reason in Lillian’s mind. Her brother was afraid. Of her? Why?
Lillian blinked and shook her head, but it did nothing for the pounding in her head or the ringing in her ears. Was she going to pass out? No, her body itched and burned, and it wasn’t the tingle of encroaching faintness.
Gran pushed at Lillian’s brother, finally forcing him out of the way. She eased past him and stopped a short distance from Lillian. “Darling, you need to listen to me. You’re not in danger, and I won’t keep you long, but you need to answer a couple of quick questions.”
Lillian jerked her head in acknowledgment of Gran’s words. It was all she was able to do as instincts reared up within her and clamored for her attention, to run free, to slide from shadow to shadow as she hunted for prey in the forest. Hunger burned in her belly, making thought harder.
“How long has it been since you and Gregory have had time to spend together?”
“Days,” Lillian growled out, not sure if it was entirely true, but it felt like longer.
“I know Gregory has been sleeping in stone to recover faster. Did you see him yet today?”
“Yes,” she bit out and turned from Gran, taking a long stride to the back door.
“Lillian?”
She shook her head and gathered her thoughts. Gran wanted to know something else. It was important. She sighed. “Gregory was stone.”
“He didn’t actually see you today?”
“No,” she snapped. “Isn’t that what I just said?”
Gran placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. The slight pressure was uncomfortable, her skin overly sensitive. Lillian was tempted to swat at it but remembered what she’d done to the phone and held back. Something was wrong.
“Lillian, you need to go seek out Gregory now. It’s imperative.”
“Why?”
“If I had a mirror, you wouldn’t need to ask.” Gran laughed. “You’re going gargoyle on us. Go to Gregory. He’ll know what to do.”
“He’s sleeping.”
“He’ll wake for you. He’ll feel your need.”
She did miss him. They could hunt together. Or perhaps he would hunt for her. The wildness in her blood changed focus. Gregory sounded more appealing than a few trees. She had the strangest urge to purr.
∞∞∞
 
She navigated the familiar labyrinth with ease, its cedar scent wrapping around her senses, soothing some of the wildness in her blood. Not much. But enough to reach the maze’s center with a relatively clear mind.
With a groan, she dropped to her knees in front of Gregory and bowed her head, pressing her forehead against cold stone as she fought for control. She wrapped the fingers of one hand around the tip of his tail. The stone was cool to the touch, but already growing warmer.
“Gregory,” she whispered.
“Beloved?” His tail twitched under her fingers as stone gave way to flesh.
“Something is wrong.”




Chapter 15
Alarm hummed through him even before he was fully awake. It was not danger that woke him, but Lillian’s distress. He inhaled a deep breath and snorted with understanding when her mixed dryad and gargoyle scent hit him full force. It was a lovely scent. One his brain was happy to bask in for a moment more than he knew he should. It also explained her distress.
He opened his eyes and gazed down. She knelt with her head bowed and pressed against his pedestal. No wings. No tail. Still mostly dryad. She hadn’t been caught in a painful mid-shift. Not yet, at least.
“Lillian.” He touched her shoulder, closing his claws with a gentle pressure to get her attention. “Beloved, look at me now. You have to fight the shift for a little while longer.”
She jerked as if his tender urging was the harshest command. But she did as he asked. She looked up at him, and he was relieved to see she was only mildly changed. They still had time to get to the safety of the forest. Though not much, judging by the way her dark irises had expanded until no whites showed in her pain-filled eyes. Her ears had already elongated into points only partially hidden in her hair. She hissed in pain, and her black talon-tipped fingers dug into his calf muscle. As he watched, small black horns erupted from her forehead, just under the hairline.
Gregory loosened her hold on his leg and transferred it to his hand, then jumped down to stand beside her. His wings mantled over her protectively. “My love, I must get you to the forest where we can hide while you learn control. Can you stand?”
She didn’t respond verbally but gave a quick, jerking nod. Moaning in pain, Lillian forced herself to her feet.
“This way.” He urged her in the direction he wanted her to go, and she didn’t fight him. However, she only made it a dozen steps before she grasped her head and sank back to her knees.
“It hurts. Why does it hurt so much?”
“Because you’re fighting the change.” He gathered her up in his arms and then called his magic to hide them both.
“You told me to fight the shift.” Her words came out with a bite of accusation.
“Yes, I did. Hold on just a little while longer. I’ll get you to the forest, then you can shift where no one will see or hear.”
“Can’t you just hide me from view? You’re doing it now. I can feel it.”
Gregory broke into a run. “Your hamadryad is feeding you magic. You may lose control when you shift.”
“I thought you said I couldn’t touch my magic.”
“You’re not taking, she’s giving.”
“Wonderful,” Lillian growled. “What about the demon seed? Are we in danger from that little monster again?”
“No.”
“Small mercies. I feel drunk.” Lillian laughed, a sound more of pain than pleasure. “Now, if fate will continue with this rare streak of kindness, we might avoid any military patrols, too.”
The forest was still too far away for Gregory’s peace, but at least she was lucid again. As for the human warriors, if they had the misfortune to interfere when Lillian needed him…
A low rumble of threat escaped him.
“Mmm, you have the sexiest growl.” Lillian purred the words as she leaned into him. With her cradled in his arms, her head naturally rested against his shoulder, and she rubbed her cheek against his bare skin. Her lips started nibbling on him. He stumbled when her tongue followed the track her lips had just been over. “You taste as good as you smell.”
“Lillian!” he rumbled in mild complaint. He didn’t need the distraction at the moment. Though he realized almost in the same instant that physical closeness must help Lillian in some way, for she couldn’t have been in as much pain, not if she could be distracted by other instincts.
“Sorry. I told you I feel drunk. Or maybe high on endorphins with the pain receding.” She let her head lull to the side and her eyes closed as she drew another deep breath. A small smile played at the corner of her lips. His eyes narrowed in thought. Perhaps he could use her attraction to him in some way to aid her through the painful first few shifts.
She made a soft humming sound. “You really are so beautifully male. You can’t blame a girl for wanting to touch such muscular perfection.”
Gregory scanned his surroundings as he ran. The forest was within a few dozen paces. Safety for Lillian only a few strides distant. When he was under the shade of the first trees, he continued deeper without slowing. There was no time to find an ideal spot for Lillian to shapeshift and then rest afterward. He’d just have to settle for moderately safe at best.
“Hold on, Lillian. We’re almost there. Just a few moments more.”
Lillian laughed. It was a sound of pure female delight. “Take your time. Just having you close helps.
Gregory looked down upon her, and he swore he felt his heart quake with strong emotion. There was lust, certainly, but also a healthy dose of pure love mixed in. There was no denying he wanted her.
And presently, she was making it known she wanted him, too. Her warm fingers slid back and forth along the ridge of his collar bone. As much as he’d like to explore like they had six nights ago, Lillian’s need to control her gargoyle side was more pressing.
He went a little deeper into the forest until they came upon an area of dense undergrowth. A thick carpet of ferns blanketed the ground. It wasn’t an ideal ‘nest,’ but it would have to do.
Guilt twisted in his gut. He should have monitored Lillian more closely for the signs her gargoyle nature was rising again. Oh, who am I trying to fool? I should have taught her how to master her gargoyle side when it first became apparent she still retained it.
“Hey, I can practically taste your guilt, it’s so strong.”
Gregory jerked at the sound of Lillian’s voice and found she was intently studying him.
“It’s not your fault, you know. Don’t feel guilty over something out of your control.” She sighed and wiggled in his arms. “You can put me down now. My body isn’t trying to tear itself apart at the moment.”
Gregory did as she asked, though left a supporting arm around her shoulders, likely more for his own comfort than anything she needed, he suspected. “It is my fault.”
Lillian turned slightly to face him. “How so?”
“I should have made time to train you, to show you how to shapeshift, control your gargoyle magic, and to use your wings. But I didn’t. I was afraid.” Her eyes widened at his admission, but he continued before she could interrupt. “I feared—still do fear—that I lack the willpower to resist you.”
Lillian chuckled. “Thanks for the vote of confidence and for making me sound like some kind of super-tramp.” She waved him to silence. “I know after the first and only time I became a gargoyle, the title might have been fitting,” she cleared her throat with nervous embarrassment, “but it was one hundred percent the demon’s influence. I wasn’t really ‘home’ then.”
“I know, but it’s not…”
“I refuse to believe I’ll become some raging hormone-filled beast, unable to control myself, just because I’m the first female gargoyle.”
“It’s not…”
“I won’t become some mindless beast. At least I hope I…”
“Lillian!” he shouted her name.
She froze mid-sentence, and he continued in a quieter tone. “It’s me I don’t trust.”
Rocking back on her heels, she looked up at him, her expression morphing from shock to understanding before finally settling on sympathy. In a hasty, awkward move, she launched herself at him and wrapped her arms around as much of him as she could manage. She mumbled words into his shoulder. They went on for a time. He didn’t understand one word, but he didn’t have to. Just having her hug him was a comfort.
Finally, she added, “You don’t have a clue what I just said, do you?”
“No,” Gregory admitted, “but you’re very good at non-verbal communication. I think I have an idea.”
“Well, just so we’re clear. We’re a team. From here on, we back each other up. Remember the ‘no lies, no secrets’ conversation?’ Yah, you know the one. Team members also help each other during difficult times. I might not have the powers of an Avatar, but I’m pretty sure I can dredge up enough will power to remind you of your ‘duty.’ Besides, I’ve got a good memory. I still remember the getting pregnant equals a bounty on our heads, equals the Lord of the Underworld sniffing on our trail, equals death thing. And he sounds like one scary dude. ’Nuff said.”
He held his silence throughout Lillian’s impassioned speech.
“You can trust me to not fail in this one task. Have I failed in anything I’ve set out to do since you met me?” Lillian drew in a quick breath, not giving him a chance to respond. “Okay, so some of my plans have been a touch unorthodox, but I haven’t failed. I won’t fail or betray your trust.”
Gregory returned her solemn gaze as he weighed her words, giving them the credence they deserved, but then felt his ears betray him and twitch to half-mast in doubt of her ability.
Her endearing, hopeful expression fell, transforming into one of displeasure. “Oh, as if you’re perfect.”
“No, as I believe is the root of the conversation. I don’t trust myself.”
“I… Oh! For pity’s sake.” Lillian huffed, fisted her hands, and then stormed over to the nearest tree and planted her back against it. “Well, my great and wise Gargoyle Protector, I’m going to shift into a female of the species very shortly, so if you think I can do better on my own or under the guidance of one of the other fae, by all means, let me know and I’ll just go seek them out.”
Gregory covered the distance in two strides and towered over her. He stepped closer until they were chest-to-chest. “I didn’t say I distrusted you. I said I didn’t trust myself. Are you so sure you could turn away my advances? Do you want to put it to a test?”
“Oh, why the hell are we fighting? I’m going to shift into a female gargoyle whether I want to or not. Thanks to the Lady of Battles’ manipulation, there’s no stopping it. Secondly, you’re the best candidate to teach me how to be a gargoyle.”
“I know.” Gregory pressed their foreheads together. She spoke the truth, he just didn’t want it to be the truth.
She patted him on the shoulder as if to reassure him. “No more stalling or arguing. Let’s just get this over with.”




Chapter 16
She waited, barely daring to breathe until Gregory nodded his head ever so slightly. The small acknowledgment was enough for her, and she hugged him once more. She hated every moment they fought. She’d only urged him on this time because she’d sensed his self-doubt, the profoundly rooted vulnerability that was his one great weakness.
The verbal sparring match had succeeded in drawing out his more alpha tendencies, enough that she felt happier with Gregory’s mindset. She couldn’t do much in the grand scheme of things, but if she could lift his mood and make what he had to do just a little bit easier, then she would be happy to fulfill the role.
“Will this spot do? Or should we go deeper into the forest to avoid detection?”
Gregory eyed the area once more and gave a little shrug. “This is not where, when, or how I would have liked to show you the finer points of being a gargoyle, yet this is what we have. It will do. I sense no others near—human or fae.
“Good. I don’t want an audience the first time. I have a feeling learning to use four legs will be more difficult than two. And wings, those I don’t even want to contemplate.” She tried humor to lighten the mood, though she wasn’t sure if she did it for Gregory’s benefit or her own. The thought of the actual physical shift scared her more than the end result. How much would it hurt? And what if she fainted? Would she get stuck halfway?
Strong arms closed around her and pulled her into his warmth. “Do not fear your other nature, it will come naturally to you,” Gregory said in a soothing voice. “Only your fear, and perhaps mine as well, have halted the change this long. We are now someplace safe from discovery—it is only your uncertainty holding back your gargoyle side.”
After another nervous swallow, she gave him a small nod of acknowledgment.
His hand came up to caress her hair. “Relax, breathe deeply, and put everything out of your mind except my voice.”
She found the combination of his voice and the rhythmic stroking of her hair relaxing. Tension slowly eased from between her shoulder blades. She buried her nose against Gregory’s neck and inhaled his scent. He smelled like home.
“Don’t fear the power within you. It is as much a part of you as your dryad side.”
With a snort of humor, Lillian realized she hadn’t really accepted her dryad side, which may be why she also feared the gargoyle half. She just wanted to be plain old Lillian. Nothing more and nothing less.
“You are an Avatar,” Gregory whispered into her hair. “You will never be ‘less’ in the way you wish.”
“I just want to be me.”
“You will always be you, whether you wear the hide of a dryad or a gargoyle, both are as much a part of you as I am.”
Strangely, the way he worded it made it more palatable to her. She’d always known Gregory was a part of her. She accepted it without thought or complaint. Shouldn’t she be able to accept her gargoyle bloodline just as readily?
Perhaps.
As if her weakening resolve was a signal, magic filled her in a tingling rush, flowing out from her heart, down both arms and legs, to the very tips of her fingers and toes.
She gasped at the pressure of the building power.
“Easy, it is only your hamadryad sharing magic with you to make this first shift easier,” Gregory said in his deep, soothing voice. “Once you learn how, you will be able to shift without needing the extra surge of magic to push you over the precipice.”
Her skin became super sensitized, her clothing felt two sizes too small. Heat intensified between her shoulder blades and all along her spine. An enormous pressure built, not pain, but not pleasant either.
“Slowly,” Gregory crooned. “You’re in too much of a hurry again.”
“Maybe you should go mention that to my hamadryad?”
He chuckled, then his fingers left her hair and started to work the buttons of her blouse. When it was freed, he pushed it off her shoulders and tossed it behind her with little regard. Her belt soon joined the other articles of clothing on the forest floor.
He paused, and by his expression, she knew he wanted to say something, but didn’t know how to word it.
“Just spit it out before my hamadryad sends the next wave of magic.”
He flicked an ear in her direction, uncertain. “Once you shift, you may find yourself as attracted to my scent as I am to yours. You needn’t be embarrassed by how you may react.”
“Ah, thanks for the warning.” Lillian toed off her shoes and kicked them in the general direction of her other clothing. He popped the button on her jeans, pushed them down her hips, and quickly disrobed her of the rest of her clothing. Naked, the night felt much colder than it had earlier. She shivered and tucked herself against his side. One wing curled around her, covering her from head to toe in a living cloak.
“Now what?” she asked, but she knew.
“Surrender.”
His hypnotic voice made it sound easy. She acknowledged the command in his tone, but she also wanted to do something useful in her own right. Besides, a gargoyle was far handier in a battle than a dryad.
She breathed in his scent, tasted his ancient magic, and her essence resonated to his silent call. Power flared within her. Gregory placed a hand on her back, between her shoulders and pushed, forcing her to bend at the waist. Instincts flared, and she understood what he was telling her. She dropped to all fours as the power crested within. A burning magic flowed just below her skin, rippling and flaring with a mind of its own.
Lillian gasped and bowed her back, her fingers clawing at the loamy earth. A hot, wet sensation made its slow way over her back and down her sides as something heavy burst from her back. She groaned in pain but was distracted by a new ache radiating from two burning points high on her forehead.
Her body shifted and changed. She grew light-headed, her arms shook, and she would have collapsed onto her side had it not been for Gregory’s strong arm around her waist. Another wave of power crashed over her body. Her vision sparked white at the edges before going grey.
Panting and disorientated, with her muzzle pressed into the leaf mold covering the forest floor, she lay quietly for a moment. It came to her slowly. She must have blacked out. She didn’t remember completing the change; however, a glance down her body confirmed there was no denying she was now fully gargoyle.
She fixated on her tail, studying it in equal parts humor and uncertainty. Just lying there, she could feel the weight of it against her legs, rather like a giant boa constrictor sleeping coiled against her. She flinched at the mental image, and her tail gave a reflexive twitch.
“You’re awake?” Gregory’s voice rumbled in her ear, and she realized she was resting against another warm, living body.
She turned her head and found it difficult to lift as if the balance had changed.
“What?” she started to ask and then cracked her horns against Gregory’s as she turned to look at him. “Oh!”
Gregory laughed and nuzzled her, purposefully rubbing against her, so their horns clicked together. It didn’t hurt, but she rolled her eyes skyward to try to gauge their span. When she thought she knew their impressive size, she was careful to disentangle hers with a muttered, “Sorry.”
“You have nothing to be sorry for. You did well.” His voice sounded husky, or maybe it was her new ears.
“I fainted.” Her own voice sounded strange, too. “Hell, I thought I had more backbone.”
“Hmm…backbone?” Gregory’s arm came around her waist, dragging her a few inches closer. His warm breath wafted against her shoulder and then his muzzle was shifting her hair away from the back of her neck. A gentle lapping made her jerk in his hold, partly in surprise and partly because it felt too good to hold still.
“What are you doing? Shouldn’t I be…” Her voice trailed off as he continued to lap at her sensitive neck. A soft prickle of teeth against her skin froze the breath in her lungs and tensed all her muscles. It felt nice…too nice.
“Gregory?” She twisted in his arms to try to see his expression. “I don’t think this is a good idea.”
“No,” he rumbled with humor, “but I like it.”
He surprised her again when he suddenly rolled away and came to his feet. Crouching next to her, he looked her over with what could only be called interest. She eased up onto her forearms. Her wings came with her, which shouldn’t have surprised her, they were attached after all.
“Goodness,” she gasped. “How do you move with these massive things dragging after you?”
He glanced over his shoulder. “To be honest, I notice them no more than my arms, legs, or tail. Yours will become natural to you too. Can you stand? Start with all fours. You might find it easier.”
Baby steps. Nice and slow, she told herself as she rolled to her knees. Almost of their own accord, her wings righted themselves and fell into place along her back. Her tail shifted, and she gave it an experimental wave as she gathered her hind legs under her.
Gregory coughed into his bent arm, but she could see the tears rolling down his cheeks. His entire chest shook.
“Are you laughing at me?” Lillian aimed a pointed glare in his direction, and he only laughed harder.
“No, yes…sorry.” He cleared his throat and wiped at his eyes.
“Well, it’s not very nice.” Then she realized she was resting on her forearms and the position put her… “Dammit! It’s not funny at all.”
She pushed up and came to all fours, curling her tail around her hips. It did nothing for her nudity, and Gregory still watched her with avid interest.
“I know it wasn’t intended as an invitation,” he cleared his throat, “but…in the future, you perhaps should be aware…”
“It certainly wasn’t an invitation! I’m still trying to walk. I wasn’t thinking of sex.”
She dragged in a deep breath, and Gregory’s scent hit her squarely in the chest. She leaned closer to him. He smelled good enough to eat. “Argh! Stop it!”
“Stop what? I do nothing.” He spread his hands, showing them empty and then gave her a slow, toothy gargoyle grin, and winked at her.
With a show of her newly discovered motor skills, she flipped him the bird.
He laughed and then came over and helped her up. “I did warn you about the likelihood of our attraction. You’ve always smelled good to me. I suppose it only makes sense I would smell equally good to you.”
She wobbled around until she found her new center of gravity. Feeling like she might be able to stay upright, she glanced at Gregory and was surprised to see they were eye level. For the first time since she’d met him, she didn’t have to crane her neck.
“Okay, points for being a gargoyle.”
He tilted his head in question, but she ignored him in favor of getting a good look at her new body. While she had his height, she was of a slighter build than him, less heavily muscled, less bulky overall. But what she lacked in physical strength, she’d bet she made up for in speed.
“I’m fast, aren’t I?”
“Yes.”
“Why is my coloring so different from yours? Do gargoyles have variations in skin pigment like humans?”
Gregory cocked an ear. “You’re a female gargoyle, there’s nothing normal about any of this. But as for your coloring, no, it’s different than any gargoyle I’ve seen. The Lady of Battles likes black and crimson. I can only assume she designed your gargoyle body with that in mind.”
Lillian flinched. “Killjoy. I didn’t need the reminder about her just now.”
“I detect nothing evil within you. The changes are physical only. The Dark Goddess couldn’t touch your soul, not even with the demon seed’s influence.” Gregory dipped his muzzle to nudge her gently. “Soon we will be free of her taint altogether and can face her in battle unhindered by her manipulations.”
Gregory seemed a little over-confident on that score, Lillian mused, but he had faced the dark one in the past so she would bow to his wisdom.
Dropping to all fours, Gregory bounded around her in circles. “Come,” he called, slapping her flank with his tail as he dashed by. “Run with me.”
Gregory’s enthusiasm was infectious, and she took a cautious step forward and then another. She remained upright, more trusting of two legs than four. Her wings and tail shifted naturally to aid her balance, requiring almost no thought on her part.
“Lillian, the night grows long.” Gregory darted out around her, and she could hear him coming up directly behind.
Not knowing what he planned, she squealed in mock anger and started to run. Her new body responded like she owned it all along, her stride stretching into a relaxed, ground-devouring lope. He came alongside and kept pace with her for several strides and then bounded over a fallen tree.
“Be patient.” She cast him a dark look. “Haven’t you heard the saying you need to learn how to walk before you run?”
“A human saying,” Gregory countered. “You’re a gargoyle now. React.”
With only the one word as warning, Gregory charged, his wings spread to block escape to either side. She backpedaled, lost her balance, and landed on her butt in an undignified sprawl. Gregory landed on top and gave her a sloppy gargoyle kiss before bounding away again. She growled at his retreating backside, wishing she had a well-weighted rock. Rolling to all fours, she scrubbed his residual kiss off with one foreleg and then stretched, loosening and limbering up muscles.
When he doubled back for her, she was ready and pounced on him. Her strike was more luck than skill, but she landed square on his back and was rewarded by his grunt of surprise as she knocked his hind legs out from under him, using only her tail.
Gregory collapsed and rolled at the same time. Lillian suddenly found herself falling sideways with him somehow on top. They were chest to chest, and when Gregory gave a happy little wiggle, she was reminded she was naked.
“Chauvinistic pervert.” Lillian issued a light-hearted challenge. “Why do you get a loincloth and I get nothing?”
With another of his slow, toothy grins, Gregory tugged at one of the loincloth’s ties. “I would never wish to make you feel you weren’t my equal.”
“Ha! Nice try, but no getting naked. One buck-ass naked gargoyle running through the woods is enough. And speaking about running. If you want me to run and hunt with you, you better magic up something to bind these with,” she pointed at her breasts, “Because running with them loose is not going to be any kind of fun.”
Gregory sighed longingly. “Perhaps not for you…”
“P is for perverted. G is for gargoyle…”
“I like to think P is for patience.”
“That’s for me. You definitely get the former.” Lillian turned from him and started scanning the ground. When she found a particularly nice patch of moss and ferns, she pointed at it with one long, clawed finger. “Magic me up some clothing like you did once before. Only this time, something like your loincloth and a sports bra instead of a pretty but functionally useless gown.”
“As my Lady commands.” Gregory turned to the area she indicated.
* * *
Dressed in her strange but comfortable mixed plant-fiber clothing, Lillian loped along behind Gregory as he stalked his prey through the forest. At a later date, he’d promised to make her magically warded clothing like his loincloth so the items would shapeshift with her. Which, Lillian had to admit, would be handy.
As promised, she found it natural to run on all fours, and they covered ground quickly. Following downwind of Gregory had the added benefit of being bathed in a wash of his warm, male scent. It mingled in an altogether pleasant way with the night breeze.
Following him for kilometers at a time was far from a chore. It soothed the wildness she’d experienced earlier in the afternoon when she’d felt trapped in the house, missing Gregory and needing something so primal, she hadn’t known what it was. Now she knew.
She needed this—a wild run through her home forest. Hunting with Gregory at her side. Putting on a burst of speed, she came alongside him. He glanced over at her, and she prodded him affectionately with her muzzle, working her way up his side, to his shoulder, and then finally managed to plant a wet kiss along his cheek as they ran.
“I love you,” she sent in a burst of emotion.
“And I you, guardian of my heart and soul.” Gregory’s tail slid along her body, a caress of friendship and reassurance. “But there are still many things I must teach you this night, and you will need nutrition to maintain your strength.”
She was feeling mildly hungry, had been for some time, but she’d seen so many wonderful things she’d put it out of her mind. Though now that he’d mentioned it, hunger planted itself forefront in her thoughts.
“I could use a snack,” she sent.
“Follow me. I know a place.”




Chapter 17
Tethys swam deeper, her powerful tail cutting through the water quickly as her eyes scanned the reef below for signs of Surefin. There, near a yawning ravine in the coral, a silver-grey shadow darted around an outcropping of coral and sank into a fissure. She followed him, humming and clicking softly. She used no enchantments, wanting him to come to her willingly. Swimming over the crest of coral, she almost collided with the young dolphin. He turned to bolt deeper into the reef.
“Wait. I will not harm you. You are safe with me. Look within my mind, and you will see the truth.”
His uncertainty still clear in every flick of his tail and fins, he rose a bit higher.
Taking it as permission, she turned her magic upon herself. Her enchantment allowed the young male a way into her thoughts and emotions if he was brave enough to try.
“Go ahead. No harm will come to you. And you are free to go now or after.” Tethys sent warmth and peace across the mental link. “I never have and never will enslave one of the ocean’s creatures.”
Surefin cautiously bumped his muzzle against her outstretched hand, then forward a bit more until he positioned himself for a scratch. After a bit of tactile reassurance, his thoughts touched hers. He was more thorough than she would have thought, given his boisterousness and reactive personality. She waited patiently for him to finish. When he slid back and away, she did not hinder his escape. He picked up speed and vanished around another part of the coral reef.
Her heart surprisingly heavy, Tethys made her way back to the boat.
All was as she had left it. The human male still waited where she had ordered him to sit. Focusing her magic, she sent another command. Ready the boat. We will be leaving soon.”
After waiting a moment to assure herself the human did as she said, she frowned down at the dead female. She’d waited a touch longer than was best, but the body wasn’t so old as to be useless. With a mighty heave, Tethys dragged herself up and over the side of the boat and flopped down next to the body.
She leaned over and placed her hands on either side of the female’s head. Again, the ocean’s magic filled her, eager to her command, and with the slightest push, it invaded the dead woman’s body. Even with her magic bolstering it, the little residual consciousness lacked the sharp clarity of a living mind, the memories accumulated over a lifetime already faded, disintegrating into the grey afterlife. But Tethys found the scraps of what she needed. With a touch of desperation, she hurried to gather those fragile leavings. It wasn’t enough to allow her to function in this new modern world, but it was enough to give her the bare bones of a language.
Besides, she still had the male to act as her guide. She trailed her fingers along the woman’s cooling cheek, over the line of the jaw, and down the pale column of her throat where the skin was already taking on a grey tinge. With the flick of one sharp nail, the delicate skin parted to reveal the red meat below. Blood oozed from the cut. More followed those first sluggish drops, but it wasn’t enough for the siren’s purpose. With a soft hiss, Tethys turned the body onto its side and pressed her cupped hand underneath the wound. Long moments crept by. When her palm finally contained a few sips, she brought it to her lips and drank.
She grimaced in distaste but drank it all, even licking the residue from her webbed fingers. She was just cleaning the last of it away when a splash at the side of the boat caught her attention. A familiar grey muzzle, with a fish grasped in its teeth, poked up out of the water. Surefin bobbed up and down as if uncertain of his welcome.
With a smile and click of encouragement, she heaved her bulk over to the edge of the boat and gave Surefin a rub of welcome.
“You returned.”
“Yes. I come, too.”
“You belong with your pod.” The siren rubbed under his jaw and along the undersides of his fins to take the sting out of her words. “Where I go, there is danger. Too much for one so young.”
“I go until there is danger. Then I returned to pod. Dolphin family wait.”
Tethys sighed, knowing she would have to use magic upon the dolphin to keep him from following. Perhaps he could follow for a short while. At least until they were farther north. She had planned for her human guide to stay close to the shore as they headed north. It would be easy enough to command him to keep their craft’s speed down enough so the dolphin could follow them. And to be honest, she expected the journey would prove long and lonely.
“Very well. You may come. But only until we are farther north. Once I go inland, you will have to remain behind.”
She winced as an explosion of excited clicks nearly deafened her.
“Calm, Surefin. You may come. But you must tell your family pod first.”
Without further ceremony, Surefin deposited the fish in her lap. Then with another series of excited clicks and whistles, he sank back below the waves. His speech too fast for even another dolphin to understand, Tethys could only assume the slur of sound meant Surefin would be back once he had informed his family pod.
She returned to the boat and pulled herself aboard. Turning her attention to the pale, sad corpse, she studied it from head to toe in one long sweep and determined it was of no further use. She grabbed one chilled shoulder and fought with the dead weight until she had it positioned, ready to heave over the side of the boat. One more powerful shove and the body teetered at the edge for a moment before it slid over the side and into the ocean. The dark water rippled as the body disappeared in a flurry of bubbles.
After washing the blood from her hands, Tethys frowned at her own long tail knowing what she had to do next. Her body had had enough time to process the human’s blood.
She closed her eyes and took one deep breath and then another, willing her magic to the surface while at the same time pushing away the dislike of what she must do. Power flooded out from her center, down the length of her arms to the tips of her fingers. She stiffened her spine and grasped the side of the boat in a punishing grip. The webbing between her fingers parted down the middle and was absorbed back into her hand. Her silver-grey skin tinted with a soft rose hue as the magic continued to burn through her body. Scales receded, smoothing into the soft, drab skin of a human. The conversion continued to race down her body, leaving the frail appearance of a human in its wake. More of her magic rose at her command, concentrating in the region of her tail.
A pained gasp, almost a sob, escaped her. She clenched her jaw, refusing to admit any weakness. The pain intensified. Her tail receded. Bones, muscles, and veins all rearranged themselves as her magic continued its work. With a wet sound of shredding, her tail split in two, which made her cry out in a guttural scream. Her vision greyed out, and she slumped to her side.
She drifted for a time on the edge of consciousness, no longer really feeling the pain. But her magic continued the transformation. She could still feel her body shifting as it settled into a new form. For a time, the only thing she was aware of was the gentle rocking of the boat and the soft splash of surf, the calming sound of her home. And there was a louder splash and a heavy, wet thump next to her head. She blinked blurry eyes to clear them. The world came into focus slowly, too slowly, and the edges were still grey. She blinked at the still-flopping fish as it twisted and jumped on the boat deck.
“I bring you fish.”
Tethys flinched at the sharp whistle but only sighed at the young one’s exuberance. Her ocean born companion would continually remind her of the purpose for her quest, the reason for her leaving the ocean, for the sacrifice of becoming human.




Chapter 18
True to his word, Gregory knew of a good hunting spot. It wasn’t too distant, perhaps only about five kilometers. The exact distance was hard to judge as her gargoyle body allowed her to cover greater distances relatively quickly. Lillian was quickly coming to like her new form.
They’d only just reached the place he’d promised when a small, furry creature broke cover and darted off ahead of them.
Gregory snorted and shot off after the creature in the time it took her to realize it was a rabbit she’d seen. Moments later, a minor scuffle ensued, punctuated by a short squeal of terror.
Appearing out of the deep shadows, Gregory padded to her side, the carcass of a rabbit clasped in his jaws. With great ceremony, he deposited the furry creature at her feet. He sat down beside her and curled his tail around his flanks. Daintily, he cleaned a few specks of blood from his muzzle and claws. When he was finished, he pointedly looked at her and then glanced at the rabbit, his perked ears dropping slightly.
With a mild churning in her stomach, she glanced down at the rabbit, and then back to Gregory. He still watched her expectantly.
Did he expect her to eat the rabbit? Raw, fur and all?
Her brother had taught her the basics of bow hunting, and she’d taken down a few rabbits and even a couple deer over the years, but she’d never done the nasty work of gutting, skinning, and cleaning. She’d found the blood and mess just a little too disturbing.
“Mmm, thank you.” Not wanting to hurt Gregory’s feelings, she crouched down lower on her forelimbs and nudged the small carcass with her muzzle.
Warm and furry, the mildly musky animal scent coiled in her nose, but overlaying it was the copper scent of blood. Her mouth filled with saliva and her stomach cramped. It wasn’t nausea; no, it was much worse.
Hunger.
She suddenly found the small carcass far from repulsive.
Jerking back so she wouldn’t bite into the rabbit like her instincts demanded, she leaned into Gregory and whined instead.
“Would you like me to gut and skin it for you?”
Burrowing her muzzle between his shoulder and wing, she nodded. She took a deep breath, hoping his scent would drive away the all-consuming hunger. The soft, wet sounds of shredding flesh reached her ears and the coppery smell intensified.
Gregory shifted, his wings folding back and away from her, forcing her to face what he held in his jaws. Dryad Lillian was still repulsed, but Gargoyle Lillian was hungry, and he offered it so sweetly. He presented it to her again, still held tightly in his jaws.
She inched forward, nudging his muzzle with her own. Whining, she licked him in submission. With a grunt of pleasure, Gregory dropped his gift and stood over her. She snatched it up, giving the still-warm flesh a couple bites before gulping it down. Snatching up another piece, she chewed and swallowed it in seconds and bent for another.
When the last of Gregory’s small ‘kill’ was gone, she cleaned her muzzle as she’d seen him do, and then looked over her shoulder at him. He stretched out on the ground less than a body-length from her. Not bothering with words, he merely patted the ground next to him and laid his head onto his folded forearms.
She circled a couple times before she flopped down next to him. As she curled into his side, she decided a nap sounded like a lovely idea.
* * *
When she woke from her short nap, Gregory greeted her with another wet gargoyle kiss and then stood and stretched.
“Do you feel up to a real hunt now?”
“What? Rabbits don’t count as hunting?” She arched her back and stretched, even giving her wings an experimental flap before folding them tight again. Flying was still far outside her comfort level, but hunting didn’t sound too advanced.
“No. They are emergency snacks. Come, I’ll show you how to track and stalk a deer.”
“A deer? Shouldn’t I start smaller?”
Gregory sidled up next to her. He landed another one of his surprise swats along her flank and bounded off before she could react. With a mock snarl, she gave chase, playfully trying to snag the tip of his tail each time she managed to get close to him.
They continued their playful run. Gregory sometimes allowed her to catch him and other times she put on a burst of speed, startling him enough to overtake him all on her own. Their wild run continued for an hour in much the same fashion until he picked up the scent trail of a small group of deer.
Gregory ran at a slower gait, dipping his nose to the ground every few strides as he tracked the deer. Lillian matched his pace, her gaze locked on the terrain ahead, scanning for the telltale silhouettes of deer.
Her ears warned her of an incoming beast running toward them. The sounds of snapping twigs and the swish of foliage grew louder by the second. A deer suddenly broke cover on the path ahead of them. It spotted them and veered hard to the left, sailing over a tangled thicket of underbrush. Another deer, running two body-lengths behind the first, followed the same path. Lillian spun and lunged to give chase, but Gregory pounced first, landing directly in her path, blocking the way with the bulk of his body.
“No, stay still and quiet.” Gregory turned to study the way the deer had come.
She hunched down next to him and remained silent.
He raised his head and flared his nostrils. Lillian mimicked him and caught a very faint scent. Warm mammal mixed with something metallic and oily.
“Human warriors headed this way,” Gregory said barely above a whisper. “Stay close. Don’t move unless I do.” He curled a wing over her and shifted until they were just off to one side of the game trail, situated in the deepest shadows the immediate area had to offer. “I want to study them while they are unaware anyone else is near.”
A tingling, chilled magic flowed over her. She’d experienced his protective spell of invisibility a time or two before. “Is your spell sufficient to shield us both?”
“Yes. As long as you move with me and stay in contact the entire time.” His warm breath washed over her ears and stirred her mane.
It tickled, and she bumped him gently on his shoulder.
He inched back very slightly, still keeping contact between them.
“If I had more time, I could have created a spell specific to you, to shield you even when I’m not near.” He absently nuzzled her shoulder while they awaited the human soldiers. “Remind me to create one for you later. It can be part of tonight’s spell work with the fae metalsmiths.”
“It would come in handy,” Lillian rumbled against Gregory’s throat.
After a huff of agreement, he turned his attention back to the humans easing their way through the trees.
A voice drifted to her. “I heard something come this way,” one soldier said in a low whisper.
Another soldier, this one a few paces ahead of the one who had spoken, replied in the same quiet tones. “Probably just a deer. We’ve seen enough of them in the last few days.”
“And if it was something other than a deer,” a third soldier said as she emerged from around a tree almost beside Lillian, “you two would have frightened it off with all your talk.”
Lillian recognized the female. It took a moment to recall her name. Right, Corporal Mackenzie.
“Personally, I’d rather not run into whatever created that crater, or those malformed bodies,” the first soldier said dryly. “If noise is likely to scare them off, the more noise, the better.”
“If noise is the key, we’re not going to find anything anytime soon,” the second soldier commented. “Town’s too much of a shitstorm.”
“What, the reporters getting to you?” Corporal Mackenzie asked with a laugh.
“Them and all the medieval society members running around. It’s like the circus arrived. A masquerade ball. Dumb fucking idea.”
“Oh, it’s far from stupid—tactical, more like. But meant to look like a money grab.” Lillian recognized Major Resnick’s voice as well. “There’s something strange with the whole family, the ones running the spa. The grandmother is too nice, and the rest of the family is too helpful and perfect.”
“How can you not like Gran?” Corporal Mackenzie asked, a big grin spreading across her face.
“Her real name is Vivian. Who actually goes by the name Gran and bakes cookies for complete strangers? I keep expecting to find the Big, Bad Wolf and Goldilocks lurking in these woods.”
“You’re getting your fairy tales mixed up,” the first soldier to speak injected. “It’s Little Red Riding Hood.”
Corporal Mackenzie’s grin grew bigger. “You know a lot about fairy tales.”
“Welcome to fatherhood, the truest test of manhood. Come to think of it, my kid would love a picture of Bigfoot.”
“Joke all you want,” Major Resnick barked. “But there’s something strange about the whole family. My money’s on cult.”
“And now you’re bullshitting again.” The speaker was another soldier out of Lillian’s line of sight.
The leader’s laugh grew fainter, but Lillian swiveled her ears and heard a, “Maybe I am.”
Gregory held his position until the last soldier had moved on down the game trail. When he deemed it safe, he folded his wings, allowing Lillian to stand. She turned her attention from where she’d last seen the humans. “It’s much like Gran feared. The authorities are suspicious of our family. It’s only a matter of time before we slip up and get our asses tossed in a cage.”
“You could let me handle the humans,” Gregory added dryly.
“No…no massive memory wipes, or missing persons. It would only raise more questions.” Lillian flicked her tail in agitation. “We’ll proceed as planned. Keep working on enchanting the weapons for the Clan. I’ll keep working with the Coven to find ways to confuse and confound the humans.”
Gregory nodded. “As you wish. However, I think we must continue your hunting lesson tomorrow. Our duty will not wait for us tonight.”
“I think you forget one little detail.” Lillian waved a hand down her body. “I don’t know how to return to my dryad form.”
“I’ll show you once we’re closer to home. Come.” Gregory dropped back down onto all fours and started off in a direction that would lead back home without bringing them too close to the human patrol. Lillian followed in his wake.




Chapter 19
The day of the masquerade arrived sunny and bright, with the promise of an equally temperate night, which was good. The better the weather, the better the turnout there would be. She wondered if the Coven had something to do with the perfect day but hadn’t asked. She’d add the question to the list of things she planned to ask Gran one day if things would ever quiet down enough in her life to have something as mundane as idle time.
She stifled a yawn and took another sip of tea, and then shifted to find a more comfortable position on Gregory’s stony thigh. Her beloved was presently resting on his stone pedestal like he’d taken to doing each dawn. Lillian hadn’t seen a reason why she should change her long-standing habit of having breakfast in the center of her maze, in the shadow of her tree while sitting on Gregory’s knee. She smiled ruefully. He made a solid bench, but maybe she should start bringing a pillow.
Finishing her bagel, she drew her legs up to brace her feet against his opposite thigh. Sitting crosswise on his lap, with her back braced against his slightly mantled wing, was the most comfortable position. She took another sip of tea and let her mind wander.
In the five nights since she’d first learned to shapeshift, Lillian had met Gregory each evening at sunset, and he would run with her in gargoyle form, teaching her to shapeshift swiftly as well as how to hunt for herself. Last night, he’d started her training in gargoyle magic.
Some things came easily. She could cloak herself from detection without too much trouble, but only if she held perfectly still. As soon as she moved, her shadow spell would break apart like so much fog. Gregory assured her she was a quick learner, but she couldn’t help feeling impatient with herself.
Tonight was the Wild Hunt, and she and Gregory would both take part. A small, prideful part of her spirit wanted to be able to match him stride for stride, spell for spell, which of course was impossible since she no longer had her Avatar magic to call on, but that prideful part couldn’t be reasoned with, it simply wanted.
Mostly to impress Gregory.
Her cell phone beeped again, almost a plaintive sound as if it was saying, “stop wool-gathering and get something useful done.” She sighed and picked up the phone from where she’d left it on Gregory’s knee.
She was just thumbing through the assorted calls and text messages she’d been ignoring when she caught movement out of the corner of her eye. A stranger dressed for the masquerade in a long, red cloak emerged from the surrounding maze. Lillian tapped her phone off and then slowly straightened.
Alarm hummed through her veins at the way the stranger homed in on her with a predatory intensity. Sweat instantly broke out in a fine sheen across Lillian’s skin. The woman had hair so blonde it was almost white, and her complexion was equally pale. Unmarked by blemish or age, she was strikingly beautiful. So much so, Lillian suspected she wasn’t human at all, but a fae, one of the Clan she’d yet to meet.
More arrived every day. There were so many strangers coming and going from her life, she shouldn’t have been concerned by the arrival of one more. But she was.
“Hello,” Lillian called and gave an accompanying wave. The stranger acknowledged her with a bob of the head. “You must be new here. How may I help you?”
The stranger brushed at her hair in a half-conscious manner, and she walked closer to Lillian.
“I am new to the land. Perchance you could be of service?”
Perchance? What the actual fuck. “Always glad to help.”
The woman continued forward and then reached out to stroke Gregory’s stony flank. A flood of instant dislike rolled down Lillian’s body. How dare the other woman take liberties with her gargoyle?
“I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name…”
“I did not give it. But to alleviate your curiosity, I am of the sea, one of the merfolk. A siren. I see the gargoyle sleeps, is he unwell? This Realm can sap the strength from even the greatest of us.”
Lillian snapped her teeth together. Lying would only anger the fae, so she told the truth. “Gregory spends the nights weaving metal and magic together, it is exhausting work. But he is well otherwise, he merely rests.”
The merwoman nodded. “As I journeyed to this landlocked place, I encountered many whisperings among the fae, the most frequent and interesting of how a gargoyle once again walked this Realm. My inquiries unearthed that this was not just any gargoyle, but the first and greatest of his race—the Sorceress’s Shadow. And the Shadow is never far from his Sorceress.”
Lillian knew the fae had a number of titles for Gregory and herself, but she’d never heard him called the Sorceress’s Shadow, as if he was somehow of lesser value, not worthy of a unique title in his own right. Lillian took an instant dislike to the underlying meaning.
The siren smiled. It brightened her eyes, making her seem less daunting. “Can I assume you will be participating in tonight’s Wild Hunt?”
“That’s the plan,” Lillian said and then decided to hedge for a bit. “If we can avoid drawing notice from the human authorities.”
“You worry over the humans,” the siren said absently as she smoothed a wrinkle in her deep scarlet cloak. “Odd. I would have thought humans beyond your notice.”
The alarm bells in Lillian’s mind revved up another notch. “Other fae may echo your opinion, but I can’t say mine aligns with theirs. The humans, while lacking in magic, more than make up for any weakness in numbers. And they have weapons that can kill Clan and Coven. It would be foolhardy to strike out at the humans without provocation and planning.”
“You’re correct. One should never underestimate one’s enemy.”
The siren touched the edge of Gregory’s stone wing, gliding her fingers up and over the ridges of stone as she made her slow and methodical way around the pedestal. The hair at the nape of Lillian’s neck raised to attention when the other woman was hidden from view by Gregory’s wings. She didn’t release the breath she’d been holding until the siren was again in her sights.
Lillian racked her brain for something to say, finally settling on, “Will I see you at the Wild Hunt tonight?”
“Oh, yes. I wouldn’t miss it for all the power in the world.” The siren ducked her head in Lillian’s direction and bowed in what she could only liken to a deep, courtly bow. She turned her attention back to Gregory and gave him an equally deep bow. “Until later, Lillian of the dryads and Gregory of the Livingstone. And if you require me before then, call me, and I will offer what aid I can. Long ago I was called Tethys.” Then in an unhurried manner, she backtracked her way through the maze.
Tethys? Lillian might not be up on her ancient mythology, but she’d be willing to bet the name harkened back to ancient times. She made a mental note to Google the name later. She followed Tethys’ progress with her newly heightened gargoyle senses. When she was certain the newcomer was gone, she turned back to Gregory and patted his stone knee. “I don’t care if the ward stone circle doesn’t consider her a threat, something about her sets my teeth on edge. I’m going to go find Gran and see if she knows anything about this Tethys. Rest well, my love.”
Her plan lasted a whole ten seconds after she’d exited her maze, at which point both the caterer and the florist descended upon her like the proverbial pack of hungry wolves. It was close to sunset by the time Lillian escaped the bustle of tonight’s masquerade and was able to finally seek out Gran.




Chapter 20
The forest was still, only the faintest of breezes stirred high up in the canopy. Nearby, a cardinal sang his location to his mate. Faintly, she heard an answering call in the distance. Lillian wished she still could reach out and touch Gregory over any distance as easily as the bird called to its mate, but that power—like the other magic she’d commanded so briefly—was nothing more than a fading memory.
“Well, suck it up, buttercup,” Lillian grunted under her breath. She’d just have to swallow her nagging worry a little longer. She looked down at her watch. For once, luck was with her—she’d made excellent time, and was almost to Gran’s rendezvous point, and where Gregory would later join them. From there the Hunt would gather in ones and twos to remain unnoticed, and then ride out once they had great enough numbers. There would be no circle dance in the old sawmill this time, but the Wild Hunt would ride nonetheless.
Who said stress wasn’t good for anything? It certainly made her legs move faster.
A dash of white glinted through the trees just ahead. Lillian battled the urge to call out but held back on the off-chance a military patrol was out this far. From the reports of the other fae, this sector hadn’t had any activity in two days. But it didn’t mean it would remain free of mortal soldiers.
Lillian winced at the term—now Gregory had her referring to others as mortal. Just when had that happened?
The blur of white came closer and resolved itself into the unicorn. He galloped to her and then slowed to trot a half-circle around her before coming to a stop at her shoulder. With his usual tact and subtlety, he bumped her in the stomach for a pat and nearly knocked her nose off with his horn. “Watch it!”
Eyes streaming in pain, Lillian rubbed at her nose with another muffled curse. With his head hanging low, his ears forward, and his lower lip quivering slightly, at least the unicorn had the grace to look somewhat sheepish.
“You’re forgiven. Is Gregory here yet?”
The unicorn shook his head in his version of a negative response. “No, but Gran arrived a short while ago. Come.” The unicorn trotted off, and Lillian followed him to where her grandmother waited.
“Good, you’re here.” Gran’s usually boisterous voice was subdued, barely above a whisper.
Lillian glanced over at her grandmother in time to see her straighten from where she’d been sitting on a fallen log. She brushed at her clothing, switching her staff from one hand to the other.
Gran motioned Lillian ahead as they started down a game trail. The unicorn took up the rear of their silent procession. Even he seemed subdued, perhaps aware of the need for quiet and stealth.
* * *

After another fifteen minutes and unable to hold her peace any longer, Lillian glanced over at Gran, gesturing at her own lips and cupped her ear with one hand.
Gran’s one eyebrow crept upward in question. “Dear, I know you were never very good at charades, and I take it the miming is not a mini-stroke, so if you were asking if it was safe to talk, I’d say yes.”
“Thanks.” Lillian rolled her eyes heavenward and prayed for patience.
“The unicorn said Gregory didn’t overtake you along the way. I’m surprised.” Gran glanced around at the thickening shadows as twilight descended upon the forest.
The darkness didn’t concern Lillian. She had excellent night vision. “Last I talked to Gregory, he said he’d join me later, and he’d make sure we didn’t have any spies on our back trail. That was last night. He was already stone by the time I got to the glade this morning.”
Gregory’s absence was logical, perfectly acceptable, and expected.
And Lillian’s stomach was still a knot of tension.
The past week had her on edge and meeting with the newcomer only made everything seem just a touch more sinister.
“Gran, I was sitting with Gregory this afternoon when a fae I’d never met before came up to us.” She paused, noting Gran’s narrowed eyes, the beginnings of concern. “She called herself one of the merfolk—a siren.”
“A siren?” Gran asked, her face remaining impassive, but Lillian still heard what she left unsaid, a very clear, ‘why didn’t you say something sooner?’ “Did she tell you a name?”
Lillian paused to dredge it up.
“Tethys.”
Gran’s quizzical smile vanished, replaced by thin-lipped tension. “You’re certain of the name?”
“Yes.” There was no way she had conjured it out of the air.
“Warn Gregory. Warn him now. Tell him a powerful siren is a threat to all we’ve worked for.” Gran swung her staff up into a defensive position and gazed around at the surrounding trees as if she expected an attack at any moment.
Gran’s fear fueled Lillian’s own. In a stroke of pure gut instinct, she reached toward Gregory’s sleeping mind and then remembered.
“Dammit,” she said. “I can’t reach Gregory, not over this distance. To be honest, I haven’t been able to since I emerged from my hamadryad. I’m as good as useless.”
Gran frowned at Lillian, her expression saying they would have a long talk about Lillian’s lack of self-worth later. “If you can’t warn Gregory over a distance, we’ll just have to get closer. Besides, I want to see for myself why Tethys has come. She was never overly fond of land, disdains humans, and dislikes fae for their complacency. However, she has her own sense of honor, or so my ancestors reported in their books of wisdom.”
Forgotten until then, the unicorn drew their attention with a tremendous rolling snort Lillian had come to associate with equine fear of the highest order.
Gran turned her gaze upon him. “Will you help me, old friend?”
The unicorn made another of those sounds of fear but bobbed his head in assent. “I will aid you as I can, but I will not draw the siren’s attention, not even for the sake of our friendship.”
“I ask no more than you are willing to give.”
When they started back toward civilization, Lillian cleared her throat, for she still had questions. “Tethys is a siren. In mythology, they are known for singing sailors to their deaths. But what of a real siren? Just what can she do?”
“She can sing enchantments.”
Enchantments, those didn’t sound too terrible, but judging by Gran’s white-knuckled grip on her staff and the tight lines around her mouth, ‘enchantments’ could be far worse than the word conveyed.
Perhaps seeing Lillian’s doubt, the unicorn took up where Gran left off. “Her voice can strip away one’s will, enslave one so completely the victim is unaware they are even trapped. If it is her wish, the slave is all too happy to die for her or kill for her.”
Lillian’s breath hissed between her lips, more a strangled wheeze than a gasp of disbelief.
Disbelief was far from her mind. It sounded all too terrible to be true.
“Who is in danger? How many can she enslave at once? And is Gregory immune?”
“Everyone is in danger. At least anyone within hearing distance. As for your gargoyle, I don’t know, but Gregory is male and not at full strength.”
A cold sweat broke out on her body. “We have to do something.”
“We will.” Gran’s barked answer came out sounding drill-sergeant hard.
Together they would assess this new threat, and then they would formulate a plan. And if Gregory were compromised, she’d just figure out a way to disentangle him from the siren’s clutches. She owed him for all the times he’d saved her.
Everything will be okay.
And water runs uphill.
Biting back her own sarcasm, Lillian cleared the lump in her throat and asked, “How can I help?”
“Piercing your own eardrums is the best place to start.” Gran’s tone came across with a deadly serious edge. “I’ll create spells for the three of us. If the situation is as bad as I fear, the spell will trigger at the first note of Tethys’ song. Then we run like hell and worry about everything else later.” Gran paused, her expression thoughtful. “Don’t take on your gargoyle form. You heal too quickly. To be safe, you may need to outdistance the reach of her song before you shift.”
As far as plans went, Lillian decided it sounded as well thought-out as one of her own.
“To coin a human term,” the unicorn injected, “we’re so screwed.”
Gran sighed. “Perhaps the siren has merely come to join with the rest of us to battle the Riven.”
Oh, Gran, you lie worse than I do.




Chapter 21
The last of the light had fled some time ago, and Lillian navigated the forest pathways as best she could. It was slow going without flashlights or even the glow of Gran’s staff. Her grandmother didn’t want to risk exposing themselves to military patrols or any of the fae who might now be under Tethys’ control.
But they were not in total darkness. The unicorn gave off a very slight glow. The pale light allowed Lillian to see the shapes of low-hanging branches and the occasional gnarled root along the path without summoning her gargoyle senses.
When she had first raised an eyebrow in question, Vivian had claimed no one else would be able to spot the glow. Unicorn magic allowed them to hide from almost anything. Even a hunter like Gregory would have trouble finding the unicorn by sight alone.
Lillian was thankful for the pale glow. However, she would have much preferred her gargoyle form and the ability to see in the dark.
By Gran’s intermittent mumbled curses, she concluded her grandmother’s night vision wasn’t up to the task, even with the unicorn’s illumination.
The return journey to the spa felt twice as long, so much so Lillian began to wonder if they were lost.
Casting a speculative glance at the trail ahead and the surrounding forest, she spotted a familiar bear-clawed tree, and then around a bend, another familiar moss and fern-covered boulder cracked down the middle one winter by the expansion and contraction of ice.
No, they were not lost. Just crawling along at a snail’s pace, with a good two kilometers to still walk before they would reach the spa and her maze, where she’d left Gregory sleeping.
How could she have been so stupid? Her instincts had tried to warn her, but she’d rationalized it as paranoia.
The unicorn came to a halt, his ears twitching forward in question. His skin shivered, but he made no other comment or explanation.
Over the buzz of insects, the chirps of frogs, and the cries of the night birds, she detected a soft crackle of static to the left of her position.
Without comment, the three of them silently moved toward the sound. The unicorn led the way, with Gran a step behind. Lillian followed several steps farther back to better scan the night.
Her nails burned and itched with the need to lengthen and sharpen as the unknown threat weighed on her consciousness. She fought the urge to shift. Partially because Gran had warned her she’d heal too quickly, and partly because she’d only tried to shapeshift in Gregory’s presence.
When they came upon the source of the static, the five shadowy shapes slumped on the ground at random intervals were easy to recognize. It was less easy to determine at a glance what had taken down an entire patrol without a shot being fired. She calmed her own harsh breathing and was able to hear their steady, slow breaths. They were merely sleeping. Well, perhaps there was nothing ‘merely’ about their sleep, but they were alive.
“Tethys’ work,” Gran said, answering Lillian’s unasked question. “If she were here for a peaceful purpose, she wouldn’t randomly leave bodies just strewn about, which tells us she isn’t worried about fallout from the humans, likely because she intends to make sure they aren’t a problem.”
A radio crackled again, drawing all their attention toward it.
Gran cursed. “Let’s go. They’re bound to be missed soon.” She directed a frown out into the surrounding forest. “There might already be others out looking for them.”
Lillian glanced back the way they had come. “Then they are bound to see our tracks.”
Gran shrugged. “Something to look forward to later, should we survive.” On that comforting note, she started off through the forest at a faster pace. Lillian and the unicorn followed after a quick glance at each other.
* * *
They found more human patrols and some fae sleeping peacefully under the trees. All attempts to wake the fae proved pointless. Their efforts didn’t even elicit a sleepy grumble. And Lillian realized Tethys’ enchantment put her victims in a state closer to a coma than natural sleep. “How can we undo this?”
Gran gave Lillian a sharp look. “A siren’s enchantments die with her.”
Lillian took it to mean it was up to them to find a way to defeat Tethys by any means necessary.
But can I kill?
When she’d been attacked by the Riven, she’d defended herself, killing many of her enemies, but it had been the work of the demon seed protecting its host as much as Lillian’s own fortitude. And the Riven were more dead than alive by her judgment. If those Riven hosts had been still alive and aware—she’d probably done them a favor by destroying them.
Images of the helpless, inert forms of humans and fae flashed against the back of her eyelids. They would be such easy pickings if the Riven should happen upon them. And then there was an image of Gregory, how she’d left him sleeping on his stone pedestal, weakened from all the spells he’d been casting these last few days. Tethys had reached out, daring to touch Gregory as he slept.
Could I take the siren’s life?
‘Yes,’ she thought, ‘for Gregory and everyone else I love.’
With that acknowledgment like a promise burning in her heart, she followed Gran out of the forest and into the gardens surrounding the spa.
As they walked the garden pathways, the gravel underfoot the only noise betraying their passage, they came upon more sleeping victims, these a mix of fae, military, and a good hundred human civilians.
Ah. The masquerade. What a disaster her clever idea had become. Now magic had spilled across into the mundane world. Lillian eyed the sleeping people. The siren must be stopped tonight, for dawn would come and reveal far too much to human eyes.
Lillian came around a sharp turn in the path and nearly ran into the pooka. To her surprise, he was still on his feet.
He stood with his head bowed low, hooves planted firmly and tail hanging limp. He didn’t so much as flick an ear at their approach, but when she laid a hand on his side, he rolled a dull, yellow eye in her direction.
Gregory had told her both unicorns and pookas possessed a natural ability to see past deceptions. Perhaps it gave the pooka a slight immunity to the siren’s magic.
After patting his shoulder, she allowed her hand to rest on his withers, hoping her small gesture could give him some comfort. “No one enslaves my family or friends. I’ll get you free, I promise.”
Her words might be a common turn of phrase, but the emotions and fortitude behind them were genuine.
Gran tapped her on the shoulder. “Come, we have a siren to discipline, a gargoyle to extract, and the night isn’t getting any younger.” Gran sighed a humorless laugh. “And neither am I, but villains seem not to care about those kinds of details.”
“And all before dawn,” added the unicorn in a tone Lillian interpreted as ominous.
“Yes,” Gran whispered. “Because if we haven’t freed Gregory by then, he might be too deeply ensnared for us to release him without help.
“Who the hell is left to help?” Lillian asked, more sharply than she’d intended.
Gran gave her a pinched look and pulled an amulet on a chain from around her neck. She hesitated before handing it over to Lillian. It was surprisingly heavy and still warm from Gran’s skin. Actually, it felt too warm, as if it gave off its own heat.
When Gran motioned to put it on, Lillian did, looping it over her head and then smoothed her hair back in place, all the while giving her grandmother a questioning look.
“No matter what else happens, neither you nor Gregory can remain under the siren’s control. She must never possess such power. It will start a war with the humans; it might even tip the scales in the Lady of Battles’ favor if the fae are forced to battle the humans. War and chaos make her stronger. And I don’t even care to speculate what the Riven might try while our attention is drawn elsewhere. Smear three drops of your blood upon the amulet, and it will summon your last allies, and no, I can’t tell you more. The less you know, the less you can tell Tethys if you should be captured.”
Lillian scowled, seeing a problem with her logic. “Why give me the amulet then?”
“Because I doubt I’ll escape the siren’s attention either. The best we can hope for is to confuse her if we all attack at once. We’ll need to sneak into the cottage and secure some of those weapons Gregory and the sidhe metalsmiths have been working on. We might get lucky and land a good shot. Then, if luck is still with us, you might be able to wake Gregory and finish off the siren. Or if all goes south, escape with him.”
We’re so screwed, Lillian whispered in the recesses of her own mind. To Gran, she said, “Now there’s a scary number of ‘ifs’ to overcome.”
“Yes, and it’s the best plan I’ve got. Tethys is one of the oldest of her kind. She’ll be a difficult adversary to fight, because how does one fight one’s own deepest desires? And mark my words, she’ll use your heart’s wish against you.”
“Great,” Lillian mumbled as she followed Gran deeper into the gardens in the direction of the cottage.




Chapter 22
Sneaking into the cottage proved surprisingly easy. But then again, stealth wasn’t a problem when no other soul was awake to see you, Lillian supposed. Her second greatest fear—that the siren might be holed up somewhere inside the cottage proved false as well. The house was silent, deserted in a way it hadn’t been in days. For the first time in her life, the old stone cottage offered no homey reassurance.
“We’ve been storing the spell-warded weapons below in the wine cellar,” Gran explained. She crossed the kitchen and unlocked a side door, which opened onto a narrow set of stairs leading down to the cellar.
Lillian followed close on Gran’s heels. They continued along the rows of wooden shelves with their cargo of quality wines, which stocked the family spa in normal times. They filed past the wood shelves, and Lillian found herself in a far back corner of the cellar. The dingy little alcove was devoid of anything of interest, so she’d never had reason to venture over to this part of the cellar.
Gran, however, grabbed the edge of the dumpy little table leaning against one wall and started to move it. The legs dragged on the stone floor and made a painful sound.
Lillian winced at the appalling noise, then looked up at the rafters and cocked her head to listen. Nothing responded to the sound, and she released the breath she’d been holding. While she’d been worrying about something coming up their back trail, Gran had gone ahead and pushed against what had looked like just another section of wall.
But this wall made a grating sound as it swung open into a black abyss. Gran shoved her shoulder against the door a second time and opened it a bit more. With a muttered curse, she groped around in the darkness. After half a minute, there was a hum and a flickering of harsh light as rows of fluorescent lights sputtered to life.
Under the cold light of the fluorescents, a large room Lillian hadn’t even known existed was revealed. She drew another sharp breath, but only had a moment to marvel at all Gregory’s hard work. Knowing he’d been enchanting weapons for days on end was one thing, seeing the hundreds of them was something else altogether. Her eyes swiftly picked out the shapes of swords, shields, daggers, spears, crossbows, and yes, those were longbows resting against one wall. Their beautiful, elegantly carved wood shafts so much more striking than the practical compound bow her brother had taught her to use over a number of hunting expeditions. Thanks to Gran, she’d even had a few seasons’ worth of practice on a crossbow.
“Here,” Gran said as she shoved first a crossbow and then a wooden longbow into her hands. “Hold these for me.”
Lillian did and followed Gran around the room until they were both leaden with knives and enough arrows and bolts to do some severe damage.
“One more thing before we go,” Gran said as she made her way over to a long, low table. There she pulled a couple lengths of fabric from a basket and brought them over to Lillian. “Gregory was working on these for you. I think he planned them as a gift. The beading isn’t finished yet, but they are functional.”
There was a soft rustle of fabric and the gentle clank of beads as Gran handed the bundle to her. She unfolded it to see one item was a beaded loincloth like what Gregory wore, and the other was a long, scarf-like construction. With a bit of wrapping, it could be secured into a top of sorts, one which looped up over her neck, crisscrossed over her breasts and tied behind her waist. It wouldn’t interfere with her wings when she was in gargoyle form.
She ran a thumb over the soft fabric and tiny beadwork. Sudden moisture gathered in the corners of her eyes, and she had to swallow past a lump in her throat. Gregory had been working himself to exhaustion each day, but he still took the time to make this gift for her because she’d asked.
“Here,” Gran said, “I’ll take the longbow.”
It was probably for the best, since Lillian doubted she possessed enough skill to effectively aim one of those deadly weapons with any accuracy. The crossbow suited her better.
She donned the clothing Gregory had been making for her with quick efficiency. And then, as silently as they had come, they left the secret room and made their way back up to the outside world where the unicorn waited in the gardens behind the house.




Chapter 23
Lillian tightened her hold on the heavy crossbow as she stepped under the shadow of the maze. It was darker inside, the newly risen moon’s light not reaching the ground within. She made her way using memory and touch, and still, it seemed an age until she reached the maze’s center. Worry for Gran and the unicorn didn’t help.
When the maze had first become visible in the distance, Gran had ordered them to split up and breach the maze using a three-pronged tactic. They were each to make their way to the center, searching for traps along the way. Once there, they would await Gran’s signal and all attack together, or if the situation inside made it too dangerous, Gran and the unicorn would draw the siren’s attention to give Lillian a chance to escape with Gregory.
Not liking the part where Gran and the unicorn might sacrifice their own freedom, Lillian had bridled at Gran’s plan but realized there might not be another choice if any of them were to escape.
No one said she had to like the plan. She just had to pull off her part and not fail Gran.
She scanned the central glade while still hidden by the shadows of the maze. The clearing was more than wide enough to allow moonlight to bathe the small glade in its soft radiance. Lillian took an immediate dislike to what she saw.
Arranged in a semi-circle in front of Gregory, with their backs to Lillian, a mixed group of fae stood unmoving. They might as well have been as stone-like as Gregory. Some she recognized: Greenborrow and Whitethorn were two, but the others were strangers or triggered only a vague recollection in her.
She really wished she knew what powers those unknown fae might command.
Her blood drummed in her ears and tingles rushed across her skin, raising gooseflesh in its wake. It wasn’t until her claws prickled against her own palms that she drew a calming breath. Gran had explicitly said not to take gargoyle form until absolutely necessary. Her grandmother had yet to steer her wrong.
With a mental shake, the last of the wildness bled from her body, and her thick, black claws returned to the soft, pink, useless nails of a human.
Now another worry inched up her spine—where the hell was Gran and the unicorn? Had they been captured? She hadn’t heard even the slightest noise to hint at a skirmish. Maybe the other route was blocked or guarded in some way, and Gran and the unicorn were both forced to double-back to Lillian’s position?
Well, she might as well see what she could learn while she waited for any sign of her companions.
From the sheltering dark of her cedar maze, she scanned the small assembly again. Her eyes briefly settled on Gregory, then behind him to her redwood, and finally the large expanse of pure darkness at its base. Moonlight couldn’t penetrate its dense foliage, and there might be twenty more fae hiding in those shadows.
Seeing no other choice, Lillian reached for the otherness she associated with her gargoyle bloodlines, the same wildness she’d just pushed away, needing it now.
Closing her eyes, she listened. The night noises sharpened. Crickets, frogs, the hoot of a great horned owl, and even the splash of water as the stream cascaded down the small series of flagstones functioning as a tiny waterfall in the north end of the clearing—all these things reached her ears, making her straining senses tingle.
She filtered all the natural noise out like Gregory had shown her. Now the deep throb of the statue-like faes’ heartbeats reached her ears and the soft hiss of their breath. Otherwise, the clearing seemed empty of threats, but she doubted it was as innocent as it looked.
Lillian crept forward, muscles tense and senses on high alert as she made her way across the clearing toward Gregory. There was no point in attempting stealth, it would do her little good if she were walking into a trap. She was halfway to Gregory when water surged against stone, disturbing the peaceful night. Frogs and crickets grew silent even as Lillian sought the source of the disturbance.
Her gaze slid to the north end of the clearing, where the largest of the otherwise-tiny waterfalls dropped down into a pool stocked with water lilies and goldfish. The surface moved in an unnatural way for several more seconds, then a head and shoulders emerged through the covering of water lily leaves.
The woman—for it was unmistakably a woman rising partway out of the pool, her bare breasts easy to make out in the moonlight—brushed back strands of damp hair from her face.
Lillian spotted several lines running down her neck, the last ending at the curve of her shoulder. They fluttered and expelled water. If the gills hadn’t been enough to tell her this was indeed the siren, the great fan-shaped tail jutting from the surface of the water about five feet from her shoulders was a dead giveaway.
The fae pulled herself up onto the rocks at the edge of the pool. She made no other move. Merely watched Lillian.
The being in the pool looked nothing like the woman who called herself Tethys, but she felt the same, especially that strong current of power flowing against Lillian’s skin. After a moment, she identified what it reminded her of. An undertow, the ocean’s power far inland from where it would naturally exist, but still recognizable all the same.
The siren’s gaze was a physical weight, all stern willpower and focused magic crashing against Lillian’s mind, raising gooseflesh along with defensive instincts.
At any moment, she expected to feel a sharp pain as Gran’s spell triggered and shredded her eardrums. One moment passed, and then another and another, and still the siren didn’t sing.
“Welcome,” Tethys said, her voice clear and buoyant, free of anything that could be called musical enchantment.
Lillian only gave the siren a slight nod in answer, but she eased forward away from the green maze walls. She didn’t relax, was, in fact, more than ready to launch into a full, heart-pounding, adrenaline-filled sprint for safety, but managed what she hoped was an outwardly calm exterior as she said, “Why did you attack my people and what do you want?”
“An attack implies harm. And I have harmed none here tonight. And as for why I’m here?” Tethys made an elegant gesture with one hand in the general direction of Gregory. “Why, I want the same thing as him, ultimately.”
Lillian hadn’t expected a response and was taken aback by the siren’s easy answer. However, she highly doubted Tethys and Gregory’s endgames were even remotely in the same ballpark—they probably weren’t even on the same planet for comparison purposes.
“Nice try.” Inwardly, Lillian winced at her flippant tone. It always helped to aggravate older beings of immense power, after all.
The siren tilted her head in thought and fanned her tail to splash water over herself. When her upper body was again thoroughly wet, she pointed at Gregory with one long finger. “Deep down, and it might not even be very deep, he wants the same as me—to help this world find its balance so it can heal.”
“You might say heal, and yet your tone implies the opposite.” Lillian paced a wide circle around the statue-like fae as she made her way toward Gregory. It didn’t matter if it was a trap, she had to know her gargoyle’s condition.
Tethys aligned herself to Lillian, but she made no threatening move to prevent her from reaching her goal. “You must not know the other half of your soul half as well as you once did.” She nodded at Lillian and continued, “I wish for us to be allies against the seductive darkness, the taint that touches all in this land, even you.”
Lillian mimicked the siren’s elegant gesture and pointed to the statue-like fae. “Not the way to gain allies.”
“No, but the situation demands immediate action if this world is to survive.” The siren glanced at Gregory. “Your gargoyle knows this, even if you have forgotten. The fae trapped in this Realm have become complacent. They can feel the world slipping toward disaster, yet they do nothing to guide the humans. Now the humans are nearly too powerful to counter.”
Tethys splashed herself with water and then used her powerful tail to drive herself higher up the grass-covered bank until she was three-quarters of the way out of the water. “Humans have a weakness at their core, a rot they’ve never been able to outpace, a greed that demands more and more. They are never satisfied with what they have. They think only of themselves, never about the planet as a living entity.” The siren made a vague, yet all-encompassing gesture with one arm. “They think the planet is theirs. Such ignorance. They are such a young species, and unlikely to become an old one. Early on, I hoped they would grow beyond their self-destructive tendencies, but they have not, and the world is running out of time. The planet will flourish without them, but they will not survive without the Earth.”
Lillian knew where all this was going but didn’t know how to derail the conversation or change the siren’s mind. If it was even possible. She had come here with the plan to save her gargoyle, having to save the whole damned planet hadn’t factored into her plans.
Oh, hell. I must try something. “Many of the humans are aware of the crisis and are working to change things.”
The siren laughed. “A handful of humans trying to undo the damages created by the rest of the human horde will not save this Realm or the billions of innocent, non-human victims.”
“No, but what if we help them? The humans have so much drive, so much potential and creative power, so much passion to offer. They deserve a chance to fulfill that potential and find their place in the universe. You said it yourself. They are a young species. They can still learn. Surely the fae can help heal the damage already done.” Even while Lillian’s brain spat out the words, she knew they were said in desperation. How could she hope to convince Tethys when she hadn’t even been able to sway Gregory, not really?
“You think the humans will just welcome the fae and their guidance? Humans hate anything different. They commit murder over religious differences and even something as minor as skin of a different tone. How do you think they will treat the fae? Look to the past. They burned their own kind. No, I have wasted too much time waiting for humans to overcome their inherently flawed natures. If one cancerous branch of the evolutionary tree must be pruned out for the survival of the rest, so be it. And if I must lead by example, I shall. But I cannot take on all the billions of humans by myself. I will need allies. First among them will be you and your gargoyle.”
“I don’t think so.” Lillian wished she had more of a plan. Why did the villains always come so freaking well-informed and in possession of a kickass arsenal? But more importantly, what had become of Gran and the unicorn? Aloud she said, “Besides, I have a problem with doing what I’m told. Just ask Gregory. I’m always going behind his back and getting into trouble. Oh hell. Maybe trouble just likes me. But for whatever reason, I’ve been forced to get myself out of a tight spot a time or two on my own. There’s no way I’m going to just roll over and allow you to use either Gregory or myself.”
Tethys gave what could only be called a long-suffering sigh. “I had hoped to reason with you and the gargoyle,” she said and then tilted her head and frowned at Lillian. “Did you know you once saved my life, long ago before I mistakenly came to this Realm? I was much younger then, and arrogant in my youth. I’d thought myself strong enough to take on a demon, a true demon from the age of darkness before there was light in the universe—not one of those weak half-breed Riven. I misjudged the strength of the beast laired in a volcanic vent near my home territory. It was tainting everything near it with its evil. I hunted it to its lair and attempted to slay it. I managed to hurt it, but it did me greater injury, a mortal wound.”
Lillian inclined her head when the siren hesitated.
“I thought I was going to die there at the mouth of the vent, surrounded by its evil, my soul forfeit, never to know peace. As a last act, I sent out a call to warn all my fellow sirens of the danger. A siren’s power spikes just before death, and my call went out far beyond my ocean realm, out across the realm of magic in all directions. I never expected help to come. But you answered.”
Tethys looked Lillian up and down. “The Sorceress, as you are supposed to be, not as you are now. You came, your power a vast light around you, chasing away the shadows, exposing the ocean floor and leaving the demon in the light. So blinded by the brightness, the creature didn’t even see your Gargoyle Protector until he’d already cleaved the demon in two. While your gargoyle dispatched the taint and healed the living creatures around the vent, you cocooned me in your power and healed me. You made me far stronger than I was to begin with.” The siren chuckled. “And you ordered me to ask for aid the next time I planned to battle a demon from the ancient times.”
Stronger? What a dumbass thing to do. “What unfortunate judgment on the part of my older self,” she said and then realized the filter on her mouth had failed utterly. To be honest, she had been taken aback by Tethys’ words. The siren had known the Sorceress, had actually shared something freely, which would have taken months to drag out of Gregory.
Lillian loved him and trusted him with her life; however, he had kept secrets from her in the past, and he rarely talked of what she was like as the Sorceress, or at least he never shared stories about their past lives. Was that normal, or some new mechanism he’d developed to protect his emotions?
But now wasn’t the time to worry over their personal lives, not when there was an age-old siren talking of the extinction of the human race like she was talking about wiping out a nest of termites.
“I was surprised to find your hamadryad is, in fact, the Sorceress at the moment. Did you know I tried reasoning with your tree before I attempted to put your gargoyle under my spell? But a dryad’s tree, while intelligent after a fashion, doesn’t think like either of us, and I couldn’t make her understand the threat the humans represent. She knows good and evil, but she doesn’t understand why complacency empowers evil. I suppose the nature of a hamadryad is not one of action.”
“Never really thought about it.”
“Your gargoyle, he and I had an interesting conversation while he slept. He loves the humans no more than I, but he loves you, and you somehow extorted a promise from him to allow the humans to continue as they are without intervention. With such a promise, you made him go against his very nature. He is a protector, a balancer, a destroyer of evil.”
“I figured he had enough on his plate at the moment.”
Tethys flicked herself with water in a lazy fashion. “Did you know the Riven could not exist without the weakness of man? Yet, you asked Gregory to turn a blind eye to the human evil all around.”
“Strange, I thought the fae were also in danger of becoming hosts to the Riven.”
“Only here, in this Realm, where they are forced to expend so much magic simply to hide from the humans.” Tethys flexed her arms and lifted herself into a sitting position. “Beware, dryad, there is a greater danger than the Riven: you are changing your Gargoyle Protector, infecting him with your mortal weakness and your human-centric moral compass. You have also taught your gargoyle how to lie. He is an Avatar to the father of us all, and yet he has come close to breaking some of those vows for you. He yearns to love you as a mate.”
Lillian narrowed her eyes, annoyance overriding fear for the first time in hours. “And what concern is it of yours?”
Tethys’ laugh had a tone both beautiful and chilling at the same time. “It will be every sentient being’s concern if you do not do something to curb your dire influence over your gargoyle. You say you won’t allow me to use either of you, that I and my plans for humanity are evil. But it is you, and your weakness, which taints your gargoyle. If you continue as you are, you will give the Lady of Battles exactly what she wants.”
Lillian’s stomach cramped like she had rocks in it. The siren’s words were dreadful because they struck with note after note of truth.
Had she really forced Gregory to be other than he was supposed to be? And would he be punished for those changes she had inflicted on him? Gregory would never tell her.
Focus. Think of something else, she chanted in her mind. “What you say does have a ring of truth, but I can’t just stand by and allow you to murder all the humans the world over.”
The siren laughed, a bright, clear sound. “They’re doing a fine job themselves, I merely propose to help them along. And it need not be all of them, half would be enough to collapse their civilization. Their technology would fail, and they would be back to living off the land and sea within a generation.”
“It’s still mass murder.”
The siren stared Lillian down like she was talking to a child. “Since humans first crawled out of their caves, over half the populations of other species have vanished. You’re living in one of the planet’s great death cycles. Only this time humans are the driving force behind it. Humans murder out of greed, desperation, and madness. Do humans not put down rabid animals? I’ll merely be doing the same thing on a larger scale.”
“What about those trying to change? What about the innocent children who have no control over what their elders do? Would you murder helpless infants?
“Ah, you truly are young—child-like, almost. Is this what remains of the Sorceress with all her knowledge and wisdom stripped away? An innocent. I see why the Gargoyle Protector can’t protect himself from you. You work great damage with your wholesome innocence.” Tethys snorted. “A deadly temptation to a gargoyle. I’m surprised he hasn’t given in and just had you. You wouldn’t be able to resist him, even if you wanted to.” The siren’s lips turned up in a smile. “But you wouldn’t really put up a fight.”
Lillian’s fingers tightened on her crossbow as she fought the urge to just take a shot and hope for the best.
Tethys sighed and made a soothing noise. “Don’t get all confrontational, dryad. We both know I speak the truth.”
“Your version,” Lillian snapped.
“I don’t lie. I never have. Sirens are always forthright in our answers. Think about what I’ve said. We are not enemies. I can help free you and your gargoyle from the trap the Lady of Battles devised for you.”
“We don’t need the kind of help you’re offering.”
“Yes, your hamadryad is doing a fine job of killing the demon seed trapped within—it was very ingenious of the tree to remove it from you while she healed you. And I would judge the tree to finish her work in another three or four months. But I doubt you and Gregory have the time. Either the Lady of Battles will send her minions, or you and Gregory will give in to the desire growing between you.”
“I won’t allow it to…”
Tethys cut her off with a slashing motion of one arm. “I can offer you another option. I am powerful enough to sing the demon seed to death. Then I can help you rejoin your hamadryad, and you can take back your soul and become the Sorceress as she was meant to be. Once you are whole, the Lady of Battles will be unable to withstand your joint power. You can take the battle to her and teach her it is unwise to pit oneself against the Avatars of the Divine Ones.”
Oh, it sounded so tempting, Lillian thought, but for one little detail. “Is this the same deal you offered Gregory while he slept in stone? Since you’re now pandering it to me, I take it your plan didn’t go so well.”
“No, it didn’t have the effect I’d hoped,” the siren answered and laughed openly. “He said he might have said yes, had he also thought you’d ever forgive him. So, I come to you with the same deal.”
“And a very tempting deal it is, except for one rather large detail. Well, more like 3.5 billion smaller details. I think that is how many souls my decision would cost. I won’t barter one soul to save myself; I certainly won’t trade a few billion innocent human lives just so I can become the Sorceress again. No bloody deal.”
She snapped the crossbow into position and loosed the bolt. It flew true, its trajectory level with the siren’s upper body. With an impossible gesture too fast to follow, Tethys swatted the bolt, knocking it to the side where it embedded itself in the muddy bank. Lillian was already reloading it when the crossbow took up a subtle vibration in her hands. It lasted for all of three seconds, and then she was suddenly clenching empty air, gaping with sickening astonishment at where it had been.
“Ah,” Tethys said, sounding as calm as a lazy summer morning, as if Lillian hadn’t even attempted a shot, “That’s what your gargoyle said you would say. Apparently he knows you better than you know him. But that doesn’t change my goal. You’ve forced my hand. I had so hoped you would make this easy. I truly don’t want to enslave your gargoyle. He is such a noble beast. So much better had it come from you.”
Her heart pounding in her throat, Lillian glared at the siren. “If you could have enchanted Gregory, you already would have, and you wouldn’t need me to give him any orders.”
“True and false,” Tethys said with a mysterious smile.
“And what does that mean?”
“Gregory is male. Under the correct situation, I could eventually win him over. He’s still weakened from expelling large quantities of magic to produce weapons for the land-bound fae. It would be the perfect time to enchant him. Unfortunately, while he remains in stone, my power cannot touch him. So now he can heal and grow stronger, all while being impervious to my song. Once he is at full strength, he will awaken. At which point, it won’t go well for me. If he lets me live, I imagine it will be locked away behind a powerful spell.”
The siren pointed to the maze’s northern exit, and then pushed herself backward until her lower half was below the water line.
Lillian jerked around as she caught an unpleasant odor. Something unwholesome was coming. She could sense it deep down in the soles of her feet. The forest around her gave warning, the trees aware of an evil passing through their domain. She took a step back, the unconscious move drawing Tethys’ attention away from Gregory and back to her.
“Young dryad, stay. There is something I want to show you.” There was a commotion at the north entrance of the maze, accompanied by much growling and snarling as a tall, humanoid figure was shoved forward at sword-point. The unidentified person dropped down into a defensive crouch. Three fae followed close at his heels, hemming him in and directing his momentum.
Lillian snarled in recognition, and two-inch black claws emerged from the tips of her fingers.
The Riven answered her in kind, its snarl harsh on her ears.




Chapter 24
While she was less than happy to see one of them here in her grove, she held her position—not truly afraid of one lone Riven. If she had to, she could fight it in her gargoyle form. That nature simmered just below the surface, demanding she answer the challenge, eager to dispatch the Riven sullying her grove. Instead of forcing the dominant bloodline back, she held it in check, ready if she needed it, but stopped short of a full shift, which might neutralize her grandmother’s spell. That spell might be her last chance of escaping the siren.
Lillian narrowed her eyes, every sense homing in on the Riven. Actually, the beast hemorrhaged a black ooze from a dozen wounds. It looked like it might expire in front of her at any moment.
“Why,” Lillian pointed at the offending creature occupying her grove, “is that Gods’ blighted beast here? One alone is no threat to Gregory or me. If this is what you wanted me to see, I’m sorry to disappoint, but I’m already intimately acquainted with the murdering, soul-stealing little monsters. I doubt you can show me anything new about them.”
“No, but I did find this one and many others on the edge of your territory. As a favor to you and the local fae, I killed all but this one.”
“How nice of you.” Lilian’s voice dripped with sarcasm, but she was already inching closer to where Gregory slept.
At some point during the conversation, the Riven had turned his attention squarely upon the siren. If anything, the Riven looked more distraught and sank lower into its fighting crouch, fangs gleaming, and claws extended in extreme threat.
“I left this one alive because I thought to use it as evidence in case you didn’t believe me about the secondary threat, but then I decided on a better use for the creature.” Tethys gestured for the three fae to herd the Riven closer.
Lillian focused on keeping her breath and heart rate slow and even, but she allowed her claws to grow another half-inch. Darting her eyes between the Riven and the enchanted ward stones ringing Gregory in a protective circle, she briefly debated ending the Riven before he reached the stone circle or allowing him to fry himself on the protective wards.
In the end, she decided to leave him to be incinerated on the wards, less tainted blood to contaminate her grove that way.
One of the spear-carrying sidhe made a jab at the Riven. With a desperate contortion of his body, the Riven avoided being impaled and leaped back another dozen steps to land two feet inside the ward stone circle. A second later, Lillian realized the wards didn’t activate, not so much as a spark of magic flickered along their lengths.
Tethys had nullified the protection on the stones.
Her heart starting to pound with the sudden rise of adrenaline, Lillian glanced at Gregory.
What other protective spells had the siren neutralized?
The Riven seemed to think along the same lines, for with one last, disbelieving look at the stone circle, he turned his hate-filled eyes toward the sleeping gargoyle.
No! Tethys planned to use the Riven to force Gregory to defend himself.
Lillian snarled her own challenge and bolted toward the Riven, every logical thought forced aside, only the need to protect her mate remained.
She shifted while still in the air, her wings stretching out, carrying her across the distance. She snatched at the Riven, but the creature twisted away from her claws.
With a flash of silver in the shadows, he summoned a demon blade and came at her.
Lillian arched away from the blade. Remembering what one had done to Gregory gave her a healthy respect for the thrice-cursed things. Using her powerful tail as a weapon, she swiped at the Riven’s legs, forcing it to jump into the air. She nearly speared him on her talons while he was distracted.
He twisted impossibly fast a second time and darted under a low-hanging branch behind the tree. Growling in rage, Lillian gave chase. A sudden, burning pain sliced across her back, just below where her wings attached. Yowling in fury, she spun, slashing out defensively at an enemy who wasn’t there.
A second slice seared across her side, blood welling from a shallow wound that hadn’t been there seconds ago.
She smelled the strong odor of sap mixing with the coppery stink of her blood and knew in a moment of lucidity, the Riven was attacking her tree, stabbing and slashing at her hamadryad in a vain attempt to kill her.
Lillian howled out her wrath again. A second, much deeper roar answered her call. It came from behind, and suddenly Gregory was racing past her to circle the tree.
The Riven burst out from behind the trunk, Gregory on its tail and closing fast. The Riven put on a burst of speed, leaping straight toward Lillian with its demon blade extended before it.
Gregory lashed out with a blast of bone-chilling power, catching the Riven on one side. Its momentum carried it toward Lillian even as Gregory’s magic burned along the length of its body.
Lillian sidestepped and lashed out at the beast. Her talons severed its head from its shoulders as it careened past. For good measure, Gregory leaped onto the corpse and blasted it with a second wave of magic.
With a hiss and final crackle, the Riven’s body burned to ash, and then ash swirled into a fog-like smoke until even it was gone.
Gregory raked the ground with his talons, then drew a deep breath and coughed it back out on an enraged snort. He took two steps toward Lillian, his muzzle pointed slightly upward, and his lips pulled back to inhale another deep breath. She dropped to all fours and padded over to him, both to allow him to inspect her wounds and so she could check for any he might have gathered.
They were mere feet apart when a beautiful and eerie song filled the glade. Gregory twitched an ear in the direction of the song. Then he turned his entire head and neck, taking a half-step away from her.
Her own ears swung forward, seeking the source of the sound, her body was just starting to mimic Gregory’s actions when a high-pitched snap echoed in her ears, piercing deep with a sudden agony, and then all the world went silent.
Bereft without the beautiful song, she whined and pawed at her ears, hoping to unblock them, but her hands came back covered in a few traces of blood. She snarled again, thinking this was more of the Riven’s work.
But there was something she wasn’t remembering.
Something about that beautiful song.
Something dangerous.
Gran had told her about a spell and a song.
Then the web of an enchantment fell away, and everything came rushing back.
She shook herself then stretched, surprised to find herself resting on the ground.
In a sudden panic, Lillian bolted to her feet and searched for Gregory. She found him halfway between her and the siren.
He was crouched, his tail flicking in what she first took as annoyance. She changed her mind after she noticed his long ears flicking toward the siren, and then back in Lillian’s direction. Every so often, Gregory would glance at her, his expression vague and uncertain as if he was undecided what he was supposed to do.
At the bank of the stream, Tethys waited, still half out of the water, her tail lazily splashing water over her body as she sang. For the moment, Lillian couldn’t hear the song. She’d been lucky her shift to gargoyle hadn’t neutralized Gran’s spell, but she didn’t know how much longer her luck would last. If she was to help Gregory, she had to do something now, before her gargoyle blood healed her ruptured eardrums.
A quick glance down at the one injury she could see showed it had already stopped bleeding. Her hamadryad was much stronger from the periodic feedings of Gregory’s blood. What she’d normally consider a benefit was, in this instance, an unfortunate side effect. She couldn’t assume the healing powers would wait to heal her ears until all the other wounds were healed. For all she knew, her injuries might all be healing at the same rate.
She glanced between Gregory and Tethys.
There was no way she could remove Gregory from the siren’s influence—he weighed too much, and he seemed disinclined to move from the spot anyway. She turned her attention back to the siren. Was it possible to eliminate her?
By their very natures, gargoyles were immune to many forms of magical attack. Perhaps her gargoyle body could overcome the siren’s defensive magic where her magic-enhanced crossbow had failed. And Tethys’ magic didn’t seem to be physical in nature, at least Lillian had seen no sign of the dome-like shielding magic.
Lillian leaped into motion, sending a silent prayer that what she did ranked as bravery, not stupidity.
The distance between Lillian and her prey halved. Her talons extended to their full length and her jaws parted in preparation to savage the siren’s throat. Let’s see if the bitch can sing sans vocal cords.
Shadows shifted, and suddenly, Gregory was piling sidelong into her, his greater bulk and massive wingspan carrying them sideways several feet until they both slammed into the base of his stone pedestal.
She took two swipes of his tongue to her face before it occurred that it wasn’t an attack on his part. Lillian tried to extract herself from their tangle of arms, wings, legs, and tails. But no matter how hard she tried, it was like pushing against a mountain.
Gregory continued to growl happily as he gave her gentle nips and licks on her exposed skin.
Lillian fought against Gregory’s overly happy greeting as it dawned on her that no song the siren sang could ever make him harm her. In fact, Tethys might not actually be able to force a person to do something outside of their innate character. Rather like a hypnotist, her power allowed her to influence what was already part of a person’s makeup.
When Tethys dialed up Gregory’s affectionate nature, he, in turn, became as boisterous as a six-month-old puppy—if ever a puppy weighed in at half a ton.
She forced her head to the side so she could study the siren. Her adversary was still half out of the water, seemingly in no hurry for Gregory to bring her his prize. But then, maybe Tethys couldn’t force anyone as powerful as Gregory to do anything he didn’t want to do.
That’s how the siren will use him, Lillian thought with growing panic. All Tethys need do is command him to protect his ‘Sorceress’ against the threat the humans represent. And he would.
Hell, she needed to escape, buy herself some time to think and strategize. There had to be a way to shatter the siren’s influence on Gregory.
Lillian glanced at the surrounding forest.
Maybe she could escape and lead Gregory deeper into the woods. If she got him away from the siren’s immediate vicinity, then he might shake off Tethys’ influence.
Lillian relaxed, realizing fighting with Gregory was getting her nowhere. She lay still while he cleaned her Riven-inflicted wounds, but her mind was far from idle, and she formed the basis of a plan.
He’d loosened his hold marginally as he worked his way lower. When she shifted her weight enough to free one arm, he tensed. Lillian followed through with the motion anyway, pretending his mane had been her destination all along. Once her fingers were buried in his thick mane, she started to groom the few tangles loose.
Gregory’s death grip eased enough to allow her to shift positions so she could better reach his mane. As she reciprocated his grooming, her tongue lapped at his skin. After a moment she scraped her teeth over where her tongue had been.
Gregory rumbled in appreciation, shifting his body enough to reach the soft, delicate skin of her throat.
Leaning forward, she nuzzled him in a heartfelt apology and then brought to bear a palm-sized river stone from where it lined the border between the manicured grass and the stream’s edge.
The impact against the side of Gregory’s head made a dull thud, which turned her stomach. He keeled over sideways with a little push from her, but he caught himself on his arms and braced himself as he shook his head.
Lillian lunged away.
Her leap landed her a good ten feet from where she’d started. She didn’t slow or look behind like instinct clamored for her to do. The knowledge that Gregory would follow was equally instinctive.
He had always been her Hunting Shadow. It didn’t matter what spells or enchantments might have been cast, he would always follow.
She might not know what had befallen Gran and the unicorn, but once she freed Gregory from the siren’s influence, they would return together to face Tethys and learn the fate of their friends.
With an easing of the despair, she raced into the depths of her maze with a lighter heart.




Chapter 25
Lillian made it clear of her maze and quickly left the gardens far behind as she made her way deeper into the forest. The darkness under the trees didn’t hinder her gargoyle eyesight. She barely slackened her pace. The only times she slowed was to maneuver around patches of underbrush too thick to go straight through. Occasionally, she was forced to leap over a group of sleeping fae or human soldiers.
She didn’t have a destination in mind, as her plan didn’t go much beyond running for her life and hoping Gregory followed. Once they were far enough away, she held a small, naïve hope he might shake off the siren’s spell if he wasn’t within range of her song.
Part one of her plan had worked far better than she’d ever dared hope. Her hearing was mostly recovered, and she had only to twitch an ear to her back trail to easily hear Gregory following even over the whistle of the wind in her ears. He wasn’t bothering to be subtle, which also told her he was still firmly under the siren’s sway. Had Gregory been in sole command of his wits, he’d never have made so much noise.
Refusing to be disappointed, she continued doggedly northward, her gargoyle body not even winded after running for the better part of an hour.
* * *
It had to be after midnight. Four hours of running had worn away her earlier exuberance, but still, she ran. Her muscles burned, and her strides grew shorter even as she ordered her body to run faster. As if sensing victory, Gregory put on a burst of speed until his nose was even with the tip of her tail. She could feel the heat of his breath.
One lunge would spell disaster. She had no doubt if he caught her this time, he would take her back to the siren, and she wouldn’t get a second chance at escape. Jumping over a fallen tree, she used the momentary cover it provided to veer sharply to the left.
Gregory leaped over the trunk and changed course in the air, flapping his wings and shooting ahead of her to drop down almost directly in her path.
She dropped to the ground, kicking up a wave of loam and leaf litter in front of her and then kept rolling, right under Gregory’s outstretched arms. She felt his fingers graze her hip as she slid by. But then she was off and running again.
Blood surging in her veins, she wanted to shout that she was still free.
For the moment.
But she didn’t fool herself into thinking there would be many more moments of freedom. Her body was tiring, it was only a matter of time before it failed her. She was fast running out of options.
Gregory showed no signs of returning to himself, and she had no other tricks up her sleeve.
There was only the medallion bumping against her breast as she ran. Gran had given it to her, and Lillian had never doubted her grandmother’s wisdom before, but as she ran and mulled over who else there was to offer aid, her mind kept going to one logical conclusion no matter how her heart shied away from the answer.
Gran had given her the medallion, knowing what could happen. But did she dare to use it?
Was Tethys worse than what aid the medallion might bring?
Lillian feared she was, but also feared Gregory would not agree.
But presently, he was a mindless tool of the siren’s making, and Lillian wasn’t feeling too confident in allowing the siren to continue unchecked.
Oh please, let this work and not backfire in my face.
With a prayer, she skidded to a halt and brought one talon to her palm and sliced a small line in the fleshy base of her thumb. Three beads of blood welled up as she hastily smeared it across the medallion’s surface.
She half-expected the medallion to absorb the blood, or for the metal to flare up with bright fire in her hand. Even a slight glow? Something to show the magic worked.
A whole lot of bloody nothing was what she got for her trouble.
Useless medallion and overrated magic.
Was she doing something wrong?
A full body-bruising weight slammed into Lillian’s back. It drove her to her knees and then flat to the ground with her muzzle half-buried in the forest loam. Breath rushed out of her lungs in a pained whoosh. She grunted and dragged in a new breath of air; it hurt worse going in than it had coming out.
Jolly.
Her mane covered her eyes so she couldn’t see a thing, but she did feel an earthworm wiggling between two front teeth.
She snarled and spat, trying and failing to get her limbs back under her so she could leverage the dead weight from her back.
A rumbling purr was the only response to her struggles.
“Gregory, get off me.”
A warm, wet tongue stroked a path between the joints of her wings. She debated boxing his ears with them but decided he might take it as an invitation to play. Another happy rumble emanated from just behind her head. She supposed she should be glad it wasn’t one of the darker sides of his personality dominating him at the moment.
A half-ton of happy, wiggly Gregory seemed a whole lot less dangerous than an eight-foot, winged killing machine.
“Mmm, Gregory, I love you, but get your big ass off me before you break some part of me I’m really fond of, like my spine.”
With one last lick, Gregory shifted his weight.
Well, well, he actually listened, she noted with growing interest. What other commands might he obey?
With an over-exaggerated slowness, she got up and brushed off the specks of loam and leaf mold covering her body. Her stalling tactic gave her a moment to think. A quick glance down confirmed the medallion still hadn’t reacted to her blood in any discernible way.
She was out of options, but at least she’d managed to lure Gregory away from the siren. Frowning, she rolled her eyes in his direction where he quivered at attention like a dog at point, his barely contained exuberance palpable in the air around him.
Lillian amended her earlier thought. She’d managed to extract him physically, but in spirit, the Gregory she knew was still missing, buried under layers of enchantment.
It seemed fundamentally wrong that someone as powerful as her protector could be compromised so quickly and thoroughly by a song.
“Oh Gregory, I know you’re still in there somewhere. I hope you can hear me and understand. I’m not sure how I’m going to free you from that over-evolved fish, but I will.”
She’d stick with her earlier plan to try and keep him away from the siren as long as possible. Her mad run had bought them a little time. It would take them a good four hours to run back the way they’d come, longer if they walked.
He approached her slowly. Once he reached her, he leaned into her, looking for a scratch.
Then before she knew what he was doing, he scooped her up. Her world tilted until everything was upside-down. One of his steel-like arms clamped across her thighs, preventing her from kicking free. Simultaneously, his mobile tail curled around her shoulders, pinning her wings to her back before she’d thought to use them in some way to leverage herself free.
She was working herself up to deliver a solid bite to Gregory’s vulnerable side when she felt the coldly familiar chill of his magic flowing across her skin.
From her inverted vantage point, she could only peer around Gregory’s muscular hip to see him weaving magic. It rose up out of the ground, pale and ethereal, for all the world looking like a thick fog. It spiraled around two tree trunks, climbing them until the silvery haze was above head height and then the two spires shot delicate filaments toward each other, forming a web before Lillian’s bewildered eyes.
“Gregory, what is that? What are you doing?”
No answer, though he did pat the back of her leg, which may have been an attempt at reassurance.
“Gregory,” Lillian called softly, then changed tactics. “Durnathyne, My Hunting Shadow. You don’t have to do this, you don’t have to listen to Tethys.”
Lillian hoped calling him by his name from his last life would jog some rationality back into his head. He did pause his spell-work and twisted his neck to meet her gaze at the awkward angle, and Lillian’s heart jumped with hope, but then he shook his head with a snort and returned to his spell.
Following the direction of his gaze, she saw the spell was now a vaguely door-shaped object. Her fears were confirmed a moment later as the entire construction flashed a blinding white. Still blinking grey spots from her vision, her other senses came to the fore to fill in the details.
The scent of cedar reached her nose. More telling, though, was the distinctive fragrance of tropical water lilies Gran had planted in the small stream that flowed past Lillian’s hamadryad.
Her vision cleared, confirming what her nose and ears had already told her.
Gregory’s spell was some kind of doorway, and on the other side, the siren waited patiently.
“Don’t do this. Tethys is dangerous.”
“Yes.”
Lillian froze, surprised Gregory answered her.
“But not to us,” he continued as he walked toward the strange, spell-woven door hovering in the air. “She has offered to help us fight our enemies. She will stand with us against the Lady of Battles.”
“She lies to gain control over your power.”
Gregory sighed and then shifted her off his shoulder and set her down, so she was facing him, her back to the flickering door.
“I have always been able to detect lies. The siren has spoken only the truth to me. She will aid your hamadryad in destroying the demon seed within it, and then you will be free to take up the mantle of Mother’s Sorceress once more. All will be as it should.”
It was the same promise the siren had given Lillian, and perhaps there wasn’t a lie in the offer. And it was the one thing in all the Realms that would tempt Gregory.
He placed his hands on her shoulders and guided her toward the doorway. If it came to a contest of physical or magical strength, Gregory would win.
That only left her with cold, logical reason. “Please listen. I know what she offers is what we ultimately want, but why did you wait to agree until after you awoke from stone? By what she told me, you had already turned down her offer while you still rested in stone. Why was that? What was it about her offer that gave you pause? It’s important.”
Gregory halted his advance toward the doorway, a frown line forming between his brows and his ears swung forward in question.
She met his gaze and saw a hint of the old Gregory there.
He blinked.
“Gregory, bring your beloved to me where she will be safe from the Riven.” The siren’s voice floated through the doorway and slid across Lillian’s senses like a mother’s soothing caress. Her earlier worries seemed unimportant.
Distantly, with only a mild concern, she saw lines of power crawl across Gregory’s skin.
He snarled. “I am not yours to command, siren.”
His angry words slid past the warmth cocooning Lillian, and she blinked as if waking from sleep.
What? Lillian gave herself a shake.
Gregory. The siren.
It dawned on Lillian the siren had released her to turn her full powers back upon Gregory.
Tethys began to sing, and Lillian felt herself going under a second time even though this enchantment wasn’t focused on her. Cold power shimmered along Gregory’s skin as he summoned defensive magic. His skin took on the rough seeming of stone.
Tethys sang, and runes blazed to life along his skin, preventing him from resuming his stone form.
Gregory roared in anger and pain, lashing out with magic. The wave of magic was unfocused and shot over the siren’s head, though she did hunch lower in the water.
The wave continued past the siren to shear through one wall of the cedar maze. Its momentum carried the magic, and its destructive force, beyond Lillian’s field of view.
Having expended so much power in one shot weakened Gregory, and he slumped down onto his knees, panting with his head bowed.
Desperately wanting to help, Lillian crouched next to him and flared her wings, mantling them around Gregory in a vain attempt to shield him from the siren’s song.
But of course, her action did nothing to prevent Gregory’s enslavement.
Helpless to do anything, Lillian could only watch in despair as he fell under Tethys’ song a second time.
Her gut tightened. This was a mild version of what the Lady of Battles wanted to do to them. Maybe Tethys would be the kinder mistress. The warm fog was back—soothing, coercing.
“Lillian,” a voice called from behind, the words dark and rich, the tone deep and beautiful. So like Gregory’s, and yet not.
Swaying, Lillian found herself hovering at the threshold of the magic doorway, Gregory at her side. She didn’t even remember standing up, but she was at the doorway, ready to take the last few steps to accept the siren’s offer.
Curiosity flared briefly but died as the siren’s song swelled to match the dark beauty of the second voice.
“Lillian! I did not sire you so you could become a slave.”




Chapter 26
The medallion around Lillian’s neck heated to the point of pain, and then a wave of scorching magic racing across her skin. Suddenly, she was herself again, Tethys’ voice weaving nothing more than a beautiful song. Shadows to her left shivered, and a gargoyle similar in build to Gregory appeared before her startled eyes.
With a gasp, Lillian stepped away from both the doorway and the newcomer. Her hurried backpedaling nearly had her running over a smaller body behind her.
The delicate female sidestepped in time.
Lillian whirled to face this second newcomer while she tried to determine if there were others with these two, or if they had come alone.
That they were a threat was all too certain.
She’d seen them four months before at a distance when Gregory had first discovered the demon seed within her and had tried to dig it out with less than favorable results. That time Lillian had only a glimpse of the dryad and gargoyle standing before her now. They had been a part of the first eight years of her life, a time that was nothing more than a blank void, except for a few details filled in by others and what she had uncovered. But she knew them on a visceral level, nonetheless.
Her birth parents.
The amulet Gran had given her and the cryptic message now made sense.
It all did—why Gran had been reluctant to give it to her, and the command to use it as a last resort.
Well, this was as last resort as it got. She needed to know one thing first, however, and she modulated her voice to be heard over Tethys’ song, which she noted seemed not to affect her at all now that the medallion was hot to the touch. Lillian’s parents seemed similarly immune. Handy trick that.
“If you come only on the Lady of Battles’ order, then leave me to my fate.” Her voice came out strong, almost like she was in command of the situation, though her words were false bravado. She couldn’t detect lies as well as Gregory. And even he might have trouble gauging her parents. If they had been double-crossing the Lady of Battles for the better part of twenty years, they were masters at twisting the truth.
“We knew we could never sit by and allow the Lady of Battles to destroy you.” Lillian’s mother spoke for both parents.
A loud growl crested above the siren’s song.
Gregory. Crap.
She jerked her gaze back to her beloved in time to see him launch himself at her father. Her mother danced nimbly out of the way and dragged Lillian stumbling along behind as both males rolled past in a biting, snarling ball of winged fury.
“Do you accept our offer of aid, daughter?” her dryad mother asked as she calmly watched the two males continue to inflict damage on each other. “We are running out of time.”
Lillian started toward the two, concern driving her forward even when she knew she wasn’t ready for a fight in gargoyle form, not like the one she was witnessing. The two fighters would break apart, then, with lightning-fast moves, come together again in a fury of slashing, biting, and lethal kicking. Even their tails and wings were weapons. Both fighters already had an alarming number of bloody welts covering their skin.
“Do something. They are going to kill each other.”
“Kill each other? Perhaps, but not for days. They’re both hard-headed gargoyles and at the moment, fairly well-matched.” The dryad made a gesture to the two males. “Normally, your other half could finish your father with ease, but Gregory has had a hard time of it recently, yes?”
The heat from the medallion increased, forcing Lillian to clasp its chain and hold it away from her skin.
“Ah, yes.” Her mother nodded at the medallion and then inclined her head in the direction of the siren. “There lays the true danger. The medallions are reaching the limit of their ability to protect us.”
At her words, Lillian noticed her mother was also wearing one of the medallions. Had her father been wearing one?
More importantly, could one help Gregory?
“Time to exchange greetings with the siren,” her mother said and motioned Lillian forward, back toward the door in the air. When they were almost to the threshold, her mother pulled ahead and gave a formal bow, like something from a long-ago court, or two martial artists facing each other. Her skirts swirled around her, made of some glorious burgundy and black fabric.
Lillian blinked, then a second time to be certain, but yes, her mother had just plucked a bit of black off the skirt.
As she straightened, she spun the bit of glassy, black shadow in her fingers, readjusting her hold on the shard and then flinging it almost faster than Lillian’s gargoyle-enhanced vision could track. The bit of black—a tiny little throwing knife—she realized, flew through the air. Unwaveringly, it hit its mark and buried itself inches deep in Tethys’ throat.
Her song cut off mid-note as she gagged on blood and the solid bit of blackness lodged in her vocal cords. Clawing at the knife, the siren bent over and retched blood as she dug it out.
“That will not slow her for long,” her mother said as she dragged Lillian away from the doorway. Seconds later, a blast of power streaked through the magic construction, lashing out at the empty space they’d stood in only a moment ago.
“Now,” her mother called.
Another gargoyle emerged from the shadows near where Gregory still fought with her father. Instinctively, she drew breath to call a warning to Gregory, but her father sprang away before she could, his momentum carrying him in front of the doorway. Gregory followed close on his tail.
And the third gargoyle struck with a blast of magic. It slammed into Gregory and tossed him right through the doorway and halfway to where the siren still thrashed in the stream. Gregory rolled, his arms, wings, and tail all trying to slow his momentum; however, it was one of the stone rings circling her glade that finally stopped him. Lillian winced at the impact that shattered stone.
Looking beyond Gregory to where Tethys struggled, Lillian saw her lips moving, but only blood came out. Oh, she would have been screaming orders to her other slaves, but without her voice to command them, the other fae stood waiting, blank as sleepwalkers.
Concern for Gregory drew her eyes back to his hunched form. He remained still for several moments, and Lillian’s traitorous feet were already moving her toward him. With a grunt and shake, he righted himself and then bolted back into motion.
Lillian’s mother flicked more of the black shards, but her aim wasn’t for Gregory. They collided with the magic doorway, sinking deep into its border. She continued to throw more shards into the weaving until it bristled with them. Then with a high-pitched whine, the magic holding the threshold open collapsed, taking the door and its view of the center of the maze with it.
Gregory vanished still on the other side, trapped there with the siren. Lillian felt hollow inside. She’d allowed her parents to betray him.
She’d betrayed Gregory, her protector, the other half of her soul.
Unaware of Lillian’s inner turmoil, her mother brushed her hands clean of residual magic and turned to Lillian. “We must strategize how to capture and hold your gargoyle long enough to free him from the siren’s power, but we need to move first before Gregory returns. It will not take him long to build another threshold to this place. He will be desperate to find you.”
“I haven’t yet decided whether you’re any better than Tethys. It seems everyone wants to use us, or own us, or possess us.” Lillian left unsaid the uncharitable thought that that seemed the natural order of things for avatars of the gods. She and Gregory were, in fact, tools owned by the Divine Ones. Gregory might word it slightly differently without a hint of censure, but he’d never tried to hide the fact either. “I’ll listen to you, but I make no promises. If you so much as try to force my hand, I’ll take my chances with Tethys.”
Lillian’s father approached, a great dark shadow, but lacking the comfort of Gregory’s presence. This gargoyle, father though he might be to her, was a stranger. Thus, suspect until proven an ally.
Her father’s body language was all open curiosity, and she was certain he wanted to come closer for a hug, or maybe a sniff? She hadn’t a clue how family relations might work among gargoyles.
The third newcomer, another male gargoyle, sidled up on her right side. Feeling suddenly hemmed in, she shifted her weight, wings spreading for balance and talons coming up.
Her parents both stepped back.
“Lillian, easy, don’t hurt him.” Her mother cautioned.
Lillian blinked at her. Don’t hurt him?
He was as big as she was, which did put him slightly shorter than either Gregory or her father. And the newcomer was slim, less bulky, his gait somewhat awkward, almost coltish in his movements.
He continued to approach her position, looking for all the world like he was vibrating with excitement.
“Lillian, meet your brother.” Her father’s tone made it sound like she should already know that detail but uttered it aloud for clarification’s sake.
“My brother?” Lillian’s mind blanked and kept trying to visualize her older, adoptive brother Jason, but another part of her knew they meant her natural-born brother.
“He’s newly emerged from my hamadryad,” Lillian’s mother said with a touch of pride. “He came early, sensing our distress at your situation. As soon as your grandmother gave you the medallion, we were able to sense the danger to you and your gargoyle. We came as soon as Shadowlight was mobile.
“Brother?” Lillian croaked, still hung up on the fact she had a younger brother. He’d just emerged—by that, her mother meant born. Her little brother had just been born and had already come to help her battle Tethys?
Lillian drew a calming breath. So far, she’d say her family had risked more for her than she’d ever risked for them. The image of Gregory and her father fighting flashed across her closed eyelids. There was no way she wanted Gregory and her little brother to meet, not until her other half was in full possession of himself again. She opened her eyes and speared her mother with her gaze. “I want to hear more, but not here. You’re correct. Gregory is going to come storming back any moment.”
Lillian’s mother nodded and then gestured to where her father was standing next to a doorway, one like Gregory had created. Only this one opened onto a night-shadowed meadow, the darker bulk of trees marking the boundaries.
She could well be looking at a very pretty trap. Then again, her parents were presently the only hope she had of freeing Gregory from Tethys’s spell. And if they were still serving the Lady of Battles, well then, they had even less reason to want Gregory entrapped by another. Lillian would use them to help her free Gregory, and if they planned to in turn betray her to the Battle Goddess, she would just double cross them first.
A touch of guilt was followed by a strong, protective instinct. It warmed her heart as she looked upon her younger brother. All she saw was innocence and determination in his gaze.
Him she would protect and give Gran another grandchild to mother if Lillian’s own parents proved deceitful.
Decision made, she met her little brother’s gaze and held her hands out to him. He clasped them eagerly.
“Come,” she said with a gentle squeeze of her fingers, “I want to get to know you. My grandmother, the human woman who raised me,” Lillian clarified for him when his ears flicked forward in question, “named me Lillian. I heard our mother call you Shadowlight, correct?”
“Yes.” His voice was deep and rusty with disuse, or maybe it was more that he was just learning to use his voice for the first time.
They walked through the doorway and into the tall grasses of the meadow. The moon was still climbing the sky, but its nearly full brilliance bathed the field in light bright enough she could make out the fluffy seed heads swaying in the wind.
“Do you know why you’re here, Shadowlight?”
“Our parents hope to make this Realm home for a little while. At least until it is safe to return to the Magic Realm.”
In other words, until she and Gregory taught the Lady of Battles a lesson not soon to be forgotten, and it was safe for everyone to return.
Ah, the clarity of innocence.
And her little brother, no matter what nasty surprise the Battle Goddess might have planted within him, was innocent of any wrongdoing on his part. It wasn’t his fault he’d been born into a situation beyond his control.
And just like that, Shadowlight became one of the things she would protect.
It didn’t matter that she hadn’t known him this time yesterday. She knew he existed now, and he was a part of her family.
More than happy by his older sister’s acceptance, Shadowlight proceeded to sniff every inch of her mane, then moved to her face where he started the big, sloppy gargoyle kisses, which must, in fact, be a species quirk and not just some inherent Gregory-ism.
After a few moments of mutual washing, Lillian pushed Shadowlight’s questing muzzle away. “I need to talk with our parents for a few minutes.”
He bobbed his head in that seemingly universal sign of understanding, then wandered off to go chase the fireflies randomly blinking around the meadow.
He looked so terribly young.
But just how young?
From Gregory’s and the other dryads’ explanations, she knew a gargoyle child was usually gestated in the hamadryad tree until he was ten years of age, at which point the tree would go into labor and birth the fully-grown gargoyle.
Even as ten-year-olds, gargoyles were deadly to evil. Gregory had come to her rescue when they were both only eight, choosing to be born two years early so he could free her from the Battle Goddess’s domain.
Gregory had finished maturing while he’d slept in stone here on earth. She knew Gregory had faced and killed many dangers to extract her from the lady’s domain, but he was an Avatar. That powerful magic already his to control, even at the tender age of eight, and he’d had the added benefit of many lifetimes of knowledge to call upon.
And yet her brother had none of that, and still, he’d come to her rescue.
It told her something she’d always suspected about the loyalty and bravery of gargoyles.
It also explained her own well-developed, protective instincts. Those, too, must be a species characteristic.
“Tell me how we can overcome Tethys’ enchantment,” Lillian paused, her voice shook slightly, “but first tell me your names because they were stripped from me shortly after I arrived here. And I very much want to know my parents.”
Her gargoyle father was the first to step up, and he gave her a huge embrace, nearly lifting her off the ground.
Lillian held back a sob, only now realizing how much of an emotional void there was from not knowing her parents.
When he put her down, he stepped back and looked her in the eye and said, “I am Stalks the Darkness.”
After a moment, she cleared her throat and scrubbed away the tears on her forearm. “Do you mind if I call you Darkness?
“Darkness,” her father rumbled, “suits me well enough.”
Her mother came forward and placed her hands on Lillian’s shoulders and then bowed until their foreheads pressed together briefly. She said something in a language Lillian didn’t have a hope of following, but she assumed the alien mouthful was her mother’s real name.
Perhaps seeing her daughter’s expression, she clarified, “In your human tongue, I would be called Born at the Mountain’s Foot Where the River Runs Cold.”
Lillian mulled that name over for a moment. “Do you mind if I call you River?”
Her mother smiled softly. “Darkness and Shadowlight call me that often. You are welcome to as well.”
“Thank you.”
Her mother reached one delicate hand out to Lillian’s nearest horn in wonder. “I don’t care that it was through the Lady’s manipulation, but you make a most beautiful gargoyle. Such a strong, brave young woman would make any mother proud, but I am doubly so because I know what you had to overcome.”
“Thank you,” Lillian whispered. “I would like to know more about my family, but Gregory can track me anywhere.”
Her father made a deep huffing sound. “He wouldn’t be much of a protector if he couldn’t.” She thought she detected a hint of reproach as if he thought Gregory hadn’t been doing a very good job.
Overprotective gargoyles, she muttered into the sanctity of her own mind, before she fully realized she was one of those overly protective gargoyles.
“You said you had a plan to help me free Gregory.”
It was her father, Darkness, who answered her. “When Gregory comes to find you, we will already have laid in place several wards in this meadow to prevent him from building one of the portals that would allow him to return you quickly to the siren. His instincts will tell him to get you away from anything he perceives as dangerous—us being the greatest concern.
“But we will not be here when he comes.” Darkness smiled, one of those toothy gargoyle grins that gave anyone who saw it pause. “There will only be you waiting for him. In no distress whatsoever. He’ll likely check you over for traps, spells or injuries. That will be the chance you’ll need to follow through with our plan.”
River broke in. “You will not like the next part, but it must be done. It’s the only way to break the siren’s spell.”
Her father nodded agreement, then gestured to his mate. “Show her.”
From around her hips, River removed a great belt—or girdle as they were called long ago—Lillian didn’t know what else to call the gem-encrusted band. She wasn’t up on her medieval fantasy fashions.
When her mother handed the ornament to her father, and he demonstrated how it would go around a gargoyle’s neck, the item went from lavish fashion accessory to slave collar in the blink of an eye.




Chapter 27
“No,” Lillian uttered the word before her brain had fully registered her intent. “No fucking way.”
They watched her, their expressions unreadable.
“Most definitely not. I’ll just go serve Tethys, doubtlessly she’s the better master.”
“You don’t mean it, not really,” her mother countered, “not when you have the means to free Gregory after you’ve broken the siren’s spell.”
“You’re saying it’s as easy as putting that thing around Gregory’s neck, breaking the siren’s spell, and then taking it back off again? I’m not that gullible.”
“Easy?” Her father chuckled. “I imagine it will be anything but easy to get the ward stone collar on your Gargoyle Protector.”
“There is a matching collar that controls this one.” Lillian’s mother gestured to Shadowlight, and he came galloping over. She held her hand out to him. There was a shifting of shadows around his neck as River unclasped something, and then the matching collar became visible in her hand. “Thank you for carrying this for me, love.” Shadowlight kissed her and then darted off to return to his firefly hunting. “Stalks the Darkness is forbidden to carry such a thing from the Lady’s realm; however Shadowlight was not there long enough to have such restrictions placed on him yet. And I could only hide the one on my person without the proximity causing them to become reactive.” Her mother held out the control collar.
Lillian shook her head and stepped back. River continued to hold it out. Eventually, with a deep sigh of displeasure, Lillian took it because she wanted to see how much a person’s freedom weighed.
It was surprisingly light and so very delicate for something so evil.
“I can’t betray Gregory like this—I’m sorry, but what are my reassurances that this thing won’t just turn Gregory over to the Lady of Battles?”
“You have our word, which likely means little to you, but we are telling the truth.” The dryad sighed, her expression closing once again. “But you must know there is no guarantee the siren will not turn you both over to the Lady. We are aware Tethys is bitter about what humans have done to this world. Gregory is already taxing her power, and if the two of you prove too difficult to break to her plans, there is a chance, small I would wager, that she might turn you both over to the Lady of Battles in exchange for aid from that quarter.”
Her father made a thoughtful grunt and added, “Or she may fulfill her promise to Gregory and make you whole. Or if that fails, return you both to the master of all gargoyles—the Lord of the Underworld. There is a chance, a goodly one, Death may offer her a boon for the return of his most-beloved gargoyle.”
“Beloved?” She really wanted to stop the parroting, but she had to ask. Later, she promised to make Gregory ‘magic-up’ a concise history of the Avatars. And she would read the damn thing from cover to cover without complaint even if it was ten thousand pages long.
“As relationships go, it is an interesting one. You might think it a father/son relationship as the Divine Ones used you and Gregory to birth the twins, but over the centuries, Gregory and the Lord of the Underworld became more like brothers.”
That explained one thing. “Then it’s not just the power of the Avatars the Lady of Battles wants? She wants to specifically break Gregory so she can use him against her twin. Nice.” Then Lillian saw another option. “I don’t have to choose between either a device made by the Battle Goddess’s hand or the siren’s song. There is a third party. If I run to the Lord of the Underworld, Gregory would follow, and once there, surely Lord Death would set Gregory free.”
A long, silent hesitation was punctuated by uneasy looks between her parents. Her father was the one to answer. “Yes, the Lord of the Underworld would restore Gregory.”
Lillian took a deep breath. “You’re a gargoyle. You must know how to get there. Can you teach me what I need to know to seek him out?”
“As you say, all gargoyles can find the way. Though it is much easier to travel from the Magic Realm to the Mortal Realm than the other way, the trip is possible from here. However, it would take much power, and even more will.”
Lillian cocked her head. “What aren’t you telling me?”
“Before Gregory started expending large amounts of power to prepare the fae of this world for the coming battle, he had power enough to bring you to the Lord of the Underworld. Yet he chose not to. Why do you think he made that decision?”
Her tail twitched in sudden, fearful understanding. She forced it to still. “To protect me.”
“As I said earlier, the Lord of the Underworld would restore Gregory.” Her father’s look took in her form, from the tips of her horns to the sharp talons on her toes. “He would not stop there. He would free you from what his twin has worked upon you.”
“I wouldn’t be a gargoyle anymore, you mean.” She had feared this side of her nature. It was so primal, and yet it had fast become a part of her. Would she miss it if it were stripped from her?
She flexed her talons in the loam underfoot, gave her wings a little shake, and feared the answer to that question would be a ‘yes.’             
“Your gargoyle side isn’t something the Lord of the Underworld can just unmake,” her mother told her bluntly. “You were born this way. And I’m afraid once he was finished with you, you wouldn’t still be among the living.”
“But surely…”
Her mother made a sweeping motion with one delicate hand. “He would grant you and your hamadryad a swift death and then watch over your soul to prevent his twin from working her mischief a second time. That is the swiftest way to restore you. Once you were yourself again, you would thank him for his aid.”
“But what about the Riven? The Lady of Battles’ scheme?”
“If he freed your spirit, you could then be reborn as you were intended. Gregory, too, since your other half would seek a quick end by Death’s hand. Once that happened, the Lady of Battles’ plans would unravel, and she’d no longer be a threat to this or any Realm.”
“But surely the Riven…”
Her father interrupted her again. “Once you and Gregory were reborn, you both would make short work of cleansing this Realm of the Riven.”
“But it would take at least another ten years before Gregory or I could return.”
“Likely longer,” her mother added. “Gregory, always choosing to return as a gargoyle, would be battle ready long before you fully matured.”
“But by then, the Riven would have claimed hundreds of thousands of lives, if not more.”
“The Lord of the Underworld deals in death. He would see it as an unpleasant set of circumstances that might take longer than he’d like to fix, but all would be set right in the end, with the Riven destroyed and the trapped souls freed.”
“And this is the being Gregory reveres as noble?”
Her father sighed. “Your thinking is that of a human. The Lord of the Underworld is immortal. Ten or twenty years is nothing to him—a blink in time, a tiny drop. It is as nothing compared to the long years of his existence.”
Lillian shivered. To seek the Lord of the Underworld’s aid, was that her only option? Was she brave enough to act upon it if it was? She liked to think she would be brave enough to do what was right if that became the only path open to her.
She could never allow either herself or Gregory to fall under the Battle Goddess’s power. But the road to the Lord of the Underworld was one she wouldn’t be taking either, not until she had exhausted all other options, for she knew that twenty-year delay would doom both the Clan and the Coven. They would be among the first the Riven hunted down. Gran, Jason, Whitethorn, Greenborrow, the unicorn, and the pooka would all die—or worse, become hosts.
“I won’t serve the Lady of Battles, and the Lord of the Underworld is only a very last resort. I won’t doom this Realm or those who raised and sheltered me simply to make my own life easier. There must be another way to win Gregory back from the siren.”
Both her parents relaxed.
“Good,” Darkness’s voice sounded strained, “for no parent should have to help their child find death.”
Lillian didn’t delude herself into thinking she was as good at reading people as Gregory, but she was certain that was honest concern in their eyes.
“You find yourself in a difficult situation,” her mother said with a sad nod.
That was an understatement.
Pacing away from her parents’ searching gazes helped her think. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched as her little brother hunted something in the tall grasses, honing his newly discovered gargoyle reflexes. He leaped forward and nabbed a bit of brown fur in his jaws. A quick snap stopped its struggles. A rabbit, Lillian idly noted, her thoughts galvanizing around her newly made decision.
She came back to the center of the meadow where her parents waited. “Tell me more about the slave collar.” There was no point calling the magical device anything other than what it was.
“Once the final spells are in place, the ward stones prevent tampering and once activated, none but you will be able to command Gregory. You both must wear a piece for it to work.” River held out the chunk of metal and jewels. Reluctantly, Lillian accepted the command collar—it was almost as large as the slave collar. From a dream a few months ago that was not, in fact, a dream at all, but the Battle Goddess’s attempt to communicate with her, she remembered how immense the dark one was, like the mythological Titans of old, towering taller than a lofty tree. Lillian eyed the collar again. “A little small for a certain goddess, isn’t it?”
Her father nodded. “The spells weren’t yet finalized, and I was able to shape it into something more to our needs.”
It hummed with power. She thought she detected a slight vibration, almost like the device possessed its own electrical power source.
Well, it did have a power source, after a fashion—layers upon layers of spells were woven into the metal and jewels. She could feel them, sense them with that wildness in her blood, her gargoyle heritage. But none of that told her what they were designed to do.
“So, they protect the wearer from outside magic?”
“Yes,” her mother said, then elaborated, “The Lady wanted them designed so her brother couldn’t override their magic—not quickly at least. Of course, there are two sets, and they are supposed to be worn together. You and Gregory were to have worn the slave collars and the Battle Goddess, the controlling bracelets. Used separately as we plan, some of their inherent strength might be compromised, but they should still prove enough to overcome Tethys’ enchantment. Neither set was finished, but we were only able to steal this pair as Commander Gryton was presently working on the other.”
“I’m sorry, but I can’t do this to Gregory. Even if I trusted you implicitly, nothing you’ve said guarantees these things won’t just hand us over into the Battle Goddess’s keeping. You can’t know that for certain.”
Her father sniffed at the bracelet with distaste. “Then don’t trust us alone. When Gregory arrives, if he is lucid enough, have him examine the collars. He can verify I did not miss anything or have sinister intentions. He will not tolerate them near you if he thinks they are a danger to you.”
Lillian’s ears perked up. She hadn’t thought of that possibility. And just before Gregory had tried to drag her back to Tethys, he’d been talking. If not himself, at least lucid.
“I do not like this plan,” her father admitted, “but there is nothing else that will free Gregory from the siren now that her song has had time to dig deep into his spirit. Commander Gryton didn’t get his position by being slow of wit. He’ll know almost instantly what has happened. Once he alerts the Lady of Battles that she has been betrayed, nowhere within the Magic Realm will be safe for any of us.”
“What hidden, dangerous surprises might the collars carry with them?” Lillian asked.
“Once Commander Gryton knows they are missing, I imagine he will try to track their whereabouts.”
Her present location wasn’t a secret. Frowning down at her feet, her tail twitching in agitation, Lillian turned the massive collar in her hands. It reminded her of one of those ancient Egyptian pieces the pharaohs wore.
“What is the chance Commander Gryton might be able to control me through this?”
“Less than slim. This was made for the Lady, don’t forget. You can imagine what she would do to Commander Gryton if she suspected he did something that would undermine her authority.”
“She’s not much for independent thinking among her underlings, I take it?”
“No,” came her father’s dry reply.
She hadn’t really thought about what her parents were risking to help her. She glanced over at her younger brother where he was finishing his meal. “If she catches you, she’d kill you both, and my little brother, too. Probably him first, just to watch you suffer.”
It wasn’t a question, and her parents didn’t need to answer. It was cold, hard fact.
“I’m going to bring that temple of hers down around her ears and make it her tomb or die trying.” Lillian hissed more to herself than anyone in particular.
She pinned her father with a fierce look. “So how is this going to work?”
Her father tilted his head suddenly, taking in the surrounding meadow and scenting the breeze. He snorted with distaste.
Then Lillian caught the scent as well. The undeniable stench of Riven, an unholy mix of death and dark magic.
A stronger waft of Riven reached her nose. Just what she didn’t need. But fate was doing its usual thing.
Lillian flexed her claws. If she had to kill a few Riven before dealing with Gregory, so be it. The exercise might help her work out some of the fear and frustration currently churning in her blood.
“No,” her father ordered, “you will stay here and await Gregory. By now, he will have escaped the traps we placed to slow him down.”
Her ears flattened against her mane, and her lips started to peel back in a snarl, protective instincts rising again.
“Peace. They weren’t designed to harm, only to slow him. However, if we don’t put some distance between us, Gregory will do us harm.”
Shadowlight came bounding up to her. Surprisingly strong, he scooped her up.
“I’ll miss you.” He rumbled rather too loudly in her ear.
“Me too.” Lillian countered, not wanting to hurt the young gargoyle’s feelings, but a touch confused.
River stepped up and gave her a hug as well, though a much more sedate one. “Dryads and gargoyles pass on instinct, memories, and life experiences to our offspring. Shadowlight knows you through my memories, and gargoyles are naturally very clannish and loyal. He already loves his older sister.”
Her mother moved off then, allowing Darkness to embrace her.
Before he broke away, she asked the one question that had been bothering her. “Even if Gregory looks at the collar and doesn’t blast it into next Tuesday, how am I supposed to get it on him then?” She pointed at the slave collar where her mother had left it. “Its appearance doesn’t inspire confidence.”
Her father laughed, surprising her. She’d thought him much too dour and standoffish for humor. “Then offer him a reward as an incentive. You’re the first full-blooded female born to our race. It shouldn’t be too difficult to get him to remain in one spot long enough to put it on him.”




Chapter 28
Alone in the meadow, Lillian paced around the bejeweled enslavement tools, still heartily uncertain of her plan, but not knowing what other choices she had. She already despised their jeweled beauty, that overdone gaudiness that failed to hide their sinister purpose.
And Gregory, when he came back to himself, would he understand and forgive her?
She feared he might not. But still she’d see her decision through—a few billion lives were in the balance. She wouldn’t sit by and do nothing, not if there was even the slimmest chance she could use the collars to shape a more favorable outcome.
God, she hated gambling.
A sudden shift in the air currents and a tingling of magic against her skin caught her attention. She pushed away all her unhappy thoughts and prepared for what was likely inbound.
Unlike the first two times she’d seen the magical portals earlier today, there was no slow gathering of power or swirling mists. From this side, the threshold just appeared fully formed in the air. A second later, Gregory hurtled through it.
His gaze locked on hers, and then it swept away a moment later to scan their surroundings. He sniffed the air, circling around the meadow’s perimeter as he searched for signs of danger or other traps.
Gregory continued to circle, drawing closer with each pass until he was only ten feet away. He continued to sniff, emitting small huffs of anxiety or anger. The scents of other gargoyles and the much more distant scent of Riven would be as easy for him to read as it was for her.
Lillian held her position next to the ward stone collars for a couple seconds longer, then decided it would look more natural if she went to him. With a gruff rumble as a greeting, she dropped to all fours and made her way over to him, her wings and tail held in a natural, relaxed position.
With a slight flaring of his wings, Gregory studied her with a determined look in his eye. Gone was the loving and playful—if overly happy—gargoyle from earlier. In his place was one of Gregory’s darker aspects—The Gargoyle Protector. Her Hunting Shadow.
His eyes narrowed and the powerful muscles in his thighs bunched.
Ah. It seemed she was today’s prey.
Lillian leaped clear as Gregory landed in the place she’d been mere seconds ago. She circled him, her head tilted to the side, ears canted forward, tail flicking in a challenge, her entire body saying, ‘come play if you can keep up.’
Another mad dash and a leap, and she was crashing into the side of him, her momentum managing to shift him off his balance enough, he had to sidestep. While he was collecting himself, or more likely just stunned by her behavior, she darted away, using her gargoyle speed to bolt out of range of any retaliation.
A glance over her shoulder showed she need not have worried. Gregory was sitting on his haunches, his wings tucked loosely against his back and his tail flicking slowly, his expression bemused. While he was still dumbfounded by her actions, she inched closer to where she’d left the collars in the grass.
“Gregory, I need you to look at these for me and determine if they are safe.”
He still hadn’t said one word to her, but Lillian saw a spark of intelligence in his gaze, buried underneath the many layers of the siren’s enchantment. Now if she could only reach that one, small part.
Gregory tilted his head, sniffed, and closed the distance between them until only a couple feet separated them. His gaze strayed to the collars for a moment and then slid back to land solidly on Lillian.
Sidling up next to him, she gave his shoulder a playful nip. Gregory’s lightning-fast response caught her by surprise, and she found herself on her back, her wings trapped under her and the heavier bulk of a male in his prime, pinning her to the ground.
Gregory watched her with something other than the earlier vacant look. No, the heat there was far from vacant. However, a heated look and returning intelligence were not the same thing. But a little heat might make him more biddable and willing to listen to her. She really did need him to study the collars.
He sniffed at her, and then ran the underside of his jaw along her shoulder, up her neck, and over her muzzle. He did the same strange routine on the other side. Poking around a bit with his muzzle, he found another spot, the inside of her lower forearm, and shimmied his muzzle along there as well.
He was scent-marking.
“You smell the other gargoyles. They were my father and brother, nothing for you to get jealous over. They mean me no harm. At the moment, they are dealing with the Riven to give me the time I need to free you from Tethys.”
A non-conversational grunt was her only answer. He worked his way lower, rubbing all along her side, hitting each and every rib, and then over her flat belly before moving back up the other side, the same path in reverse.
She waited until he was back up by her collarbone again, then started placing gentle nips and kisses along his shoulders and throat. Gregory froze in place. Only his tail continued to sway, the movement somewhat jerking. Then he began to purr.
Scent-marking was one thing. What she was embarking on now was altogether something else, and far more dangerous. But Lillian saw no other way forward.
“The siren is trying to steal you from me.”
Gregory stopped his rumbling purr and narrowed his eyes at her.
“It’s true. She wants your power, to use you like everyone else wants to use you. I won’t let either Tethys or the Lady of Battles have you.” She brought her hands up and clamped them around his forearms, her fingers digging into his biceps. “You’re mine, and no one else’s.”
His rumbling purr started up again, and he dipped his muzzle down to kiss her shoulder, then the hollow of her throat. She nearly started purring herself. Who would have thought that little dip between neck and shoulders could be such an erogenous zone? She lowered her muzzle to her chest, forcing Gregory to move from his designated target long enough so she could regain the ability to think.
His scent had intensified, swamping her senses with his pheromones. Somehow his tail had found hers where it was trapped under her body, and he’d planted one knee between her thighs. Her jaws parted, hoping for more air without the drugging influence of his pheromones, but it only made it worse. She could taste his essence. Each lungful of air drew it deeper into her body. She did purr then, surprising herself.
Another species characteristic and not just a Gregory quirk.
That little bit of information seemed to stimulate her brain enough to get it functioning. Her plan had somehow derailed—rather more quickly than she wanted to admit—and it was her failing, not Gregory’s.
Touching him, she could feel what he was feeling. His deep love for her was still there, but what he was feeling at this exact moment was more physical than emotional. And that fact was a nice, icy bucket of water on her own lust. Suddenly, what she was doing felt very, very wrong.
The last tendril of lust wilted, and Lillian dug her heels in and tried to push out from underneath Gregory’s greater weight. His arms tightened around her, and his purring changed into a growl. Her heart tripped into a pounding rhythm at the sound.
Yet because he was also pressed against her, she could touch his mind, and it opened to hers, his thoughts completely unguarded for the first time.
And so many things became clear, she wanted to cry. Not in fear. Even when he growled, she knew he wouldn’t hurt her. It was the siren’s command to capture Lillian and bring her back, getting mixed up with Gregory’s more physical instincts. When she stopped struggling, he immediately relaxed and returned to grooming her. The scent-marking, licking, and gentle nips were all part of gargoyle courtship.
Needing to know more about Gregory, she pushed her own body’s reactions to the back of her mind, ignoring them as much as possible to better focus on what her other half needed. There was something, just at the very edge of his thoughts, something buried that he didn’t want to face himself, a dark secret he wanted to remain hidden.
She knew Gregory was packing a lot of blame and guilt about everything that had gone wrong in this lifetime, but the magnitude of that guilt became clear when his thoughts flowed over hers. He felt responsible. He was the protector, and it was his duty to protect his Sorceress from all dangers. But he’d failed so many times recently. And now even his body betrayed him, craving an unwholesome relationship. He was unworthy of her.
“Oh, Gregory.” She kissed his jaw, then rubbed her muzzle against his. “You are worthy. You are the bravest, noblest, and kindest person I know. No matter what you crave, I am your other half, and I exist to fill that need.”
She opened her heart and mind, offering up all she was to him.
And he took what she offered, absorbing her love and acceptance into his soul. Slowly, his emotional turmoil abated, and his purring increased in volume. The delicious vibrations traveled over her skin—even her breastbone reverberated gently to the rhythm of his deep croon.
Now was the moment. It had to be now, or she’d lose her nerve.
“Beloved,” she called softly, pushing away her doubts and reservations for what she was about to do, “I want you to belong only to me.”
“I have ever been yours,” he growled softly against her ear, his voice raw with emotion. “No one else’s, not even those few times when I gave my seed to another to beget a child so we might have the raising of it.”
Hating herself a little bit more she said, “That was once true, but it’s not entirely accurate anymore, is it?”
Gregory whined softly, his ears flicking and then flattening to his mane as if they wanted to vanish, to hide. He buried his muzzle in her hair and pressed harder against her.
“The siren holds some influence over you.” She ran her fingers through his mane, soothing, caressing and then tugging gently when he wouldn’t face her or her words. “You can’t hide the truth from me.”
“Her magic infiltrated my defenses while I was weak. She said she’d make you whole, make us one. Once she had you, she promised that she’d convince you to possess me, hold me so close to your heart and soul that it would be like we were one again. I would be complete.” Gregory shuddered in her arms. “I so very much wanted it to be true, even as another part knew it to be wrong. I tried to fight it in the beginning. But she didn’t want to harm you, she wanted to make you whole.”
“I know.” Lillian caressed him, whispering soothing words. “She promised me the same thing.”
As he poured his heart out to her, she held out hope he was returning to himself, that he might be able to break the siren’s hold without the collars.
“Tethys’ spell grows stronger by the hour as she takes strength from the other fae. I can feel her tendrils tightening around my heart and mind.”
Now that didn’t sound good.
“If she had only tried to order me to do something to harm you, my magic would have tagged her as a threat and destroyed her while she was still weak enough. But she knows what we are, what we mean to each other, and had the wisdom to order me to protect you.”
Lillian tightened her hold on Gregory. “It’s okay. I have a plan to free you from her influence. I have two magical artifacts I want you to look at. I’m told they will protect the wearers from outside magic—I just don’t know if I can trust the source. I’m rather hoping you might know better by looking at them. Because if they are safe to use, we will be immune to Tethys’ magic and able to neutralize the threat she represents. Gran told me a siren’s enchantments die with her.”
“That is true.”
“While my plan will free you from the siren, there is something I will be asking for in turn. And I fear it will be a heavy price.”
He braced himself on one arm, so his upper body lifted away. His gaze sought hers, and twin pools of shining dark anguish looked down upon her. “Anything. I would pay anything to solely belong to you again.”
“The price is high. Give yourself to me, and I will take your freedom and claim you as mine and mine alone. I must own you body, heart, and soul…though I hope it will only need to be for a little while.”
Gregory shuddered above her. “All those things have been yours for a hundred millennia, all you ever had to do was claim them. Take them now, I offer them freely.”
Her heart pounding with dread and shame, she took up a collar from where it rested in the grass. It was the one intended for her own neck, she saw, its workmanship of a more delicate nature. Fear sparked through her mind, but she forced her hands to snap the collar around her own neck. It was heavier than she’d expected, and cold, so cold. Only slowly did it begin to warm to her body.
The second collar remained on the ground, untouched.
She ran her fingers over the unmistakable shape of the collar around her own throat. This was wrong. She knew it was, and yet what choice did she have?
If Tethys remained in control of Gregory, it would only be a matter of time before Lillian became a slave as well. And were that to happen, there would be no one left to save the millions of innocent humans from the siren’s vengeance.
She took up the other collar. It was heavy and still her hands shook uncontrollably. With agonizing slowness, she inched the collar closer to Gregory. He merely watched her in silence.
He trusted her, she realized in a moment of absolute self-loathing.
No matter how many ways she tried to justify it, she’d still be betraying Gregory by enslaving him, and it didn’t matter if the collar was a better choice than the siren, Lillian still couldn’t bring herself to collar Gregory.
“I can’t,” she choked. “Not even to free you from the siren.”
“Yes, you can. For me,” Gregory said, almost pleading.
“No,” she repeated, her voice growing stronger. “I won’t. I will not make you my slave.”
With a desperate decision, she attempted to whip the offensive magical device as far from her as she could, but Gregory caught her wrist, preventing her. As she watched, he gently pried the collar from her clutched fingers. He turned it over in his hands, and she felt him call magic as he studied it with a sense more acute than sight. He sniffed it, huffing softly to himself as he continued his study. Then as she watched frozen in horror and denial, he placed it around his own neck.
Golden light, bright enough to force her to blink and shield her eyes, twisted among the jewels embedded in the collar. Her own grew warm around her neck in answer to the magic triggered in his. The heat intensified, warming the metal and her skin. She reached up, intent on prying loose the one around Gregory’s neck, but two powerful hands locked around her wrists, preventing her.
Magic boiled up from deep within his spirit. She felt it wash over her body. Then with a snap, it severed the ties that had bound Gregory to the siren. Waves of magic continued to roll out across the meadow, making the grasses sway violently.
She was still gasping in shock at the force of the magic swirling around them when Gregory shifted enough to free himself from his loincloth and then tore hers away as well.
“Yours,” he rumbled, “I am yours now and forever.”
Gods, no. “It’s forbidden!”
“My beloved,” he said. With those words, he pressed between her thighs, jerked forward, and slid home in one thrust. He tossed his head back and groaned, his wings jerking open and flapping once, twice, and then a third time before folding down around them both. Magic continued to flare wildly for a moment, rippling over them both and then the light vanished, taking the weight of the collars with it.
Lillian gasped and tensed at the first, sharp flush of pain from Gregory’s sudden invasion, but within moments, her magic welled up and her traitorous body began to adapt, welcoming him home. He bowed his head down to bury his muzzle in her hair as he started to move against her with his powerful strokes.
A new heat stirred low in her abdomen and he soon drove any thoughts of the collars and what they’d done out of her mind.
He gentled after a few strokes, murmuring words of love to her in an unending stream, sometimes aloud and other times only in her mind. It was so clear, just there for her to see, that no matter how forbidden it was, he needed her, needed this moment more than the next breath.
Belatedly, Lillian wrapped her arms around his shoulders. She told him of her love with everything that she was. “My heart, I’m here. Take what you need. I offer it freely, and I promise we will get through the coming days together.” Shifting slightly, she wrapped her legs around his hips, crossing her ankles under his tail for better leverage.
Her actions drove him right to the edge and on over.
“My Lillian,” he roared, back arching. After a few short, urgent strokes, a great spasm shook his wings as his entire body quaked with his release. He slumped against her, and just panted while he tried to catch his breath.
Gradually, the waves of magic emanating from Gregory’s body grew less until all that remained was a shimmering, knee-high mist swirling around the meadow grasses.
Exhaustion stole over her body, and she allowed her head to slump back onto the ground, but she continued to gently stroke his back and wings in a soothing manner. Her eyelids drooped. Even though she hadn’t found her own release, her body felt heavy and sated, rather like she had shared Gregory’s, and now she was drifting at the edge of sleep.
She may have indeed slept then, for when her senses sharpened once more, everything came rushing back in horrible detail. In contrast, Gregory was still a warm, heavy weight draped across her body, his wings cocooning them from the chill of night, and his scent soothing to her.
But they’d just done the one thing that they weren’t supposed to.
The Big Rule.
Shattered to little tiny bits.
It was all her fault. She should never have let the collars within a thousand kilometers of him. No matter that she’d thought her parents were acting in good faith or that Gregory had looked them over, it was she who had accepted the gift and presented it to her poor beloved.
She’d gambled and lost.
Her mistake was still there, glowing ever so slightly in the moonlight. This mistake didn’t look like it could be easily fixed. Encircling his neck, where the collar had been but a short time before, was a gold tattoo-like brand. It twisted in elegant whorls all the way around his throat. When she ran a finger over it, the skin felt slightly raised, but otherwise unharmed. She fingered her neck and felt the same raised pattern circling it. With a heavy heart, she turned her gaze back to Gregory.
As if the focus of her thoughts caught his attention, he stirred from his lethargy.
“Lillian?” he asked and cracked an eye open, his voice sounding a touch confused and groggy with sleep. He didn’t bother to lift his head from her shoulder. “Where am I? I feel strange.”
“Rest, my love. All is well, and we are safe for the time being.” Though that was probably a lie, she thought as she looked at what the collar had wrought.
He huffed out a contented snort and slumped farther to the side. Enough that only a little push was required to get him to roll off her. She disentangled their limbs and slowly sat up, taking a quick inventory as she did.
She ached in a few interesting places, and that wasn’t really a surprise. However, the faint streaks of blood on her thighs made her glad Gregory wasn’t awake to see. He never handled the sight of her blood very well, and somehow, she was sure he would blame himself for every little drop.
He would never forgive himself for this, she knew. She worried this event might kill a small part of him. He held duty and loyalty in such reverence, she knew he’d see what happened as a personal failure on his part. Then an even more troubling thought surfaced. Would he believe he’d just raped his Sorceress?
She replayed what had happened in her mind. Was it rape? Gregory might think so. She knew him well enough to know that he’d blame himself for centuries. This night would certainly haunt her for many nights to come, but did she see it as rape?
It was an ugly word, but accurate. And she wasn’t the sole victim. Gregory was compromised by the siren’s enchantment through no fault of his own, and if she’d just allowed him to take her back to the siren, none of this would have happened. She’d known the stakes and the risks if things went badly. Oh, and they had. But she might still be able to avert complete disaster if she acted quickly.
“Gregory,” she called gently. His one ear swung around to listen, but he didn’t open his eyes or otherwise move. She touched the tattoo encircling her own throat and loathed herself. It was quickly becoming a familiar feeling. “It is important that when you wake, you don’t remember anything that happened here in this meadow.”
Gregory made a worried little growl at her demands. Lillian was quick to stroke his mane to soothe him.
“It won’t change the fact that I am your mate, and I love you more than life, but this is to protect you, to keep you strong so that you may better protect me in turn. I need you strong and undivided in your convictions. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” he breathed out on a sigh and drifted into what appeared to be a deep, restful sleep.
She and Gregory had promised to tell each other everything, to abstain from telling lies. Would omissions count as lies?
Yes. But just this one time more, she would omit something. Oh, he might figure it out. His heightened senses might scent the truth, or he might read the emotions on her face, but in the end, the risk justified the means. They both needed Gregory strong and his faith intact if they hoped to defeat the Lady of Battles in the coming months.
She rested a hand on her bare stomach. And if something more became of this than another one of her mistakes, well, she’d just deal with the consequences.
Surely, she wouldn’t conceive just from this one time? The odds were against it. The only thing that kept complete and total panic at bay was that presently she wasn’t the Sorceress. Her hamadryad tree had that honor. She was merely Lillian, not an Avatar capable of birthing a monster with god-like powers. And besides, in the past, Gregory had broken his celibacy on a few rare occasions to beget a child with another. He’d even said that she’d done the same thing at least once.
And those times had never brought down the wrath of the Divine Ones. Surely, this time would be no different if the worst did happen?
Lillian shook herself out of her revelry. What was she doing? There was probably almost no chance of her getting pregnant. She had greater concerns to deal with now. Like what to do about the collar tattoos, Tethys, her parents, and the Riven. Oh, and there was the small problem about what to do with the naked gargoyle asleep next to her.
Somehow, she had to keep him from finding out the extent of her mistake.
Well, to start, she’d just have to hide the evidence. She’d already done what she could to keep him from remembering. Though she didn’t know if that would be enough. Gregory was good at ferreting out the truth. And there was no hiding the collars.
Then again, he might be so angry over the collars that he’d completely overlook the foggy, dream-like events that led up to the collaring and never think to find out what other events might have occurred afterward.
But he certainly wouldn’t mistake it for a dream if she didn’t get them cleaned up and the evidence washed away quickly. She untied her scarf-like top and dropped it next to her discarded loincloth. A glance at Gregory showed him still sleeping. She didn’t dare go far, or as past situations had shown, he would wake if she strayed too far from his side.
Lifting her muzzle into the air, she scented the surrounding meadow, this time looking for a water source. The only water within the needed radius was a small, brackish little pool, home to a few bog plants and an assortment of amphibians. The boggy smell was enough to make her eyes water, and when she stalked through the muddy edges into deeper water, the muck proved to be worse than the water alone.
She splashed herself with liberal amounts of the pond water. To call it a bath would be a gross injustice as she came out far dirtier than she went in. However, the pond water—and the mud now sticking to her lower extremities—certainly performed the function she wished.
It was doubtful that she’d be able to smell anything other than the little pond for days, no matter how many times she showered. Jaws gapping, she breathed through her mouth in a desperate effort to defuse the wretched stench, only to snap her jaws back together after the first breath. She could taste it on the back of her tongue.
She gave herself a shake, sending drops of water and pond muck flying, and then walked back to Gregory and her discarded clothing. She donned her beaded loincloth; one of the right-side sashes was now shorter than the other, but she rigged it so it would hold together. Then she tied on the scarf-like top.
That done, she couldn’t ignore it anymore. “Oh gods, that smell.” She almost felt sorry for what she was going to do next. With a delicate shudder, she returned to the pond’s edge and scooped up generous handfuls of the muck, then returned to where Gregory still rested. After another half-hearted apology, she proceeded to smear his lower extremities with the mud in such a way it would look like he’d chased her through a bog.




Chapter 29
He awoke by degrees, fighting off sleep as if it was one of his more insidious adversaries. It clung to his mind, almost dragging him back to the land of slumber more than once. With a mental snarl that in the waking world might have been a sleepy mumble at best, he shook off the clinging tendrils of sleep, and his mind finally sharpened enough that his other senses started to relay information to him.
That part of him, buried deep in his brain where his soul resided, the one that always knew where Lillian was and what her condition was, began feeding him details about her. She was close at hand, her mind alert, scanning the world around her for dangers while also keeping an eye on him. There was no panic or fear or pain, no urgent need for him to wake to defend them—his weary body tried to convince him that he could nap for a little while longer.
He snapped fully alert then. No, that wasn’t his body’s weariness trying to woe him back to sleep. It was most certainly the drags of an enchantment, a very powerful one, too.
Ah yes, Tethys, a demigod of the ocean. The spell had been broken. Only a few fragments remained, but it was no wonder why he’d slept. That spell was no trifling thing.
Another scan of Lillian showed she wasn’t under the siren’s sway, though there was some residue from where Tethys had tried to enslave her. Shame flared to life in his heart, remembering how he’d chased Lillian down like a deer. Well, not a deer, she’d put up a fight worthy of any gargoyle, and he was a little proud she’d been able to outrun him for so long. Her speed and stamina would only grow with practice and time.
Hearing was the next sense to sharpen, and he tracked Lillian as she rose from her crouch and paced over to him. He detected another emotion he hadn’t noticed earlier. Anxiety. He reached further and found her mind, her thoughts and feelings coming to him.
Her distress and worry were over something she’d done—worry that he’d be angry and never forgive her for a rash mistake.
Gregory bolted upright to discover what was causing his beloved so much stress.
And he choked on his first deep breath.
The second wasn’t any better.
Glancing down at himself, he found he was coated in a layer of the vilest-smelling mud he’d ever had the misfortune to encounter in all his lifetimes. Merciful Father, what had he been doing? Rolling in a bog?
His gaze sought Lillian, looking for an answer since he didn’t remember how it had come about.
Come to think of it, there were a few other holes in his memory. He remembered the siren, and hunting Lillian, capturing her and then losing her—to another gargoyle! Lillian’s parents had come to her aid. Against him.
Had she called them?
He feared she must have.
“How are you feeling?” Lillian asked, her voice holding an edge of uncertainty.
“Like I’ve been stomped on by the Lord of the Underworld,” he answered her truthfully. What had happened? He hardly dared to breathe, for more than the obvious reason. It couldn’t be good if Lillian were acting skittish around him.
“Fancy you should mention him. He might be the only one able to save us from my stupidity.”
Lillian ducked her head and swallowed hard, he could see the muscles working in her throat and could smell her guilt even over the stench of the bog mud. Why in Light’s name was he covered in the sticky crap?
He refocused his attention on Lillian. “Tell me what has happened.”
Over and over, throughout their many lifetimes, he’d always bowed to her command in every facet of their lives except when it came to her protection. In that, his word was law. And she’d always bowed to his demands without question.
But not in this lifetime. This time around, she repeatedly tried to protect him when she judged him to be in danger, every time at the expense of her own safety. On the one hand, he secretly admired her, for she valiantly defended those she loved. But on the other hand, she was going to give him a stroke.
By her expression, she’d found her way into another great, steaming pile of trouble.
“You’re going to hate me,” she said in a weak voice.
He was about to say that was nonsense, but she tilted her chin up and brushed her mane back from her neck and he saw it.
It circled her neck, the golden glow of its spell shimmered ever so slightly in the moonlight.
* * *
With equal parts shock, horror, and disbelief, Gregory reached up and touched the twin to Lillian’s tattoo where it circled his own neck. At his touch, the ward spells flamed briefly but didn’t cause pain or otherwise incapacitate him.
The stirring of power was more of a warning. One Gregory acknowledged by moving his fingers away from the slightly raised skin.
“Lillian…” He pitched his voice low, holding steel in the tone. He needed answers, not evasions, or worse, apologies. “Tell me what happened. Tell me everything. Leave out no details. It might mean our survival.”
Lillian swallowed nervously, but she started to speak, haltingly at first, and then with more certainty. “I’ll tell you what I remember and what I think I know.” She paused and fidgeted with the tattoo around her own neck. “There were times when things became foggy. The siren almost rolled me under with her tidal power more than once. I only escaped because you fought, and she had to turn all her attention back to you or risk losing us both.”
What she told him coincided with the few snippets he did remember when he wasn’t fully under Tethys’ control. He still didn’t relax since nothing she’d said even remotely hinted at an explanation about the powerful weaving circling their necks.
She continued her tale, and Gregory interrupted at key parts for clarification. A hollow pit opened in his middle where his stomach should have resided. He’d never been ill a day in any of his lives, but for the first time, he thought he just might discover what it felt like to heave up one’s last meal.
Lillian described how she’d escaped from the siren through the help of a spell laid upon her by her grandmother.
Gregory’s emotions churned within him, hopelessly out of his control—part guilt that he hadn’t been strong enough to fight off the siren’s spell, and part anger over the fact her grandmother had led Lillian into danger in the first place. What was Vivian thinking?
“Why didn’t you stay away where you would have been safe? Why must you always act so rashly?” The words flowed out of him. He hadn’t meant for it to happen, but more came flying out. “Had you only gone to ground somewhere, I would have remained as stone, out of the siren’s reach.”
Lillian jerked like he’d slapped her. Then her eyes narrowed, and her nostrils flared. With her tail flicking in agitation, her anger was impossible to miss. “Well forgive me for caring, I was concerned.” She snapped her teeth at him, her wings unfurling as if she prepared for a physical fight. “Tethys was enslaving everyone in sight.”
“And you, what? Thought it would be a good idea to make it easier to get to me through you?”
“You’re an ass,” she said and whirled away from him, then spun around and slapped him on the chest. “How dare you judge me? If our positions had been reversed, you would have run to my side without a second thought, even if I’d been standing upon the steps leading up to the Lady of Battles’ bloody throne. So, you don’t get to judge me for coming to your rescue.”
“I protect you. It’s my purpose.”
“Says who? Did the Father sit you down on his knee when you were a mere speck of power and tell you that was your role?”
“It was implied!”
“Ha. I call bullshit! We’re two halves of the same being, equal in power and purpose.” She smacked him along one arm for emphasis. “I bet in the beginning, we were more similar than we were different. How could we not be? We were one creature. Did our separate personalities develop over time? It makes sense in a way. You always choose to be born as a gargoyle, whereas, from what you’ve said in the past, I’m more varied in my choice of forms. You’re stuck in a rut. Always choosing to be a gargoyle, imbibing more and more of their nature into your own. Gargoyles are protective. It’s hardwired into them, and it’s becoming hardwired into you. Tell me I’m wrong. Tell me to my face without lying. Go on, tell me.”
“Why must you question everything? Can’t you just do what you’re told?”
“Do what I’m told? Like a child! Is that what you think I am? I’m twenty-one. By human standards, I am an adult. Start treating me like one.”
Gregory slapped his ears flat against his mane. “I’ll start treating you as an adult when your actions show rational, mature reasoning behind them. Choosing agents belonging to the Lady of Battles over Tethys is not a mistake my Sorceress would ever have made.”
“Well, I’m not your Sorceress, am I? I don’t have her memories or her magic. I don’t even possess her soul now. My hamadryad stripped me of all that. Even she didn’t think I was worthy.” Her voice quivered, and she turned from him.
“Lillian, it’s not…that’s not what I meant.”
“But it’s still true. An ugly truth, but true all the same.”
“No,” Gregory said, feeling that sick heaviness again in his middle, but for different reasons this time. His words had harmed her, and he would do anything to take back that pain. “Your spirit is beautiful. You’re brave, noble and protect those you love with everything within you. Perhaps you’re not, at present, the Mother’s Avatar, but you are and always will be my Sorceress.”
Lillian turned back to him. “But I lack her power, and we sorely need it.”
She fell silent, and so did he. In good faith, he couldn’t contradict her.
“We’re supposed to be equals, Gregory. But we’re not.”
He sighed, feeling cold seep into his body. “I know.”
She gripped his chin and lifted it until his gaze was level with her throat. “I may not be the Mother’s Sorceress at the moment, but as a mature adult, I accept that this,” she touched the tattoo-like brand, “is one hundred percent my fault, and the stupidest thing I’ve ever done. I just hope it doesn’t kill us. I gambled and lost. That’s my epic fail to live with. But I had to get you away from Tethys. She was going to use you, use us, to kill millions of humans.”
“All the Magic Realm will suffer if the Lady of Battles can now command us.”
Lillian flashed fang. “So, save the Magic Realm and screw all the humans in the Mortal Realm?” She sounded more tired than angry, or perhaps defeated was a better word. He could understand that emotion.
He shook his head, his own anger and frustration spent. “All the Realms will suffer equally under the Battle Goddess’s rule.”
“Okay, that’s a trump. You win this round.” Lillian drew in a big breath, her shoulders squaring, and with a little shake, she seemed to rid herself of her weariness. “We’ll just have to defeat her, but first we need to free our allies from the siren. As I see it, I tossed a wrench in her plans. I’m free of her influence and, now, so are you.” She gestured at him. “You’re coherent and capable of logical thought. Which, I might add, you couldn’t have claimed two hours ago.”
Gregory drew in a deep breath and let it out again. He couldn’t really counter her argument this time, either. He had been, without a doubt, firmly under the siren’s sway.
Oh, but he knew in his gut Tethys would have been a better choice for the greater good of all. “It shames me I failed you so badly, that you were forced to make such a terrible choice to begin with.”
Lillian took three swift steps toward him, and then she was hugging him with all the strength in her arms, even her wings came up to encircle him. “Can we stop raking ourselves and each other over the coals for a while?”
“Yes.” He hugged her back, the act giving him much-needed comfort.
“Promise?”
“Yes,” he rumbled. “And Lillian, it is you as you are now—sweet and rash dryad and fierce and equally rash gargoyle—who has captured my heart. It is you, not the Sorceress of old, who I fell in love with all over again in this life.”
“I love you, too.” She held him in her fierce grip for a few minutes more. “Would it be naïve of me to hope the villains will take a break for a while, long enough to figure out an action plan?”
Gregory barely refrained from snorting in humor. Instead, he said, “Tell me more about your family, and everything they said about the collars they gave you.”
* * *
After questioning Lillian twice, he debated what he’d learned for some minutes. When she talked about her parents, it was with a bitter tone, though it softened when she mentioned the unknown brother.
Clearly, she had come to the conclusion that her parents had, in the end, purposely betrayed her.
Gregory was not so sure now. Not after learning more about the collars. From the little he had gathered based on his long experience with magic and his enemy’s tactics, the physical collars were merely designed to carry the true enslavement spell. It was an ingenious way to ensure that the victim could not simply cut off or use magic to otherwise remove a physical collar.
What made Gregory think Lillian’s parents were innocent was that the collars, at least the physical ones, had disappeared within seconds of attachment. He could only surmise that the solid collars were designed to return the wearer back to the Magic Realm, probably to some dark chamber deep within the Battle Goddess’s temple.
That he and Lillian were presently still here in the Mortal Realm, instead of enjoying the dark twin’s hospitality, must mean that Lillian’s father had tampered with the collars as he’d said, changing the spells woven into them, thereby preventing Lillian and himself from falling victim to the Lady of Battles—at least not this day.
Of course, they still had the secondary spell burned into their skin like a brand. But that didn’t prove malicious intent on the part of Lillian’s father. In fact, the spell was very similar to the type of magic his adversary had used to graft the demon seed onto Lillian’s soul.
And he had very nearly missed that spell’s existence until it was too late. The other gargoyle could have overlooked a well-hidden secondary spell.
However, he wasn’t telling Lillian any of his theories yet. She’d already been hurt enough. He wouldn’t intentionally give her false hope, only to cause her more pain later.
In the end, the only way to learn what the newcomers intended was to confront them and use magic to determine if they spoke the truth.
His plan had only one glaring problem.
He couldn’t call on his magic. It was walled off, out of reach for now. He had a sneaking suspicion only Lillian’s command could now unlock that power.
They hadn’t tested that theory yet. Gregory was reluctant to try, fearing any order might open a mind-link between them, which, with his thoughts so focused on her parents, could only give away more about his theories than he wanted to risk.
And that, as Lillian would say, was a Catch-22.
Looking over at Lillian where she sat on a fallen log, he wondered if they dared risk finding out what the ward spell would and wouldn’t allow them to get away with.
One of the first things he found was that the spells wouldn’t let them travel more than twenty feet apart, which suited Gregory fine.
Lillian wouldn’t be able to get into trouble without him knowing about it, and the forced proximity might allow him to find out just what Lillian was keeping from him.
She was still visibly upset by today’s events. Her tale had been reasonably detailed, except for a few parts. Like the times when she’d almost fallen prey to the siren’s song and later when the collars activated.
By all accounts, Lillian’s distress was justified, but he still couldn’t shake the feeling something was off.
What wasn’t ‘off’ about this situation? With a mental shake, he gave a great, huffing cough.
Regrettably, that action graced him with a big whiff of his own scent.
Mercy, that stink certainly didn’t mellow with age. Even with the mud now mostly dry, it was still breathtakingly terrible.
The sound of distant hoof-beats reached Gregory’s ears, and they swung around to the south, tracking the sound as it grew closer.
“Now what?” Lillian asked, echoing his own silent thought.
Honestly, Gregory didn’t know.
Though by the sound, the hoof beats came from two different equines. His pooka and unicorn allies always seemed capable of finding him, even when he didn’t particularly want to be found.
This time, he couldn’t assume they were coming to his aid.




Chapter 30
From his hiding spot in the deepest shadows underneath the boughs of a young fir, where even the light of the full moon couldn’t touch, Gregory watched and waited. No more than ten feet from the same tree line, his other half sat in a patch of moonlight, intentionally badly hidden in the waist-high grasses.
It was Lillian’s idea to act as bait.
He hated it but agreed only because it was the best way to observe the two equines and judge whether they were presently still his allies in truth.
Besides, he mentally reassured himself, I’m close enough to protect Lillian.
Even without using his Avatar magic, which he feared to use until he learned more about the tattoo around his neck, he was still more than capable of taking out both the unicorn and the pooka, should that be required.
He sincerely hoped it didn’t come to that.
A glimmer of silver between the trees quickly resolved itself into the unicorn. He galloped into the meadow and stopped when he spotted Lillian.
He approached her with a nicker and craned his neck to sniff at her. “You’re not actually trying to hide, are you?”
“Yes,” Lillian said. Gregory watched as she slapped playfully at the unicorn’s muzzle.
“It’s good to see you. I’m surprised you escaped Gregory at all if that’s your best attempt at hiding,” the unicorn said with an accompanying bob of his head.
“She’s not hiding, you twit,” said another mind-voice that was familiar with its liberal dose of disdain. “She’s playing decoy to Gregory’s hunter.”
A black pony emerged from the shadows. He looked directly at Gregory and said, “At least that’s a better attempt at hiding.”
Lillian stood up, her expression losing its earlier joy. “I’m glad you weren’t captured by the siren, but what became of my grandmother?”
It was the pooka who answered. “Gran is safe. She stayed behind, so we could reach you faster.”
The tension in Lillian’s shoulders and wings visibly eased.
Gregory emerged from the shadows and joined Lillian.
“It’s good to see you’re both free of the siren. Maybe now we can do something to teach her to be choosier about whose territory she invades.”
The pooka froze in place, his eye showing white for a few seconds in surprise, but after a moment he stretched forward to nose at Gregory’s neck. “It seems you have escaped the siren’s snare merely to be caught by an even more powerful faction.” The pony tilted an ear forward and back in question. “How did such a thing come to pass?”
Gregory remained silent, not in the mood to give answers to the pooka’s surly tone.
Lillian stood, brushing off bits of grass. “I was foolish enough to trust my parents.”
“Ah. They showed their true colors. How disappointing. I rather liked them.”
That caught Gregory’s attention enough to draw him in. “We never did find the time to have that particular conversation as I recall.”
“Yes, I was there when Gran first stumbled upon them in Lillian’s grove while you both were still deep in your healing sleep. That time I only witnessed them aiding both of you by sharing their power. They seemed genuinely concerned.” The pooka gave a mild shake of his head, his equivalent of a shrug. “I suppose the concern could be real, and they still might serve the Lady of Battles.”
Gregory hadn’t expected the pooka’s words to be reassuring, and they weren’t. However, he had hoped for something more substantial.
Eyes narrowing, he accepted that he’d just have to hunt down what he needed to know himself.
“We have some hunting to do,” Gregory said, including the other three. His instincts cried for him to find some safe place to hide Lillian until he ascertained the siren’s condition and the Riven’s strength and numbers, but the brand on his neck would not allow that, so she came with him.
He dropped to all fours and raised his nose to the breeze, seeking the trail her parents had taken.
Lillian dropped down next to him and gently bumped his shoulder. “We hunt.”
“We hunt,” both the unicorn and pooka echoed.
Gregory snorted. It hadn’t been what he’d meant, but the Wild Hunt would ride this night after all. What remained to be seen was if Lillian’s parents would join the Hunt or become its prey. Whatever the outcome, Gregory would make certain this Hunt left many victims in its wake.
Tethys, too, would have that same choice, and then the Riven would feel the cold, passionless wrath of the Wild Hunt of old.
Gregory bolted into motion, Lillian at his side, with the pooka and unicorn two strides behind them. This Hunt lacked the starting dance, the howl of the dire wolves, the call of hunting horns, and the baying of the fae hounds. But in its oldest form, the Wild Hunt did not need those things. It only needed blood and sacrifice at its final destination.




Chapter 31
They ran through the night-shadowed forest, twisting, leaping over, or darting around anything in their path. Sometimes the pooka or unicorn would pull ahead. Gregory seemed content to allow them the honor for a short time before he would surge ahead once more.
Lillian stayed with him, determined to be as his shadow. As the night grew longer and the scent of their prey steadily stronger, she noticed something else of interest.
She’d already run far this night and should have been tired, but each step came as easily as the first, some unseen power buoying her up.
And she wasn’t alone. Both Gregory and the two equines seemed to feel it as well. Magic swirled around them at the edge of her vision, sparks and whorls like tiny incandescent snowflakes formed in the air, only to break away and drift behind.
Lillian chanced a glance back, curious to see what became of the magic they summoned from the Magic Realm, even without the aid of the great circle dances. It was as she thought. Wherever the tiny sparks landed, they nourished and renewed the land.
Even while in gargoyle form, her dryad nature sensed the land and trees growing stronger. With a smile, she bound a stride ahead and stole the lead from Gregory for a whole ten seconds.
She was just easing back to run alongside him again when three shadows began to pace them. Turning her head, she studied the massive wolves as they communicated silently with Gregory.
She’d never forgotten the dire wolves she’d seen in her first Hunt, but she hadn’t seen any since she woke from her hamadryad’s healing. Gran had said they were in mourning, and once that was over, they would start the selection of new leaders.
Lillian wondered if their arrival meant the dire wolves had new alphas. She and Gregory could sorely use the help in the coming fight.
“The dire wolf packs are still far to the north,” Gregory explained, crushing that small hope, “but these three and others along the way were sent to howl back the news of what they learned. Apparently, other Clan members sent word of our awakening to the packs, and later a second message about our preparations to fight the Lady of Battles.”
A nod to each was the extent of her greeting, for even as those three aligned their magic to the Hunt’s, more of the Clan joined them. These were the ones who had no reason to be near enough to the spa to hear Tethys’ song and so had avoided capture. Two blazing white elks, a male with a massive rack and a yearling female, galloped at the tips of the dire wolves’ tails.
She flashed to another time when a similar white buck had attempted to carry her to safety only to be brought down by the attacking Riven, his beautiful coat awash in crimson blood. Yes, the Riven had much to answer for, and she planned to make them pay it in their own blood.
A family of foxes burst from a thicket and flanked Gregory on his other side. Farther along the path, a bull moose awaited them. Perched upon his back, like she was born there, sat the banshee.
Lillian flicked a questioning ear at the banshee. The last time she’d seen that fae had been earlier in the day while they were finishing details for the masquerade. She’d just assumed the banshee was captured along with the rest of the fae helping at the spa.
The banshee guided her moose closer to Lillian and then smiled down at her from her higher perch. “Be at ease, young gargoyle. A siren, no matter how powerful, can’t out-sing a banshee’s keening. When I saw how many she was able to enslave, I fled into the forest and joined with the other free-ranging Clan. We will fight at your side. First the Riven, then the siren, and finally even the humans if they leave us no choice.”
Lillian nodded her head, since there was no time to get into an argument about the humans just now.
Other Clan joined the Hunt, sliding out of the deeper shadows of the forest. Several sidhe joined them, riding either deer, elk, or moose. By a quick count, Lillian estimated that there were close to two dozen hunting hounds running silent at their hooves. Next to them, three massive bear-like creatures loped along, their giant strides easily keeping the pace. There was even a black hunting cat ghosting at the edges of the Hunt.
The Wild Hunt, which started four strong, had grown to over sixty in number by the time they reached the location where close to twenty-five Riven battled two gargoyles and one dryad. As the Hunt swept down upon the rear-most Riven, Lillian realized they had to leap over many already killed.
With a small part of her mind not already engaged in battle, she noted how deadly her family was. Even her baby brother was lethal, she admitted, as he dispatched a Riven with a decapitating stab of his tail to his opponent’s neck. Her father moved with brutal efficiency, but Lillian spotted wounds. None of them were without injury, mostly claw and bite marks.
Gregory surged ahead, making for the left flank of the Riven horde. Lillian followed with the rest of the Hunt howling at her heels.
It wasn’t like the movies, no glorious clash of steel on steel. There were only the nauseating sounds of tearing flesh, popping cartilage and the dull thump of dead meat hitting the ground. The Riven did not use conventional weapons. They were the weapons. Their fangs and claws venomous with evil corruption, their blood a burning poison.
But worst of all was the smell—she’d never forgotten the charnel house smell of a Riven body torn open. The stench threatened to steal the breath from her lungs.
She fought as they did, with tooth and claw and blade-tipped tail. One Riven she tore nearly in two, baring its spine to the moonlight. Her powerful jaws promptly gifted a second Riven with a severed neck.
Spitting tainted blood, she scrubbed at her mouth and briefly worried how harmful it might be to her gargoyle body. The Riven didn’t give her long to worry, as two more attacked at once. Gregory, gripping his own opponents in each hand, tail-speared one of hers before she was forced to fight two at a time.
All around was death and the wails of the wounded. The Riven only hissed in rage as they died. She hated the monsters’ otherwise stoic silence, for it meant each of the grunts, yelps, and cut-off screams belonged to one of her people.
And there were many sounds of anguish filling the air.
For every cry, she sought to pull down another Riven as payment in kind. She didn’t know how long the battle raged. Seconds? Minutes? An hour? But between one ragged breath and the next, the battle was over, the last Riven dying upon Gregory’s talons.
With a snarl of disgust, he shoved the corpse away and glanced over at her where his gaze quickly scanned her for injury. An assortment of slashes and bite marks decorated her upper body and lower arms. Blood seeped from them, but she did nothing to stop the minor bleeding, deciding it was the best way to cleanse the wounds for now.
Lillian’s mother was examining a nasty wound on Darkness’s belly. It looked like he’d almost been eviscerated by one of the Riven.
She would have been more concerned, but her father was still alert, studying his surroundings as if prepared to continue the fight should more enemies appear.
A soft whine drew her gaze to her brother. He struggled to his feet and stumbled toward her location. Her eyes narrowing, she looked him over and didn’t see a wound deep enough to cause his distress.
He tugged at something along his side, just under where his last rib ended.
She saw it then, the hilt of a demon blade.
She’d taken a couple cuts from one of those blades but hadn’t allowed the Riven who wielded it to land a stabbing thrust. Her brother hadn’t been so lucky.
Taking a step forward and opening her senses once more, she felt it too, the slow, deadly suction that could drain all magic from its unfortunate victim. Intent on offering him aid, she started forward, only to be warned off by a low growl as Gregory put himself in her path.
“Let me by,” Lillian said, surprised her voice sounded anywhere near normal.
“No.” Gregory didn’t turn his attention from her family when he answered her.
Frustrated, but also respecting his reason for distrust, she didn’t challenge him about being overprotective this time. He had reason. But she was also sure that her baby brother was innocent. “Gregory, he’s got one of those cursed blades buried in his side. You know how much those hurt, and what it will do to him if we don’t get it out quickly.”
She could already see the ring of stone forming around the blade where his body tried to protect and heal itself.
Lillian’s parents looked up, just noticing the youngster’s distress. Shadowlight had been doing an excellent job of not broadcasting his pain, but now that he was closer, she could smell it even over the stench of battle.
“Shadowlight?” River called. Then the truth dawned upon her features, and her eyes grew large. “Shadowlight!” She ran, sprinting over bodies and the gore-slicked ground to reach his side. She sank to her knees and brushed his hands away to better see the damage.
Darkness was at their side a moment later.
“I have no magic left that will touch this,” her mother whispered in horror, glancing between her son and her mate. It was easy to see her grief.
Darkness moved one hand from where it was braced against his own wound and raised it to the demon blade. As his fist engulfed the hilt, his muscles went taut, his wings trembled at the strain.
Lillian’s stomach dropped in sudden understanding. Her father was too weak to heal both himself and his son.
She glanced at Gregory, silently pleading for his help.
Gregory rumbled something under his breath as he fingered the tattoo around his neck. “If they came to achieve some mischief, they’ve already done their worst.”
He stalked forward, his tail poised over his back in threat.
Lillian trailed him. He glanced over his shoulder long enough to glare at her for not staying where he’d left her, but he didn’t reprimand her aloud.
Bodily pushing Darkness out of his way, he did a quick examination of Shadowlight’s side, then look back at Lillian.
“The collar won’t allow me to access this level of magic without your order,” he said without a hint of emotion. “Make it a command that I heal all our allies, all who serve the Light.”
Lillian sucked in a breath, surprised to find the Hunt had encircled them while Gregory examined Shadowlight. Many had wounds as grievous as her brother’s or father’s. “Do you have the strength for all that?” she asked in a low voice, more for a respectful tone than an attempt to hide her questions. The fae around them could clearly hear every word of their exchange.
“No.” Gregory gave a little shrug to Lillian’s question and then turned to address all the rest of the Hunt. “But it will not be my will that will allow the healing, I shall beseech the Spirit Realm, and all healing will be by the Divine Ones’ grace. Stay and be judged by them or go into the darkness.”
Gregory turned back to the wounded young gargoyle without further comment.
There was some uneasy shifting among the Wild Hunt, but none fled that Lillian spotted.
Her father bowed his head and closed his eyes, preparing.
Lillian didn’t know how the Divine Ones would judge her parents, but she wanted the chance to know more about them before…before what might happen next.
Gregory speared her with a look. “This is your choice to make, you must make it soon. There are many more Riven to be hunted this night.”
More Riven? Of course, aren’t there always? She thought with bitter resentment.
“Heal them,” she ordered. “Heal everyone here who serves the Light. Let it be the will of the Divine Ones.”
She rested her fingers lightly upon the brand circling her neck. By Gregory’s earlier words, it sounded like anyone the Divine Ones judged to be tainted weren’t likely to see the dawn. Then she realized the gods might view her and Gregory as tainted.
Was that Gregory’s plan all along? To end them both before they could become the Battle Goddess’s playthings?
“So ordered, so shall it be.” Gregory’s somber tone matched the ritual words.
He mantled his wings, and they flared outward like two great sails. His eyes drifted closed as his voice rose in a melodic chant.
Lillian didn’t know what the outcome would be, but if she’d just ordered their doom, well, by the God and Goddess, she’d watch it come with her eyes wide and her mind free of fear.
Gregory held his hands out before him, palms facing each other like he held a globe-shaped object between them.
Cold air flowed downward from some unknown spot above her head. A breeze picked up, growing stronger by the second until it was kicking up debris in a circle around them. Cross currents continued to build as silvery, blue fog rose from the ground. Lillian’s lungs burned, and she released the breath she’d been holding.
Between Gregory’s outstretched hands, a spinning vortex of pure, cold magic formed. Brighter flares of magic twisted up through the opposing currents of air and a small twister began to swirl down from a denser, cloud-like mass of power overhead.
A tornado?
That was to be the mechanism of Divine justice?
Poetic justice too, perhaps, for Gregory had been like a tornado coming into her life: powerful, awe-inspiring, possessing a deadly beauty, and fully willing and capable of disrupting an orderly life.
If this was to be her end, she wanted to say one more thing.
“I’m sorry,” she shouted above the noise of the wind. “So sorry I made such a muddle of things. I only ever wanted to be worthy.”
Gregory’s eyes slid open, and his expression was serene.
“I know,” he whispered into her mind. “And you were always worthy, my beautiful dryad, my fierce, gargoyle huntress.”
He dropped the glowing ball of power he’d been holding. It fell slowly as if gravity’s hand had no effect upon it. When it finally hit the ground, it shattered, exploding outward in all directions.
A powerful force knocked her from her feet and rolled her a few times until she collided with a tree. The force flowed onward, feeling more like an ocean wave, one with a powerful, accompanying undertow than it resembled storm-tossed air currents.
Lillian gasped and shuddered before she managed to roll herself back into an upright position. All fours was the best she could manage.
A tingling sensation raced along her nerve endings, similar to the pins and needles of restored circulation. Though this was probably something far less harmless. The magic sank beneath her skin, seeped into her bloodstream, and then deeper yet, through muscle and into bone, until its cold tingle settled deep in the marrow. It paused then, and Lillian took a courage-strengthening breath. Nothing more happened for several heartbeats. She was just glancing up to see how the magic was affecting the others when a wave of pain welled up from within her bones.
The pain stole the strength from her limbs, and she grunted as she rolled onto her side. Her body twisted and quaked as it began to shapeshift.
The weight of her wings grew too much for her to hold up away from her body. They might as well have been two lumps of dead flesh for all she could move them. Then with another body-spanning shudder, her wings vanished, pulled back into her body in one quick and extremely painful surge.
Shapeshifting hurt. It always had. But this made the first few times seem easy.
Her jaws ached from clenching them, but the alternative was crying out in pain, and that might distract Gregory from the spell. She’d already caused enough trouble, she wouldn’t call down more.
Besides, with that mighty power riding him, she wasn’t sure if that was really Gregory. He stood, head bowed and wreathed in shimmering, flame-like magic. Even over the distance, she could feel the cold magic of the Spirit Realm flowing outward from where he stood, feeding the spell, which was presently controlling her change.
Her gargoyle features vanished and left her weak and shaking in the smaller body she’d known far longer. Though, at this exact moment, her dryad body seemed no more in her control than her gargoyle one had been.
She continued to shake and quiver for a good minute. Slowly, her limbs regained feeling and strength, and she sighed in relief when they moved at her command.
Blinking, she found herself curled in a fetal position. The earth was soft under her, and its scent was reassuring. She didn’t want to move but forced herself back to her hands and knees. Only then did she realize there was still magic sliding through her, examining her. It shifted from the center of her chest upwards until it settled in a circle around her neck. The tingling increased.
Threat or warning?
She didn’t know but breathed a hardy sigh of relief when the magic moved on. If the power wanted to kill her, surely it would have done that at the first touch. No, the magic seemed more interested in studying her, which gave her no comfort whatsoever.
The magic continued to coil through her blood, a seemingly random examination.
She was just acclimatizing to the chilled presence when a tendril snaked lower and touched her womb with its insubstantial fingers. There it paused as if it found something of great interest.
Lillian shivered at the power’s creeping touch, and fear re-awoke, rocketing her to new levels of dismay.
But several heartbeats later, the magic gave one last probing search and then the power disappeared.
In its wake, she was left weak-kneed and very, very cold inside.
Slowly, her pounding heart eased its frantic tempo and warmth returned to her body.
With a half-conscious gesture, she reached to finger the skin of her throat. Disappointment rose within her at the feel of the raised brand. That it was still there came as no real surprise, for if it were that easy to get rid of, Gregory wouldn’t have been so angry.
But she was alive. And a quick survey showed all her injuries healed. That was something.
The gods didn’t smite her after all. Gregory looked equally whole. As she watched, he reached for his own brand, then he fisted his fingers and let it fall back to his side. Maybe she wasn’t the only one with that small, naïve hope.
Turning away before her gaze caught his, she studied the power as it continued to flow farther out from its magical epicenter. Wherever it encountered one of the fae, the winds would spin and whirl until, with a little burst of magic, the accompanying healing spell would migrate to the next nearest fae. In counterpoint, wherever the power touched upon a Riven’s body or a spot of tainted blood, the magic would lick along it with pale, blue flames until all was consumed.
Others were still gaining their feet after the initial surge of magic had tossed them on their asses. Lillian’s little brother was one and seeing him move stiffly and awkwardly, she hurried to his side. A soft, but otherwise happy whine greeted her.
After giving him a once-over and examining the smooth skin where the blade had been, she enfolded him in the best bear hug she could manage now that she was once again a much smaller dryad.
Her eyes turned to her father to find River already there, bending over him, checking for injuries. That they had both survived gave Lillian some hope that she might one day explore those family bonds to see how deep they ran. But unlike with her brother, she had no urge to go and hug either parent.
They were strangers. As was her brother, she supposed. But there was something very engaging about Shadowlight—his friendly openness melted even the most resigned heart.
A shift in the flow of magic against her skin alerted her that Gregory’s spell was winding down. In its wake, all were healed and the bodies of the Riven had vanished. Strange though it was, she could still see the broken underbrush, torn up grass, and smell the scent of crushed vegetation where the individual battles had occurred, but the blood and gore were absent. Slowly, other things seeped into her consciousness. While the Wild Hunt still milled around Lillian and Gregory, awaiting direction, a quick tally showed that their number had decreased.
Killed in battle or killed by Gregory’s magic?
“All who ran with us were loyal. Only the dead are gone, free to journey to the Spirit Realm. May they have a long, peaceful rest before starting the journey of life once more.”
Lillian looked around, disconcerted for another reason. She didn’t know the members of the Wild Hunt, not personally. Though they clearly knew each other.
What if she’d lost friends or family she’d known for years? There one minute and then gone the next. No chance to say goodbye. Nothing of the physical left to shed tears over, no burial for a final farewell. Wiped clean off the earth by divine power in the space between heartbeats.
Gregory had called to that mighty power, and he’d received an answer. He’d told her all along what he was, what she used to be: an Avatar.
And Avatars belonged to their gods. But those same gods somehow belonged to their avatars, and couldn’t or wouldn’t deny Gregory their power, even when it was clear he had been compromised by the brand of enslavement.
What Gregory was capable of had never been as real to her as it was in that moment of clarity. It was such a beautiful, horrifically fierce power and she now commanded it. She’d never felt so tiny, or completely inadequate, in her life. Somehow, she had to release him from the influence of the brand.
That barely-contained force must never belong to the Lady of Battles. Lillian’s earlier conviction was based on more personal reasons. He was her friend, beloved companion, the other half of her soul. She wanted to protect him out of her love for him, their sense of duty to each other.
Those were romantic reasons, but now she’d seen the far more deadly and far-reaching reason why she couldn’t let them fall any further into the Battle Goddess’s manipulations.
She and Gregory were now the greatest threat the universe had ever encountered—because even with the Battle Goddess’s slave collars around their Avatars’ necks, the Divine Ones still shared their power.
Gregory’s little experiment proved that.
“You finally understand?” he asked as he padded over to her on all fours. “The Divine Ones love all they create. They would not destroy the Lady of Battles, even when her war with her twin threatened to tear apart the Magic Realm. They love us no less—in essence, we were their first-born. It seems they will not or cannot deny us their power. I had expected as much but hoped otherwise.” Gregory fell silent as he fingered his tattoo.
“I do understand why you see Tethys as a better choice than trusting my biological parents. And I would not have used these cursed collars knowing what I know now. However, I would have still fought the siren and attempted to free you or died trying.”
“I am glad you did not die,” Gregory whispered hoarsely.
A soft swish of long grasses in an unfelt breeze and the shifting of shadows announced when her father joined them. “I am truly sorry for our part in your current predicament, First One.” Her father bowed to Gregory. “There must have been a secondary spell hidden in the intricacies of the outer casing. My failure to find it is a stain upon my honor.” He tilted his muzzle toward the night sky and waited, his vulnerable throat exposed.
Lillian saw her mother’s look shift from concern to terror.
Gregory huffed. “Considering where you spent the last twenty or so years of your life, I can only imagine that this most-recent failure is just one of many stains upon that honor.”
Darkness stiffened, but held his position, waiting for the killing blow.
Then Gregory raised a hand and patted the other gargoyle on the shoulder, surprising her father, and everyone watching, into a group flinch. “It is not for me to judge you. Though I can only imagine what choices you had to make to protect those you love. And ultimately, I owe you and your dryad mate for siring my beloved.”
Her father sighed softly. “I’ve made many mistakes, but Lillian and Shadowlight will never be among them.”
“We all make mistakes,” Gregory agreed. “I have committed more than my share in this lifetime already, and no doubt will make many more.” His tone darkened. “But should you attempt to betray my trust, know that I will set both you and your mate before the Lord of the Underworld’s throne. As a personal favor to me, he will grind your bones under his hooves until they are dust.”
Just then the pooka trotted up to Gregory and rubbed his head against the gargoyle’s shoulder in what could only be called a loving manner. Gregory met Lillian’s gaze while absently returning the pooka’s show of affection with a good scratch along his neck, just under the fall of his mane.
A soft whine pulled Gregory’s gaze away from hers as he tracked the sound. Lillian wasn’t the only one disturbed by her love’s fierce ultimatum. Shadowlight paced closer to Gregory on all fours and whined a second time, his tone a clear plead.
Gregory’s expression softened, and he reached down and ran his fingers through the smaller gargoyle’s mane. “Be at ease, young one. Your parents will not betray me of their own free will. But it had to be said as a promise and a deterrent to anyone here who would betray me.”
Shadowlight’s ears perked back up, and he licked at the older gargoyle’s fingers, happy and reassured once more.
While she was glad Gregory wasn’t going to indiscriminately execute members of her family just yet, recent events had ensured that she wasn’t quite as trusting as she’d been six months ago, so she wondered what his next move might be. However, the night was chilled and so was she, now that she was merely a dryad again. Deciding that was excuse enough, she covered the six feet separating them and bumped her shoulder against Gregory’s until he took her under the shelter of one wing.
It had been a hell of a night, and it still wasn’t over. They needed to find Gran and then deal with Tethys.




Chapter 32
“There are still other Riven headed toward Tethys’ location,” said a voice Lillian identified as her father’s.
And just like that, Lillian was tossed back into the here and now. With a rumble, Gregory nodded in the general direction of the waiting fae as the Wild Hunt shifted back into its deadly, predatory readiness.
Gregory glanced at her smaller form but didn’t say anything about what possible reason the magic might have had for stripping away her gargoyle form.
But Lillian could guess. There were no female gargoyles for reasons not entirely known to her. As such, she was somehow in violation of the natural laws, and apparently, the Divine Ones didn’t care for the new look.
While Lillian woolgathered, the rest of the Wild Hunt had moved off a little way, leaving only her parents and little brother in their immediate area.
Her gaze returning to her mother, she found the other dryad already mounted on Darkness’s back. She sat on him like it came naturally to her. Well, she probably had lots of experience.
Her parents did another of their silent exchanges, which she couldn’t fault them for since Gregory utilized that gargoyle trait frequently, but it did leave her wondering what they discussed. Apparently, she wouldn’t have to wait long for an answer, since Darkness approached her location less than a minute later.
When he was a stride distant, River reached out and handed Lillian one of her swords. She looked up from her study of the blade to find her mother holding out a second blade, a twin to the one already in Lillian’s hand. From out of the air, River produced an accompanying shoulder harness with scabbards for the two short swords.
Lillian’s eyebrow rose at the show of magic. If she wasn’t mistaken, River had been drawing on a handy bit of Darkness’s gargoyle magic. She hadn’t even known that was possible. Later, she would question that in more detail. By the slight tremor in the tip of Gregory’s one ear, he planned to do the same thing.
With a bit of instruction from her mother, Lillian was able to wiggle into the harness and secure the blades so they would come free easily but wouldn’t bump against her back when Gregory ran. Throughout the whole exchange, Gregory merely looked on with what Lillian couldn’t mistake for anything other than approval.
Her sword skills were limited to fencing, and these were slashing weapons, their weight and balance nothing alike, yet it still felt good to have the weapons. They gave her a purpose.
Gregory dropped to all fours and arched his one wing out of her way so she could mount with ease.
She only hesitated a moment before she mounted in silence, but inwardly she mourned the loss of her gargoyle body. After all, she felt so much more secure when it was her own feet doing all the work.
Leaning forward, she wrapped her arms around Gregory’s neck. He leaped forward, her father and brother taking up flanking positions, and then Gregory was out in front of the Hunt, leading them back toward civilization, the siren, and most-probably a whole host of Riven rabid for blood and magic.
A tendril of familiar power brushed her mind a moment before Gregory’s essence joined their thoughts. “It’s good to have you on my back again. Do not misinterpret my words, you made a lovely gargoyle, but I missed my dryad.” His tone held hints of his old self, which she hadn’t heard since before he’d been taken by the siren.
“It’s good to have you back, too. I’ll figure a way to get us out of this mess.”
He twisted enough to brush a quick gargoyle kiss against her shoulder. With her arms around his neck, it was the only part of her he could reach. “We’ll work together to solve this. I think that is where we have failed. We each keep trying to do things apart, to protect the other, but that is what allows harm to find us.” Gregory paused and then glanced back to where the rest of the Hunt ran at their heels. “The Lady of Battles may have made a mistake with the collars, for in tying us even closer together, neither of us will be able to get into trouble without the other knowing.”
Lillian laughed. “That’s one way of putting a positive spin on winning the shitstorm sweepstakes.” She pressed a kiss to the back of his one shoulder, then straightened up enough so she could twist her upper body and look behind. She met her mother’s gaze.
River gave a slight nod and then whispered something in Darkness’s ear. In reply, he lengthened his stride and came alongside Gregory.
Lillian tilted her head in River’s direction. “What do you know about the Riven?”
Her mother pressed her lips together in a thoughtful line. “They seek power. They probably are after the siren, though that won’t be their primary goal. They need your hamadryad.”
That made horrible sense. “Because she’s now the Sorceress and they want that power?”
“No, actually,” her mother countered and then clarified a moment later. “They want to use the bridge your hamadryads can form between the Mortal and Magic Realms.”
Lillian felt Gregory stiffen under her. She stared at her mother. “Hamadryads. Plural?”
“Naturally.” Her mother quirked an eyebrow. “You know there are two, surely? The one in this Realm, and the original in the Magic Realm—the one you took the cutting from in the first place.”
Cuttings only came from other plants. Of course, there was a second tree.
“And it still lives?”
“Yes. Your tree is very strong and is in fact flourishing. She’s almost twice as large as the one growing here. Though that shouldn’t surprise you either since she’s had an extra eight years to grow and absorb power from the Magic Realm.”
“Hmm, I really don’t like the idea of a part of me still trapped there,” Lillian mumbled more to herself than any particular person. “What’s to stop the Lady of Battles from somehow using the hamadryad against me?”
Gregory rumbled at her question, apparently not liking the thought any better than she did, though he’d probably thought of that angle long before her.
“Hamadryads, being a hybrid of tree and faeblood, are not something our enemy can influence. As a tree spirit, a hamadryad lacks thoughts or emotions that the Battle Goddess can grasp, understand, or corrupt.”
That might be true, but it didn’t mean she liked the idea any better.
“However, there is a way to exploit both your hamadryads, and I think the Riven plan to try.” Her mother frowned darkly.
The terrain forced Gregory and her father to veer around the opposite sides of an ancient oak, following two different game trails. To Lillian’s dismay, she couldn’t continue the conversation for several strides. When Gregory and Darkness finally merged back onto the same path, Lillian sought her mother’s gaze. “Tell me what you mean.”
“You’re aware that travel between the Realms is difficult, yes? Normally, one must fight their way through the Veil. The trip here to the Mortal Realm is less strenuous than the return journey. In fact, besides gargoyles, only dragons, phoenix, and gryphons have enough inherent natural power to return to the Magic Realm. Of those, only the most elite of their kind could make the return journey without damaging themselves. All others would require aid directly from the Magic Realm or some form of powerful talisman that could enhance their natural magic.”
Lillian thought she knew where this was going without needing more details. “And somehow, my hamadryads can circumvent the Veil.”
“Yes, the two hamadryads can act like a bridge for those of us who know that secret.”
Lillian quirked an eyebrow. “That’s how you and father came here.”
“Yes.”
“And now the Riven have discovered that little detail.”
“Yes. They wish to bring more of their brethren here. The blood witch has been busy building up their numbers. We can’t allow them to reach this land. If they do, they will use the humans to multiply faster than we can kill them. All the Riven must die.”
Lillian was in complete agreement with her mother on this.
“I don’t know how much you know about the Riven,” River said. “But once housed in a suitable host, that seed of evil grows. It multiplies and infects all parts of the host body, tainting and warping it to the Riven’s needs. As the speck becomes a flood, it overwhelms the host and the Riven becomes a sentient, thinking, reasoning being.”
“Gods above. It’s like a virus or cancer.” Lillian shivered in horror as another thought occurred. “An intelligent cancer that consumes you, body and soul.”
Her father flicked an ear in her direction, and suddenly his voice was in her mind. “The Riven traps the host’s soul and uses it as a link to the body. Being more of the spiritual than the physical, without the soul to act as an anchor, the Riven couldn’t remain in the host and would drift away and be torn apart by the cleansing power of the elements.”
It was too horrible for words, so she said nothing, merely tightening her hold on Gregory.
Perhaps sensing her distress, Gregory interjected, “It’s all right, love. When we destroy a Riven, we are freeing the soul to return to the Spirit Realm where it can be cleansed and healed of all scars. And we will kill all the Riven, take peace in that.” Gregory twisted to nuzzle her shoulder. It was a small gesture but eased the tension in her spine.
Yes, they would destroy the Riven to the last bloody one. She was heartly sick of them always sneaking around and then striking when one was weak.
“If the hamadryad can be used as a bridge, why haven’t the Riven from the Magic Realm just flooded down the bridge and conquered this realm?”
Her father glanced at her. “Because they can’t. The hamadryad shields against anything that tainted attempting to breach the bridge from that direction. But the magic of this realm is much weaker. If the Riven can bypass the hamadryad’s defenses here, they will be able to bring their army though.”
Lillian tightened her hold on Gregory as he gathered himself and leaped over a fallen tree. When the way was smooth again, she asked, “But the hamadryad allowed you, River, and Shadowlight to come here.”
“The hamadryad read our intentions and judged them to be good.”
His words confirmed a theory she’d been bouncing around. Nodding, she said. “Let’s go stop the Riven once and for all.”
“Yes,” her father agreed, a wide gargoyle grin flashing his deadly fangs.
Her father and brother’s motives she understood but her mother’s remained a mystery. Glancing at River, she frowned. “You I don’t understand. Why are you helping us, really? If the Riven conquered this realm, surely that would aid the Battle Goddess.”
“Yes, I was loyal to my Lady. All her subjects are, and I would still be serving her if I thought her actions wouldn’t bring about the death of my children. But the Riven do not care how many they kill.”
A cold lump formed in Lillian’s stomach, but River continued with barely a pause.
“We were her subjects long before the loss of her consort and the schism with her twin, which led to a millennium-long war. She was not always as she is now. Long ago, her battles were against darkness, her twin fighting at her side. She once was a goddess of justice.”
“The glory of what one once was, no matter how great, doesn’t remain untarnished by the misdeeds of our present existence,” Gregory said with undisguised censure.
Her mother bowed her head ever so slightly. “That truth took me a long time to understand. I held out hope for eons that time or reason would gentle the rage burning within her. A small part still hopes for that one day, but I could not sit by and wait for that day, not when my own flesh and blood would suffer at her hand to sate her need for vengeance.”
Lillian would have questioned her mother more, but just then the abusively loud crack of gunfire split the night. And not the type of guns used by hunters. No, these were the kind she’d only heard in the movies, not real life. Instinctively, her back muscles knotted with tension, as if waiting for bullets to rip through her body. None did, though.
“Those are the weapons the human warriors carry, aren’t they?” Gregory asked with another brush of his mind against hers.
“Then either Tethys has released everyone under her control so they can fight the Riven, or the enemy has already overrun her position and her enchantments died with her.”
Lillian sent up a silent plea to the heavens for the siren’s survival. Three hours ago, she wouldn’t have believed she’d be praying for Tethys.
Then again, the phrase ‘choosing the lesser evil’ had originated somewhere. She wasn’t the first person, nor would she be the last, to eat her own words and side with a former enemy to face a greater threat.




Chapter 33
As they drew closer to the savage sounds disrupting the night, Gregory winced at the bruising noise. He skirted wide, not wanting Lillian or any of the Hunt to get caught in the path of the tiny vicious projectiles.
At his mental command, six sidhe archers broke off from the Hunt to aid the human soldiers. The sidhe took to the trees, that relatively high position might offer them some protection from the path of the bullets.
“The poor humans,” Lillian whispered. “Their guns can’t kill what’s already dead.”
Having no time to partake in the smaller skirmishes, he continued to run, intent on the main Riven force closing in on the hamadryad.
“The sidhe will do what they can for the humans. We must stop the Riven force before they reach your hamadryad.” Gregory allowed compassion to bleed across their mental link. “I’m sorry, but I fear there will be many deaths this night—Clan, Coven, and human alike.”
Lillian’s thoughts brushed his in return, the depth of her understanding strong. “Run swiftly, my love, and perhaps we can prevent greater losses.”
He lengthened his stride in silent agreement. They passed several other smaller skirmishes along the way. Gregory ran down two Riven with the poor judgment to get in his way. To either side, he saw Lillian’s father and brother take down their own share of the enemy.
On the outer edge of the gardens, Gregory ordered her to draw her blades. She did as he asked even as more Riven poured out of the night-shrouded greenery, forcing the Wild Hunt to slow. This particular horde fought and died with a greater ferocity, and he assumed they were there to slow the Hunt no matter the cost.
At first, Lillian’s two long blades must have felt awkward compared to the type she was accustomed to, for her moves were cautious to the point of hesitation. Gregory brushed his thoughts with hers. “Merge your thoughts more fully with mine.”
There was a small hesitation on her part, and then he felt her thoughts brush more firmly against his, then deeper until they were fully merged.
His spirit thrilled with happiness and pleasure, uncaring that it was battle that forced the bond. With her astride, they were of one mind, body, and soul. It fed that all-consuming craving to belong, his greatest weakness, and as close as they were merged, he couldn’t hide it from her. The shame at his personal weakness was still there, but mild and muted by the sheer joy of running into battle with his lady upon his back.
Her essence moved deeper, almost touching his soul. The soothing wash of her voice filled his mind. “There is no shame in what you feel.”
Another six Riven in his path forced him to bury his fierce joy and focus on the battle. More bodies fell before his claws and Lillian’s silver blades. Within moments, the pristine gravel path darkened with blood and more unwholesome substances.
He continued down the path with reckless speed, spearheading the mad charge, the rest of the Hunt swift on his heels. He didn’t slow until he came upon the hulking shadow of Lillian’s maze. A great mass of Riven had already made their way inside the south entrance. Distantly, the sounds of battle reached his ears, and he knew there must be another group of Riven attacking from the north entrance of the maze as well.
The wind carried the snarls, grunts, and screams of battle. More importantly, his keen hearing told him that the fight hadn’t yet reached the middle of the maze where Lillian’s tree grew.
Within, an unknown number of his people still fought.
A familiar voice rose above the din of battle, shouting orders and encouragement. Vivian’s tone confirmed there was still hope, still time to stop the Riven. The gods had been merciful.
Gregory felt Lillian draw in a breath. He pinned his ears just in time as she screamed, “Gran, we’re coming. Hold on.”
The three massive bears bolted past, drawing the Hunt into a new charge.
He and the other gargoyles followed close behind the bears, decapitating the carpet of broken Riven bodies they left in their wake.
Decapitation proved the most effective way to neutralize the Riven until their remains could be burned in purifying fire. The bears’ lethal claws did an excellent job for the most part, but a few demons had been agile enough to avoid killing blows. One such Riven snarled at Gregory.
It was not so lucky to avoid his claws.
The Hunt pushed onward, breaching the maze. Within, the fighting grew more intense, the confined space forcing the fighters on both sides to use uglier tactics.
He found himself unable to get a good swing without tangling with the warrior next to him, and he resorted to severing the Riven’s head from its body using his jaws. Spitting out the tainted blood from his last kill, he took down the next Riven in a similar fashion.
Lillian was left unable to swing her swords without hitting one of their allies. By her inventive curses, she wasn’t pleased with being unable to contribute.
The going was slow, but when they turned a corner in the maze, they were able to see Vivian and a dozen other Coven members defending their position against close to thirty Riven. With the enemy stretched out between them, he went about the business of reducing their number. Lillian’s father and brother took up flanking positions a few steps behind.
Seeing three gargoyles advancing sent the Riven into a frenzy. Some of their numbers attempted to escape by scaling the maze’s cedar walls.
A stirring of magic drew his eyes from the Riven to the cedars themselves.
Ah. He smiled. Now he sensed what Greenborrow had been doing in the maze of late, and why the enemy had opted for the longer route to the center of the maze instead of cutting, climbing, or clawing their way in a direct line through the greenery. But desperation now made them attempt the walls.
One Riven was making a fair bit of headway and had climbed a good two-thirds of the way to the top when the dense greenery shifted and pulled the demon’s upper body inside.
There were several moments of snarling and screaming before the cries were cut short by a wet, tearing sound. The cedar walls gave themselves a shake and spat out the Riven’s lower body first, followed a couple seconds later by the upper portion. Five other Riven attempting the same climb met with similar resistance and outcome.
Lillian gasped. “I know why Gran wanted me to increase their blood-meal feedings. It wasn’t to make them grow. It was to keep them fed.”
Lillian might have said more, but she had to take out a Riven that got past his claws when four rushed him at once.
She shoved the body off her long blade as he continued forward. They left the still-struggling beast for Shadowlight to finish.
Several more Riven fell before him, and he was suddenly standing before Gran as she battled one of the last enemies. She slammed her staff down on the Riven’s skull, then looked up at him and gave him a weary smile. “Glad to see you finally showed up. And you brought the Hunt, I always knew you were a dependable boy.” Gran leaned on her staff for a moment and panted. Sweat dripped down her temples and covered her face. She and the others with her were covered in blood and gore—too much of it their own.
As Lillian slid from his back to give Vivian a hug, Gregory admitted to suffering similar bites and claw marks. None of them were unscathed, but they were alive.
“I’m sorry,” he said with a formal half-bow in respect to Gran. “We came as soon as we could.”
“Forgiven, my dear,” she said as she and Lillian broke apart, and she hefted her staff once more. “But we need to get to the center of the maze. The Riven attacked from both directions and the others don’t have the Hunt to aid them, they may already be overrun.”
He nodded and shouted orders to the rest of the Hunt for the fastest to come forward. Out of the corner of his eye, he noted when Lillian’s brother came alongside Gran and bent a wing.
Gran took the arrival of more gargoyles in stride, and with a nod accepted Shadowlight’s invitation. She mounted in one smooth motion despite her numerous injuries. Gregory dropped back to all fours and Lillian silently remounted him as well.
Without needing to speak, the three gargoyles bound into motion. They ran as swiftly as the twists and turns of the maze allowed. The Wild Hunt kept pace. He was proud of their valiant efforts this night because none of them had had an easy task to complete.
Shadowlight pulled up even with him, and he realized Gran wanted to speak.
“Tethys sensed the Riven coming and released everyone from her enchantments so we could prepare for the coming battle. She stayed behind with Lillian’s hamadryad to protect it should we all fall before the Riven onslaught.”
“What happened to all the guests?” Lillian asked.
Yes, what had happened to all the humans? He’d not noticed their lack until Lillian mention it, when in fact, he should have been tripping over their Riven-ravaged bodies.
“Tethys commanded the civilians to the north end of town, well away from where she sensed the Riven come. She saved their lives, though I think it was mainly so the Riven couldn’t use them as new hosts. Heaven only knows what the townsfolk will do when they return to themselves.” Gran gave a little, half-hearted shake of her head. “If we survive this night, I don’t know how we’re going to spin this to keep the humans in the dark.”
Ahead, a sharp bend marked the inside edge of the maze. Their destination was almost in sight.
They took the last corner without slowing and burst out of the maze into the small glade.
A quick glance showed many Riven had already forced their way free of the narrow north entrance and were now shoving back or overrunning the few surviving defenders. As the tide flowed into the glade, it broke into three distinct flows. One group swarmed the defenders, forcing them against one of the inner cedar walls where the sidhe didn’t have room to swing their deadly long swords and were forced to use smaller blades to hack and thrust.
Behind him, more of the Wild Hunt emerged from the maze. He motioned half their number to attack the Riven at the opposite entrance. They had to slow the amount of Riven reaching the inner glade, or they’d simply mob the Hunt and trap the defenders with sheer numbers.
Vivian led the first wave of the Hunt to engage the enemy. If they were able to keep the remaining Riven trapped within the close confines of the maze itself, they had a chance to end the conflict relatively quickly, with less of their own blood decorating the ground.
Or so he hoped.
As the second wave of the Hunt gathered behind him, he did a quick tally and found seventeen already at his heels, with more pouring in behind them. Out of time, he led the charge toward the siren’s location. The first batch of Riven had started to encircle the tree even before Gregory had covered half the distance.
As he closed in on the hamadryad, he spotted Tethys at last. She rose up from the stream, her power falling from her like water, where it swirled around her in an ever increasing current. Then with a subtle shift in her shoulders and a flick of her great tailfin, she loosed a wave of magic upon the unsuspecting Riven.
Her spell-wave crashed over the first row of them, physically forcing them back even as the defensive magic triggered in bright flashes of light. The powerful spell ripped the moisture from the Riven, leaving dry husks, incapable of movement in its wake. Even over the distance, Gregory felt the pressure of that spell dance along his skin. By her sudden, sharply drawn breath, Lillian felt that fearful power, too.
Tethys continued to lash the demons with blast after blast of her magic.
But there had to be close to eighty Riven already within the glade.
Gregory slammed into the nearest one and twisted its head from its shoulders with a mighty heave. Lillian decapitated another with her swords while he was busy with his own enemy.
He speared another with his tail as it tried to slip under his guard. Horns, claws, tail spikes, and teeth—he used all his natural weapons, but he needed more. Lillian’s father used magic as well, bits of shadows and moonlight devouring his enemies.
Gregory was mildly envious. But this close to Lillian’s hamadryad, and its link to the Magic Realm, combined with the new tattoo circling his throat, made him leery of using his magic for fear of somehow falling under the Battle Goddess’s sway. Yet he had no choice.
If even one Riven reached Lillian’s hamadryad and was able to circumvent the tree’s protective shields, the beasts might be able to open a bridge and summon the rest of its kin here while the Clan and Coven were weakened. If his allies fell, he and Lillian would become easier prey for the Battle Goddess.
Such an outcome could not be allowed to come to pass.
“Lillian, you must order me to use my magic again.”
“The tattoo. It’s too dangerous.”
“We don’t have a choice.” When there was a momentary break in the fighting, he turned his head to glance back at Lillian. “Give the order.”
“Gregory.” Lillian paused, her hesitation lasting only as long as it took her to draw back her arm and send a knife flying with practiced accuracy at a demon about to maul his side. Then she turned and met his gaze, giving him a slight nod of understanding and agreement. “My Hunting Shadow, call your magic and eradicate the Riven.” She slashed at another beast, removing its head.
“As my mistress commands,” he purred happily as his magic rose within him to do her bidding.
All around them, the chilled magic of the Spirit Realm poured from him and flowed across the ground in an ever-increasing circle.
It rose above the ground, floating and whirling slowly like thick fog birthed from cold air and warm ground. He let it build for three more beats of his heart, then he ordered it into a hunting spell, shards of shadow and light that sought out the nearest Riven with vicious accuracy.
The magic stabbed deep into the nearest creature, shattering it from within, reducing it to specks of light and vapor. It died in silence, unable to cry out in pain or warning to any of its fellows. Even as the first blew apart, Gregory’s magic sought more, first in ones and twos, then in greater numbers as his spell spread out before him.
He followed the trail his magic had cleared, drawing closer to Lillian’s hamadryad. More magic poured from him, becoming shadows and light and in turn hunting more of the Riven.
Another ten Riven fell before his magic, their bodies still disintegrating when an anguished wail drew his eyes back toward the siren. Several of the demons had gotten past her defensive spells and were savaging her with claws and the dark glimmer of what could only be demon blades.
The area between his shoulder blades twitched with phantom pain as he remembered all too well the agony those things inflicted. He sent a current of magic across the distance to the siren’s aid. His spell caught four of the attackers, but several managed to jump clear. They retreated to the far side of the stream.
A wave of magic rose from the water and slammed them into the cedar walls twenty feet away. The cedars swallowed their newest victims in a swift, hungry fashion.
Tethys continued to lash out with power, even as her blood turned the stream red. From what he could see, two demon blades were still embedded in her side. Hissing in frustration, pain, and anger, she blasted more Riven out of existence.
Several Riven continued their attack, venturing into the water only to discover that ancient siren blood was as toxic to evil as gargoyle blood.
They screamed as they died. Gregory nodded to the siren over the distance, and she returned the gesture in kind, then bared her teeth at the next wave of demons descending upon the hamadryad.
Gregory turned his magic upon the ones coming closest to the tree. Shadows and moonlight hunted them while he dealt with the ones near his person in the more mundane manner of tooth and claw.
The battle raged on for many more minutes. Lillian called encouragement the whole time until suddenly there were no more enemies within striking distance.
There were still a few other battles raging on, but even those would shortly be won.
Lillian’s mother and father had moved off to aid Gran and Shadowlight. Other Clan and Coven members were finishing off the few Riven still within the glade.
Gregory loped over to inspect Lillian’s hamadryad. The tree seemed whole and unharmed, and there was no taint of Riven essence upon her. They’d managed to prevent that at least.
Lillian dismounted for a better look.
A black shadow circled around from behind the tree, and Gregory nodded to the pooka. The unicorn joined him a moment later, and they took up positions on either side of the tree, acting as sentries. He was about to thank them for their loyalty when Lillian whispered his name and then tapped him on the shoulder. He followed where she pointed, and he soon spotted Tethys where she lay in the stream, half up on the bank.
“Guard the tree,” he ordered the two equines.
They bobbed their heads in unison.
With Lillian a step behind, he approached with caution, but none of the Riven bodies piled up three deep along her stream banks showed any signs of movement.
Tethys lay almost as unmoving as her conquered enemies, only the slow flutter of her gills and the slight rise and fall of her chest showed she still lived. No part of her body was untouched, and blood still welled sluggishly from a hundred wounds. She might have survived all that, but her own trident had been broken, and both parts speared her body. The lower shaft had been driven through her chest, and it pinned her to the bank. The three-pronged crown was buried in her abdomen.
It looked like it had been plunged in several times before the hand that had wielded it had given out, or more likely, had been killed by Tethys’s dying will.
“Tethys, can you hear me?” he asked directly into her mind, hoping a spark of her fierce nature and pride were still there.
“Yes, Avatar.” She answered in kind, though her essence was weak and pain filled. “But even you can’t save me. Grant me a boon and give me a merciful ending.”
“It is as you said. I can’t save you. But I can thank you for protecting Lillian’s hamadryad.”
“It was the least I could do after what my actions almost allowed. The Riven would have violated this Realm far more quickly and far more thoroughly than the humans ever could.”
“I am glad you saw that before the end.” Gregory pulled her broken trident from her abdomen and then wrapped both hands around the broken shaft, just above where it speared through her chest. “But there is one more thing you can do for me, one last task only you can perform.”
He yanked the shaft free, and Tethys issued a weak, bloody gurgle, but her eyes blinked open as he lifted her into his arms. “I can send you back to the Magic Realm, in spirit at least. Before you pass on into the next life, I would ask you to carry a message to the Lord of the Underworld for me. Tell him all you know and have seen here. As a reward, he might gift you with more time to seek vengeance for what the Riven have done, but I cannot promise you that.”
“Send me then, and I will tell Death everything before I venture forth into the next life. It matters not if he gives me more time. I do not deserve or crave it, but if it is granted, I promise to spend it well.”
Gregory nodded at the words. There was no deception in her, she meant what she said.
He bowed his muzzle to her forehead and placed a kiss there. “Go, regain your honor.”
He lowered her body to the ground at the base of the hamadryad, but her spirit was already on its way, speeding toward the Magic Realm and Lord Death.
Gregory could not say how the Lord of the Underworld would react to the news of everything that had happened here tonight, but at least Tethys could give him some valuable details, especially about the Riven army amassing in his twin’s territory.
And Death would be clever enough to see Gregory had just given him a way to dispatch that army without violating the duality curse that held the Lady of Battles imprisoned.
Gregory smiled harshly as Tethys’ body turned to sea foam and seeped into the ground under the hamadryad. Lillian made a surprised exclamation. He merely tucked her against his side to reassure her.
“What was all that about?”
He waited until Lillian’s parents, brother, and grandmother joined them under the hamadryad before explaining.
Vivian’s expression hinted that she already knew the answer, and her smile grew bigger, turning into what Lillian had always called her grandmother’s shit-eating grin—which was a repulsive human adage, but that smile always drew an answering one from him.
“What I wouldn’t give to be there to see the outcome of that,” Gran said with a chuckle.
Lillian’s parents merely watched Gran with puzzled looks.
“Come,” Gran said in a tone that was all business once again. “We need to see to the wounded, dispose of the Riven’s remains, get cleaned up, and then sit down for proper introductions.” She eyed Shadowlight with open interest. “If I’m not mistaken, I believe I just inherited another grandchild. The more the merrier, I always say.”
Shadowlight practically vibrated with happiness. He was as bruised, battered, and bitten up as the rest of them, but he galloped over to Gran and bumped his muzzle under her hand. With a chuckle, she obliged. But she multitasked even then, giving Lillian’s biological parents a once-over that was civil, though a touch cool. “We’ll divide into groups and triage the scene. Lillian, you can take Shadowlight and introduce him to Jason. You’ll be aiding him in cleansing the tainted blood.” Gran turned her attention to her next set of victims. “Gregory, I would like you and...” She glanced at Lillian’s father with a raised brow.
“Stalks the Darkness,” he supplied, “though my daughter finds Darkness an easier mouthful.”
Gran smiled. “Darkness, I would like you and Gregory to lead another group in disposing of the Riven corpses and dispatching any stragglers. When you find allies, please report them to Whitethorn and Greenborrow. They will oversee bringing the wounded to me. If Lillian’s mother is willing to help?”
River nodded. “I have done many healings during my long life.”
“Good. We’ll need as many able bodies in the healing tent as soon as possible.”
Lillian, who had been silent until then, perked up. “You taught me basic first aid. I could help.”
“You could indeed. But only after several rounds of full biohazard decontamination protocol. You and Gregory both smell like you’ve been wallowing in a cesspool for the better part of the night.” She made a vague, full-body gesture at Lillian. “At present, you’d kill more souls than you would save.”
Lillian blushed but nodded in agreement. “We ran afoul of a bog. It was richer than most.”
“To put it mildly,” Gregory rumbled, unable to keep quiet on the topic.
“Dawn isn’t far off,” Gran said and then paused as a newcomer approached. A tall sidhe warrior, her bow still at the ready and dressed in full battle armor, came up to them and executed a graceful bow to Gregory and Lillian before she pulled Gran aside for a moment. Gran conversed with the fae for some time, and then met Gregory’s eyes. “It seems we have a more pressing deadline than just the rising sun. The human military is gathering itself. Some of their numbers must have made it back to base and notified their superiors.”
Lillian muttered an expletive, and for once Gregory was inclined to agree, and added a few of his own.
Gran just sighed at them and took command. “Change of plans. The siren may have provided us our scapegoat when she sent all the townsfolk north. Lillian, you’re still on cleanup detail with the gargoyles. You’ll just have to do it without your brother. I need him to lead the Coven members that are uninjured and gather any Clan that can pass for human and take everyone to join the townsfolk as quickly as possible. Once there, they can pretend to blat in fear and confusion with the townsfolk, all the while using persuasion magic to swing the blame firmly on some super-secret government experiment gone wrong. The human authorities can spin it any way they want. I don’t care, as long as we aren’t exposed to the general public.”
“While that’s the craziest plan I’ve ever heard, people will be more willing to believe that than the truth about magic and demons.” Lillian gave her head a little shake, her expression darkening as another emotion slid across her face. “The average person might believe that tall tale, but the military personnel in the woods tonight know otherwise.”
“Exactly.” Gran motioned another fae to her side, this one a dire wolf already shifted to human form. “We need to get this done because we know the human authorities will be all over us, since the masquerade was our idea and it coincided with the Riven’s attack. We need to make it look no more or less strange here than what’s happening in the rest of the town with the townsfolk waking up from the siren’s enchantment.”
Nodding her head sharply, Lillian added, “So no bodies, body parts, blood, or gore. But lots of leftovers from a big shindig suddenly abandoned when the partygoers wandered off after getting exposed to a—what, a hallucinogenic gas or something along those lines? Got it.”
“That’s my girl,” Gran said. “I’ll ask any other fae not helping with the wounded or the cleanup to create a diversion in the forest and give the soldiers something more interesting to chase. A three-pronged diversion should work. Besides, we’ve flooded enough magic into the land tonight to confound any tech they will have with them. Do what you can and then meet back here in an hour and a half.”
Gregory gave himself a shake and stretched muscles stiffening in the cool night air.
“All right, boys,” Lillian said with a wave encompassing him and the two other gargoyles. “You heard Gran, let’s do this in record time because I want to shower, eat, and then dream about sleeping for a week.”
Gregory rumbled his agreement, and they set off, starting at Lillian’s hamadryad and working their way out from there. He quickly showed Lillian how Elemental fire summoned from the Magic Realm served their needs much more efficiently than gasoline and a match.




Chapter 34
The cleanup took less time than Lillian had estimated, but then again, with three gargoyles ridding the land of taint and her own dryad magic repairing the damaged grasses and other landscaping around the spa, maybe it shouldn’t have surprised her. In the days to come, there would be more work far out in the forest, such as adding layers of protection to the dwellings of the other fae, where wounded were even now being transported.
When they’d finished their task, they had gone back to meet up with Gran. Once there, she’d assigned Darkness and Shadowlight new jobs. Which, Lillian had noted with amusement, they accepted without as much as a flick of a questioning ear. After that, Gran had looked Lillian over from head to toe. Gregory got the same treatment, and then they were ordered to “go find a shower in all haste before someone expires from the smell alone.”
Hence, Lillian now made her way back to the house with little guilt about leaving others to contend with the military threat. Gregory seemed unconcerned as well—but that might just have been exhaustion. He padded along beside her, silent and physically ‘drooping’ with his ears at half-mast, wings loose at his sides, and tail dragging in the dirt behind him.
“Come on,” she said as she ran her fingers through his mane and caressed his silky ears, “I’ll get a quick shower first and then make you something to eat while you get yours.” By her calculations, of the two of them, he’d done the lion’s share of the work during cleanup. It was only fair she hunt up food for them.
Gregory rumbled happily and leaned into her touch, though she didn’t know if he agreed with her idea or simply reacted to physical contact. They trudged up the back steps and crossed the veranda and into the house in a companionable silence.
It wasn’t until they had crossed through the kitchen and into the living room that it occurred they’d done this exact thing after the last Hunt. “You know, in the future, we might want to excuse ourselves the nights the Wild Hunt rides. We never seem to escape it unscathed.”
Beside her, Gregory tilted his head to look up at her, and he started to chuckle. “No, I suppose we don’t, but imagine how much worse the outcome could have been if we weren’t there both times.”
“Hmm,” Lillian debated as she climbed the stairs to the second story. “There’s that silver lining. Guess I’m glad all these aches and pains were gained for a higher purpose.”
It was the thought of hot water, shampoo, and copious amounts of body wash that sustained her to the top of the stairs. She shed her clothes as she crossed the threshold into her bedroom and continued into the bathroom with the determined shuffle of the terminally drained.
Gregory plodded into the bathroom behind her. She’d initially wanted to shower alone so she could scrub off any incriminating evidence that she might have missed with her hasty wash in the pond before she’d smeared herself in the bog slime. But Gregory had proven a fantastic mind reader in the past, and if she tried to chase him from the bathroom now, he might get suspicious.
And a suspicious gargoyle was far too much for her to cross wits with in her present state of brain fog.
* * *
In the end, Lillian had emptied half a bottle of body wash on the two of them before Gregory had stopped crinkling his nose up every time he took a deep breath. She’d finished up first, and then gone in search of something to eat. To her surprise, she’d opened the door to the hall only to bump a tray with her toes. No harm had come to either her toes or the trays, of which there were two, and both piled high with steaming food. A glance up and down the hall showed no hint as of how they’d gotten there, but she’d bet a night’s sleep Gran’s invisible hand was involved, even if she’d not stepped foot within the house herself for hours.
Gregory was still in the shower, so she set the trays on the bedside table and pulled the towel off her head and started to work on the snags in her hair. She’d managed about half when the bed shifted behind her and Gregory took the comb out of her hand. With a gentle nuzzle, he continued the work in silence. He was in one of his touchy-feely moods, but she didn’t mind, taking comfort in his presence. He slowly teased out the tangles with gentleness and patience far greater than her usual efficient brushing.
In a moment of weakness, a part of her wanted him to catch some betraying thought or scent, to discover that they’d crossed a forbidden line because she was terrified that her worst fears might come to pass, and she’d have to face that truth alone.
One hand strayed to her flat belly. Reason returned, and she quickly tied her robe’s sash to make the move look natural. Now was not the time to fall apart or panic, especially when nothing might come of her foolish mistake. Gregory didn’t need yet another thing to worry about. She’d just have to dig deeper and find a bigger backbone.
“Lillian?”
Her stomach plummeted. Had he already discovered her shameful secret?
“Yes, love?” she asked, proud her voice sounded normal.
“What are you afraid of? I can smell the sudden spike of fear.” A large, muscular tail curved around her waist and tugged gently until she softened her stance and allowed her head to drop back against his chest. “Me?”
Breath froze in her lungs, and she couldn’t answer as her heart did a strange little flip in her chest.
“Is it me you fear?” he asked again.
Hearing uncertainty and dread in his tone, she turned and straddled his lap. She entwined the fingers of one hand with his and pressed the palm of her other hand against his chest where she could feel the throb of his heart. Then she raised their joined hands to her own breast and pressed his hand over hers. “No, never.”
“I would never harm you. Not even when I was fully under Tethys’ enchantments, could she have made me harm you.”
“Shh, I know. It’s not you I fear; it’s this.” She stroked the tattoo around his throat. “I’ve made so many mistakes and bad choices. I don’t know if I can ever make it right.”
He took her hands and cradled them in his larger one, and then in an elegant, old-world way, he pressed a kiss to the back of each. “We will face this new obstacle as we have always faced challenges, together.”
I dearly hope so.
She hugged him in a fierce embrace.
Gregory must have caught her thought, for he dipped his muzzle down and nuzzled her damp hair for several moments before one large hand came up and started to caress it in long, soothing strokes.
Even after her inner turmoil finally quieted, she continued to hold Gregory in a fierce grip until her arms grew tired, only then did she release him with a sigh and asked, “Are you hungry? Food magically walked to our door while you were still in the shower.”
He gave her a slight nod, and she padded over to where she’d set the two plates.
* * *
Gregory was just finishing off his meal when his gaze took on a distant look, which meant he sensed something or someone was communicating with him. “What is it?” she asked, fearing bad news.
“Your hamadryad,” he rumbled, sounding happy. So perhaps it wasn’t bad news.
“My hamadryad can talk to you?” she prompted when he didn’t seem inclined to explain.
“Of course, she is the Sorceress,” he said, sounding perplexed at her question. “Though from this distance, the best she can do is send emotions. When you have finished your meal, your hamadryad has something she wants us to see.”
Lillian glanced down at the food she’d been ‘worrying’ instead of eating. “I’m not actually that hungry. We can go now if you’d like.”
Gregory glanced at her plate of partly eaten food with a disapproving huff, but didn’t say anything, or, thank the gods, try to get her to eat more. Her stomach was twisted in too many nervous knots to know what to do with food just now. Maybe whatever good news her hamadryad had would help distract her from other, less pleasant things that had occurred this night.
She tilted her head toward the door. Still, Gregory hesitated.
“Let’s go,” she said, sounding as tired as she felt. “I could use a little good news.”
Gregory nodded and led her from the cottage. Dawn was a pink hint on the horizon as they made their way back to her grove, where they’d battled the Riven not five hours before.
Lillian trudged along beside Gregory, thinking that whatever news her hamadryad wanted to share, it damn well better be good.




Chapter 35
Tethys fanned her upper body with water, the gesture more out of routine than necessity, for the air was crisp and moist outside the Lord of the Underworld’s cliff-side temple. Absently, she speculated if that was natural, for she could hear and scent the salty-brine of the ocean, or if the pleasantly hospitable climate was his doing.
The pool she presently basked in was likely new as well, or perhaps simply a bit of repurposed architecture. She eyed the great temple where it reared high above, surrounded by terraced gardens and stairs cut into the rock. There were five terraces and hundreds of steps composing the entrance to the megalithic structure. Greenery and the sparkle of waterfalls and pools dotted each level.
Odd though it was, Death’s domain held more life than what she’d seen of the Battle Goddess’s lands when Tethys arrived in spirit form beside Lillian’s original hamadryad.
The hamadryad had shown her many things about the goings-on within the Magic Realm. Much had changed over the millennia she’d been gone. And yet, much was still the same. She was home at last. And she wouldn’t sit idly aside while dark forces planned to abuse its bounty.
With a burst of empathy, and what Tethys would have called well-wishing in a flesh-and-blood being, the hamadryad had sent her spirit to the Lord of the Underworld’s temple.
Later, she’d awoken in this pool some time ago to find her spirit housed in her old body—or what was a perfect replica.
Apparently, the Lord of the Underworld had given her spirit a body once more and then just left her here.
To think?
Perhaps.
Was she to become a tool in the war against his twin? A tool he had no plans for at present but would use at a later time? Her present location didn’t look like a prison. Behind her, the open cliff-side vista and the great blue ocean called to her spirit. Reaching out with her siren’s senses, she learned that the drop from the terrace edge to the ocean below was a goodly distance, but not one that would harm her.
Freedom was only a short distance away, she could even follow the meandering path of the streams and small waterfalls to the edge of the cliff.
Death’s actions were not what she’d expected.
Nothing here was.
He hadn’t been chained as the hamadryad had shown the Battle Goddess was. At least not by any physical means. His chains were self-imposed, created by the considerable power of his iron control and the Divine Ones’ duality curse placed upon the Twins. As long as one was imprisoned, so too was the other.
His was a willing, noble self-sacrifice and she now knew why the gargoyles revered him. She wasn’t sure if she’d be able to make such a sacrifice for the good of all else.
Deep in her own thoughts, she missed when he first emerged from his temple.
It wasn’t until his massive size dwarfed the small trees and lush greenery lining the rough-hewn stairs cut into the cliff that she became aware she was no longer alone. The immense strides of his horse-like lower body devoured the stairs twenty at a time. Each hoof was as massive as her entire body.
Tethys had seen many strange species, both natural and magically altered, but perhaps none as unique as the form Death wore.
At a glance, she was reminded of the old-world centaurs with their equine bodies and human-like torsos. But that was where the similarities ended. Two massive wings erupted from just behind his equine shoulders. The membrane stretched between the stout bones looked soft and supple, not unlike a gargoyle’s wings, and they were not the only gargoyle-like attributes.
Instead of an upper body like a centaur possessed, Death’s was far closer to a gargoyle’s, complete with a blunt muzzle and a pair of great, glossy black horns that swept back from his forehead as they reached for the sky. A thick mane cascaded down past his shoulders. It fluttered in the strong breeze blowing in from the ocean beyond, and he reached up with two of his four arms to tie it into a knot behind his head.
His other two arms remained in place, his fists loosely clasping the hilts of two of his swords where they were tucked under his wings. She spotted the hilts of the other two poking out from behind his shoulders, where they’d been half-hidden in his mane.
While she studied him in silence, he folded his legs under himself and sat next to her pool. Even then, he still blocked out the sun, and an involuntary shudder ran through her body.
“I thank you for housing my spirit within my body once more,” she inclined her head in a show of respect, “for there is much I must tell you.”
“Your spirit already told me all that has gone wrong in the Mortal Realm.” Death’s voice flowed across her senses—dark, full of mystery, and utterly beautiful.
Beguiling. The word was invented to describe his voice.
The power contained in her own voice was nothing in comparison to his. She wondered once again why he’d given her back her body. What use could he possibly have for her?
“Others would say I gave you life on a whim.”
Others? Who would be so foolish to mock death?
Instead, she said, “But you don’t do anything on a whim, do you?”
“No,” he said, voice echoing softly. “The Avatars sent you to me for a purpose. I gave you back your life out of love for them. You have a choice to make, siren.”
She inclined her head, knowing what he would ask now, and already knowing her answer.
“You may stay and become one of my subjects or go out into the world, free to do as you choose.”
“Thank you, wise one. I am honored by the choice.”
He gave her a slight nod in acknowledgment and then with a flick of his wrist, he pulled her trident out of the very air, whole and unblemished, its internal song resonating deep inside her. He released it, and she snatched it before it hit the water.
“Take as long as you like to decide what path your life will take.”
The siren bowed. “Once again, I thank you. But it will not be necessary. My path leads out into the world. There is something I must finish, a debt still to be paid.”
Death nodded, his solemn expression unwavering, but she felt his thoughts brush hers, felt a tendril of his contentment. He already knew about her new quest and was well-pleased with her choice.
He’d likely known her decision before she did.
“Go with the Light’s blessing, Tethys.” She felt his power swirl around her. “May your hunt go well, and your debt be paid in full.”
With his words fading into a faint echo, his power surged, and she was pulled from the pool. Her mind and senses blurred, and she sensed she’d traveled far, half-way across the Magic Realm until the cliffs at the edge of the Battle Goddess’s kingdom became visible in the distance.
The open ocean, and the voices of the other oceanids, called to her and she went.
* * *
It didn’t take her long to travel the rest of the way to her intended destination. She sang as she swam, summoning all the oceanids to her. And her siren daughters came, welcoming her with joyous song.
Just inland from the shore, a range of black mountains rose high into the sky. On the leeward side of the tallest mountain sat a temple equal in grandeur and size to Lord Death’s, though this one was cold, hard, and devoid of all warmth and beauty. Tethys studied the structure, the place where the Lady of Battles ruled her domain—a strange mix of prison and seat of power.
Tethys looked away, for the temple held no more interest for her. It was not her target, after all. Her gaze followed the path of a glacially fed river; its cold, clear waters cascading down the mountainside until it finally emptied into a wide-mouthed estuary.
She scanned the shoreline, pleased to see how the shoulders of the mountain came right down to the water, its foothills flanking the river so conveniently.
Lining the sandy beach along the bay, just on the outskirts of the Battle Goddess’s domain, a mass of bodies congregated at river’s mouth—the Riven army.
Tethys smiled and began to sing. Other voices joined her song, but the power for the spell came from her alone. She had innocent blood on her hands, and it might take an age to redeem herself, but she would start with this debt. It was hers alone to pay.
Her daughters merely came to sing and witness as she’d asked.
Power gathered in the ocean water surrounding her, answering her lilting summons. The slowly rolling waves grew in height and frequency as her song stretched out, away from her.
For leagues around, the ocean stirred to her call, and she absorbed the magic into her body. Her song increased in volume, the gentle melody becoming something harder and darker. The ocean reared up, great waves coming toward her. She held up one webbed hand, palm out, facing the massive incoming wave. Its forward momentum froze, but the press of water behind the wave continued forward, forcing the wave to rise, the only direction she allowed.
Magic continued to flow into her body, faster now. Her body began to glow, illuminating the ocean with pure white light. Above, the teal-tinted sky grew darker, the clouds amassing to the east, hurrying to her call as well. Warm, magic-laden air met with the cold low-pressure front and flashes of lightning, and a power that was more than electricity, bled between the clouds.
She sang, her voice rising above the crash of the stormy seas and the equally turbulent storm winds. Her body brimmed with magic, her bones ached with it, and still, she sang and absorbed the bounty of the ocean.
Far away inland, she felt the dark army’s attention swing out to the ocean, sensing her and the threat she called down upon them. The Riven began to stir, seeking to toss up defenses or use their demon blades to shift to another location, but the power of her song washed away their dark power, swirling, shattering, and cleansing.
Pain bombarded her overtaxed body, it had for quite some time. With a sudden, sizzling anguish, her nerves flared and died in a million tiny pinpoints of pain. Her body grew numb, the light brighter, the veins under her skin stood out stark and clear. Blood and magic swirled away from her dying body, but still, she sang. Her spirit took up the song when her voice grew weaker.
She only had moments left, her spirit was already preparing to leave her body. With a fragment of her consciousness not focused on the destruction of the Riven army, she looked back to her daughters with her mind’s eye.
“Tell the Avatars that I paid my debt in full, and I thank them for showing me back to the Light.”
With a flick of thought toward the stormy skies, she loosed the magic-laced lightning down upon the Riven. Strike after strike pounded the beach, burning the Riven to ash and turning the sands to glass.
“With my power and sacrifice, I send you back to the abyss from which you crawled,” Tethys sang from her spirit. “May you become naught, know naught, and forever be naught. Let all others forget even your memory. Go now and perish.”
Her spirit surged free of her flesh. From her position above the waves, she saw her own body flash as magic ripped it asunder, becoming nothing more than flecks of light and foam on the sea.
The great wave, which had been held back by her living will, broke free and raced toward shore. Contained within, the purifying spells she’d been singing all along flowed with it. She watched with calm assurance as the wave slammed into the bay, rose up over the beach, and continued deep into the mouth of the river valley, cleansing everything it touched.
Her oceanid daughters sang a lament to the sea, singing her onward to her next and final journey.
“You did well.” Death’s voice echoed in her mind, as soothing and beautiful as the first time she’d heard it. “Go now and rest. I would carry you to the Spirit Realm as I did for the heroes of old, were I still able.”
“You honor me, my Lord. When you see the Avatars again, tell them I gladly paid my debt to them for saving my life so long ago.”
“I shall.” With those last whispered words, Death was gone from her consciousness. But in its place, there was a gentle tug on her spirit.
With a burst of joy, she turned from the power of the ocean, and the song the other sirens sang in farewell, following that tug as she began her final journey home.




Chapter 36
Gregory removed his hand from Lillian’s hamadryad and smiled at what the tree had shown them.
“Goodbye, Tethys. I thank you for paying the debt so rarely paid. Until we meet again in the Spirit Realm.” With a full-body shake and a much lighter heart, he dropped to all fours and watched as Lillian removed her hand from the tree with a thoughtful expression.
The Riven, at least, were destroyed. There would be other enemies and other battles, but Tethys had bought them much-needed time. He promised to use that dearly bought gift wisely.
“You saw clearly what your hamadryad showed us?” he asked.
“Yes, but I hadn’t expected that. Tethys sacrificed herself. For us, for our cause. For all the humans of this world.” Lillian’s tone rang with honest bafflement.
“She was misguided, not evil. In the end, she found her way again.” Bumping his muzzle under Lillian’s hand, he guided her out of the glade and into the maze beyond. “Come,” he sent silently, wanting the intimacy of his thoughts touching hers. “We will rest and then on the morrow, see to all the problems this night has spawned.”
Lillian tensed, her eyes growing troubled. When he was on the verge of delving into which one of tonight’s acts caused that look, she took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and nodded sharply.
“You’re right. We need to rest and regroup. Tomorrow is soon enough to learn what all this night has spawned. Perhaps we will be lucky, and it won’t be half as bad as I fear.”
Her fingers found their way to the base of his horns and rubbed with blissful pressure. His eyes drifted closed.
“But whatever comes, know I’ll always love you.”
“And I, you,” he said with a playful bump of his head to her hip. With that, they exited the maze side-by-side. Gregory hadn’t felt this content in days.
It wasn’t likely to last, he knew. But for the rest of this night, there would be peace.
Keep reading for Sorceress Hunting.
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Prologue
Long after the Avatars had left the glade, a lanky figure shrouded from head to toe in black and crimson armor dropped from his perch two-thirds of the way up the hamadryad. He landed lightly, only the slightest rattle from his armor and weapons betrayed his presence.
He straightened and looked around the clearing, which was protected on all sides by a manicured, evergreen maze. After another quick glance around, he turned his attention to the ground beneath his boots. Giving it a prod, he dug a furrow in the soft earth.
The Mortal Realm—the one place he’d never thought he’d step. Yet, here he was, for good or ill. Distaste twisted his lips, exposing his fangs. Already, he could feel this realm plucking at his magic, wanting to drag it from him and render him as helpless as the other fae he sensed guarding the maze.
That wasn’t something he would allow. Weakness of any kind was abhorrent, and he had eliminated any personal softness at an earlier age.
One didn’t survive to rule over the Battle Goddess’s armies by being weak.
Commander Gryton took another look around before moving out of the hamadryad’s shadow. He was still mildly shocked the Gargoyle Protector had not sensed his arrival.
But then again, the male half of the Avatar pairing was still exhausted in mind, body, and spirit from recent events. Events which the Sorceress’s hamadryad had willingly shown Gryton as she transported him here.
Another perplexing mystery in need of resolution. He didn’t know why the hamadryad had shared knowledge with him, or so willingly brought him to this realm. However, that particular mystery would keep. He’d come to this cursed land for another reason—his collars. He’d known the moment the warded collars had left the Battle Goddess’s domain, had in fact been working on the other set when the theft had occurred. He’d acted immediately but still hadn’t been fast enough to stop the thieves from vanishing with his collars into the abyss of the Mortal Realm. It hadn’t taken long to discover the identities of the thieves. And, oh, how the Battle Goddess would rage when she learned the truth.
That Stalks the Darkness would take his newborn child and run wasn’t a great surprise, but Gryton had soon discovered the gargoyle hadn’t been alone.
The truth was a greater shock. The gargoyle’s dryad keeper, the Battle Goddess’s own confidant, had fled willingly.
With that act, his path had been set—follow Darkness and River to the Mortal Realm and bring them back to the Battle Goddess or, at the very least, retrieve the collars.
To go before the Lady of Battles with only an explanation would have ended badly for all concerned.
So here he found himself in the Mortal Realm with a most unusual set of circumstances arrayed before him. He’d assumed Darkness and River were simply defecting and had taken the collars as a goodwill gesture to show the Gargoyle Protector what the Battle Goddess had planned.
Had that happened, it would have been disastrous for the Lady’s plans. Given a little time with the collars, the Protector would have studied them and taken steps to neutralize the spells and then adapt his personal protections to become impervious to such an attack in the future.
But that wasn’t what had happened at all. No, a siren from an ancient time had unbalanced the male half of the Avatars, and her act of interference had opened other unforeseen possibilities.
The hamadryad had shown that in a moment of panic over the lives of humans, her young and very foolish dryad mistress had collared herself and her other half.
Well, in truth, the tree’s version of events showed the protector collaring himself, but that must be incorrect, surely?
Fate was not usually so kind to him, Gryton reflected, but whether it came about because of an idiotic young dryad or a befuddled Gargoyle Protector, he would happily benefit from their mistakes.
Now all he need do was capture one of them and return to the Magic Realm. The other half would follow.
With the Avatars’ return, the Battle Goddess would be content, and Gryton could keep his head and his immortality intact.
He merely had to avoid detection until he could set traps. Though it might not be the most straightforward task to complete with the number of fae he sensed lurking around this maze and surrounding land. There was also the matter of the other two gargoyles who would require a healthy dose of caution.
But the greatest danger should have been the Avatars themselves.
When he’d arrived in this realm, the Avatars were still in the glade, learning from the hamadryad that the ancient siren had sacrificed herself and in so doing defeated the Riven army.
The Protector’s attention was diverted, but not so much he should have wholly missed Gryton’s arrival.
Luck?
Or the hamadryad’s meddling?
Neither idea was appealing as both scenarios placed events out of his control.
Though he might also credit it to the Protector having his natural senses dulled by the new collar around his throat as well as years trapped in this realm.
That was a much happier explanation than the Sorceress’s hamadryad manipulating events to her liking.
Whatever the cause, it led to a rare set of occurrences he couldn’t pass up, not if he wanted to remain free of Lord Death’s clutches. That one knew what Gryton was. Another thought slipped through his mind. None in this realm knew what he truly was. Here, he would be safe after a fashion—at least as safe as any being could be from the Lord of the Underworld.
Even the Avatars didn’t remember what he was.
Perhaps he might have a use for the Mortal Realm after all?
When fate handed out her gifts, it was always best to accept them graciously.
With a final glance at the hamadryad, he eased out from between her branches and traversed the open center of the glade, past a ring of broken ward stones and into the maze’s shadowy corridors.
All the time, he felt the hamadryad and the enchanted cedars of the maze watching him with an awareness not based in the physical world. He didn’t care what she had planned, he would not be manipulated by a tree, no matter if she was the Mother’s Sorceress.
He had his own agenda.
One which might take days or moons to complete, but he was nothing if not patient. Besides, the Avatars had already shown themselves to be less than they used to be.
A flicker of a hunter’s bloodlust stirred in his core, his magic awakening at the thought of a challenge.
He reined in his emotions, and his magic soon returned to its slumber. With a final glance back at the watchful tree, Commander Gryton made his way out of the maze and into the gardens beyond, heading for the dark canopy of the forest in the distance.
There he would hide until he’d learned more about this realm, and just how compromised the Avatars had become.




Chapter 1
Lillian sat curled on the couch and stared at the television, a cup of tea growing cold in her hands. Every few seconds, her attention switched between the media’s special presentation covering the events of the night before and the messenger spells her grandmother was weaving where she sat on the opposite end of the couch.
The powerful spell Gregory had summoned to heal the fae injured during the Rivens’ attack had also knocked out the power grid, cell phone service, radio, internet, and most other modern conveniences.
Only after the battle’s subsequent cleanup had they learned those services were down. The power grid came back online first, followed by radio and television. Unfortunately, cell service was still down.
Hence why Gran was using messenger spells to relay orders and news among the Clan and Coven. Gran whispered the ending incantations of the spell. The letter she held flared with light as magic transformed it into the shape of a hummingbird. It hovered above Gran’s open palm for a moment more before zipping out the open patio doors.
Lillian stared at where it had been, still mesmerized by the whimsical, though presently useful, bit of magic. It was the fifth one Gran had made, and Lillian still marveled at it.
In her defense, she was operating on only three hours of sleep, which was nowhere near enough time to recover or process all that had happened. Her other half was doing a better job of focusing. Currently, he’d stopped pacing to study the television.
She wasn’t sure how much he understood—he was very intelligent and knowledgeable about all things magical and the universe, in general, but she didn’t know if he grasped the subtler points of modern human culture.
Up until this point, her gargoyle protector had done his level best to avoid and ignore the humans, but by the way he focused on the news, with his ears flat against his mane and his tail flicking in agitation, she imagined he was starting to rethink his opinion of humans and how he viewed them.
‘Yes, my love,’ she thought to herself, ‘the humans are a force to be reckoned with. You can’t just continue to pretend they are unimportant and of no consequence.’
It was close to noon, and the last of the fae search parties were straggling back to the cottage a few at a time.
They were using cloaking magic to hide. The whole area was under military lockdown, and any suspicious movement would bring a storm of trouble down upon all their heads.
The word among the humans was that a suspected terrorist attack was still being investigated, but nothing had been confirmed. The news switched between images of scared people being herded back to their houses, grim-faced police, grimmer-faced military, and clips of an earlier riot caused by some hotheads.
Though unknown to the humans, the minor act of civil unrest had been squelched by several Coven members weaving spells to pacify the worst of the fear.
Gran had said there had been enough bloodshed in the last twenty-four hours to suffice. They didn’t need more. Besides, the spells were easy enough to cast with the plentiful magic Gregory had summoned while battling the Riven. More magic was saturating the Mortal Realm than it had seen in hundreds, if not thousands, of years. Of course, the magic would soon diffuse across the globe so the local concentrations would diminish. For now, the Coven and Clan seemed to be enjoying the bounty, even if the situation requiring it was less than ideal.
It should have been enough her loved ones had all survived, and the Riven had been exterminated, but Lillian couldn’t relax.
Of course, disaster might come from a completely different quarter.
Her hands strayed to her flat belly. She prayed it would stay that way. Her mind was in the process of conjuring up all the possible disastrous complications a pregnancy might invoke when the news anchorwoman informed the viewers a press conference had just been announced and would start in a few minutes.
Lillian’s cynical side wondered if whatever the press conference revealed would make the possibility of a baby seem less dire in comparison.
From the corner of her eye, she caught Gregory shifting a wing out of his way to squint over his shoulder at her.
Oh, shit. Mr. Hyperaware was picking up on her worry. Maybe he’d think it was the news and the humans.
She gestured first at Gregory and then at the couch beside her, hoping he’d think she just wanted comfort, and not guess she was actually trying to hide something from him.
As he was prone to do, he didn’t respond the way she thought he would. Instead of sitting on the couch next to her—which wasn’t really big enough for an eight-foot-tall gargoyle, she admitted—he settled on his haunches and leaned against her legs.
“What do you think about how the humans are responding to this new crisis?” Gregory’s deep voice soothed her nerves even if he asked a question she didn’t know how to answer.
“Honestly, I thought they’d have stormed our walls already.” Lillian shrugged and then narrowed her eyes. “We know from what we’ve overheard that the human authorities—at least the military—suspects our family of some involvement in the strange occurrences. And that we just happened to plan a masquerade on the night the Riven attacked? They’ll find it too much of a coincidence not to investigate.”
“I would hunt out the truth, were I them,” Gregory acknowledged.
“Exactly.” Lillian sipped at her cold tea as she glanced back at the television. An official was introducing someone in uniform. “But then, what if they found something more interesting to study than us?”
Gran and Gregory turned their gazes fully upon her.
“Surely you’ve both had the same thought by now?”
They glanced at each other in silence.
“Oh, come on. I can’t be the only one to worry the humans might have caught one of the Riven. Gran, you said before they had found Riven bodies. What if this time they found live ones?”
Gregory rumbled an unhappy sound. “We will infiltrate their ranks and learn if they have managed to capture one of the beasts. It’s possible one may have evaded our search spells. If that is the case, we must dispose of it before it has a chance to infect others.”
Gran raised her hand and pointed at the television while at the same time turning up the volume. “We may have other concerns.”
Lillian followed Gran’s direction. Undaunted by the flash of cameras and the shouts of reporters, a group of military brass had gathered in front of the town hall, using the first landing of its stairs as an impromptu stage.
The speaker on screen, a man Lillian would guess to be his late forties, was saying no one had claimed responsibility for the attack. He went on to say the as yet unknown gaseous substance, which had rendered its victims unconscious or caused them to have mild hallucinations, seemed to have no other long-term side effects. However, the local residents would all be screened to rule out further danger.
“Gas attack, my ass,” Lillian muttered under her breath. “I told you that’s what they’d call the Siren’s enchantment.”
“In this instance, a lie serves us much better than the truth,” Gran countered.
“True.”
Gregory made a deep huffing sound. “They have something else planned. You can read it in their expressions even over that strange device.” He gestured at the television with a vague motion.
Lillian realized Gregory was correct. “Blood tests,” she guessed. “They are going to go door to door collecting samples. I doubt it will be voluntary.”
“Indeed,” Gran muttered a curse under her breath. “Since they were shooting at the Riven too, they damn well know it wasn’t a gas attack. They’ll be looking for a way to ferret out non-humans with their tests.”
“Blood test equals DNA tests you think?”
“Yes.” Gran’s expression turned distant, meaning she was deep in planning mode.




Chapter 2
Gregory swiveled his ears in the direction of the kitchen, and more specifically, the back entrance to the cottage. The sound of approaching footsteps reached his ears. A moment later, Lillian’s older brother, Jason, entered the house and made for the main living area.
Gregory didn’t bother to summon concealing magic as the coven member was alone. Though he was tempted to merely for a reason to use magic. It and the ability to speak mind to mind were the only powers he still had sole discretion over not requiring a direct command from Lillian. He fingered the tattoo collar circling his neck.
Even that meager power was his to call only because she had already made it a command. They hadn’t had time to study the full limitations his tattoo imposed upon his magic, not yet. But they would need to learn and explore how greatly he was crippled. At least, with Lillian’s order, he was able to access his defensive magic to protect her.
Earlier, they’d discovered Lillian couldn’t give him complete access to all his magic in a broad sweeping command. The tattoo didn’t allow such. His skin still felt raw from the tattoo’s blistering warning.
When she would have issued a dozen different ones, he’d cautioned her against it. Being decapitated by the tattoo-like slave collar was not how he wished to return to the Spirit Realm.
For the time being, the magic under his command was limited to the ability to hide in shadow, track his prey, and detect evil should it venture within range. He didn’t even know what that ‘range’ was yet.
But he would learn and overcome these new disabilities.
He watched Lillian as she came to her feet at the arrival of her brother. After brief hugs, they exchanged stories.
“The whole town has been asked to remain in their homes,” Jason was saying, “until such a time as it is deemed safe for residents to venture out again.”
Gran cleared her throat, “In other words, we’re in lockdown until they have poked, tagged, and categorized everyone to their heart’s content.”
“Those were my thoughts exactly,” Jason agreed with a nod, not a hint of his usual jovial attitude in attendance. “That begs the question of when, where, and how are we getting out of dodge with the lockdown in place?”
“We’re not.” Gran’s voice held a dangerous edge, one Gregory admired.
She knew the reasons they couldn’t leave. Not that Gregory was going to be run off by a pack of misinformed mortals.
“We can update our disguises and cover stories, and start over elsewhere,” Jason continued doggedly. “It’s not like the Coven hasn’t done it before. It’s a damn better option than getting tagged and bagged for some scientist to dissect in a lab.”
“Jason has a point,” Lillian said. “It’s going to get a little tense around here. There’s no way we can avoid the medical teams they will send house to house, not without shouting we’ve got something to hide.”
“Doesn’t matter.” Gran folded her arms. “We can’t run. Not this time. Your hamadryad is here. If it was a regular hamadryad, you could take a cutting and start over somewhere else. However, this hamadryad is presently also the Mother’s Sorceress. I do not feel comfortable leaving such power within easy reach of the humans. Perhaps the humans will never guess she is more than a tree, and she’ll be safe, but I won’t risk all the remaining magic in this realm on wishful thinking.”
Gregory stretched and shook out his wings and then dropped to all fours. He walked to Gran’s side and gave her a playful headbutt. “Both wise and beautiful. No, I won’t leave Lillian’s hamadryad, nor will I abandon my other fae allies. Many of the Clan are tied to the land and their territories and cannot move easily.”
“Flattery will get you everywhere,” Gran said with a twinkle in her eye. “We’re going to stay and give the humans exactly what they think they want.”
Lillian’s curiosity washed over him, resembling a turbulent wave. As he expected, she jumped into the conversation. “You plan to use magic on the humans, to somehow make them think they’ve tested us already.”
“A good guess, but no,” Gran said with a grin. “While that would work, it would take a huge amount of magic and planning. No, I plan on giving the samples, but then later following them back to their lab where we will switch them with samples of human blood. We already have some in storage for just such a need, but we didn’t plan on such a large-scale situation. To be safe, we’ll require enough for the entire Coven membership. For that amount, we’ll immediately start canvassing neighboring towns for unsuspecting humans matching Coven members’ appearances. With luck, we should be able to trick the human scientists without having to use magic upon them.”
“Still, it isn’t going to be easy sneaking in and switching samples.” Lillian compressed her lips as she was prone to doing when she was planning. He found it an endearing trait and merely let the conversation flow around him. They’d eventually come to the same conclusion he already had.
Reaching out with a tendril of magic, he sought the other two gargoyles in this realm. The first he brushed against was a bright, young magic, flashes of excitement and curiosity bleeding across the link. Shadowlight, then. Lillian’s newly discovered younger brother. The sense of happiness and willingness increased when the other realized it was Gregory.
“Sorry, young one. It is your father I need.”
With a mental acknowledgment, Shadowlight vanished from Gregory’s thoughts to be replaced by the more disciplined mind of Stalks the Darkness.
“Avatar, how may I be of assistance?”
“We have learned the humans plan to study the blood of all the townsfolk, hunting for differences that will allow them to track the magic users.”
There was mental silence followed by a hesitant, “You wish for me to seek out the humans behind the threat and deal with them before they can unearth something you would prefer remained hidden?”
Gregory missed working with others of his kind. Life was so much easier viewed through a gargoyle’s viewpoint. Innocents were protected. Threats were dispatched. Evil wasn’t tolerated. Life was good.
Gregory sighed deeply. “Alas, no. This is not our realm, and so we must abide by the Clan and Coven’s wishes in this. At present, they are a touch divided, but it looks like they will allow the samples to be taken to offset suspicion and later we’ll replace those same samples with human blood they have collected from other sources.”
“I see,” Darkness said and then launched into his own report. “The leshii, Greenborrow, warns of another development. Several of our patrols have found human soldiers among the Riven dead. Those already infected by the Riven were dispatched. Those deemed uninfected have been taken to the healers to have their wounds treated and their memories wiped.” Darkness paused before continuing, “I have more disturbing news. When last I spoke with Greenborrow, he was looking for the fae leader, Whitethorn and a sprite by the name of Goswin. I believe I may have found what became of them. During the last leg of my patrol, I caught the scent of Whitethorn. I followed it and came upon a large group of humans in a meadow. They were studying the area. By the smell of blood and the gore splattered around the meadow, a vicious battle had been waged there. There were no bodies present. Either other members of the Clan had been there before me and started cleanup but had been interrupted before they could finish, or they hadn’t been there yet, and the humans had already removed the bodies.”
“Can you tell if Whitethorn and Goswin survived the battle?”
“No, not after the humans had trampled all over everything.”
There was another pause, and Gregory sensed the older gargoyle was talking with his son. “I’m sending Shadowlight on ahead to meet up with Greenborrow. I don’t want my son near these humans.”
“Agreed,” Gregory said, belatedly feeling a little uneasy for allowing the gargoyle child out in the field at all. “The leshii can watch over Shadowlight. Once he’s safe, return to the cottage as soon as you’re able. By then, the Coven should have collected all the human blood they will need. In the meantime, I’ll see what I can learn.”
Gregory released the other gargoyle’s mind and returned to his body, becoming aware of the stone cottage and the warm, homey smells of the kitchen.
The other conversation had run its course. Lillian, Gran, and Jason all watched him with silent patience. He touched Lillian’s mind.
Ah, they’d come to the same conclusion as he had earlier.
“I’ve spoken with Darkness, and he will aid us in sneaking into the humans’ domain when it’s time. However, we have a new development. Greenborrow and Darkness have found human soldiers, some wounded and others infected by the Riven. Darkness also reports he found signs of Whitethorn and Goswin.” Gregory flared out his wings, stretching and limbering up tense muscles. “It looks like they may have been found by the humans. We have no way of knowing their condition until I’ve had a chance to investigate.”
Stepping into his path, Gran blocked him as he made for the back door. “You and Lillian will need to be here when the humans come. I can’t imagine we will be last on their list, more likely among the first wave. Whitethorn and Goswin will have to wait for their rescue until the rest of the Clan and Coven are safe.” Gran frowned unhappily. Though he didn’t know if it was because she hated to make her friends wait, or if she doubted they were alive.
Gran braced one hand on her hip while the fingers of the other hand drummed out a rhythm on her thigh. “You’ll have to be human when they come and be docile while they take your blood.” Gran looked thoughtful and added, “At least it’s a mostly human looking red. Can you spell it to look identical to human blood?”
“Easily,” he rumbled as he stepped around her. “Do not fear. I will be on my best behavior.”
He chuckled at Gran’s disbelieving look and then turned to Lillian.
Her expression showed determination. “Tonight, after we’ve switched out the blood samples, we’ll look for Whitethorn and Goswin. Obviously, we’ll have to hunt up whatever other evidence the humans have found and destroy it.”
“Yes.”
He knew what Lillian hadn’t said. They would reclaim the bodies of Whitethorn and the sprite if they hadn’t escaped the battle alive. Which, he was coming to think, was very likely.
Whitethorn was powerful and old. If he lived, he would have found a way to communicate with them or escape. That he hadn’t done either meant he was likely already dead.




Chapter 3
Shadowlight bounded down the path, the afternoon shadows already growing long behind him. He was alone for the first time in his life and found the experience exciting and a little lonely. Though he was proud his father had given him a mission. He was supposed to join Greenborrow while his parents prepared to aid Gregory and Lillian.
When he’d first learned his sister and her guardian needed help, he’d wanted to go with them. Infiltrating the humans’ territory and switching samples had sounded fun, and it would have given him the opportunity to practice his invisibility weaving. However, he also liked the leshii, making his present assignment tolerable.
There would be time to sneak up on mortals later. He had an important job to do by helping Greenborrow determine if other members of the fae were missing and how many. He really was on his way to do that. He just happened also to be finishing the patrol his parents had started. He’d watched as they had cleaned the sites they’d found. He’d even helped at the last two, so he knew he was more than capable if he should run into a battle site in need of cleaning.
It didn’t make sense to him why all the fae viewed the humans the way they did, not when they had other creatures to fear. Hmmm, he was young and had never met a human in person. Perhaps it wasn’t right to judge.
Shadowlight turned down a new game trail, and the scent of Riven and old battle hit him full across all his senses. He skidded to a halt, scenting the air, seeking the direction of the highest concentration. Ah. There, to the left of the track he was presently following. He took his time studying the immediate area for dangers and ambushes. His mother’s hamadryad had shown him a great many survival skills while he gestated inside her. He saw no reason not to trust to her teachings.
Even with his concealment magic shrouding him from view, he prowled along on all fours, making as little noise as possible. When he’d taken in the scene thoroughly, he studied it a few moments more to be sure.
Scattered across the ground, like boulders left by a retreating glacier, several broken bodies of human and Riven origin lay in a haphazard circle around the base of a balsam fir. Even the evergreen’s pungent fragrance couldn’t hide the breath-stealing scent of violent death and the stomach-souring stench of Riven taint.
The stench burned his nose, tongue, and throat, but he ignored those senses and focused on others as he eased into the immediate area. He called his magic and rid the earth of the demon-tainted corpses first, and then the human bodies next. He added a prayer to speed their souls into the next life.
He noted some of the humans had died from mortal wounds inflicted by the attacking Riven, while others showed apparent signs of Riven infection. The sharp fangs and claws were some of the earliest signs of contamination. Interestingly, a few of the humans must have swiftly come to understand what their companions were turning into and ended them before the change made them harder to kill.
He continued to cleanse the land, following a trail of broken underbrush and trampled greenery.
Here, there were fresher signs. He came upon another Riven body where it had crawled away from the battle. He glanced at the signs on the ground again. No, it hadn’t been crawling away, it had been creeping in pursuit of something else. A second blood trail led away from the battle.
The Riven, its mad hunger driving it ever onward, had managed to crawl quite a distance with only one leg. The other looked to have been sheared off by one of the human weapons his sister had warned him about. During last night’s battle with the Riven, he’d heard the terrible noise the guns made, and he’d already seen the damage many times while he aided his parents purifying the forest. But that hadn’t been what killed the Riven.
Shadowlight glanced down at the body once more before summoning magic to dispose of it. Had this one not been driven to continue the hunt for its prey, it might have survived the night.
But judging by how the head had been severed from its neck, he guessed its intended ‘prey’ had gotten tired of being hunted and had set an ambush for the Riven. He continued his search with more caution than earlier. This battle’s participants might not all be as dead as he’d first thought. Easing into deeper shadows, he continued his hunt. When he reached the blood trail’s end, he found two more Riven and a human soldier. The human lay propped against an old giant of a tree, his body wedged between two of its massive roots.
Braced against the soldier’s drawn up legs, the long metal device, which he’d learned was what made the fierce sounds and tore the flesh of its victims to shreds by using many tiny projectiles, lay dormant.
Of the two Riven, one was still alive, but impaled on a trap. The other one to the left side of the soldier was dead. Its body torn with ragged tears. This one had also been decapitated, and not with the swift, clean stroke of a sword. It looked more like it had been hacked at repeatedly with a smaller blade. The wounds spoke of desperation, or perhaps the last fierce strength of one knowing his own end was at hand but was determined to take another of the enemy with him.
Surprise and respect stirred in Shadowlight’s heart. Here was one of Light’s champions, found among the humans, but a hero all the same. The human’s heart still beat, as weak and labored as his breathing, but it would not for much longer, not with the wounds he had suffered.
Besides, the soldier had sustained several Riven bites, and their taint was already infiltrating his body. He would grant the soldier a merciful death once he’d dealt with the other remaining Riven.
This Riven squirmed and thrashed as it tried to free itself from where it was impaled on a broken sapling.  Clever human to have set the trap and used himself as bait.
Even with the terrible wounds, including one that had taken most of one arm, the Riven continued its slow, painful struggle toward the human.
Shadowlight didn’t know what it planned to do once it reached its destination. It wasn’t as if the human could become anymore tainted. One of his father’s memories surfaced and slid along his consciousness. Ah, that was the Riven’s plan. The demon soul within had concluded its host body was too damaged to repair and the human only a few strides away was a better option to act as host until another was found. Together the old Riven spirit and the new one developing within the human’s soul would find a place to hide for a time, and then start infecting others to rebuild their numbers.
Shadowlight growled softly and released his concealment spell, wanting the Riven to know what was going to send it back to the dark. When the beast became aware of something other than its human target, the Riven glanced up at Shadowlight, flashing its fangs in a mix of surprise and defiance.
Shadowlight unleashed a lance of destroying light and sent it cascading deep into the heart of the misbegotten beast. The Riven opened its mouth wide in a silent scream and then blew apart into a hundred thousand wisps of shadow and light. With its destruction, the forest around Shadowlight already felt cleaner. He turned his attention to the human-killed Riven next, vanishing its taint with the same purifying spell.
He scanned the immediate area looking for other Riven but sensed only the taint of their spilled blood. He went to work on that, wanting to postpone the other grisly task for a few moments more.
“Enemy of my enemy is my friend. Or some shit like that,” a voice gasped close at hand. Shadowlight swung his attention back to where the soldier lay. He’d thought the soldier was unconscious, but he was wrong. A set of dark brown eyes studied him under thick dark lashes.
“Do a girl a favor and do to me what you just did to those things.” She coughed and then gasped in pain.
Shadowlight paced closer until he was almost on top of the soldier. This close he could scent the soldier’s female essence over all the blood, gore, and taint. Not a male like he’d first thought.
“Don’t know what you are,” she choked out, and then dragged the back of her hand across her bloody lips, “and don’t really care as long as you kill me before I turn into one of those evil bastards. I can feel it growing inside. But it fears you.”
Curious, Shadowlight hunched down next to the human.
She studied him in turn, her gaze lacking fear. His mother’s memories showed that for some, when death came for them, it was a relief and they did not fear the end. While others cried and begged and pleaded, fighting against what came next until their last breath.
“I am a gargoyle,” he said into the silence.
“Gargoyle, eh?” She seemed to think his words over for a moment. “Well, Gargoyle, since you’re no friend of those things…”
“Riven,” he supplied and then added, “No. They serve the Dark, not the Light.”
“Riven. Suits them. Can I count on you…?” She held a knife in one hand, likely the one she’d used to kill the Riven, and gave it a little shake. “Can’t seem to do it myself.”
No, she wouldn’t. The Riven taint wouldn’t let her. It needed a viable host to anchor it to this realm.
Shadowlight took the blade from her. He didn’t need it to finish her off, but he wanted something to postpone what he’d have to do next. He’d seen his mother and father do what needed doing several times this night. As for himself, he’d yet to end any life not already a Riven. Those ones were already dead in one sense. This human watching him with her pain-filled eyes was something else altogether, and he feared the act of ending her would change him in some way. He suddenly felt his age. He wanted his mother or father at his side.
But they weren’t here. And the human was.
She was young. Although several years older than him. From what he’d seen and sensed, she was brave and as honorable as a gargoyle. He couldn’t leave her bright spirit to be overtaken and enslaved by the Riven tainting it.
Yet, he found himself reluctant to end her life even though it was required.
The Riven taint was too deeply embedded to be routed out by normal magical means. While he had powerful healing abilities and could fight off Riven taint with little effort, the human had no such reserves left.
His dryad mother was a healer, and her knowledge and memories told him his magic could heal the human’s injuries, but the Riven taint was not something that could be healed. It had to be hunted down and eradicated first.
By its very nature, his magic-laced gargoyle blood was designed for hunting and eradicating evil. A blood exchange would kill the Riven taint, but there was a good chance the human wouldn’t survive it either. If she did, what then? She’d be tied to him for life, just like the unicorn was to Gregory.
And that was just with one blood exchange. He feared this would take many more. All his knowledge came from his parents’ memories, but neither of them had ever had reason to heal a human in such a way. He wasn’t even sure it would work.
A brave human was dying at his feet, worse than dying actually. He had to help, or at least try.
“Little human, can you still hear me?”
She blinked her eyes open and then took a moment to focus on him. “Yes. Just do it. You’re running out of time. It’s growing stronger.”
“You are brave. Stronger, I think, than many of your kind. There may be another way to help you.” Shadowlight dropped down onto his haunches and mantled his wings around himself. He really didn’t want to kill her, sensing it might darken a part of his soul if he did.  “Gargoyle blood contains powerful healing and purifying magic. If I share my blood with you, it would hunt down the Riven taint in yours and destroy it. However, it might also kill you along with the taint.”
She laughed, and it turned into a groan. “God, this is the strangest conversation I’ve ever had. I’m worse than dead without your help. So what if your blood kills me?”
“Yes, but it would be a painful death.” Shadowlight gave a little shrug. “I could grant you a quicker death with my talons. However, if you are not afraid of pain, I would prefer to heal you.”
“Can’t believe I’m talking to a hallucination. On the off chance this is real, I’d be stupid to say no. Besides, I really want to get revenge on the bastards who did this.”
Her voice drifted into silence, and he realized she’d just passed out again. She’d given consent, though, hadn’t she?
Shadowlight gave another little shrug. He understood her reasoning. If he’d been in a similar circumstance, he’d want a second chance to live, to hunt down his enemies, to avenge his family. Because that’s what he sensed when she’d talked of revenge. The men who had died here with her were like family.
He brought his wrist up to his muzzle. A swift, sharp nip and his fangs sliced through his skin and his own blood coated his lips. Scanning the human, he sought the locations of the Riven bites. Finding five in total, he dripped his own blood upon them.
With a strangled hiss of pain, she gasped and her eyes snapped open. He used the opportunity to press his bleeding wrist to her lips. She choked and sputtered at first, trying to spit out his blood, but he merely pushed his wrist harder against her lips.
“Drink, it’s your only chance at life, and even then, a slim one.”
The human’s wide-eyed stare didn’t change at first, but after a moment his words must have sunk in because she forced herself to swallow.
Her fingers wrapped around his forearm with a desperate strength as the muscles along her neck tensed and flexed as she fought past her natural gag reflex. The hard-fought battle drained away the last of her strength, and her fingers loosened their grip, but her iron will won the fight, conquering her aversion to his blood. Though, by her deep grimace and occasional muffled gag, she didn’t like it. To be honest, he took no joy in the act either. It simply hurt.
She jerked her head to the side.
“Enough.” She held up a hand, which trembled with near violence. “If you force me to drink more, I swear, I’ll throw up all over you.”
Shadowlight didn’t know how much blood was required but took her at her word and instead held his wrist over her bite marks again.
“Dammit, that hurts!”
He nodded. “It’s working then.”
“Fuck. You don’t say!” She curled into a fetal position and buried her face in her forearms. It did little to muffle her pained sounds.
“There is no one else near,” he offered helpfully. “You can scream if you want.”
“Good to know,” she gasped and shuddered. “Might take you up on your offer later.”
“Or I can knock you unconscious, though it might be better if you remain alert enough to tell me how you feel.” He paused and lapped at his bleeding wrist so his saliva would aid in healing the small wound. After a brief internal debate, he decided to tell her the truth. “I’ve never done a blood exchange or healing before. I’m too young and have never had the chance. Although, I know how it is done.”
She looked up, her expression etched with pain, her brown skin sweat-covered and taking on an ashen, greyish tint. “Seriously?”
If she would have said more, it was stolen by a convulsion gripping her body.
He sat next to her and then gathered her up against his side so she wouldn’t beat herself black and blue against the tree’s gnarled old roots. The Riven taint was putting up a good fight, but he sensed his blood was winning. Soon, there would be nowhere in her body it could hide.
“Distract me,” she managed after the first wave of convulsions past. “Young. How young?”
He didn’t see any point in lying. The truth couldn’t harm her.
Besides, he wanted to make friends. The few fae he’d interacted with treated him with the greatest respect but were aloof and cold. Well, perhaps not Greenborrow. The leshii seem genuinely interested in offering friendship. Something about this human’s boldness and quick mouth reminded him of the leshii.
“I’m eight.”
“Eight?” She eyed him from the tips of his horns all the way down to where his talons dug into the soft loam. “Eight what? Eight years?!”
He stopped lapping at his wrist. “Yes.”
“Are you fully grown?”
“No.”
“Lord,” she choked. “If you’re a child of your kind, I don’t want to meet any adults.”
“My father is only a little taller. Hmmm…it’s probably best if you don’t meet him just yet.”
Shadowlight decided his parents probably wouldn’t be happy about what he’d done.
Perhaps not Lillian or Gregory either. Gran? She seemed the most open. Maybe he could confide in her once the human was healed. Yes, that sounded like a good idea.
Decision made, he looked back down at the human. She was unconscious again, but she breathed. A quick survey of her wounds showed they were still grievous. However, he thought she might live.
For now, he would have to find a place to hide her from the other fae. Once she was healed, there wasn’t anything the others could do. They’d eventually see the good in her.
They wouldn’t harm another of Light’s warriors, after all.
With a happy snort, he scooped up the human and headed back toward home. After he stashed the human somewhere safe and wove a spell of protection, he’d find Greenborrow as his father had ordered. Later, when no one would miss him, he’d come back and tend to the human’s wounds and then find a more permanent place to stash her.




Chapter 4
“Come on,” Lillian held out what she called a polo shirt and gave it a vigorous shake. “Put. The. Shirt. On. Now. They’re almost here.”
Gregory stood across from her and returned her frown. It wasn’t actually cold, even though a rain shower had moved in while they discussed plans.
Lillian worried and fretted he wouldn’t be dressed in time before the human soldiers arrived. He scrounged for what the healers were called, something uniquely complicated only they would come up with. Oh, yes, medical technicians. He still couldn’t get particularly worked up about humans. Besides, he was now in human form, dressed in human fashion—which he hated. It was a passably warm day even with the rain shower. He saw no reason to wear the unnecessary layer the shirt represented. Even his fragile human hide could maintain enough heat without it.
“Do I have to get Gran in here?” Lillian asked, one fist planting itself against her hip, while the other one held the shirt in a white-knuckled grip.
Gregory huffed, finding the situation humorous. He stepped up to Lillian, closed one hand around the shirt, and the other around the back of her head and pressed their lips together.
Being in human form had some benefits. He deepened the kiss and was rewarded by Lillian softening into his touch. She relaxed against him. Both hands came up to caress the muscles of his chest, the shirt long forgotten. He debated dropping it on the floor to free his other hand to roam. Unfortunately, his ears picked up the sound of a sharp rapping at the front door.
A pity, he would have liked to have seen where the kissing would have led. He liked the new relationship he’d been building with his Sorceress. Alas, the humans were at the gates, and he needed to be on his best behavior. He’d promised, after all.
He broke the kiss, and Lillian made a little sound of protest. Giving her a lazy grin and a quick peck on the cheek, he said, “That’s the going rate for me to play at human and suffering the full regalia that goes with it.”
Gregory admitted a touch sheepishly that he liked using a few of the human terms—they needed so little added explanation. Lillian didn’t seem to see the humor and huffed like a quail disturbed from its daytime roost.
“Now…”
“Is not the time to argue,” he said and pulled the shirt over his head. “The humans are at the front door and impatient to get in if that’s what the repeated, heavy-handed pounding means.
Lillian grumbled something less than delicate under her breath, and then grabbed his hand and tugged him toward the door.
“Do you remember the details of your cover story if someone attempts small talk?” Lillian asked as she started down the stairs.
“Every word.”
Gregory allowed himself to be steered toward the big armchair and then be pushed down into it. A moment later a cup of something hot was shoved in one hand and a couple cookies in the other. The television was still on, and the coffee table was loaded with food and what Lillian called a board game.
Gran had clearly engineered the scene to look as natural as possible.
Gregory ate the cookies and reached for the nearest plate with his favorite type—the ones with the warm, chewy dark substance called chocolate. It was regrettable they were entirely bad for one’s body. He scooped up another handful. If he was going to sit through this episode, which involved willingly shedding blood for one’s enemy, he’d take his reward first.
Still wearing an apron coated with a fine layer of flour from all her baking efforts, Gran walked past him on her way to the front door, seemingly unconcerned with the newcomers’ arrival. Lillian, on the other hand, was fussing nervously with plates, saucers, and teacups.
While the door swung inward, Gregory studied Lillian’s expression and body language—which was supposed to reflect mild surprise but was in fact so false anyone who looked upon her would surely become suspicious. He reached out and slung an arm around her waist and dragged her into his lap.
Her yelp of surprise sounded far more genuine than any act.
He took a sip from his mug and nearly spat it back out. Black coffee, hot enough to burn three layers of skin off the roof of his mouth. With a deep grimace, he forced himself to swallow the offensive liquid while he glanced toward the door with natural curiosity. A medical technician and three other soldiers stomped through the front entrance.
Gran dusted the flour off her hands and held one out in greeting, but the human in the lead merely looked for a place to set down his equipment.
One of the other soldiers, not one Gregory had seen before, addressed Gran. “I assume you’ve been keeping up with the news and know about giving samples for testing. It’s voluntary, but we strongly suggest everyone get tested to rule out possible health complications.”
Gran gestured the newcomer in farther and closed the door. “By all means. Anything we can do to help. Although, I have to say I’m confused by one thing. Wouldn’t it make more sense to have people report to a hospital if they start to feel sick?”
The medical technician spoke up, his response sounding like something he’d already said several times in the last hour. “If there is any chance of illness, we want to quarantine it early to stop any possible spread.”
“Ah, that’s the first bit of wisdom I’ve heard since all this began.” Gran smiled as she rolled up her shirt sleeves until she’d exposed a good bit of her forearm.
Gregory watched, a touch curious, as the human sat on a chair next to the one Gran had dropped down on.
The procedure was over quickly though he didn’t think Gran liked to see the small vial sticking out of her arm. She’d gone a little pale and looked away. Once it was over, and she was holding a small bit of cotton to the tiny injury, she looked up and met Gregory’s eyes with a little shudder. “I hate needles. Never could stand the sight of my own blood.”
Jason took his turn in the chair, and the procedure was repeated just as painlessly. Lillian struggled out of his lap, and he let her take the chair next. He stood a moment later and made his way over to her side, attempting to appear bored and unconcerned.
And he was—about giving blood. But he didn’t have to like how the human soldier in charge wandered over to hover at Lillian’s shoulder. This wasn’t a random male interest in a pretty female.
Gregory smiled. Clever humans. This one was hoping his mere presence would cause Lillian’s family to make a mistake. He also gathered from the male’s mind that there were others nearby with some kind of device that allowed them to see and hear what was going on within. He squelched the urge to wave at them in the human way to see how they would react.
“Your turn,” Lillian said in a falsely cheery voice. Gregory grunted and sat down. He exposed his arm like he’d seen the others do. There was a poke, and then he caught a faint whiff of his magic-laced blood. Had he been in gargoyle form, the tiny blood drawing device would not even have penetrated his skin.
This had to be the first time in all his existence he’d allowed an enemy to claim first blood without a fight.
The Mortal Realm offered him new delights every day. He was turning towards the medical person to see if he could intimidate him out of annoyance and sheer boredom, when a sharp knock sounded at the door.
Gran was already halfway there by the time Gregory transferred his attention from the medical technician to the door. He stretched his senses outward and already had the newest arrival identified before he’d even entered.
Gran opened the door, and Major Resnick stepped in, a greeting already on his lips.
“Vivian, always nice to see you,” he shook her hand and then stepped around her after a moment and made straight for Lillian.
The human at Gregory’s elbow removed the needle and put a small bit of cotton and a tiny bandage over the site. Gregory managed not to sneer. The tiny wound had already healed as soon as the metal was removed from his arm.
“Lillian, good to see you again,” Resnick continued in his disarming small talk. “I take it the equine escape artists haven’t run off into the woods lately?”
Eyes narrowing, Gregory studied the human warrior. Something was off.
Resnick was a capable, astute leader. The type to take in a situation, study it from different angles, and then come to a tactical decision. Sociable, he was not. He’d probably prefer to take a bullet rather than make small talk.
Lillian frowned and then gave a truthful, “I hope not. If they have, I’m sure they’ll be found.”
“Always glad to help.” Resnick turned his attention fully to Gregory. “And you must be Lillian’s mysterious fiancé, which no one in town has met.”
Gregory straightened from the chair and towered over the other humans in the room.
Even in human form, he didn’t see the need to cram himself down into a smaller form than absolutely required. Of course, magic and shapeshifting didn’t have size limits. However, Gregory was just more comfortable seeing things from a particular vantage point.
Making Major Resnick crane his head to look him in the eyes…that was an added benefit. Rather juvenile, but mildly rewarding all the same.
“Name’s Gregory,” he mimicked what he’d seen on television and held out his hand to the human, “Nice to meet you, Major. Lillian told me about your meeting in the woods.”
“Ah, as I told her, I’m always glad to be a help. Besides, it was nice meeting another of Vivian’s delightful clan.”
Gregory chuckled at the human’s far from a subtle inquiry. He stared down at the human, allowing a touch of challenge and his millenniums-old gargoyle nature to rouse and show in his eyes.
To the human’s credit, he held his gaze and returned Gregory’s unvoiced challenge.
Gran came up to them before anything more interesting developed.
“Major Resnick, can I interest you and your friends in some refreshments? There’s a pot of coffee in the kitchen, and the cookies are still warm.”
A couple of the humans showed mild interest, but Resnick merely shook his head.
“Another time. We still have several stops to make.” He gave Gran a smile that held a hint of true warmth before glancing back at Gregory. “Don’t worry. As soon as everything settles, I’m sure I’ll find a reason to stop by.”
With that less than subtle remark, Resnick, followed by his men, departed without so much as a goodbye or a glance behind. Then again, they hadn’t come to exchange human niceties.
Curiously, Lillian had grabbed a pen and pad of paper off the end table and was furiously scrawling some message.
When she was finished, she tore off the top sheet and slapped it to his chest and began again.
He read her messy writing. ‘Way to blend in! Ever heard of the word subtle? It’s a concept you really need to work on.’
A grin stretched across Gregory’s lips.
Gran folded her arms under her breasts and directed a deep frown at him, and then jerked her chin in the direction of the kitchen.
Ah, he was about to get an ear full from more than one female. Lovely. Only in the Mortal Realm did he receive scoldings.
He followed Gran and Lillian into the kitchen and then down the stairs to the basement. They continued past the wine cellar and on into the secret rooms and tunnels where the magic-forged weapons were being stored.
Their presence reminded him that he would need to solve this human dilemma quickly so the Clan and Coven could continue with the preparations for war with the Lady of Battles.
“It’s safe to talk,” Gran said when Lillian motioned at her own lips in question.
“Good, because we need to be ready to move. They aren’t going to waste time getting that blood analyzed.”
Gran nodded her head at Lillian’s words. “Exactly right. Gregory, your magic allows you to hide, but your ability to shapeshift might be more useful to us at this point.”
“You wish to change our plans?” Gregory, still in human form, quirked an eyebrow and rather enjoyed the novelty. “What did you have in mind?”
“I think it would be safer to swap out our samples while they are still in route. Certainly, easier than trying to get inside the military’s HQ afterward. If you can impersonate one of those medical technicians, you might be able to switch the samples with no one the wiser. Unlike one of the other coven members, if you’re caught, you can extract yourself far more quickly and easily. Though dear, try not to vanish before their very eyes. That’s likely to do more harm than good.”
Lillian’s brother came in carrying a box, which looked exactly like the type the humans had put the blood samples in.
He didn’t smell a hint of magic upon it, so Jason or another Coven member had done what Lillian would have called a little ‘sleight of hand.’ Gregory smiled. He’d always been fond of efficiency.
“Do you think you can impersonate one of the humans and switch the samples in time?” Stress thickened Lillian’s voice. It was cute how she still worried about him.
“Yes, but I’ll have Darkness shadow me in case I get into trouble I can’t get out of.”
Lillian’s expression darkened. When he touched her thoughts, he picked up that she worried two gargoyles could muck up far more quickly than one alone.
He smiled. She might be right.
He’d definitely bring the other gargoyle along. Then he frowned, realizing something else. “You’ll have to come, too. The collars won’t allow us to be apart.”
Lillian nodded. “You’re right. Unfortunately, I don’t know how to take on another human appearance.”
“You won’t need to. You’ll merely be maintaining your gargoyle form and shadow magic.”
“Never was very good at that, in case you didn’t notice.”
“I’ll help. Besides, you’ll find it easier now with the abundance of magic in this Realm.”
“Yeah, about that.” Lillian fingered her own tattoo. “After that last big healing spell you did, I couldn’t stay gargoyle and shifted back to dryad me. How do we know I’ll fare any better this time?”
“We don’t.” He shrugged. “But we’ll consider this the first test.”
“That’s so not reassuring.”
Gregory huffed with humor and then allowed Gran to hustle him from the room. She continued to direct them outside and into a waiting vehicle. Lillian gave him a little shove when he balked at getting in. He’d never been inside one of the little boxy things.
Lillian strapped him in and then hopped in the back unable to contain her laughter. His human face was probably more expressive than he’d intended, but he hadn’t realized he’d be using the human’s mode of travel.
Gran grinned at him and then the vehicle bumped and jolted into motion in such a way he was sure a few internal organs were still trying to catch up.
To distract himself from the unpleasantness of his present situation, he called to Darkness and River.
“We may need you both. Come to me as swiftly as you can.”
“Yes, Lord Protector,” Darkness answered with his respectful tones. “We will come at once.”
Not that now was the time for an idle chat, but he would have appreciated it if the other gargoyle could have been a longer distraction.
Gran took another corner at high speed, and he found himself gripping the part of the vehicle Lillian’s memories had labeled ‘the dash.’
As if the thought of her was enough to catch her attention, she tapped him on the shoulder and then gave him a look of sympathy. “Hey, Gran. We need to be alive to switch the samples. If we’re all killed in an accident, it’s not going to help the other Clan or Coven members.”
“Oh, please.” Gran huffed loud enough to make any gargoyle proud. “I’m barely speeding. Besides, we need to get you to the rendezvous point with all haste.”
Gregory dug the fingers of one hand into the dashboard and braced his other against the roof of the vehicle as the car jerked forward with greater speed.
He dared to send a glower in Gran’s direction but held his silence.
Gran took another hard turn. The vehicle shuddered as one wheel caught the gravel at the side of the road. Vivian didn’t even flinch. Gregory couldn’t say the same thing about his stomach. He locked his jaws and sent a silent prayer to the Father with the hope he’d live to see the Magic Realm again. Preferably, before the Mortal Realm and its citizens killed him.




Chapter 5
Gregory survived the trip though he did wonder if a few of his organs were still somewhere back at the crossroads where Gran had taken a hard left without slowing. She’d eventually stomped on the brakes and pulled over. From there, they’d continued on foot, much to his immense pleasure. If they’d remained in the car much longer, Gregory might have thrown up all over the dash like his stomach had been urging. Riding in a truck’s bed was much preferable. Inside a car? Never again.
Movement flashed between the trees ahead, but Gregory wasn’t worried, he’d sensed the messenger spell’s approach long before it came close. The tiny hummingbird spell zipped over and landed in Gran’s outstretched hand. It glowed brightly for a few seconds and then the spell dissolved into mist.
“Greenborrow and Russet report they found a dying tree willing to sacrifice itself for our needs,” Gran said. “They say it landed nicely across the road. Major Resnick’s group has discovered the problem and are on their radios calling for equipment to remove the tree.”
Lillian cleared her throat. “Resnick and company won’t stay and watch the tree being cleared. They’ll likely commandeer the newcomers’ vehicles.”
“Exactly,” Gran said with an accompanying nod. “And you and Gregory need to insert yourselves with them before that. Now would be a good time to do a little physical remodeling.”
After a quick search through Lillian’s memories for the meaning, Gregory grinned belatedly. Yes, that was a good description of what he was about to do.
He reached for his magic instinctively, only to have it remain dormant. He touched his throat. How had he forgotten the damn tattoo?
“Oh,” Lillian muttered. “Sorry. Gregory, you have my permission to shapeshift.”
When he called his magic a second time, it answered, flooding him with its abundance. As the frosty chill spread through him, he focused on the mental image and essence of the human who had drawn his blood. His magic spiked, a wave raced over his body and sank its chill bone-deep. His body accepted the new form between one heartbeat and the next.
Lillian blinked at him. “Damn, that’s fast. When will I be able to manage that kind of speed?”
Gregory laughed, the tone different than usual due to the changes in his body. “A few millennium’s worth of practice helps.”
“I suppose it would.” Lillian glanced down at her body. “You think I should be in gargoyle form? You’re certain?”
Certain? No. Yet he didn’t want her playing a female soldier. If she were found out, she’d be an easy target. He didn’t like the idea of her ghosting him in gargoyle form much better, but at least this way she could remain invisible and run or fight much more efficiently. He would have left her behind, guarded by the other fae if it wasn’t for the cursed brand around his throat.
“I’m certain. Gargoyle form is your best defense.”
“Yeah, knew you were going to say that.” Lillian didn’t waste time, though. She stripped off her outer clothing down to her loincloth and crisscrossing breast band, both of which he’d spelled so they would shapeshift with her.
Gran stepped back and turned her attention out into the forest as if to watch for danger. Gregory didn’t bother with the same ruse, more concerned about how her tattoo might react to her shapeshifting.
Lillian dropped to her knees and bowed her head. After three slow even breaths, magic flowed along her skin, and black wings with a hint of crimson at the edges sprang out of her back. She made a small hissing growl as her body continued its change.
When it was over, Lillian looked up at him, her wings drooping along her sides. Then with a full body shake, she folded them tight to her back and stepped up to him. After a quick glance down at her limbs and tail, where she was clearly counting body parts, she looked back at him.
“Well, I’m all here. Guess that went well.” She stepped closer and then her expression morphed into a toothy grin. “I’m taller than you. How’s that for novelty?”
She came to stand nearly toe to toe with him and proceeded to sniff at his hair, leaving his face until last. He stood stoic, waiting for what was coming next.
Lillian didn’t disappoint. Her rumbling laugh filled his senses a moment before her warm, wet tongue licked him from chin to hairline.
He refused to rise to her baiting or wipe a forearm across his face. When she didn’t get a reaction, she huffed and dropped to all fours. “You’re no fun.”
“I try not to be,” he answered with half his attention focused on the forest track. They would need to move quickly if he was to infiltrate the human ranks. He set a brisk pace and Lillian trotted at his side, quickly outpacing him.
She rolled an eye and then an ear at him. Changing directions, she galloped back to his side.
She was having far too much fun at his expense, Gregory decided.
“You’re too slow. We’ll never make it in time.” She dipped her one wing as she sidled up next to him. “Get on. It’ll be faster.”
Gregory frowned. He was supposed to carry her—that was the natural order of things. He grunted unhappily. Nothing about this life was normal. Why should this be any different? Besides, she was right. They were running out of time.
With an annoyed huff, he swung a leg over her back and mounted. He’d barely settled in place before she set off down a game trail that led in the general direction they needed.
Every time she leaped over a fallen tree or swerved around a broad trunk in their path, he thought his human-formed body would fail him, and he’d find himself sprawled on the ground in an ungraceful heap.
∞∞∞
 
Ahead, flashes of light glimmered through the trees, marking the road and the site where the tree had come down to block it.
Even with his dulled senses, he could see and hear the humans as they organized themselves. Some were examining the tree—yes, that was Major Resnick studying its base. His suspicious little heart wouldn’t find anything more than a rot-hollowed trunk. The dryad and leshii required nothing as mundane as an ax to fell a tree.
Lillian rolled an eye at him. “I hear the other vehicles approaching from the east. They will be here within minutes.”
“We have time enough. Besides, I think the leshii already has the humans in hand.”
Lillian slowed and then came to a stop ten feet from the road’s edge, where the shadows were still thick enough to hide them even without the use of magic.
Gregory reached for her thoughts, merging with a little affectionate caress of his mind against hers. “Call your concealment spell and then follow my lead. You’ll have to run alongside the road and shadow the vehicles the whole way. You can’t allow more than twenty feet between us during the journey or the collars will activate.”
“I’ll stay close. I promise.” She sounded determined.
“Your gargoyle body can reach speeds greater than even I can run, but I don’t think you’ll have to test your limits today.” He jerked his chin to the left where the leshii was making his way to their location. “I have a feeling Greenborrow might have some surprises for the humans if his grin is anything to go by.”
Lillian flicked an ear in the leshii’s direction. “He knows we’re not here to hurt the humans, right?”
Gregory started to nod and then changed his mind.
“Greenborrow,” he warned. “The humans are not game for you to hunt.”
The leshii snorted. “My dear boy, the humans are always game but don’t worry. You can tell your lovely lady her humans are safe from harm. I only plan to have a little fun at their expense.”
“Do nothing to expose us and endanger Lillian.”
“Never, you two are far more fun than the humans.”
Gregory huffed. “How reassuring. What other plans do you have to distract the humans?”
“A few, but unfortunately nothing that will occupy them long enough to allow you time to sort the samples here.” The leshii shrugged. “You’ll have to do the switching once you’re deep in their lair.”
“I’ll manage.”
“If you’re caught trying to switch out the Coven’s samples, it will be an admission of guilt as surely as if you signed a written confession.”
Gregory nodded in agreement. Really, how hard could it be to switch a few small samples of blood?




Chapter 6
Lillian had merely bobbed her head and agreed to their plans. Which was how she found herself hunched down behind the substantial body of the last military vehicle in line. The leshii was some distance ahead, herding a mother bear and her cub closer to the line of vehicles. As far as distractions go, it was creative. She just didn’t know if it would be useful or bloodless. She didn’t like the idea of some poor bear accidentally getting shot.
Gregory waited in the shadows to the left of her position. With her shoulder pressed against the armored vehicle’s back end, the vials in question only mere feet from her, she was sorely tempted to snatch the vials and run if it would save Gregory from having to brave the dragon’s den.
Unfortunately, her concealment spell couldn’t hide the vehicle without causing a stir so she couldn’t switch the samples even if she had the substitutes in her hand.
Still, it was tempting.
Lillian buried the impulse and waited, looking instead at the spell Greenborrow had given her. It glowed softly between the fingers of her right hand. The leshii had instructed her not to touch herself with it and to make sure when she captured her target, she got good skin contact. The leshii promised the human would be asleep before he hit the ground. Simple.
Lillian studied the four-inch span of glowing magic suspended above the tips of her talons. The spell resembled a spider’s web, but the filaments shifted and swirled to her sight in a way no spider could manage.
A sudden snapping of twigs and the shaking of underbrush near at hand had her switching her attention back to the forest just as a waist-high ball of fur burst onto the road.
Several flashlights tracked the noise and homed in on the bear cub within seconds. The half-grown cub squalled in alarm at the bright light and then bolted for the second vehicle in line, where its back-passenger door was still hanging open. The cub made for what it likely mistook as a dark cave-like interior and vanished within.
A holler came from inside the vehicle, followed by an ‘oh shit’ and both front doors burst open. The soldiers inside jumped out, their guns already trained on the armored vehicle’s dark interior as they slowly backed away.
Major Resnick’s familiar voice rose over the other surprised exclamations. “Turner. Winslow. Grab the tranquilizers.”
Lillian divided her attention between the two soldiers making their way toward the back of the first armored vehicle, and Resnick, where he stood facing the patch of forest that had first spat out the cub.
He held his big-ass gun at the ready, Lillian noted.
From the darkness about thirty feet to the left of the road, she heard the mother bear’s approach. The bear let out a huffing growl, which the cub answered with a loud distress call. At the sound, the mother’s lumbering walk changed into a rolling, powerful run.
“And here comes momma.” Resnick’s voice held a hint of ‘you’ve got to be kidding me,’ but he was otherwise nonchalant about the charging, angry mother bear. He calmly gestured everyone to move behind the vehicles. “Turner. Winslow,” he added without taking his eyes off the forest.
“Ready, sir.”
“As soon as you see the first hint of her black hide.”
Lillian’s attention swung back to her own target only to find he’d moved. Now he was flanked by two other soldiers, his gun trained on the forest.
Gregory wasn’t going to be happy, but they didn’t have time for a new plan. With luck, she could snatch the human and vanish before the other two soldiers noticed.
With her concealment spell firmly around her body, she stalked her target and was in position at the exact moment the bear ran onto the road. It was a smallish black bear, Lillian noticed as she slapped one hand over the human’s mouth and wrapped the other around his wrist. The soldier went limp in her arms, and miracle of miracles, his badass gun didn’t go off.
She dragged him a short distance from the road and realized the dryad, Russet, had joined her. Together, they began stripping the soldier.
Gregory joined them a moment later and motioned them off. “Order me to use my magic,” he whispered in her ear. “It will be faster.”
Lillian’s tail flicked in mild agitation. Now that was an ambiguous command, but she was in a potentially dangerous situation, which might give Gregory more freedom over his magic.
After uttering the command softly, she sat back on her haunches.
There wasn’t much to see, actually. A flickering of the shadows and then Gregory was wearing the soldier’s uniform.
He made a sour face and then tugged and pulled at the clothing for a moment before reaching down for the gun. He swung the strap over his shoulder and adjusted it like he knew what he was doing.
She wondered if he did. When he’d scanned the soldier earlier, he might have gained more than just his likeness.
Gregory took up position like the soldier had held earlier. None of the other humans seemed aware of the switch.
Lillian sought out what had transpired with the leshii’s little bear drama. The bear in question was lumbering around still, but completely unfocused and lacking coordination. After a quick scan, she spotted the tranquilizer dart embedded in the bear’s shoulder. The cub had rejoined its mother. Neither man nor beast looked harmed.
Mission accomplished.
Lillian eased back into deeper shadows as the mother bear and cub lumbered into the forest to sleep off the drugs.
By the look of things, the bears wouldn’t make it far, but Lillian knew the leshii would watch over them and see to their safety.
The growing rumble of approaching vehicles announced the next part of the plan was about to commence, and this one would be far more dangerous.
The new vehicles and their tree-removal detail arrived. Lillian watched with misgivings as Gregory took his place inside one of the vehicles. When the first vehicle pulled away, Lillian ghosted behind.
She was only able to keep up with the convoy because of a few of the leshii’s other well-placed distractions, such as a herd of deer that ran up the road ahead of the vehicles for a short time, and later, a belligerent-looking moose no one was stupid enough to antagonize.
Resnick didn’t strike her as a suspicious man, but his bullshit meter had to be going off by now.
No matter how hard he looked, there would be nothing concrete he could point out to his superiors.
∞∞∞
 
Shadowlight stood over the unconscious medical technician hoping the male would wake up.
Surely one that was awake would prove much more interesting. He gave the human a nudge with his muzzle.
Nothing.
Greenborrow had ordered him to stay and watch the human so the leshii, Darkness, and River could track Major Resnick’s convoy and provide distractions to slow it so Lillian could keep pace.
Shadowlight would have loved to have taken part, but he was also pleased the leshii trusted him enough to have him watch this unconscious human.
The duty was one he’d gladly fulfill any other day. Unfortunately, it was keeping him from other commitments today.
It had been some hours since he’d given his blood to the female warrior he’d found in the forest. By now, his gargoyle blood would have finished ridding her of the Riven taint, or it would have killed her. She was a fighter. He thought she’d survive his blood, but in her present weakened condition, the elements might be enough to kill her.
Worry gnawed at his belly. He glanced down at the unconscious male at his feet.
By the look of it, this human would sleep for some hours yet. Shadowlight knew he was not overly far from where he’d stashed his rescued human. If he sprinted, he could be there and back in a relatively short time. The male human at his feet would be safe enough for now. He scented no predator nearby. All the activity on the road had driven everything else off long since.
Yes, he was sure it was for the best to check on his pet human. The one at his feet didn’t need him.




Chapter 7
The vehicle Gregory rode in came to an abrupt halt. The other passengers exited, and he followed their example, allowing himself a swift glance around at the other vehicles, military personnel, tall fences, and numerous buildings. All the above looked to have doubled or tripled in numbers since he’d last laid eyes on this place.
A sense of alert wariness hung in the air. The deceptive calm was like a banked fire just waiting for more fuel to burst into life once again.
Gregory silently admired their readiness. They couldn’t have had much in the way of peaceful rest in the day since the Siren and the Riven had clashed here in this land.
The humans had lost a number of their own in the battle—a battle the humans wouldn’t have understood because to them magic, be it good or evil, was nothing more than myth and legend.
But now they knew something dangerous was in the woods with them.
He could only imagine their confusion. Many of their patrols had come back, the signs of battle clear upon their bodies, but no memory of what had transpired, because he and the other fae had taken that from them.
Not for the first time, he wondered if he might have made a mistake with that decision.
However, there was no time to dwell on it now—the others were dispersing to their assigned tasks. So too must he.
Gregory sought the bundle of memories he’d borrowed from the human whose likeness he now wore. He sifted through them until he found what he needed. The way to the labs.
He reached his destination—some kind of portable building complex—without incident. Inside he found three other humans already crammed into the tight work areas. He made his way over to the only open workstation. Relying on his borrowed memories, he quickly popped open the two cases he’d brought with him.
The blood belonging to the magic wielders was easy enough to spot—it possessed a slight glow. One he could see, but not something a human could discern with the naked eye. Once he located the ones he wanted, a small touch of magic mirrored the markings from each vial onto the corresponding Coven-collected samples.
With Lillian’s immediate family done, he moved on to other Coven members, finding them in the sea of blood samples by the trace of magic present in them. This part took longer since some of these ones were at the other technicians’ stations.
A touch of concealment magic and skills a pickpocket would envy solved that particular hurdle.
But the speed with which he was accomplishing his task did nothing to sooth Lillian’s growing anxiety. He could smell the tang of her fear even inside the building.
“Do not worry,” he sent using their mental link. “I am almost finished here. Just. One. More. Ah, there. See, no epic disaster.”
“Well good for you, now hurry up and get out here. I just smelled a hint of Riven.”
Gregory paused, the last vial he’d switched halfway back to its case. “I’m on my way.”
He placed the vial back with its brethren, the human at the workstation none the wiser. With that done, he made his way out into the cooling evening air.
Lillian waited for him next to the building, concealed within the highest concentration of shadows she could find. He joined her after a quick scan of his surroundings. As he dragged in a deep breath, he caught the faint whiff she had noted.
“Yes, that’s Riven. Very faint. As we speculated, they captured or found Riven remains.” Gregory’s protective instincts flared to life.
He needed to hunt out the source of that scent and destroy every last trace so its evil couldn’t find a new host. Yet he needed to keep Lillian safe, too.
“They may have Whitethorn and Goswin. We need to rescue them if they do,” Lillian said, adding another complication to an already complex situation.
But she was correct.
“I’ll remain in this form for now and see how far I can get. I imagine where ever the scent leads will be as brightly lit as the place I just left. Shadows will not be plentiful, so don’t risk exposing yourself. We can send your father back here later to rescue Whitethorn and the sprite, should we find them.”
Without the collar limiting him, Gregory knew he could be in and out with no humans the wiser. He didn’t want to say as much to Lillian. He’d hurt her enough with his accusations about her failure in judgment concerning the Siren and the collars created by the Battle Goddess. That wound didn’t need picking at.
“Very well.” Lillian’s whisper drifted to him from the shadows to his immediate left. “Let’s do some recon.”
Her excitement at the thought of finding news of Whitethorn and Goswin washed over him in a fresh wave. As he started in the direction of what had been the town’s community center and arena complex, but was now the military’s main headquarters, he realized he felt better with a task to perform. Freeing himself from the collar might be beyond him at the moment, but friends, those were within his ability to save, or at least locate.
“You’ve got a plan?” she asked as they approached a closed gate with guards standing off to either side.
“Yes, banter around the names of the two top scientists I plucked from the human’s memories.”
“Handy that.”
He didn’t bother with a reply and stopped smartly before the gate. After saluting an officer who was exiting, he turned his attention back to the gate guards. One seemed familiar from his borrowed memories.
“Are Doctors Fleming or Rogers still inside? Major Resnick found something interesting, and he wants them to have a look.”
“Something more interesting than what is inside?” the guard questioned, a hint of surprise in his expression.
“No idea,” Gregory bluffed, “Major Resnick didn’t tell me, just ordered me to find Fleming and Rogers ASAP.”
“I saw Rogers return fifteen minutes ago, and Fleming hasn’t taken a break in hours. Whether you can pull them away from their labs long enough to come with you is another question altogether.” The guard shook his head. “It’s like the fucking Twilight Zone around here.”
“Tell me about it.” Gregory gave the guard a somber nod of agreement as they ushered him through the gate, Lillian an invisible ghost at his heels.
He made his way deeper into enemy territory. It was busier here, with many personnel going about their business with the discipline all soldiers adopted if they wished to survive long on a battlefield.
Gregory studied the immediate area outside the building’s main entrance.
“Do you see those five vehicles parked in the front? They are being loaded, not unloaded.”
Lillian stopped dead, and Gregory had to sidestep at the last moment so he wouldn’t run into her.
“Oh shit.” Her tail flicked in agitation. “They are packing up supplies, or more likely shipping samples elsewhere for more in-depth study. By the size and number of vehicles, they must be planning to move something they deem important. Look at that firepower.”
“Indeed, they are well armed,” he acknowledged. “And we may not have much time. If they have a Riven or have captured Whitethorn and Goswin, then we can only assume they will not waste time in moving them to a more secure location.”




Chapter 8
Lillian’s stomach tied itself in knots. If Whitethorn and Goswin were still alive, they needed rescuing. She wanted to help accomplish that. Yet, handicapped by the collars as they were, she feared for Gregory’s safety, too.
He looked vulnerable with no natural weapons or protective spells at the ready, just the fragile covering of his uniform. Was this how Gregory viewed her when she was merely a dryad?
“You worry too much,” he sent with another mental command to relax. “The Divine Ones have always protected us.”
“Yeah, when they aren’t demanding we die for the cause, or while having their baby.”
“Lillian!”
“Sorry,” she mumbled, but she wasn’t feeling very repentant.
She still thought it was grossly unfair they demanded their Avatars not know physical love and yet allowed them to crave it. Damn double standards. Or something along those lines. That discussion was a fight for another day.
When they reached the community center’s main entrance, Gregory uttered a similar statement about Resnick a second time. They were again granted entry into the facility.
Lillian squeezed herself between the four guards and on into the building, being careful to stay close to Gregory. “Not to concern you, but I’m fast running out of shadows to hide in.”
“Easy, love,” Gregory said with humor clear in his mind. “I’ve been cloaking you for the last five minutes. I saw your growing wariness. You’ve done very well up until now, but if I could have left you outside, I would have.”
Gregory bypassed the elevators and opted for the stairs.
“Of course, they’d keep the damn Riven below ground, far from any useful windows we could use as an escape.”
“A prison should not make escape easy.”
They arrived in the basement. Lillian’s first look inspired the words clean, bright, and downright sterile. She no longer smelled the Riven taint as strongly as before either.
It took her a moment to pinpoint what was different. Ah, there was no more rumble of the A/C units on the roof. The night was cold enough they’d shut down. Without the ventilation system circulating the Riven scent, it grew fainter in their part of the building.
“The Riven, or its body, isn’t here. It must be somewhere else. The only way to find it might be to search room by room.”
“Or,” Gregory added. “They already moved it onto one of those transports we noted when we first came in.”
“We can’t let them transport it elsewhere. We have to destroy it now before its evil contaminates someone else.”
Gregory rumbled agreement.
She scouted farther down the hallway. The long corridor had several side branches, but short, exploratory trips only revealed temporary offices. This late at night, some were empty, but more than a few were occupied by military brass.
“Gregory, my nose tells me no magic wielders are down here. Let’s go back up. Maybe I will scent something as we cover more ground.”
“We should go,” he agreed. “Remind me to send another of our allies to spy on the humans. This place looks to be a good location to overhear what they don’t want to be overheard.”
Lillian had to agree. You didn’t bury your top brass below ground unless you wanted to maintain a few hard-to-keep secrets.
Gregory huffed. “Shadowlight would love to explore down here.”
“No way is my baby brother coming anywhere near the humans.”
“Yes. However, keeping that one out of trouble will be most difficult. He’s an explorer by nature.”
“I’m just glad Greenborrow has taken him under his wing.”
Chuckling openly, he countered, “Greenborrow will be beside him every step of the way, if not leading, as they seek out trouble together.”
Lillian glared.
Gregory wisely refrained from further discussion on the subject as she doggedly followed him back up the stairs to scout the next floor up.
∞∞∞
 
Lillian estimated they were one floor from the surface. She could almost taste freedom and its damp night air—not this already recycled ten times an hour stuff. They had scouted each of the lower floors, trusting their noses to tell them if there was anything of interest. So far, their search had turned up a lot of nothing.
Together, they headed back to the stairwell, both agreeing that putting two gargoyles in an elevator—a small enclosed space with no easy out—was a terrible idea.
Gregory was just reaching for the door’s push bar when the two elevators hummed and creaked into motion. In the time it took to glance over her shoulder at them, the lights went out.
Crouching, Lillian flared her wings out around Gregory as she pulled him to her side. He didn’t fight her, holding perfectly still.
The emergency lights cast the hallway in a dull yellowish glow until they, too, blinked out.
Any hope it was a random innocent power outage flashed out with them.
Every instinct screamed ‘trap’ and clamored for her to bolt for the stairwell.
“Gregory, we’ve been discovered.” She didn’t know how or when. Maybe security had seen him as he’d made his way through the corridors and reported his activity as suspicious.
The elevators reached their floor within seconds of each other.
With a smooth precision, which did nothing for Lillian’s peace of mind, teams of scarily quiet humans emerged from the elevators, guns first.
From one of the offices, a mere ten feet from the elevators, a man carrying a flashlight emerged into the hallway.
He took one look at them, pointed his flashlight to the ground and backed against the wall.
Lillian counted twelve soldiers in the hallway now. Two peeled off and made for the man with the flashlight. They checked his office and then herded him back inside.
So, it wasn’t some random security thing they’d tripped. The soldiers were specifically looking for Gregory.
Damn. So much for making their way to the surface and walking out peacefully.
Five more soldiers were heading in her direction. If she and Gregory bolted for the stairwell, the soldiers would see the door open. Their best chance to remain undetected might be to sneak past the soldiers and hide in one of the offices until the furor died down.
That might take until long past dawn. Or never.
The soldiers moved closer to their position. She eyed the space between them. No way could she squeeze past without betraying her location.
Now she heard something else distressing—the sound of heavy boots on the stair treads. Lots more boots.
“Fight or flight?” she whispered into his mind. “It’s your call, but I hear more on the stairs, too. We may not have a choice.”
“We fight.” He jerked his chin toward the stairwell. “Go.”
She bolted into motion, Gregory so close behind, he brushed against her tail and right wing as they ran. Flashes of light, radio chatter, and shouted commands chased them into the stairwell.
Gregory darted ahead, taking the steps three at a time. He was still mostly in human form, but dark talons tipped each finger now instead of blunt human nails. Behind, she heard the soldiers pursuing while ahead Gregory had run into the other team on the stairs.
There was a sudden flurry of sounds—the smack of flesh on flesh, grunts of pain, startled shouts, and cursing.
Gregory slammed two soldiers together with enough force to stun them and then he leaped clear to engage four more coming down the stairwell from above. At that moment, Lillian realized Gregory was sharing. A large gargoyle grin spread across her face. She knew just where to put the two soldiers Gregory had left at her feet.
She grabbed the nearest by his jacket as he struggled up. She helped him to his feet, and then on over her shoulder where his weight and momentum carried him down the flight of stairs and into the path of the other soldiers coming up from the level below.
“Sorry,” she whispered to the second soldier at her feet and tossed him down to join his friends.
Above, Gregory had cleared a path. She leaped over or around the unconscious or barely conscious bodies left in his wake.
Ahead, the stairwell door was propped wide, a rectangle of blinding light prevented her from seeing much beyond that point.
Tears streamed down her face, but she forged on because Gregory had disappeared into that light.
She had enough sense to remain at the stairwell’s threshold where the shadows could still hide her. In seconds, her eyesight blinked back into focus. What she saw didn’t inspire much hope of escaping without gathering a few bullet holes.
Gregory stood just outside the stairwell, mere feet into the community center’s lobby. He was encircled by a good two dozen soldiers.
Rage and fear stirred in Lillian’s heart at the number of red dots painting Gregory’s body.




Chapter 9
Lillian scanned faces and spotted a familiar one—Major Resnick. He held a tranquilizer gun pointed at Gregory. Somehow, that wasn’t reassuring.
“Normally,” Resnick said in a cold voice, “if someone came this far without clearance, they’d be shot on sight. However, I have a few questions for you and dead men are much harder to question.”
Gregory tilted his head in acknowledgment, and Lillian could visualize the familiar glint of humor in his eyes. Only her irrational mate would find thirty guns pointed at his chest amusing.
Major Resnick’s expression remained stony though he did lift one eyebrow a fraction of an inch. “Were I in your place, I wouldn’t be finding it humorous. I know Corporal Jenkins, and that fancy face job might have fooled us had the real Jenkins not just crawled out of the forest and reported how he was ambushed. Now, hands behind your head and face down on the floor.”
Lillian tensed as Gregory reached out and touched her mind. “Beloved, grant me my defensive magic and be ready to follow close on my tail.”
“Use your magic, but don’t get yourself shot. And if we kill a bunch of soldiers to escape, they’ll just hunt us and our allies all the harder.”
“I know, but my defensive magic can do more than kill on a large scale.” He gave the equivalent of a mental shrug and added, “I’ve just never had a reason not to simply kill my enemies, until now. I’ll have to teach you this part of your gargoyle magic at some point.”
“Down, now. Or we’ll shoot you down.” Resnick sounded like he was losing patience.
Gregory rolled his shoulders and slowly placed his hands on the back of his head. He went down on one knee like he was going to do as they demanded. “It’s not a mask.”
Resnick’s eyes narrowed at Gregory’s words. “I’m sure we’ll get to that during the interrogation.”
“Another time, perhaps.” At Gregory’s words, his shadow magic swirled up from the ground and its chilled currents washed against Lillian’s body. It had no effect on her, but when it touched the first human, it exploded outward in an ever-enlarging circle, carrying with it any hapless humans it had captured.
Gregory bolted into motion as the soldiers landed hard, a good twenty feet away.
Lillian followed him so close she bumped him once when he slowed to turn a corner.
On the plus side of things, his defensive magic had also taken out most of the lights, and she was no longer blinded by all that vicious brightness.
Gregory’s shadow magic continued to hide and protect them from the startled humans. The distraction would only last moments at best. Some of the downed soldiers were already picking themselves off the floor, as other newcomers came to their aid.
Lillian didn’t care. They were swiftly through the last checkpoints. Shoving surprised guards out of their path, they were soon surrounded by glorious night air and freedom.
Ahead, Gregory shifted and dropped to all four so he could run faster. She lengthened her stride to come alongside him.
All around them, the terrain was suddenly torn up by bullets biting into the ground. Dirt and tall stalks of grass were mowed down as a continual rain of deadly projectiles pelted the ground less than ten feet from her present path.
Gregory snarled in pain or anger, she couldn’t tell the cause from her position two strides behind him. The roar of an engine drowned out all other sounds. A helicopter was taking off. Possibly more than one, she concluded, as a greater noise rose up from the military camp behind them.
Two armored vehicles with manned guns on the back were racing across the field she and Gregory were presently running through.
“That was too damn close. Can they see us?” Lillian asked.
“No, but they can guess.”
Gregory veered to the side and slowed enough she shot right past him. At which point she realized the move was intentional on his part. He was protecting her, putting himself bodily between her and the enemy closing in behind them.
His maneuvering also allowed her to see the bloody furrows running along his flank where more than one bullet had found its mark.
“You’re hurt,” she uttered. The stupid remark exited her mouth before she could stop it.
Gregory merely rolled his eyes at her. “They are flesh wounds. A lucky round that made it past my defensive magic.”
Lillian instantly knew what he hadn’t said. The bullet had only made it through because he’d concentrated the vast majority of his magic around her. The shadow spells were still coiling around them, but they were fading. Either Gregory was weakening, which she doubted, or he had another idea.
“My magic hides us from view. Unfortunately, this long grass still shows where we’ve been. In my haste, I didn’t weave a spell to conceal the evidence of our passage until too late. Now they know the rough area where to concentrate their attention and fire.”
She glanced over her shoulder as she ran. Their mad dash for freedom was creating a trail through the tall grass even a toddler could follow. Ahead a marshy bog was meandering its way around the back acreage of the community center. There’d be no easy way to hide their path. Even with magic.
More gunfire and a small explosion of grass and dirt erupted alongside Gregory, forcing him to leap sideways. He shouldered her in the side, steering her into a new trajectory. For once Lillian was not complaining about his overprotective tendencies.
“I think it’s time for your first flying lesson.”
“What?”
“Our shadow magic will be much more effective against the dark sky. There will be no trail for them….”
Again, Gregory drove her into a sharp turn. A half second later the land where they would have been exploded in a cloud of debris.
“Damn, I think that was an RPG. They mean business.”
Gregory didn’t even miss a beat. “Ahead, when we reach that small rise, spread your wings and allow your stride to power you more upward than forward. Jump like you mean to clear a fallen tree trunk and spread your wings. Ride the air. It will come naturally to you.”
“Like hell!”
But the rise—not much more than an anthill really—was upon them and when Gregory jumped into the air, she did too, squealing in terror. Yes, she learned, a gargoyle could squeal.
Her wings, true to Gregory’s word, stretched wide, capturing the air and propelled her body up higher into the sky with each stroke. Her wings might know what to do, but her legs churned and thrashed like they were still hoping to find something with more traction than the air.
Gregory maneuvered under her, putting himself between her and the ground as they gained more altitude.
For another whole ten seconds of pure panic, she thought she’d entangle their wings and send them both spiraling to their deaths. Blessedly that didn’t happen. Instead, her body and wings began to mimic his motions in the air.
He’d been firmly in her mind the entire time, but her blind panic had kept her from detecting him.
“That’s it. Follow my lead.” His confidence washed over her senses. “You’re doing fine. We will be able to land soon, but not here. We are over solid forest at the moment. There’s a road a little distance ahead, which should be empty this time of night. We’ll land there and make our way home through the forest.”
Home sounded good. The shelter of the forest sounded nice too.
She’d settle for either at this point.
“I just want to say this was an absolutely terrible time for my first flight lesson.”
Gregory chuckled. “All in all, I thought it went rather well. We are free. We don’t have too many holes in our hides, and you did actually make it into the air under your own power.” He pulled ahead and then performed an aerial maneuver that would make a stunt pilot hold his breath.
“Show off.”
In a blink, he was flying next to her again.
She concentrated on beating her wings and not falling out of the sky. They flew another two kilometers before she saw the road ahead.
“Oh, thank heavens,” she hissed, feeling a strain in her wings and shoulders. “I’m so not in shape for flying, but this has got to have been my best cardio workout ever.”
“You’re tiring?”
Lillian held back a sharp retort and instead said, “I’m a little tired.”
“We’re almost there, but landing is more dangerous. I’ll carry you to the ground this time. We’ll practice landing over shallow water the first few times. Trust me, it’s a much safer practice.”
Lillian wasn’t at all sure about having him help her to the ground. It summoned visions of tangled wings and broken bodies.
Gregory curled the edge of one wing a fraction and was suddenly right over top of her. He flew so close she could feel his heat.
“Get ready to fold your wings tight to your body at my command. Don’t struggle or try to unfurl your wings until we are safely on the ground. Understand?”
The road was almost under them, and she didn’t have time to argue. Besides, she trusted him with her life. “I understand.”
“Fold your wings now.”
She did, and his tail snaked around her waist and hips as his arms snapped forward to lock in a firm embrace around her chest.
A squeak of surprise escaped her as his wings fanned out to slow them, and the combined forces of gravity and momentum threatened to peel her from his hold and leave her broken on the ground below.
But Gregory didn’t fail her. With a few more violent beats of his wings, they landed in the middle of a tree-shrouded road.
She panted harshly but dug her talons into the road’s gravel surface, mindlessly happy to be on the ground and to be in one piece.
Slowly she came to recognize the area. They weren’t far from the old sawmill the Clan and Coven used during their lunar Wild Hunts. Well, the one they used to use before all the reporters, scientists, and military arrived. The sawmill should still be a safe place to hole up for a couple hours until she had her breath back.
Gregory didn’t immediately release her, although his grip loosened to allow his hands to skim along her arms as if he searched for wounds. He, too, still panted, his chest pressed against her back and wings, his warm breath puffing against her neck and right side of her face.
“Are you alright?” his voice rumbled in her ear, and she detected a note of worry there.
“I’m fine. A little shaken up, but no lasting scars.” She turned in his arms and touched her muzzle along the underside of his jaw while she simultaneously wrapped her arms around his waist. Her horns framed the sides of his face, but he seemed not to care. As for her tail, it seemed to seek out Gregory’s lower legs like it was trying to prevent him from going anywhere.
Tonight, Gregory could have been badly hurt. She didn’t know if he could have survived being riddled with as many rounds as were aimed at him if his magic hadn’t been there. What if in the future he was unable to call upon his magic because she didn’t give an order in time?
Gregory gave an affronted huff. “I would never have allowed them to land that many blows. Even if they caught me asleep and unaware, these weapons wouldn’t kill me. I’d heal. Sometimes I think you forget what I am. What I am capable of doing to protect you.”
Lillian knew his words were true, but she had seen her beloved brought low before, and he had died defending her in past lives. She might not have those memories at the moment, but he’d alluded to such.
Gregory nuzzled her, and then dragged her as close as two bodies could be. “Silly little dryad, those times we faced off against creatures far deadlier than a few humans—some of those creatures could kill even a demigod such as the Lady of Battles.”
“Oh my god.”
He held a finger up to her lips to silence her. “And other times I lost you first, not because I couldn’t protect you but because you would throw all you were into destroying an enemy before it could decimate other worlds. In so doing, you sacrificed your mortal body to call upon the full force of your Avatar magic. I don’t like to remember the times I lost you first. So, my little dryad, feel free to make me forget those unpleasant thoughts.”
“I’m a gargoyle, at the moment, not a dryad if you couldn’t tell.”
Gregory laughed with genuine humor. “Like I could forget it with you wrapped around me like a towel.”
Lillian pretended insult and tried to extract herself. The slight flaring of her wings stirred the air and brought a fresh wave of blood scent to her nostrils, reminding her Gregory was still bleeding.
“If you are so invincible, why the hell are you dripping blood on the road? Eh?”
Gregory snorted and then waved a hand at the few drops of blood. They shimmered for a moment and then misted away.
“You were able to do that without an order.” It was more of a question than a statement.
“It is part of my defensive magic. Your earlier order is still in effect.”
Lillian sighed and nuzzled him. Then another unhappy thought caused her stomach to tighten. “How much blood did you leave in that field? They will scour every blade of grass for evidence.”
Gregory stretched out his injured wing to show it had stopped bleeding and was already healing. “And they will find nothing of interest. I ordered my magic to eradicate any drops left behind, no matter how far away.”
Not surprising. Her gargoyle beloved always seemed to have every contingency covered.
Lillian broke away from Gregory’s warmth.
“Come, we’re not far from the sawmill where the Wild Hunt gathers. We can rest there for a short time before we make a run for home.
Gregory agreed distractedly, his faraway look saying he was already thinking up further contingency plans.
Lillian’s right hand drifted to her belly for a moment before she dropped to all fours and broke into a trot, leading Gregory into the forest.
There was one event, should it come to pass, which even Gregory might not know how to handle. She hoped she never had to find out.




Chapter 10
Commander Gryton watched the unfolding spectacle with what might have been a spark of humor, had he possessed such a weakness. His lips compressing, he unfolded his arms and pushed off from the brick wall at his back. He’d watched the Avatars, both in gargoyle forms, lead the soldiers of the human army on a merry chase.
Clearly, the female half of the pair was not yet familiar with her gargoyle body. He was sure what he’d just witnessed was her first attempt at flight.
The Avatars were not what he was expecting. He knew their reputations, the past feats that would give even the most powerful of beings pause. Yet, he saw little of the awe-inspiring personality apparent.
As a child the Sorceress had been a somber little thing. Obedient to her dryad mother and the Battle Goddess’s edicts. At the time, the Battle Goddess had falsely assumed the demon seed sufficient to keep her docile. The seeming obedience proved an illusion. She’d only been biding her time until her protector matured enough to rescue her.
During that time, Gryton had kept his magic leashed so the Sorceress wouldn’t see the full strength of his power and start speculating what he truly was.
His continued survival hinged upon the Avatars’ ignorance. Yet, many times, he’d wondered almost hopefully if the female half would recognize him for what he was.
But she never did.
What the Divine Ones deemed a violation of their rules was dealt with swiftly and with no compassion. Even their Avatars were not immune to their judgment. It wasn’t a surprise the Avatars did not know him.
The Divine Ones had stripped that knowledge—a whole lifetime—from their Avatars.
Lillian and Gregory didn’t remember one moment of their last incarnation. Certainly not the one fatal moment of weakness that nearly cost them everything. A mistake that had changed the path of all three realms.
That was the start of Gryton’s own personal misery. He didn’t serve the Battle Goddess because he wanted to. He suffered her rule to survive. Only her power protected Gryton from her Twin.
Oh yes. Never could he forget, not for one moment, that Lord Death had been ordered to destroy him. And Death never gave up the hunt.
So Gryton served the Battle Goddess—for now, and he would remain loyal until she got from the Avatars what she needed to bring about her own Twin’s downfall. Once Lord Death was out of the way, she planned to challenge the Divine Ones with the help of an army of creatures possessing god-like powers bred from their Avatars.
It was an ambitious plan. One he personally thought had no hope of success. Surely the Avatars wouldn’t repeat the same mistake that had earned the Divine Ones’ infinite wrath a second time?
Yet, to judge by recent events transpiring in this realm, it seemed they would. How foolish the Avatars were made by their love for each other. Now there was an emotion he vowed never to feel—and be brought low by.
Fate was drawing him forward, and he would consent to be the instrument that helped the Avatars find their doom if it would ensure his own survival.
First, he had a little clean-up to do.
Gryton walked through the middle of the human’s military camp, concealed by his magic. The last thing he needed was to be discovered by any of the Avatars’ allies that might be spying on the mortal’s camp.
In truth, he merely wanted to accomplish what he’d come to this realm to do in the first place, and then leave it behind. Regrettably, something here in the human’s encampment needed his attention first, a loose end in need of tying.
Gryton made his way deeper into the camp as it buzzed with activity.
None saw him. His power was different than a gargoyle’s shadow magic, more mind than body. As he continued to direct the mortals’ attention away from him, he felt the slight drain on his magic reserves.
He strolled into their main building, past two guards, and several devices. The devices noted his passage and set up a racket, beeping and wailing loud enough to be heard even in the Spirit Realm. Without a glance behind, he hastened his step. His instincts focused solely on the bit of blighted, rotting darkness that passed for a Riven’s soul.
Mindless slaughter was always an affront. If one was going to kill, there should be some purpose behind the effort.
He would do this Realm a single service.
Following the taint to its source, he found himself in an open area. Oval in shape, a transparent barrier about twice his height encircled the entire area. Situated just outside that odd barrier, rows of seats marched up the sides of the building, halfway to its ceiling.
He didn’t know what the building had been before the human military had repurposed it—an amphitheater perhaps? Not that it mattered.
Before him, in one of the transparent square cages was what he’d come for. The last Riven still in existence.
He approached the three cages in the center of the floor and bypassed the first two with their sleeping occupants.
The Riven hissed at Gryton. He ignored the creature’s act of bravado and came closer. When he was a body length away, the beast launched itself at the back wall, clawing madly at the surface as panic set in, but the substance was too hard and thick, and the creature merely damaged itself in its escape attempt.
Gryton tapped a finger against the transparent surface, the metal talons of his gauntlets sounding loud in the silence. When that failed to penetrate the Riven’s panic maddened mind, he cleared his throat.
“Turn and face judgment, unworthy one.”
The Riven froze but didn’t turn around.
Well, at least he had its attention. Gryton’s lips pulled back in a smile, though the beast couldn’t see the expression.
“Were it not for your kind’s interference, the Battle Goddess’s plans may well have borne fruit. But your greed—the attempt to sacrifice the female half of the Avatars for your own gain—led to her being placed in her accursed hamadryad to heal.”
The Riven hissed.
Gryton narrowed his eyes. He should just kill the creature now, but the days of torture he’d endured when the Battle Goddess first learned the Avatars had escaped her again required payment in kind.
He drew a knife from his belt and drove it into the surface with all his strength. The blade embedded itself in the clear substance hilt deep. Small cracks and fissures spread out from the center, enlarging as he fed the smallest trickle of his magic into it.
“I devised a new way to enslave the Avatars. Before I finished, they came under attack again. This time, her parents came to her aid, and brought with them my collars and used them in an unforeseen way. Again, all because of a threat created by the Rivens’ mindless greed.” Gryton raised his gloved hand and pressed it to the cage’s surface, feeding more power into the damaged area. “And so, for a second time, the actions of the Riven allowed the Avatars to triumph over their adversaries. At least this time, I may be able to salvage this somewhat. However, you, the last of your kind, will not be around to witness it.”
He slammed his hand into the glass-like cage and worked more of his magic into the strange substance. His power ate away at the hard, crystalline surface, and when the hole was large enough for him to step through, he did and grasped the Riven in tendrils of burning light.
Flames leaped up from the Riven’s body, quickly eating inward. Within moments, the Riven was no more.
Gryton stepped from the cage and brushed ash and energy residue from his armor. The kill held no satisfaction, but at least those unnatural monsters the blood witch had created were now gone from the universe.
Why she hadn’t exterminated them herself, he never knew. Likely because she couldn’t admit to having created such a mistake in the first place.
Pride. Something he endeavored never to allow to take hold. Pride, too, was a weakness if it blinded a being so much, they could no longer see the truth before their eyes.
Pride and arrogance and love. They were all mind-corrupting weaknesses.
He walked past the other two cages with barely a glance. The deaths of a sidhe and a little sprite were generally of no importance. He slowed and glanced at them a second time. Still, he’d also seen too many plans disintegrate recently. Perhaps these two fae might prove useful one day. With an offhanded wave of one hand, he sent his magic to mark the two fae with his power. Both species were long-lived, intelligent, resourceful, and would make capable servants.
It only took a moment for his power to burrow deep and vanish from his sight. The spell would remain dormant until he called it forth. That done, Gryton started back the way he’d come only to halt again before a wide gate-like door. Sending out small scouting spells, he sighed at what he learned.
Beyond the gate, three lines of humans waited, their weapons ready and aimed at him. There were no shouted orders like they’d given the Avatars. He sidestepped behind the solid support wall to one side of the gate as they loosed their weapons upon him. Loud riotous noise heralded a storm of tiny projectiles. They tore through the gate and impacted the wall he was sheltering behind.
It was doubtful if such tiny weapons could penetrate his magic-warded armor. Yet, a cautious nature had always served him well.
The onslaught only lasted moments and then it was over. He doubted if they had exhausted their weapons. More likely they were waiting to outflank him. Fighting his way free would draw too much attention. Especially, since he wanted to maintain a low profile until he had one of the Avatars in his possession.
There were too many humans to use his mind control on effectively, so he summoned a transportation spell—one he’d already prepared earlier and stored for later use. Now seemed a good time.
He heard the soft scuff of their boots as they prepared to flank him. When the first of their number surged forward into his line of sight, he initiated a secondary spell. His fiery magic raced forward in greeting. Their screams reached out to assault his ears just as he triggered the transportation spell. It grabbed on to his essence and then with a jarring sensation and a moment of vertigo, he was once again in the forest. The echoes of dying humans faded from his hearing. The small circle of river rocks he’d attached this end of the spell to smoked slightly as they gave off their excess heat.
He would plan better in the future. Something as inconsequential as a pack of humans should not have forced him into using one of his escape spells.




Chapter 11
Shadowlight ran over the ground; jumping, weaving and darting through the forest with all possible speed. He followed a shallow stream for another quarter hour until he came to two familiar trees fallen crosswise against each other. The way they’d landed had created a slightly sheltered area in the ‘vee’ where the two trunks overlapped.
He’d dragged over some vines from where they’d been growing along one trunk to create a ceiling of sorts. His little shelter blended into the surrounding forest well enough. It had the added benefit of being close to a water source. The small stream held a few fish within its depths.
Secretly, he was rather proud of the shelter he’d found.
He stalked up to the shelter, ears scanning for sounds of movement within. He ducked and squeezed under the vines. Inside semi-darkness ruled, but his eyes adjusted quickly, and he could make out the form of the human warrior. She laid curled on her side, knees drawn up to her chest.
He couldn’t see her face, but her sides still shifted slightly with each breath. Now that he was inside the shelter, he could hear the feeble beat of her heart. She had survived the night up until this point, but she was very weak. If he didn’t do something soon, he doubted she would live to see another day. A shiver shook her frame, but she didn’t wake.
Scouring his mother’s memories, he learned cold and shock could kill as quickly as the wounds themselves. He also learned multiple blood exchanges might be required some hours apart. That seemed odd to his gargoyle instincts he’d inherited from his father. However, his mother was a healer so she might know more even though she wasn’t a gargoyle.
He sat on his haunches and studied the human a long moment and then, his decision made, he used one fang to slash open the skin on his left forearm, following the pale scar from that earlier injury. The second time hurt just as much as the first.
He rolled the human to her back and then used one hand to pry open her jaws while he held his injured wrist over her mouth. The human choked and sputtered weakly on his blood. He hastily shifted her onto her side until her airway was clear again.
Frowning, he debated his options and settled for just dripping his blood over her still healing wounds. At least it would help heal those. A quick inventory showed all but the greatest injuries, three on her torso and two on her lower extremities, had already repaired themselves.
He was just finishing up with the last wound when another shiver wracked the human’s frame. She twitched and mumbled something in her sleep.
While the muttering might mean she was regaining consciousness, the shivering couldn’t be good. If she grew more chilled, it might not matter how much blood he gave her. She would still die. He needed a fire. Yes, it might draw attention, but he didn’t have a choice.
∞∞∞
 
Anna awoke with a groan. Moving caused every muscle in her body to twinge with remembered pain. Not good, so not good. She must have been hurt. It wasn’t the first time, but whatever happened this time must have been bad enough to require morphine. Only morphine caused the weird-ass kinds of dreams she’d been having.
“You’re strong for a little human soldier. I wasn’t sure if you would survive.”
Little human soldier?
“Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”
One of her morphine-inspired dream denizens sat across from her, feeding a stick into a small campfire. It was the gargoyle child, complete with wings, horns, and a tail. Yep. A tail. He was using the deadly looking tip of said tail to push a large flat stone closer to the fire pit. A camp kettle of some unknown design sat on top of the stone.
It looked old, but the etched design didn’t appear to be from any culture she’d seen.
“It belongs to my father,” the gargoyle said. “I borrowed it. I think you might have a greater need for it. Most of your belongings were destroyed in the battle, or too contaminated to keep.”
The battle. Right. Nasty vampire-like monsters. Members of her unit dead. It hadn’t been a morphine-inspired nightmare, not unless she was hallucinating still. She pushed back the panic and grief and focused on survival. She needed to keep her shit together for the next few hours and get back to base.
The gargoyle pulled a pack from a shadowy recess she hadn’t noticed and rummaged around until he pulled out a large item that was unmistakably a canteen.
Seeing it triggered a ravenous thirst. The gargoyle held it out to her. When she didn’t immediately take it, he gave it a little wiggle. The sound of sloshing water had her fingers tightening into a fist.
“You’ve lost a lot of blood. You need the water to help recover your strength.” He held it closer to her and gave it another shake.
Suspicion stayed her hand, but he was correct. If she was going to survive to report back, she needed the water. When he held it out a third time, she took it. The weight was nearly too much for her trembling arms. Damn, she was weak as a kitten.
Her second attempt to lift the canteen met with success. Cold water bathed her mouth and lips, washing away the taste of old blood.
She took three more swallows and then forced the canteen away. Thirst demanded she drain the damn thing, but she didn’t, and carefully screwed the ornate cap back on.
With mild curiosity, her fingertips ran over it, feeling the jewels embedded on the sides.
On the scale of fucking weird shit she’d seen tonight—the gargoyle across from her was way higher on the list than a strange canteen.
She started to wipe her hand across her lips and stopped. Gore from the battle still coated her skin.
“It’s alright. My blood and magic neutralized any taint upon your skin or uniform. It’s just old, dried blood now, nothing more sinister.”
Right.
A shower was a luxury she wasn’t likely to see for a while, even if she managed to escape her new friend and report back to base. Hell, did she ever want to get back to base and report to her CO. Then this whole mess could be someone else’s problem.
“You’ve lost a lot of blood. What I gave you would have gone to healing the wounds and ridding you of Riven taint, as such it didn’t replace what you lost. Your own body will need to do that on its own.”
Her stomach tightened into knots. Just like that, he blasted her naïve thought to bits. Right. She’d gone mad and drank his blood. That was some fucked-up shit. This was never going to be someone else’s problem. She had gargoyle blood and god knows what else running through her veins, soaking into her cells.
She’d seen some bad shit before, but nothing in her military training had readied her for this circus freak show.
The gargoyle’s mobile ears drooped, plastering themselves against his mane, his expression one of hurt.
“I’m not a circus freak.” His tone said he didn’t know what that was exactly.
Tension rippled through her body anew. She hadn’t spoken out loud. She knew she hadn’t.
“Hmmm.” She forced her breathing to calm. Her pulse still sped, but her training took over. “You know what I’m thinking.” She didn’t phrase it as a question, so added, “How?”
“I told you my blood would link us for life.”
Oh hell, that did sound familiar. When she’d been infected, those monstrous Riven bites leaching their evil into her mind and soul, she’d been able to feel what that taint wanted to shape her into. Her mind kept wanting to shy away, partly in horror, but more in disbelief.
Anna remembered the gargoyle. He’d given her a choice. A chance at life.
She couldn’t deny she was healing, and herself once more. Logically, she was glad it was this juvenile and not a fully-grown adult who had found her. Somehow, she doubted she’d still be alive to question this mental link he spoke of if an adult gargoyle had found her first. Maybe she should cut the kid some slack and see what kind of intel she might learn.
“Sorry I lumped you in there with the circus freak thing. I was thinking more about those Riven beasts.”
The gargoyle’s ears swung forward, and he gave her one of the toothiest grins she’d ever seen.
Lord, those weapons, and this one was just a child.
“Thank you for saving me.” Now, how to go about asking the next part? “And because of this blood sharing thing, you can read my thoughts?” There had to be a scientific explanation for all the crap that had happened in the last few hours.
He came around the fire and bumped his muzzle under her hand. “No, but we can talk to each other mind to mind. That’s what you did. I just picked up on it. With training, you’ll be able to control it better.”
“Seriously?”
“Yes,” he said into her mind by way of demonstration.
Anna held her breath, her mind whirling with all the possible implications and applications that could arise from his ability. The ability to communicate mind-to-mind—now that was one tactical advantage the military needed to know about.
“And this ability is something all gargoyles share?”
“Yes. Most magically-gifted races have the ability to varying degrees.”
Magical races? Oh boy, once she made it back to base, this was going to be the debriefing of a lifetime. Or a medical discharge and a few visits with a head shrink. “I think we’re getting ahead of ourselves,” she said and held her hand out. “Corporal Anna Mackenzie, Infantryman CFB Petawawa.”
“I am Shadowlight, son of Stalks the Darkness and Born at the Mountain’s Foot Where the River Runs Cold—but mother says I can just call her River.”
She committed the names to memory. “Well, Shadowlight, I will admit I’m interested in what else you can do besides this mind-to-mind communication.”
Shadowlight launched into the topic, seemingly all too pleased to have someone to teach.
Whereas she was all too happy to collect intel.
∞∞∞
 
Shadowlight answered her every question and offered more on subjects she didn’t even know to ask about. He knew he shared more than he should and that she thought she was plying him for her so-called intel. But in turn, he was studying and learning about her. Her loyalty and innate goodness. She was devotedly loyal to her people, but he also knew she hadn’t yet figured out she was now as much Clan and Coven as she was human. He didn’t know how to tell her she wasn’t entirely human anymore.
Already, there were a few changes he could see. Her skin had lost its earlier sickly greyish tint, and now glowed a healthier brown tone, which was probably her natural color. Her eyes, once the strange cream and brown bicolor of a human’s, were now as black as his. Her nails, too, had darkened like his talons.
He’d bet one of Gran’s cookies the human hadn’t noticed those changes yet since the gore from last night’s battle disguised her new retractable talons rather conveniently.
He decided not to enlighten her. There would be time for that later. As it was, dawn was approaching, and he really should go back and check on the medical technician Greenborrow had ordered him to watch. Guilt assaulted him. He should have left quite some time ago, but he’d gotten distracted.
“I must go,” he stated as he extracted himself from the small confines of the shelter. “I have been away too long. My parents will come looking for me soon.” Or mind call him, and he didn’t want to be near the human if they should contact him. They might be able to sense her proximity to him. Out loud he added. “And you do not want to be found by them or the other fae yet. They would consider you a threat.”
The human nodded. “A security risk. Those I understand.”
“Good,” he said, happy she was so compliant. “I’ll leave you then, but I will return at nightfall to move you to a safer shelter. In the meantime, I’ve erected a dome around this site. The magic barrier will protect you from the elements and predators. You’ll be safe. There is some food in the pack. Gran made it for everyone. The…trail mix is rather good, as are the granola bars, and I especially like the peanut butter cookies. Goodbye, Corporal Anna Mackenzie.”
“What? Wait, but we’re just…”
He didn’t wait to hear the rest and was already darting into the surrounding forest, summoning his shadow magic as he ran so as not to give away her location to any other fae that might be nearby.
All in all, he thought his first meeting with his pet human had gone well. She seemed reasonably intelligent, and he had high hopes she could provide the other fae with valuable insight into the minds of their human enemies. And he rather hoped she might become his friend. He would like that.




Chapter 12
Lillian dropped the armful of wood she’d taken from the shed out back and placed it off to the side as she knelt before the cold fireplace. The night was chilled, cold enough for a fire. She hoped it didn’t signal an early fall and subsequent winter. It felt like she’d already missed most of the summer. Healing in a hamadryad for three months tended to do that.
The fire was for Gregory. Not that he was ever cold. He was his own heat source, but she sensed he missed things from his world. While she didn’t know what kind of accommodations the Magic Realm boasted, she figured fire was probably something both Realms shared. Hence, she was crouched before the fireplace in their master bedroom.
Old ashes still dusted the bottom from the last time she’d built a fire—months before when she’d still led a normal life, completely oblivious to the fact she wasn’t human, or that magic was real.
She swept out the ashes more by routine than focused effort, her mind on other, greater, problems than a few ashes. Gregory craved closeness. Yet after what had happened the night the Siren enchanted Gregory, Lillian wasn’t sure how to maintain their previous closeness without accidentally revealing what had happened between them. She felt her stomach tighten with nerves just thinking about the lies and how she’d stripped Gregory of the memory.
Sex. It’s called sex. Grow up and deal with it, she mentally scolded herself. If nothing comes of it, then nothing comes of it, and Gregory certainly doesn’t need to beat himself up for breaking some archaic vow.
At least that was her reasoning for using the collars to make him forget. Though she wondered in a small part of her mind if she wasn’t just using that excuse so Gregory wouldn’t realize how foolish she’d been. She’d done a few embarrassing things in her life, but she also knew if Gregory looked at her with betrayal dulling his gaze, a part of her would die. She wanted to be his equal, to make him proud, to earn his respect, but she also knew nothing she’d done that night was worthy. The greater shame was that, in her heart, she knew the Sorceress of old would have found another way.
Yes, she’d done what she’d thought was best under the circumstances to save as many human lives as possible. But if Gregory lost respect in her because of it?
Well then, she’d just have to be strong and keep her secret because there was no way she wanted to lose Gregory’s respect or have him loathe himself.
Given a choice, she’d make sure neither outcome came to pass. Which brought her to her first relationship hurdle. How to provide Gregory with what he needed without revealing something forbidden had already occurred. If she tried to guard against him intruding on her thoughts, he’d just get more suspicious, and then sniff out what had happened. He could read her far too well—knew some of her thoughts when they were touching.
She would make certain her thoughts were clear and distinct, and not give him reason to dig deeper.
She hoped her plan with the fire was a good start. If it weren’t, she’d know pretty quickly, too. Subtle Gregory wasn’t.
∞∞∞
 
She had the fire burning merrily by the time Gregory exited the bathroom with his customary two towels tied around his waist. His ebony mane was hanging around his shoulders and still dripping water.
A smile tugged at her lips. Gregory, predictable as always, made straight toward her with another towel in one hand and a large comb in the other.
He stopped next to her, still towering over her in his silent way as he stared down at the top of her head. The mat she’d set out by the fire was big enough even for Gregory to stretch full length on. She patted the mat. “I know we should get some rest since we have to be up again in a few hours, but I’m still wound too tight to sleep. I thought we could help each other relax.”
Gregory made a deep huffing sound in humor but dropped down next to her.
“Here,” she held her hand out for the comb, “I’ll start with your mane. The fire’s heat will help it dry.”
She knelt behind him, with her knees to either side of his broad hips and began working loose the tangles in his mane. His wings spread out to the sides to allow her in closer to his back, so it wasn’t such a reach. She quickly fell into a routine. The rhythmic brushing relaxed her nearly as much as it did him. She took her time until every tangle was out, and his mane flowed smoothly down his back.
When she was finished at last, she stretched up and laced her arms around his neck in a backward hug.
Their nightly routine brought her a deep sense of peace. They remained silent, words not needed between them. He brought her palms up to his lips and planted warm kisses on each while he curled his muscular tail across her hips and along her back. The tip curled around her shoulder and under her chin. She’d grown familiar with his way of returning her hug. With her cheek pressed against his damp mane, she closed her eyes and inhaled his pleasant scent, made stronger by his shower.
With another slow, easy smile, she pressed a kiss to the bulky muscle of one shoulder. Gregory rumbled happily and twisted towards her.
“Hah! No, you don’t. Tonight is for you. You’re the one who dodged bullets.” She slowly ran her fingers over the healed grazes on his shoulder, flank, and wing. “Well, mostly dodged.”
“I’d have taken worse to protect you.”
“I know.” Lillian ran her hands down his back, skimming them between his powerful wing joints, where they merged smoothly with his flight muscles. His wings shifted at her touch as if the light caress tickled. “You’ve really got to stop trying to martyr yourself.”
“Never.”
She huffed out a good imitation of his annoyance. “Well then, I’ll just have to keep making it up to you, I suppose.”
Gregory turned to her, a hint of wicked humor in his gaze.
“Subtle, Gregory, really subtle.” She smiled and made a gesture encompassing the entire mat. “Lay down.”
With another of his contented rumbles, he did as she instructed. She noted he completed the task with far more grace than she could have managed. When his head was resting comfortably on one of his folded forearms, he rolled his eyes in her direction, still not saying anything, just waiting for her to make the next move.
Lillian needed to fill the silence with something more than tension. “Did you know I was supposed to start college this fall? I was so pleased I got accepted—I didn’t think I would, because I was homeschooled. At twenty, I’d already be a couple years older than most other students going in. I figured what the hell, so what if I was twenty and not eighteen. I wanted to become a massage therapist.”
She reached across him to snatch up the massage oil where she’d left it warming close to the fire. His ears lifted from his mane to track her movements, but he didn’t otherwise move. “I knew Gran wasn’t happy about my decision to attend college. I didn’t know why since I planned to come back and practice at the Spa once I was finished school.” Pouring a little oil into the palm of her hand, she started on the muscles between his wings, working her way slowly upward to his shoulders. He shifted slightly and sighed deeply, tension flowing out of him as she worked.
“In truth, I’m not sure if I could have left you. I didn’t understand it at the time, but I was becoming more and more drawn to you,” she laughed self-consciously, “a stone statue. Now it also makes sense why Gran didn’t want me to leave. She was protecting me like you’d asked. What would you have done if the Riven hadn’t attacked me back in the spring? What if you hadn’t awoken early from your healing sleep?”
“You wouldn’t have left me, not for long.” He huffed softly, his ears swiveling in her direction again. “But had you somehow managed to fight the draw between us long enough to have traveled any great distance, I would have sensed it and followed you. Although, I wouldn’t have been thrilled to find you’d left me behind.”
Lillian laughed. “I can imagine how our first meeting would have gone under those circumstances.”
The idle talk had calmed her nerves, and she continued, much more relaxed.
Unhurried, she made her way lower, paying particular attention to the joints of his wings, which made him practically squirm, and then his sides. To her delight, she found he was ticklish there, too. When she moved on to his lower back, he sighed again, relaxing now that she was away from the ticklish zone. As she worked her way down, she hit the upper edge of his towel. She traced along the terrycloth’s edges, a delicate caress, and then she reached for the knot at the side, where he’d tied the two together.
Gregory held himself perfectly still as she worked at the knot—he seemed calm and relaxed outwardly, but she felt the line of tension run through his muscles in what could only be anticipation. When she glanced upward at his face, she found him watching her with half-closed eyes, their dark depths giving nothing away.
She got the knot untied and tapped him on the hip. “Up,” she ordered as she grabbed another towel warming by the fire. He came to his knees, and she took the damp towels from his bath and tossed them off to the side. He lowered himself back down to the mat with another contented sigh, and she laid one of the fire warmed towels across his hips.
Starting at his flanks, she alternately worked her palm into his warm muscles and then used her fingers to work out any knots of tension she found. Once she’d conquered those, she skimmed her fingers down one powerful thigh. A sudden spike of wickedness had her switching from his thighs to the more sensitive base of his tail.
At the first touch, he hissed something unintelligible, and the tip of his tail thumped almost violently against the floor. His wings threatened to unfurl and knock away her tormenting touch.
Taking pity on him, she moved on down his nearest leg, going slow and thorough until she reached his foot. After lovingly working on it for some time, she switched to the other and then worked her way back up his leg.
Then she eyed the great tail where it rested loosely coiled next to her, its bladed tip still twitching gently. Well, why not? It’s a part of him too.
After pouring another generous dollop of oil in her palm, she started working on his tail. Repeatedly, the appendage escaped her grasp and wrapped itself around some part of her instead. Gregory’s playful side was rearing up, and she knew she was in for trouble if she didn’t finish up soon.
As she fully expected, his tail got harder to hold as she neared the tip. Gregory, now more interested in play than a massage, continually tried to snatch it away from her. Being slippery with massage oil made it an almost impossible task on her part. Predictably, his third attempt met with success, and the tip escaped her and got inside her defenses, where it curled around her waist and up under her shirt. He then proceeded to tickle her in retaliation.
Lillian admitted defeat as she burst into giggles. He rose up and tackled her. Completely taken by surprise, she was knocked off balance, but he rolled and caught her in his arms before she hit the ground. She’d barely registered he’d shifted into his more human looking hybrid form before warm lips were pressing kisses along her neck. While he was alternately nuzzling and nibbling, his tail was flicking caresses up and down her sides.
While she was still unbalanced, he shifted positions, coming to his knees with her pinned against his chest. Once she knew which way was up, she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed soft kisses along the line of his jaw. A large hand was suddenly under her backside, and she was hoisted up higher until she could easily brush her lips to his.
“Hmmm,” Gregory rumbled under his breath between kisses. “I might actually like playing at being human. Although, I think we need to work more on this first.” His lips stroked against hers before breaking away again to brush kisses along her cheeks and brow. “To be certain, of course.”
“Of course.” Lillian nodded sagely.
He shifted slightly, his knees edging outward for better balance and she suddenly found her own legs straddling his broad thighs. The new position combined with the thin material of her nightgown left no doubt he liked holding her close. She leaned back and put some distance between them, enough so she could meet his gaze. He drew in a sharp breath and held it. Something struck her as very vulnerable about his body language just then.
Leaning forward, she placed another lingering caress upon his lips and then said, “You’re the most beautiful being I know, both inside and out. No matter what the coming days may bring, I am honored to have you at my side. None could ask for a better protector.” She dropped her gaze and stroked her fingertips down his chest, and then added, “Or lover.”
Gregory made a soft sound, a wordless promise as he reached for the hem of her nightgown. She wiggled out of it as he helped to drag it over her head. Under it she was bare, and her nipples beaded as his knuckles brushed across them.
He dropped the nightgown in a pile next to them and turned his attention back to her. Finding herself growing shy under his gaze, she ducked her head and her hair swung forward to shield her breasts.
Gregory seemed unconcerned by the development and began kneading her hips with his strong fingers.
“Mmm,” Lillian arched her back, shyness retreating before the heat rising within her. She pressed against him and simply allowed him to move her how he liked. The undeniable evidence of his arousal trapped between her thighs gave her pause and at the same time did something to fire the heat in her blood to new levels.
After a few more moments, he released his grip on her hips and glided his fingers up her sides and then cupped the heavy weight of her breasts. He cupped her gently before leaning down to taste first one than the other.
“Tonight was supposed to be about you,” she said as she clung to his shoulders, needing something to hold on to. While he was lavishing attention on her breasts, his one hand had been trailing south.
Smug male laughter wrapped around her. “We are one being.”
She gasped out a surprised moan at his touch and simply let him have his way. After a few more minutes of his skillful attentions, intense waves of pleasure had her eyes drifting closed. He continued to guide her movements, and she sighed out another sound of pleasure. The building waves rolled over her before she’d expected it and Lillian called out his name as she came apart cocooned in his wings.
Gregory kissed her down from the peak, and she slumped against him, all her bones suddenly mush. Slowly, reason returned, but she wasn’t displeased by events.
A voice tinged with male pride brushed against her senses. “I take it I did that well?”
“Gloriously,” she replied, though she also knew he hadn’t reached the same end yet himself. “Would you like me to return the favor?”
“Anything you decide will give me pleasure, my beautiful dryad.”
She smiled and then returned to kissing him while she, in turn, allowed her hands to roam lower. The wood had burned to embers in the fireplace by the time they drifted to sleep much, much later.




Chapter 13
Major Resnick led his team through the woods with an outwardly calm exterior, pretending there was nothing unusual about hunting invisible monsters. Inwardly, his mind was awhirl with all he’d seen in the last twenty-four, no make that thirty-six hours. Now the damn days were blurring together.
When he’d first been assigned to the mission, he’d thought alpha site was some kind of hoax—although, even he couldn’t hazard a guess as to what force had snapped trees like they were toothpicks in a one-kilometer radius around the site but had otherwise left no evidence behind.
Things got stranger when the results from the samples taken at the crater came back. Everything in the immediate area was dead. It wasn’t just the trees and the animals either. Every blade of grass and patch of moss, they were all dead. Everything. Even the microbes. Nothing survived.
Some of the men had renamed Alpha site to Armageddon site.
He wasn’t superstitious or an overly religious man, but somehow, he couldn’t blame them. After a brief hesitation, he’d started calling it Armageddon site in the privacy of his own mind.
That event had happened three months back, heralded by a towering pillar of light. Some of the locals had snapped pictures of the event and then came the media frenzy. What the general public didn’t know was that it had even been seen in space.
The government spin doctors made it out to be a particularly intense solar storm and the northern lights. Yeah, the locals didn’t buy into that story either, but the rest of the world did.
Resnick’s own world was far from peaceful, but he’d stuck to his personal mantra: do his job and let the scientists figure out what happened at the bloody Armageddon site.
But then a local farmer found a mutated body near the town, and brass ordered the search farther afield for more clues. The scientists couldn’t link the two sites together beyond the presence of unexplainable anomalies. They had no idea how the body had gotten there or what had killed it.
Clearly, the specimen had looked like it had been in a battle and then crawled away to die. Nothing had touched its remains, not even insects according to the report. They’d had a damp spring and summer so far, cooler than average. Yet the body was mostly mummified, which made no sense.
Then just two days ago they’d found a live one, and two other…as yet undiscovered species.
Still, his mind had trouble accepting the truth—that humans were not the only intelligent predator on the planet.
All such information was need-to-know. Secretly, he wished his mission hadn’t required him to need to know to do his job.
Ignorance truly was bliss. At least it helped one sleep peacefully at night.
He hadn’t slept since the town-wide masquerade, which was likely a blessing. He didn’t know what kind of nightmares would haunt his dreams now.
But what had happened was no dream. It was a very real battle. Many of the patrols out that night hadn’t returned at all, but anyone with ears had heard the firefight that ensued.
At the time, Resnick was passed out in the center of town like most everyone else. By the time he came to and reached the location of the battle, the fighting was over. There were signs of struggle, but no bodies. The survivors remembered nothing, just like all the town’s folk.
But search dogs were able to run three different specimens to ground.
One—a mad beast of pale skin and sharp fangs—Resnick had wanted to put down on the spot. Brass had ordered it brought in for study.
The other two specimens were caught because they were trying to kill the vampire-like creature. The tall elfish one had managed to put two arrows in the vampire. In turn, Resnick and his men nailed the big guy with three tranquilizer darts.
Their new target had escaped back into the forest. They were tracking him when they found a tiny four-foot tall female…something…trying to hide her unconscious friend from the search dogs.
Weird shit happened.
Resnick just wished it would stop happening on his watch.
And just last night he’d returned to base to find an intruder impersonating one of his men. Clearly, this one was an infiltrator of some kind and had planted himself with Resnick’s convoy to get inside the base.
His superiors claimed the decoy Corporal Jenkins was there to execute the vampire-like specimen but had been discovered before he was able to complete his mission, and the one in the suit of armor had been sent to finish the job.
Something didn’t sit right with Resnick.
Why would the one in full armor kill the vampire-like specimen but not free the other two prisoners? He’d had plenty of time to release the other two while he’d been down on the rink, but he hadn’t bothered. It didn’t add up. Could the imposter Corporal Jenkins and Armor Suit represent two different warring factions?
When he’d brought his concerns to his superior, he’d been assigned patrol detail.
As if it was his fault the newcomer had vanished before all their eyes. None of it made sense.
“Major, I found something that might prove interesting.”
Resnick made his way over to Lieutenant Landry, still scanning the area for nasty surprises. “Interesting is a forbidden word. The science geeks have killed it for me. Permitted words are ‘dangerous’ or ‘what-the-fuck-is-this.’ Understand?”
“Yes, sir.” The lieutenant eyed him dubiously. “They’re the cameras Corporal Mackenzie set up last week before she went MIA.”
Anger and guilt warred within Resnick before he could push it back.
Mackenzie wasn’t much more than a kid. She was what, twenty-two? Bright, brave, foolhardy, third generation military. How the hell was he going to face her father? Brigadier General Samuel Mackenzie had been Resnick’s CO during his first tour. Despite a decade difference in their ages, they had maintained a close friendship for the last twenty years.
In part, that’s why Corporal Mackenzie had landed in Resnick’s unit. The day of the masquerade, he and his team had been out on patrol when the ridge they’d been exploring gave way. Mackenzie, Griffith, and Jones had all gotten a rough ride to the base of the ridge. He’d ordered them all back to get checked out.
By the time all hell had broken loose later that night, his three injured team members had been released from medical. He’d only learned after he’d come stumbling back to HQ that they had gone back out to help once they’d heard gunfire. No one had seen or heard from them since.
“Sir?”
“Just call them cameras next time.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Do you have something to view the data on?”
“No, but Ruthven does,” Lieutenant Landry said and jerked his chin in Master Corporal Ruthven’s direction where he was already shouldering off his pack. He passed a tablet to Landry.
“Good. Let me know if you see something more dangerous than deer.” To the others, he motioned for them to fan out and do another quick scout of the area. Enemies that could pop in and out without leaving a trace made even him paranoid.
When they couldn’t find so much as a leaf out of place, he ordered a short rest.
Resnick took a drag on his water as he looked at the trees around him, and then up into the thick canopy overhead.
“You know,” he said more to the trees above than any one of his men. “I think I know how our Robin Hood and the pixie Marion managed to avoid detection for so long.”
He remembered how the tall, elfish fellow with the longbow had dropped down practically on top of Resnick’s team in his attempt to take out their fanged acquisition. The combination of the tree canopy, thick underbrush, and placement of Resnick’s team must have fouled up the elf lord’s shot.
Was it desperation, or just blind hate, which had driven him to expose himself to their team? Resnick didn’t have an answer. No one had been able to make tall, blond, and elfish talk.
But Resnick still had a feeling the elf might have been protecting everyone by trying to take out the fanged monstrosity.
“Trees,” Resnick said as he glanced over at Ruthven.
“Sir?”
“The damned trees. Robin Hood and our tiny Marion, I’d bet a week’s rations they use the trees to travel. Otherwise, we would have found some signs of them long ago.”
“Sir,” Landry spoke up over the others. “Not sure about trees, but I think I just found another mode of travel. You’ve got to see this. It’s way past interesting, straight into WTF territory.”
Resnick took the offered tablet. The feed had been paused and enlarged to take up the screen’s entire surface.
His eyes darted over the screen, and he sucked in a deep breath. “We move out now. Back to base, double time. Ruthven, put that thing back in your pack and protect it with your life.”
Private Jacobs walked up and tried to glance at the screen as Ruthven stowed the tablet in his pack. “What’s on it?”
“I’m not sure, exactly.”
Resnick gestured them to move out. “What’s on that device is so highly classified they haven’t created a designation for it yet. We are going to endure hours and hours of debriefings. That’s what’s on that damn device.”
Resnick kept his voice emotionless and controlled, but inside he was shaking.
He was sure what he’d mentally labeled elf, pixie, and vampire were something science could explain—some kind of mutation, or highly illegal genetic experimentation. Something that had started out human.
What he’d seen on the tablet was not human, not even close. Never had been.




Chapter 14
Lillian sat with the rest of the family around the kitchen table. A cooling cup of coffee rested in her hand. She’d been nursing it for twenty minutes but couldn’t get it down.
Coffee had been hit and miss with her ever since she’d emerged from her hamadryad healing three weeks ago.
Had it only been weeks? The siren Tethys, the Riven, the human military. It all felt much longer than three short weeks.
Sipping her coffee, she grimaced. The rest of the family was equally as quiet. It had been another long night with only a few hours’ worth of sleep. Well, not that she and Gregory had spent the whole time sleeping, either.
She glanced around at her family. Her brother was polishing off a bowl of porridge with more determination than joy by the look of it. Gran sat staring at her oatmeal—too tired to eat it, by all appearances, which had Lillian worried.
“We need to plan for what comes next. Any ideas?” she asked the table at large.
Gregory cocked an ear in her direction but continued to finish his second bowl of porridge before he answered. “We rest and see what the humans do this day. Tonight, protected by darkness, we stage a rescue. We both scented our allies within that main building just before we fled.”
“Yes, but how will we manage it? They were planning to move them to a more secure location yesterday, just before we were discovered. Surely, they have already moved them.
Gregory shook his head. “Darkness says Whitethorn and Goswin are still inside.” He sounded a touch displeased. “He took it upon himself to scout the area we did not have time to search. He found them drugged and trapped in clear-walled cages. He couldn’t escape with them both, not unconscious and during full daylight.”
Ah, the real source of his annoyance. Darkness had gone scouting without notifying Gregory first.
Lillian rubbed the bridge of her nose to hide her smile and then turned serious again. “Then we still have a chance to rescue them before they get spirited off to god knows where. I’m glad our debacle didn’t spook the military into moving them early.”
“If anything, the debacle caused them to dig in and call for more reinforcements,” Gran said into her cup. “Our spies are keeping track of things and will inform us if they move our friends.”
“Spies?” Lillian asked, feeling like she’d missed something, again.
Gran made a fluttering gesture with her hand. “Like the messenger spells, but these ones watch and report back their news. If the soldiers notice a few more birds, squirrels and chipmunks than normal?” She smiled. “They will think nothing of it.”
Gran’s exhaustion now made sense. She’d been doing spell work all night. “We could have helped.”
“It was better you slept. There is still lots that needs doing before tonight.” Gran gestured at the small television in the corner of the kitchen. “My spies have already overheard many interesting things. We are still persons of interest—though not as much as before now they have something else to hunt. In the meantime, they plan to give the town a clean bill of health and lift the lockdown. They have an ulterior motive, of course. Once they turn the townsfolk loose to gather and gossip, they are going to tail those of interest and see if they can learn something.”
“So, every time we turn around, we’re going to run into our new best friends,” Lillian stated with a snort of amusement. “That’s going to make things more complicated.”
“We’re not going to do anything of interest,” Gran said. “In fact, we’re going to bore them to death. Lillian, you and Gregory are going to go grocery shopping and run errands. Make sure you hit the coffee shop and the diner for lunch. Jason will go to the hardware store and get the wood for the new gazebo. I’ll go meet with the card ladies. Just boring business as usual.”
“You’re going to turn me loose on the town?” Gregory looked excited at the thought, so Lillian introduced the other part of the equation.
“Yep, lots of places to go in the car.”
Gregory’s expression fell.




Chapter 15
Shadowlight thought Gran would never leave, but she finally did. Taking the noisy and smelly conveyance she called a truck, she drove off down the lane.
Perched on Gregory’s pedestal in the center of Lillian’s maze, Shadowlight couldn’t actually see Gran driving away, but he could hear it. He waited until the sound of her truck drifted away before he moved.
Jason had gone to something called a hardware store to get wood, which mystified him. Why would they go somewhere to get wood when they were surrounded by forests? Oh well, Lillian’s adopted family might be strange, but he liked them anyway.
Lillian and Gregory were out shopping—whatever that was. Gran had just left to play cards. It was all a ruse to trick the humans. He’d been eavesdropping on their conversation at breakfast and thought it sounded like a perfect opportunity to visit with his pet human.
He was supposed to stay on the pedestal and pretend to be Gregory, which he totally could do, but he was also skilled enough to leave an illusion behind that looked and felt like a stone statue.
After stretching, he jumped down from his perch and created the illusion. He felt a touch guilty. His father had given him the assignment, and it really wasn’t honorable to just leave.
Yet, he needed to check on his human.
Somehow, he didn’t think his parents would be understanding.
Good thing they were out patrolling the perimeter of the human military camp.
He’d originally wanted to join them, but they’d refused. Something about it being too dangerous.
He made his way out of the maze, searching for any other fae that might be about, especially Greenborrow. The leshii had taken the blame for allowing the medical technician to escape.
Why he didn’t know. Greenborrow could merely have said he’d left the human in Shadowlight’s care.
The leshii had glanced at Shadowlight while he’d told the lie and taken the blame.
Shaking off the mild guilt the memory inspired, Shadowlight began to run, using his natural magic for camouflage. It wasn’t foolproof in the bright light of day, and he felt more exposed than he liked as he ran through the gardens.
He didn’t relax until he was once more under the dense forest canopy.
Taking a long winding path to his destination added an extra few minutes to the trip, but it made him feel more secure about his human’s safety.
When he arrived, she was already up and walking the edges of the protective dome of energy. Every few strides, she reached out and touched the solid surface and then pulled her fingers away with a little shake.
There was a method to her actions, he realized. She was using a search pattern to cover the entire dome within her reach, looking for a door or weakness she could use to escape.
He stalked forward, maintaining his shadow magic. In a mix of curiosity and playfulness, he paced her, mirroring her move for move to see how much his blood had changed her.
After three steps and no outward change in her expression or body language, a sense of disappointment swept over him. He had hoped his blood would have had more of an effect on her—for her own safety. She needed to be more gargoyle and less human if she had any hope of being accepted by the other fae.
Oh well, no one had discovered his secret. He only had to maintain it long enough to get a little more of his blood in her.
Once she was more of the Magic Realm than the Mortal one, he was confident his family and the other fae wouldn’t kill her outright.
Admittedly, he hadn’t thought it out thoroughly when he’d saved her, but he was confident the others would see she possessed a noble spirit.
While he’d been thinking of future possibilities, Anna had stopped her search of the dome and was staring at him with a perplexed look on her face. The little wrinkle between her brows deepened.
“You’re there, aren’t you? I can sense you.” Her brow smoothed as her eyes widened in surprise. Then in a hoarse whisper, she added, “It damn well better be you.”
“It is,” he assured her as he released his hold on his cloaking magic.
His sudden appearance had startled her, but after a moment she returned to the dome’s edge and studied him through it. “Handy trick. How many others can you do?”
At first, he’d been a bit in awe of her outwardly calm exterior—he doubted many humans would possess such an adaptable personality, but then he’d come to realize it was a coping mechanism. To keep her panic at bay, she asked questions and cataloged his answers, telling herself she would take everything she learned and turn it over to her people once she’d escaped. Her thoughts were all there before him, clear as a glacial waterfall.
He hadn’t lied when he said he couldn’t read her mind—not exactly. At least he wasn’t willfully doing it. Her mind was just so focused and disciplined, it was like she was talking aloud, and her thoughts just came to him clear and uncluttered.
“I thought you said you wouldn’t be coming back until nightfall. What happened? Do we have a problem?”
He had to admit she was good—using ‘we’ and making it sound like they were a team, when in fact she was still searching every angle to escape him.
Knowing her thoughts became a boon at that moment.
“There is no problem.” Oh, but how to go about telling her she could never return to her people.
“Thanks for saving me. Now it’s time to let me go.”
“I can’t. Not yet.” He raised a talon and tapped on the protective dome once, and then stepped through. She leaped back, putting space between herself and the dome before she dropped into a defensive crouch.
She held a knife in her hand. It was the one from the pack. A simple camp knife his father used for little tasks when talons were not sufficient.
It wasn’t much of a weapon. Its blade was no longer than his hand.
“I know you think of escape, of taking what you’ve learned and sharing it with the humans,” he said as he held his ground, allowing her to process his words. “But you are no longer only human, you are in part, small though it is, gargoyle.” He tilted his head in new understanding of what he’d done to her. “You are neither human nor gargoyle. My blood saved your life, but at a heavy cost. One I’m just beginning to understand, myself. How do I go about explaining it to you?”
“One sentence at a time.” Her voice came out in a soft rush, the tension behind it obvious.
“My father says humans are not tolerant of anything they see as different. However, he hasn’t interacted much with humans. Perhaps his assessment of them is not accurate?”
“Lack of tolerance—sounds about right for a good portion of the population,” she said grudgingly.
“And you are now different than you were.”
The truth of his words flashed across her face.
“Will your fellow humans accept you back now that you are partly gargoyle?”
A muscle in her jaw ticked. “Oh, they’ll be glad to have me back,” her throat bobbed as she swallowed hard. “I’ll be lucky not to end up on some examination slab, somewhere.”
Shadowlight didn’t have a reference for the words she used, but her tone said enough.
“So, you’re saying only your kind will offer me a safe haven.”
“That is not entirely accurate.”
The line between her brows deepened. “Feel free to start filling in details at any point.”
“You’re still too human in your thinking, your loyalties, and your motives. I think it best none learn of your existence for now.”
“You’re awfully astute for a kid.” Her lips compressed in thought and her brows descended slightly. She inhaled a sharp breath. “You plan to keep me as a pet, don’t you? For how long? Until you get bored with me?”
Shadowlight felt the first traces of annoyance and anger filter through his being.
He’d saved her, a selfless act.
Shouldn’t she be grateful?
Apparently, he wasn’t handling the situation well. It didn’t matter if she was grateful or not, all his gargoyle instincts and his father’s memories said he was still responsible for her. He’d saved her. Now she was his problem.
To start, he’d have to protect her from both the fae and the humans. She seemed like a reasonable person. He was sure he could gain her trust…eventually.
“What happens when you get tired of your shiny new toy?”
An ear flicked forward and then back. Even his tail twitched slowly as he worked through the meaning of her question.
Oh, she was the toy.
His ears swung forward, snapping to attention. “You think I would harm you?”
She held her rigid pose. “Well, what am I supposed to think? You just explained I belong nowhere, and you hadn’t fully thought out your actions.”
In a moment of clarity, Shadowlight dropped to all fours and bound over to her, butting his muzzle and head under her hand for a scratch. “Foolish human.”
As he had hoped, his action so caught her off guard, she didn’t use the knife she held.
“I saved you because I liked your spirit. I’m not about to kill you just because you think I now find you an inconvenience.” Shadowlight wiggled closer as he felt the first tentative scratch behind his ears. “That goes against every instinct a gargoyle has. We protect. We guard against evil and eradicate it where we find it. We don’t harm those we consider our responsibility.”
“Because you saved me, you now consider me your responsibility?” her tone was thoughtful, not flippant.
“No, not because I saved you. Because my blood changed you. I did not fully think through what I’d be forcing you to accept.” Oh, there was more, and he debated telling her now or later. He wanted her trust. Lies and omissions would only bring harm later down the road. “And there is the possibility you may require more of my magic-laced blood at certain intervals to keep you strong.”
Her fingers froze in his mane. “Say that again.”
Hmmm. Maybe he should have waited a day or two for that detail.
While he was still flailing for something to say, she squatted down in front of him and stared him in the eye. “How often?”
He flinched at her tone but answered truthfully. “I’m not sure. My mother is a healer. She would have a better idea. Unfortunately, her memories weren’t that detailed.”
“Is this a ‘for life’ condition?”
“I think so, yes.”
“I need a time out.”
With those brisk words, she took herself over to the fallen tree shelter and sat down with her head on her drawn up knees.
She stayed like that for a long time.
With a dejected sigh, he sat on his haunches to give her the time she needed to cope with that new knowledge.
Then he napped, one ear cocked in her direction, so he’d know if she stirred.
But it wasn’t the sound of the human soldier stirring that dragged him from his sleep—no this was a tremendous droning tone that swiftly grew until it reverberated within his very bones.
The noise grew closer, and the human jumped to her feet and tilted her head back to study the sky.
Shadowlight flared his wings out, tensed his powerful haunches, and called his magic as he prepared to launch himself into the sky to face whatever enemy was bearing down on them.
“You may want to keep your feet firmly on the ground unless you enjoy a world of pain.” She shrugged. “Your choice, my friend, but those big boys are going to be armed to the teeth. Although, I don’t think they are after us. Moving too fast. They’ll overshoot us in….”
As if she’d synchronized the timing of her words to their flyover, seven mean-looking machines buzzed over their heads and were gone moments later.
“What were those?”
She looked him in the eyes. “Well, the two escorts were ours. The other five were United States Army. Things just got a whole lot more complex for you, my young friend.”
He gave her a questioning look.
She clarified. “They have more resources to hunt you down.”
“Are they from a neighboring kingdom?” he asked, growing concerned for his family’s well-being. His mother and father could hide easily enough. But Lillian and Gregory were known and couldn’t just vanish without drawing suspicion.
She arched an eyebrow at him. “You have so much to learn.”
He gave a little shrug, entirely unapologetic.
“I was just born three days ago.”
Her jaw dropped as she stared on, mute. Shadowlight left while she was still too shocked to waylay him with more questions. He had to find his family and make sure everyone was safe.




Chapter 16
“Are you done yet?”
It was the fourth time Lillian had heard that question in the last two hours. The first time had been in the first drugstore she’d hit, the second in the long lineup at the coffee shop. The third complaint had been in the grocery store when two miniature tyrants—Gregory’s title for them—had rammed him in the hip with the cart. She’d sweetly promised him a special treat of his choosing if he didn’t decapitate the two boys.
They’d left the grocery store without further issue. Their silent tails, two dour looking military types, pretended to pick up a couple things at the store as well.
When Lillian had driven away, she’d spotted their new friends following behind in an armored vehicle. Was that their attempt at undercover? Or maybe they just didn’t care if they were spotted.
She made a few more stops, and her tails followed faithfully. She was almost tempted to set Gregory upon them. She was sure he’d have enjoyed tormenting the humans.
It would distract Gregory, too. Which would be handy, she admitted as she pulled into the second drugstore’s parking lot.
She needed to pick up a couple more items for her peace of mind. The threat of pregnancy still hung over her head. Gregory hadn’t remembered anything from the night of the masquerade, but that wouldn’t help her if she was pregnant and began showing signs. Which brought her to her next issue. Being a gargoyle-dryad hybrid, she didn’t even know what the symptoms of pregnancy would be.
She didn’t have a monthly cycle like a human. Hers came once every three months. She’d always wondered about that, but Gran had said it was a normal genetic blip on her side of the family. Being young and naïve, she’d trusted Gran. Then again, who would have equated a longer cycle than usual with being a dryad-gargoyle hybrid?
“More stops?” Gregory asked, sounding grumpy.
Lillian got out of the car and came around to his side while he was still trying to extract himself from the vehicle. She leaned down and gave him a quick kiss on the lips while running her fingers along his tattoo. “I would say you could wait in the car, but…”
Gregory snorted without humor. “As if I’d leave you undefended.”
Yes, picking up a few pregnancy tests from the drugstore without Gregory knowing was going to be problematic.
Feeling ornery and flippant, she waved to her two tails as they pulled into the parking lot. Gregory gave them a toothy grin, and a wave as well.
Lillian marched into the drugstore and snatched up a basket as she ran through her mental list of things to pick up.
She figured if she grabbed lots of stuff, Gregory wouldn’t notice a few pregnancy tests among everything else. Not that he would know what they were anyway, but he could read, which gave her an idea as she walked past the magazine racks. She grabbed a local newspaper and gave it to Gregory. “Read it and let me know if there is anything interesting in there we may need to know.”
Gregory frowned but nodded and began to skim through the paper. Lillian continued her task with military efficiency and came to the aisle she needed. She didn’t pause to read or study the packages, instead grabbing three of each variety on the shelf.
The number would make the girl at the checkout do a triple take, but Lilian wasn’t sure when she’d have a chance to get more.
She knew gargoyles were warm-blooded and dryads had breasts, so they were mammals in theory. She didn’t know if they were enough like humans for the test kits to be useful.
Personally, she doubted they’d be accurate, dryads and humans probably didn’t have the same hormones. In fact, it had only been two days since the incident so the tests wouldn’t show anything yet, anyway. She planned to use one tonight as a sort of baseline test, and then space the others out on a weekly basis to check for any changes. At least she hoped it would work, and she really hoped not to see any changes.
By her estimate, she was maybe two-thirds of the way through her fertility cycle, which once again, told her nothing.
Damn, she really needed an idiot’s guide to dryads with a bonus chapter on gargoyles.
Basket at her side, Gregory a few steps behind with his nose still buried in the newspaper, Lillian rounded the corner of the next aisle and nearly ran head-on into one of her friendly tails.
It was the taller of the two clones. Up close, she noted this one had brown eyes where the other guy possessed a lighter shade—hazel maybe?
She compressed her lips and then replaced the encroaching frown with a smile instead. “Nice day,” she said. “Enjoying the town?” Because really, what did one say to their tails?
“Ma’am,” Brown Eyes acknowledged and then glanced down in her basket.
His one eyebrow rose slightly. Yep, he was so adding the basket of pregnancy tests to his report. Damn. As long as he didn’t say anything in front of Gregory, she didn’t care.
“Well, I’m sure we’ll be seeing each other again soon.” She sidestepped Brown Eyes and nodded to military clone number two.
They didn’t stop her, so she continued toward the checkout. She was halfway there when the tattoo around her neck tingled and she realized Gregory hadn’t followed.
A glance over her shoulder showed him having a staring contest with the taller soldier. She sighed and briefly wondered if there was a sudden bout of testosterone poisoning sweeping through the town.
She ignored the tattoo’s second warning twinge and continued to the checkout. Eventually, Gregory returned to her side while she was bagging her purchases, but his attention was still for the two soldiers.
With a sigh, Lillian plucked the forgotten newspaper from his fingers and gave it to the cashier to add to the other items.
Without a word in exchange, and apparently Gregory being none the wiser about what she’d purchased, they returned to her car under the watchful gazes of her two tails.
She’d just slammed the trunk when she heard a loud rumble approaching. The sound increased in volume alarmingly quickly as seven heavy-bodied helicopters armed to the teeth, tore through the skies overhead.
The townsfolk came out to gawk at the helicopters until they vanished behind the tree line.
She couldn’t be sure of their destination, but she’d bet the lower branches of her hamadryad, those helicopters were there to transport the prisoners to a more secure location.
She turned to Gregory and whispered, “We need to get home, now.”
“Yes,” he agreed but didn’t take his eyes off the place they’d last seen the helicopters before they vanished.




Chapter 17
By the time they made it back to the spa, Lillian had discovered everyone else was already home. Gregory stomped into the house loaded down with eight bags of groceries while she scooped up her own bags and ran them upstairs where she hid the pregnancy tests in her bathroom vanity. She was just headed back down the stairs when the second warning tingle crawled along her tattoo.
Gregory emerged from the kitchen, rubbing his own throat and watched her with a questioning look as she crossed the living room floor and returned to his side.
“Sorry,” she mumbled as she joined him. “I figured I could run the stuff upstairs and be back before the collars reacted.”
“Darkness is in the kitchen. He has news.”
Gregory didn’t say or do anything else to outwardly show his excitement, but she could sense it all the same.
The trip to town was almost too much for her poor gargoyle, and now he was clearly itching to do something dangerous.
She felt her own blood surge at the thought of danger, and she began to wonder if their DNA was coded to hunt out dangerous situations.
Rather like they equated danger with fun. She now had to include herself within those parameters.
She pushed open the kitchen door and was only halfway through when she was scooped up in another strong embrace.
“Father says I get to help with this mission.” Shadowlight vibrated with happiness. He spun Lillian around once and then put her down.
Her little brother made an aborted motion toward Gregory, who was still in human form, but her other half lifted an eyebrow in warning and bestowed a grim look upon the youngest gargoyle that promised pain to anyone foolish enough to attempt to pick him up.
Shadowlight dropped to all fours and butted Gregory in the stomach instead.
With a sigh and a smile he couldn’t hide, he gave the youngster a few affectionate scratches before turning to the other gargoyle in the room.
Darkness stood in the corner of the kitchen with the most shadows. He wasn’t actively trying to hide. Perhaps it was just an unconscious instinct on his part.
Her mother stood off to the side, speaking with Gran and Jason. Gregory went straight to Darkness. Lillian joined them.
“Those loud flying machines landed at the humans’ camp,” Darkness was saying. “I overheard one pilot,” he hesitated over the foreign word before continuing, “Say to another member of his team he had orders to be back in the air within the hour.”
“Not long,” Gregory chimed in. “They must be planning to move our people.”
“There was a flurry of activity at the base. I agree. They will move your allies soon.”
Lillian glanced out the window, eyeing the sun as it started its descent toward the horizon. She knew Gregory and Darkness were able to hide even while the sun was still high. Shadowlight she wasn’t so sure about. Though, he was a proper gargoyle and had inherited their father’s memories and skills to a much greater degree than she had. He, too, might be able to hide while the sun was still high.
Lillian knew she wasn’t ready to infiltrate the base again so soon but didn’t see another option. “We have to get them out. Now. In the daylight.”
Gregory nodded. “The base is too well guarded. We’ll take them on the wing.”
Darkness nodded agreement, and they both went over to Gran.
Lillian was left standing with Shadowlight, who leaned against her, happy to be included in the hunt. She finally found her voice and chased after Gregory so quickly, she heard Shadowlight lose his balance and stumble into the cupboard door next to where she’d been standing a moment ago. He made a disgruntled sound but bound after her.
“You can’t be planning to attack those helicopters. It’s suicide to even think to try.”
Gregory huffed. “They won’t expect an attack on the wing. Nor will they be able to see or hear us coming. This way we won’t have to deal with the entire armed camp. Just what those five machines can carry.”
Lillian’s stomach fluttered nervously. “Those things house weapons Gregory, ones like the guns the soldiers carry, but the ones strapped to the helicopters will be bigger and meaner.”
“We know of these things now, and can use shielding magic against them.”
“And how do you propose we go about catching them once they’re in the air? Kind of hard to rescue our friends if we can’t even catch them.”
Darkness tilted his head in her direction, and she had the distinct impression he was translating her words in his mind into something he understood. “Oh, but gargoyles can match speed with those things, and if we dive from a much higher vantage point...”
“You’ll get sliced to ribbons,” Lillian cut in.
Her father’s look of disdain didn’t earn him any sympathy from her, but he continued anyway. “I saw how those things keep themselves up. It will be no great challenge to bring them down. If getting close proves too dangerous we can do it from afar. Gargoyle magic is adaptable. Those machines are not.”
“We can’t bring them down. Whitethorn and Goswin wouldn’t survive, and the humans are just doing their jobs.”
Gregory placed a hand on Lillian’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “We don't need to harm the humans, but you need to trust me. I am not underestimating the humans, and you should know by now I would not embark upon this quest if I thought you would be placed in unnecessary danger.” He gestured to Darkness. “That’s why I’ve asked your father to do a partial memory transfer so you’ll have the skills and knowledge you’ll need for this mission.”
Oh, he made it sound so reasonable, but she couldn’t help thinking about all the ways this attempt could end in painful disaster.
She glanced at her father where he waited patiently for her to see their way of thinking. Even with the memory transfer Gregory talked of, she didn’t think this plan had a hope of success.
But if they didn’t act now, Whitethorn and Goswin might slip forever beyond their reach.
“Fine, let’s do this.”
Gregory and Darkness gave almost identical somber nods, whereas Shadowlight jumped to attention, wings vibrating with excitement.
If it were within her power, she would forbid Shadowlight from coming. He was far too young to go on such a dangerous mission. However, she’d been overruled, and they did need every set of wings available to rescue Whitethorn and Goswin.
Besides, Shadowlight would likely just follow them, and if he was going into danger, she wanted him near enough to keep an eye on.
∞∞∞
 
Major Resnick decided he was having the mother of all bad weeks. They made their way back to base as fast as humanly possible on foot, the land too rugged for any kind of motorized vehicles to extract them. Not that their radios were working. Something was jamming them again.
He was just exiting the forest and coming out onto the road when he heard the roar of helos approaching. His team was less than five kilometers from the base, but they might as well have been a hundred for all the good it did him.
Thirty seconds later, five helos flew overhead, heading south. His gut told him that was the prisoner transport, and it was in danger. Was the communications blackout the work of his people or something else?
If how this week was going was any indication, the blackout would be the work of something else.
“We need to warn them. Move it.” He broke into a run.
∞∞∞
 
The slight breeze tugged at Lillian’s tightly folded wings, where she sat perched on the highest branch of the tree capable of holding her weight.
The stout oak grew at the edge of a craggy ravine, where it had taken root along a small rocky outcropping in some long-ago century. Now it overlooked a narrow river and provided Lillian a convenient perch from which to launch herself into flight.
Gregory, Darkness, and Shadowlight all waited in the surrounding trees, listening for the approach of their intended targets.
“They come,” Shadowlight informed the others. “It’s as the Coven reported, I only detect five this time. The other two stayed behind.”
Lillian frowned and strained her ears forth and back, seeking what her little brother had heard.
Another minute passed before she heard what Shadowlight had noted. Her little brother had sharp senses. Better even than Gregory? She’d ask about that later. There was no time now.
Together, the four gargoyles launched from their perches and climbed high into the sky.
She beat her powerful wings, but it wasn’t solely their strength that catapulted her higher, magic filled her wing membranes and snapped in the air around her.
Shadowlight beat his wings harder and pulled ahead. With a wide grin, she answered his unvoiced challenge and flew faster, darting past first him and then Darkness and Gregory.
Her sleeker body allowed for greater acceleration, and she had a hunch she might be much more agile, too. Although, she hadn’t tested her theory yet.
With a joyous roar, she arched higher into the sky.
“We’re at a good height,” Gregory called across their four-way link. “Prepare to dive.”
Her beloved’s words tarnished her child-like joy, but she’d rekindle it another time when she could take wing with Gregory for the sheer pleasure of flying. But that would have to wait.
Five dark, military helicopters thundered closer to their positions. Within seconds, they’d be directly below, over the pristine waters of the lake.
Lillian angled a wing and dipped a few feet lower to take up position behind the tip of Gregory’s tail as he continued to circle above their target area. The lake’s blue, calm expanse looked more like a pond or maybe a puddle from this high up.
“Ready,” he called, using their mental link.
With slight shifts of her body, she mimicked Gregory’s every move, but she couldn’t manage his cool battle readiness, not even her father’s memories could calm her nerves although she was thankful for them. Otherwise, she never would have mastered either flying or her fear of heights.
Gran and the rest of the ground crew, as Lillian had taken to calling the Clan and Coven members aiding in this endeavor, had reported two hooded decoy prisoners had been escorted into each of the five choppers. The real Whitethorn and Goswin had been loaded into the second helicopter to take off.
Many fae had taken to the trees, watching the track of the helicopters. Not once had the aerial formation changed during flight. Their targets were still in the chopper flying left of the leader in the wedge formation.
Lillian kept her gaze locked on that target. Her part of the mission was easy.
“Now!”
Gregory and Darkness dived in unison, like arrows shot from some giant bow. Lillian darted after them, Shadowlight nearly wing tip to wing tip with her.
Below, the two gargoyles parted company. Gregory angled toward their helicopter while Darkness headed for the one in the lead.
Shadowlight dipped a wing and dived under Lillian, in pursuit of their father. She banked left to join Gregory.
Darkness flared out his wings, and Shadowlight matched speed. Together their trajectory and momentum slammed them into the helicopter with such force it rocked sideways wildly as it started to spin out of control. They latched onto it. Darkness under the tail, Shadowlight clinging upside down from the landing struts.
Lillian had only a moment to worry about the safety of everyone concerned before her own momentum carried her to her target.
She twisted her body in the air, and as she sailed under the belly of the helicopter, she raked her claws out, grasping at anything to hold her securely to the bottom.
The helicopter shook violently with a second impact. Gregory had just arrived. There were shouts from inside, followed by several seconds of chaos as the pilot tried to level out the wildly careening machine.
Below her, she could see where Darkness and Shadowlight had managed to bring down their helicopter—or maybe the pilot performed some kind of emergency landing. Lillian wasn’t sure what had occurred, but the aircraft was down in the shallow, rush-filled waters at the lake’s edge.
Her father and brother were heading toward the second helicopter that had swung back around to aid the two in trouble.
From her vantage point hanging upside down while she waited for Gregory to do his part, she watched as Darkness and Shadowlight attacked the second helicopter with undisguised glee.
They were fulfilling their part of the plan admirably. The two helicopters not already engaged had broken formation and arced back around, but they had no targets to shoot at. At that moment, Lillian rather like being a gargoyle. There was something to be said about being on top of the magical food chain.
The sound of wrenching metal drew her back to her part of the plan. A second later, a large-ish piece of the helicopter dropped down into the lake below.
Lillian tensed, waiting for what would come next. Then from within came much crashing and thumping as a moment later one unfortunate soldier came flying out.
Shadowlight and Darkness broke away from their helicopter and her little brother scooped up the free-falling soldier before he could hit the water at breakneck speed.
Another soldier was tossed from the opening. This one Darkness caught, slowing his descent enough the human would survive the fall to the water below.
“Lillian, now,” Gregory called.
She released her hold on the helicopter the same moment Gregory burst out with two bundles tucked under his arms.
Lillian took the smaller form of Goswin and then they were both beating their wings to gain altitude and put distance between themselves and the carnage they’d left behind.
The bundle in Lillian’s arms was limp but alive. Sedated. She scrunched her nose at the scent of chemicals oozing out of the little fae’s pores. She hoped the small, delicate Fae was more robust than she seemed.
But until they could get them safely on the ground, it was impossible to judge the severity of their injuries.
Darkness and Shadowlight would join them later, once they had dealt with the human soldiers. By mutual agreement, they had all agreed it was best to strip the humans of their memories before leaving them for their fellows to find. Once that was done, the other two gargoyles would rejoin them back in Coven lands.
With a nervous glance back at the mess of twisted metal, Lillian winced. At least none of the soldiers were mortally wounded. Still, she feared they’d just kicked the hornets’ nest.




Chapter 18
“Oh, for the love of god,” Major Resnick snarled. “Get Lieutenant-Colonel Harmon on the line. He’ll clear us.”
“Sorry, sir, these are his orders,” the private at the main gate explained. “Any teams coming back in must now be searched and debriefed before allowing them on base.”
In other words, they were looking to avoid another incident. Which was all well and good, but today Resnick didn’t have time for this kind of bullshit.
“Fine, I need you to get this to Colonel Tremblay or Doctors Fleming and Rodgers. This contains intel about our enemy, and I believe that helo transport is about to get hit. We need to warn them.”
“Sorry, sir. I can’t leave my post, but I’ll have the tablet sent ahead.”
Resnick didn’t want to risk the tablet in someone else’s hands but knew it was no use ranting about it. He’d been the one to suggest the new procedure.
He just hadn’t thought his own idea would turn and bite him in the ass. Of all the clusterfucks that could have befallen him, did they all have to fall within the same week?
∞∞∞
 
Shadowlight hoisted the unconscious soldier higher on his shoulder as he continued to run through the forest. Running on two legs, he decided, was far less fun than four. The human flopping against his shoulder didn’t help either.
At least the destination he had in mind wasn’t far, which was good since he still had two more humans to transport.
Each memory-erasing spell was delicate, time-consuming work. Darkness, being much more experienced with such spells, performed each procedure, which left Shadowlight with the task of moving the humans.
There were still two of those flying, noisy machines in operation. One had turned back the way they’d come. Darkness said it was probably going for reinforcements since the Coven had taken out their other modes of communication.
Whatever that meant.
Which left the last one circling over the area, searching for the other humans he and his father had rescued from the flying machines before they’d crashed.
They’d managed to save all the humans though most had bumps and bruises; one had sustained a broken arm. Shadowlight was feeling a little battered himself. Going inside the machines as they’d spiraled out of control hadn’t been as much fun as he’d thought. His one wing still ached fiercely, and the ribs on the same side had suffered some abuse. In the chaos, he didn’t remember it happening. It wasn’t until he was on the ground again, running to do his father’s bidding, that his injuries made themselves known.
On this trip, his third such one, he’d gone a little farther out of his way because he wanted to check on his pet human. His shielding dome should both hide and protect her, but with that helicopter thing circling, he didn’t want to take a chance she might be located.
Wiping all these humans’ memories wouldn’t do one speck of good if the searchers found Anna Mackenzie.
He slowed as he made his final approach. The area seemed undisturbed. He remained cloaked as he came up to the dome. Inside, Anna was sitting by the fire, waiting for her tea to steep by the scent of it.
She scanned the shadows and then homed in on his location, telling him his gargoyle blood was still working its changes upon her body.
“Shadowlight?” she called softly and then glanced in his direction. “If that’s not you, I’m so screwed.”
He dropped his shadow magic and his human burden at the same time.
Her expression shifted from annoyance to shock, and then her eyes narrowed.
“What? You planning on starting a zoo?” she jerked her chin in the newcomer’s direction.
Shadowlight’s ears flicked forward in question, not knowing what she was referring to again. What was a zoo? He would search the language memories his sister had shared with him later. At the moment, he didn’t have time.
“Never mind,” she continued and then added, “That one’s U.S. Army. You went and did something stupid, didn’t you?”
He stepped over the unconscious human and continued toward Corporal Mackenzie. When he was still several feet from her position, he wrinkled his muzzle.
“Yeah, I stink,” she barked with a good deal of grumpiness in her voice. “See how good you smell covered in three-day-old battle.” Her arms folded across her chest, her expression turning belligerent. “You’re going to get me clean clothes and something to wash with, but first,” she pointed at the lump of soldier behind him, “explain.”
He shrugged, seeing no point in not telling her. “We rescued two of our fellows. A sidhe and a sprite were being transported elsewhere by these humans.”
“I suppose this has something to do with those helos from earlier?”
He puzzled over her words but then picked the meaning from her thoughts. “Yes.”
“And then that lone one hightailing it back?”
“Yes, my father said it was going back for reinforcements.”
“I don’t doubt it.”
Shadowlight felt his ears swinging forward again wondering where she was going with this.
She shook her head at him. “You just attacked a powerful nation. Do you know what that means?”
He had an idea, but since she had that look that said ‘I’m going to tell you anyway’ he decided to hold his silence.
“It means you and your family just declared war.”
Shadowlight’s ears drooped of their own accord, and his tail gave a half-hearted flick. Lillian and Gran had warned against that, told him of the dangers. “Gran isn’t going to like this.”
“I can only assume she’s a smart lady.”
“Gregory entrusted his other half, my sister, into her care. Gran is almost as fearsome as a gargoyle for all she descends from mostly human bloodlines.” His wings clamped tight to his back with worry. Gran tended to withhold treats when she was annoyed with someone. “We didn’t kill anyone,” he said, hope kindling in his heart, or maybe that was his stomach. He’d worked up an appetite.
“You brought down how many helicopters? Did you kill anyone?”
“Three of the machines,” Shadowlight said with renewed pride. Less than a week old and he’d already been victorious in battle twice.
“Oh, just a few million dollars’ worth of damage. They’ll just hunt you down, no thermonuclear device required.”
She said it with such a straight face, he wasn’t sure if it was mentioned in jest or not.
But he didn’t have time to figure out human thought processes now.
After stretching to loosen stiff muscles, he turned back to where he’d dropped his earlier burden. “I will come back later with more food and clothing once I’ve returned this one to his fellows.”
“Where exactly are you taking him?”
“Back to the human military camp.”
“Shit, kid. You like living dangerously.”
Turning back to her, he gave her a huge toothy grin. “I’m a gargoyle.”
She shook her head again, a smile twisting her lips and flashing the point of one fang. “Adrenaline junkie. You’re going to get your ass shot off.” She sobered after a bit. “Be careful, kid.”
He smiled. “You do like me.”
“Nah, just don’t like the idea of starving to death here under the dome once you get yourself killed or captured.”
Her words would have hurt if there hadn’t been a twinkle in her eye.
“I’ll be careful not to get captured or shot. I don’t like the idea of being haunted by your disquieted spirit.”
With the sound of her laughter still following him, he ventured back into the forest with his sleeping burden bumping against his back.




Chapter 19
Tapping an index finger against his thigh, Major Resnick frowned as the last member of his team was waved through the checkpoint. None of them were allowed to move on until the entire team was finished.
He was sure his blood pressure was crawling slowly higher toward stroke level range.
When they approached the last checkpoint, there was another team waiting to meet them.
“Major Resnick, I’m Corporal Jordan,” a fresh-faced soldier said and motioned them forward. “We’re here to escort you to command.”
Resnick swallowed back his frustration and acknowledged the other officer. “Did my intel reach them yet?”
“Yes, they are sending other helos after the convoy. If you will come with me.” He started away, and Resnick followed on his heels.
With Jordan’s team clearing a path, they made good time and were soon at the community center.
They didn’t make for the elevators. Instead they headed to the stairs that led down to the arena floor, which was now converted into a field lab.
The room lacked the usual bustle. They’d cleared out most of the non-essential personnel. Colonel Tremblay, his senior officers, and the lead scientists heading the project were all clustered around a central terminal.
Doctor Rodgers was gesturing at the screen enthusiastically.
“This isn’t us,” she was saying.
Resnick and Jordan’s teams arrived, saluted the general and the other senior officers and then took up positions.
Doctor Rogers and Fleming weren’t into niceties. “Where did you find this? Were there other signs? Prints, hair or skin samples caught in the underbrush, maybe? The terrain they were running through has dense undergrowth—there should have been some physical evidence.”
Outwardly, only a slight shift in his position gave away his displeasure. The science types always rubbed him the wrong way. The less he had to interact with them, the better.
What had he expected? He’d brought this newest intel in from the field—of course, they were going to have questions.
This was going to be a lengthy debriefing. He turned his gaze toward the screen with all its impossibilities.
A winged beast for god’s sake. Two actually. He cleared his throat. “We didn’t take the time to study the area. When we saw the two creatures on the recording and took note of the wings, I ordered my team to return at once, fearing something like this might, theoretically, pose a threat to our prisoner transport.” Though admittedly he didn’t know how something like these creatures could keep up with, let alone attack, one of their helos already in flight. Yet he’d seen too many strange things in recent days. Besides, in his gut, he knew these two were trouble.
“A pity,” Doctor Fleming said, “but understandable why you came back at once.”
Colonel Tremblay took over the conversation at that point. “We haven’t been able to raise the helicopters, I’ve sent out other units to search, but with the interruptions to communications, we don’t know anything yet. So, tell me your thoughts on those.” He pointed to the screen. “Any chance it’s a fake?”
One of his advisors gave a little shrug. “We have our experts working on it. Nothing yet.”
“But it would explain one of the intruders we had last night, and how he escaped. We were right on his tail when he suddenly vanished. The grass showed a clear trail for a thousand meters, and then it just ended in the middle of the field like he had up and vanished. Or flew away.”
Doctor Fleming reached out and touched the screen. “I’m not sure if they could fly, the body mass to wingspan ratio… I’d love to get a closer look at their locomotion.” He tapped a button, and the recording advanced a few frames at a greatly reduced speed. “Quadrupeds but look at the length of the strides.”
Resnick noted that too and did a quick estimate of stride and determined the beast could probably outrun a horse or most anything else. One thing for sure, it was a hundred percent predator. No herbivore had claws and teeth like that.
Once again, the Colonel shut down the scientists before they could descend into a debate. “But what is it? Some kind of genetically engineered and weaponized new species?”
“I don’t know. Maybe,” Doctor Rodgers said as she zoomed in on one of the creatures—the darker colored one. “But it’s not one of ours, if it is. It’s not one of us.”
Resnick frowned. A one-year-old could have taken a look and known it wasn’t human. What was she getting at?
She tapped the screen with more force as she gestured at them all. “The other ones we’ve captured, we know they are not human, but they are genetically our next closest relative—closer than chimpanzees. They are part of our evolutionary tree, on the same branch even,” she turned and pointed out the wing joints of the newly found creature. “This isn’t us. This isn’t part of our evolutionary tree. Six limbs. They both have six limbs. This isn’t of our earth.”
“Non-earth evolution?” The general asked, but it wasn’t a question, not exactly. He’d already come to the same conclusion as the doctors. “We need to verify this recording and scavenge the area for evidence.
“I need blood and tissue samples,” Rogers said as she looked from one person to the next. “We need to capture one of them.”
Oh, he knew where this was going. With a touch of trepidation, he glanced back at the frozen still, studying the creature’s natural weapons. Damn it all to hell. The creature looked like it could take down a velociraptor without breaking a sweat. This assignment was proving too interesting for his liking.
Major Resnick had known the recording was going to be bad for his peace of mind. “We’re going to need bigger guns.”




Chapter 20
Lillian trudged up the stairs to her bedroom with all the zeal of a dog going to visit the vet. She hurt everywhere. She hurt in places she didn’t even know existed, but they were letting her know of their existence now.
Gregory looked equally worn. He doggedly took the steps one at a time, without his usual spring powering him up the stairs like he didn’t know what gravity was.
They’d flown Whitethorn and Goswin to safety, and at the time she’d been so full of adrenaline an armored vehicle could have broadsided her and she would not have noticed. Now, a half hour after their flight, she was witnessing just what prolonged flight did to the body. The thought of a hot bath was the only thing keeping her going.
It certainly wasn’t the scent of food Gregory had taken from the kitchen as they made their way through. Actually, the smell of food was tying her stomach in knots.
She wondered if she was coming down with something—though that was unlikely. She’d never been sick a day in her life. Probably protected from common germs by her kick-ass gargoyle immune system. She’d never thought to ask Gregory if gargoyles could catch diseases.
It was on the tip of her tongue to ask when she stopped dead in her tracks.
No. Not possible.
Her stomach plummeted, and her heart lurched like she’d been kicked in the chest.
It couldn’t be. No.
Oh god, with her spectacular luck, it was entirely possible.
Wasn’t that why she’d gotten all the damned pregnancy tests?
It was too soon. It had been, what, three days?
Yes, entirely too soon to be having morning sickness. She was probably just feeling sick from extreme exhaustion.
Placing one foot ahead of the other, she continued to follow Gregory up the stairs. A long hot bath would help soothe her aching muscles, and then she’d pee on a stick to help soothe her racing mind.
If it had been possible, she would have preferred to confide in someone who might know more, someone like her mother perhaps. Unfortunately, she couldn’t do that without it getting back to Gregory. Besides, somewhere deep inside she was still uncomfortable with the idea of talking to her mother.
Oh hell, what a messed-up week it had been.
Lillian arrived in her bedroom and made for the bathroom and then slapped her hand up to forestall Gregory from entering. “Nothing in the bathroom is going to eat me. I don’t need accompaniment while I pee.” She patted him on the chest to soften the blow. She had slapped with a touch more force than intended. “I’m going to draw a hot bath, and then you can have the shower.” She smiled. “Or you can share the bath.”
She stood on her tiptoes and stretched as far as she could to place a kiss on his cheek. “I’ll let you decide.”
She closed the door on his face. When it became apparent he was going to give her a few minutes, she flew over to the vanity where she’d hidden the test kits. She grabbed the first box her questing hand found and read the instructions.
∞∞∞
 
She ran the bath while she waited for the results, refusing to look at it, even avoiding looking in that direction. What she couldn’t do was stop herself from glancing at her watch and pacing.
Gregory was going to get suspicious if he heard her pacing. She forced herself to stop. Then she hurried over to the vanity, grabbed the pregnancy test and shoved it behind some of the candles she had spaced around the big bathtub. She turned the jets on and added a touch of her favorite bubble bath.
No point in making him suspicious.
At her soft call, he joined her before the tub. One wing folded down around her a moment before his arm pulled her against his side.
“I did not like taking you into danger.”
“We pulled it off. No one was injured,” she said and then wrinkled her nose. “Is that helicopter fuel? Don’t go near the candles! Get your butt in the shower before we have a gargoyle bomb fire.”
She shooed Gregory toward the shower, and he went willingly enough. While he was adjusting the shower, she stripped and stepped into the tub.
Ah, wonderful heat.
When she was certain Gregory was busy with his own shower, she glanced at her watch she’d left near the candles. It was time.
After another glance in Gregory’s direction, she dragged the test stick out of hiding. Taking a deep breath, she looked down at it.
Purple. The entire test area was one big purple blob. She looked closer. No little lines like the instructions showed. Just one big purple patch.
Purple. What the fuck did purple mean?




Chapter 21
Anna gave the fire another poke, not because she was cold but because she was bored out of her mind. So bored in fact, she’d gone straight to frustrated, which was probably why she couldn’t sleep.
Being annoyed out of one’s mind didn’t allow for a person to reach the level of calmness that might morph into sleep. Physical exhaustion, her other go-to cure for insomnia was out of the question as well. Being trapped inside a clear energy dome, or magic fairy ring, or whatever the fuck else you wanted to call it, didn’t allow for a lot in the way of physical diversions either. Unless one counted pacing as exercise.
She’d give almost anything to go run a tour right about now.
A rustle in the forest south-east of her position snapped her out of her pout, and she tensed. Her ears strained to hear, but even that newly sharpened sense couldn’t pick out anything over the breeze whirling among the trees. Unfortunately, her eyes were still blinded from staring into the fire.
Of all the dumbass things to do, she knew better than to half-blind herself by looking directly at the fire.
She bit back the knee-jerk reaction to call out, even though Shadowlight had promised to return later. Well, it was way past later, and now he was just plain late. Middle-of-the-bloody- night late.
She frowned as she scanned the surrounding forest. Nothing moved. All was silent.
It was high time for a change of scenery.
Too many more nights in a forest feeling exposed to invisible eyes and she’d need to see the shrink. Damn it, she was better trained than this. No more losing her shit over something no more dangerous than an opossum.
She was just turning back toward the campfire when its light caught and reflected off something dark and shiny at the tips of her fingers. Staring down, unable to look away, she slowly returned to the fire where the light revealed with clarity what her brain hadn’t wanted to acknowledge.
“Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me!”
Yes, those were inch-long, black talons on the end of each finger.
“Magical mental link my ass!”
The kid had some serious explaining to do.
∞∞∞
 
A soft scuff and a crackle of dried leaves had Anna bolting upright, nearly stumbling into the fire in her haste to stand.
“Easy, it is only me,” said a familiar voice.
She scanned the shadows looking for the young gargoyle but couldn’t spot him. She could, however, sense him.
“Ah ha! There you are. Next time speak up before you scare three years off my life.”
“How is it my fault if you fell asleep?”
“It just is. It’s one of the fundamental laws of existence. Get used to it.”
“Ah,” he said as he became visible a second after he’d crossed the protective dome barrier. “I brought the supplies you requested. Soap. Clean clothes. A few other items I found in my sister’s bathroom. I don’t know what they all are for, but you’re both females.”
He left it at that like he’d just explained one of the mysteries of the universe.
At the moment, he could have called her a female ape for all she cared. She pounced on the bag of supplies and rummaged through it as she backed toward her favorite ‘chair,’ one of the larger branches of the fallen tree that made up her shelter.
“I’ll go hunt us up something to eat,” he said with a note of amusement in his voice.
Great. A kid was laughing at her eagerness. Oh well. Upending the sac, she found what she’d most hoped to find. Toothpaste. There were even two unopened toothbrushes.
Who actually had a stockpile of toothbrushes just laying around?
“They are from the spa,” Shadowlight explained. “When I couldn’t find doubles in my sister’s possessions, I borrowed from the building complex they call a spa.”
“You really were just born three days ago, weren’t you?”
“Yes,” he said and turned away, more interested in finding food than talking, apparently.
“Rabbits,” she shouted at his retreating form. “Not squirrels again. Then we are going to talk! About these!”
He half turned to look back over his left wing and shoulder. She raised her hand and flashed her shiny new talons. The kid looked sheepish for a moment and then fled into the forest.
When she was sure he was gone, she gathered her new things and walked to the area where a small stream flowed under the energy dome. She’d already investigated the area, which allowed the water to flow under or through it—she wasn’t really sure which, as she’d gotten a good zap for her troubles and decided it didn’t matter. There was no way she could wiggle under it. The stream was too shallow, only a couple inches of water flowing over a rocky stream bed.
Three feet in from the edge, the stream flowed into a little dip in the terrain. It wasn’t deep enough to bathe in, but she used it for washing. It was cold, but now that she had soap and clean clothing, the temperature seemed like a minor inconvenience.
∞∞∞
 
Shadowlight padded through the forest on two legs instead of the preferred four. This way he figured it would take longer to get back. Besides, he’d forgotten to take the sack with him, and the three rabbits he’d caught were easier to hold in his hands than his mouth.
Bi-pedal locomotion had a few advantages.
Ducking under a particularly low evergreen bough, he cleared it and spotted the shimmer of the dome ahead. He strained his ears but didn’t hear any sounds of splashing water, so deemed it safe to return.
The human sat next to the fire as she worked on her damp hair. It was longer than he’d thought, about midway down her back. She was the first human he’d seen with a proper mane.
Earlier, she’d had it fashioned into tiny braids that marched down her scalp, with the entire mass gathered at the back of her head where the braids were fixed to themselves in an intricate pattern that mystified him. She’d somehow managed to fit all that under her helmet.
He was surprised she hadn’t just cut it all off like most other soldiers he’d seen.
“Ha! Picked that one up!” she crowed. “The thought leaking thing is a two-way street, my friend. No way am I cutting all my hair off. It’s the one damn vanity I’m still allowed.”
Slightly taken aback by the fact she was able to pick up on his thoughts, he froze halfway to her side. His blood was still making changes to her.
“Nice rabbits,” she said in her usual droll tone. “Bring them here, and we can get them cooking. I’m not going to get any less hungry while I wait.”
He hesitated a moment longer and then brought his kills over for her to spit. She seemed to know how to manage a cooking fire, so he left her to it.
She glanced his way. “You any good at foraging? You know, fruits and berries that won’t make either of us sick?”
“Maybe I can help,” came a voice from somewhere behind Shadowlight’s left shoulder.
He felt his stomach physically lurch with fear as he spun around to face Greenborrow. The leshii stood watching them from his position outside the dome. The dark frown, which had replaced his usual jovial expression, promised trouble for Shadowlight’s newest friend.
How had the leshii found him? He’d taken extra precautions always to hide his trail when he came to visit his human friend.
Actually, it didn’t matter how the other had found him, he’d just have to fix this new development.
“I can explain,” he said by way of introduction.
Greenborrow snorted and leveled him with an intense look. “I highly doubt you have enough words in your vocabulary to explain this…. situation to my satisfaction. However, it will surely be entertaining to let you try, so go ahead.”
∞∞∞
 
Anna eyed the newcomer, knowing her continued existence was about to come into question again. While the newcomer, with his baggy clothes, bare feet, and wild hair didn’t look formidable, one of her freaky new senses picked up on something and warned her.
Yeah. This one fell into the category of ‘scary dangerous,’ and it had nothing to do with his appearance.
Well, as she saw it, she’d won over the gargoyle, now she’d just have to gain this one’s trust. She didn’t fool herself. If she failed, she was dead.
No pressure.
She stood and strolled over to the stranger and held out her hand. “Name’s Corporal Anna Mackenzie. Shadowlight filled me in on the basics. By his response, you’re either Clan or Coven and likely here to finish what the Riven started. If I’m allowed input in the outcome, I’d prefer a clean death.”
Shadowlight made an alarmed whimper, but she continued to stare at the wild man with her hand outstretched.
He held his stony expression for a moment more and then burst out with a robust belly laugh, which sent more than one bird winging for safer locales.
He clapped both his hands around her outstretched one, giving it a hardy pump before releasing it.
“And mine’s Greenborrow,” he managed between bouts of laughter. “If your death is required, I promise I’ll try to make it quick. In the meantime, let us see if we can find another resolution first, shall we? The boy is looking a wee bit upset.”
Anna glanced over her shoulder and saw the young gargoyle on all fours as if he was prepared to launch an attack. His ears were pinned back, and he shifted his weight from side to side, seeming undecided whether to snatch and grab her, or stay and fight Greenborrow.
It was kind of cute, like a half-grown puppy snarling and snapping to protect its toy from a bigger dog. Somewhat cute, or not, she didn’t need the kid getting involved and make matters worse.
“If my death isn’t required at this exact moment, mind if I check dinner? One of the rabbits is a bit close to the fire.”
Greenborrow gestured, waving her forward. “By all means. Plans are best discussed over food.”
Anna turned her back on the two and attended to the rabbits. With her back to them, she was sure they couldn’t see her hands shaking. She’d called the other fae’s bluff, and if she kept a level head for the next few hours, she might live to see her next birthday. Twenty-three seemed like a good goal.
When she had fussed with the fire as long as was possible, she turned back to the older fae and asked, “So, which one of you would have won the fight? Just genuine curiosity.”
Greenborrow laughed again. “A gargoyle usually wins most fights, but Shadowlight is very young, and I’ve learned a fair number of dirty tricks over my lifetime.”
So, like she’d thought. The older fae would have creamed the kid.
Her gargoyle friend looked displeased by the other’s words but didn’t contradict them, which was telling all on its own.
Greenborrow took a seat on the other side of the fire from her, perching on the fallen tree trunk like he did it all the time. Then he turned his head in Shadowlight’s direction and looked expectant.
When that didn’t elicit a response, Greenborrow sighed. “Well boy, are you going to go get those blueberries half a kilometer back or not—you do realize humans are omnivores, they need more than just meat.”
Shadowlight’s indecision was almost humorous if they hadn’t been thinking the exact same thing. It would be easy enough to do what needed doing while the young gargoyle was away for a few moments.
“Oh, please,” Greenborrow’s great shaggy eyebrows rose. “You both have my word no harm will come to the human while you go get the berries. Take the sack and pick only the darkest ones with the dusty coating—they’ll be the ripest.”
Greenborrow tossed a canvas bag in the general direction of the gargoyle. Shadowlight hesitated a few moments more.
“I promise not to tell her anything until you return.” Greenborrow proceeded to pull a knife and a chunk of wood from somewhere. Had he just pulled them out of the air? It sure looked like that.
After turning the raw chunk over several times and studying it from many angles, he began to whittle an image only he could see. He ignored all else around him as he worked and even started whistling an unfamiliar tune.
Shadowlight hesitated a moment more, and then with a twitch of his ears—one she was coming to equate with a shrug—he turned and vanished into the forest.
Well, wasn’t he trusting?
Anna wasn’t feeling half so trusting herself, but there wasn’t anything she could do about it. So instead, she tended the fire and the rabbits while she waited for Shadowlight to return.
It was one of the longest half-hours of her career.




Chapter 22
The smell of dripping fat and wood smoke had her stomach growling for the third time. The rabbits weren’t ready yet, but she was eyeing them anyway. If the damned gargoyle didn’t get back here with something else to eat, she was going to start picking off the most done bits.
As if her silent thought summoned the kid, the gargoyle appeared out of the woods. He walked through the energy barrier like it wasn’t there and dropped down next to her. With the help of the fire’s light, she could see the wet blueberry stains on his claws. Glancing at his muzzle, she grinned.
His pearly whites were more purple than pearly.
He held out the bag to her and waited like a dog on point.
“Thanks, kid.” She took the bag and tentatively patted his shoulder, holding back the ‘good boy’ his happy wiggling inspired.
If it weren’t for the wings and horns, she would have sworn gargoyles and canines had a common ancestor somewhere not too far back in the family tree.
“Ah, good, you’re back,” Greenborrow said, setting aside his carving and coming over to investigate the cooking fire. “Though if I know anything about gargoyles, you probably ate as many as you picked.”
He fell silent again, and both Anna and Shadowlight tracked his every move as he re-arranged the coals and turned the rabbits on the spit.
As Anna waited, she mentally coached herself not to lose her cool. Showing anger or annoyance to this fae could be very, very bad.
But oh, how she wanted to shout ‘out with it, old man’ but she didn’t.
Shadowlight flicked first one ear and then the other in Greenborrow’s direction. Finally, the older fae finished what he was doing and returned to his seat.
“Oh, yes, what were we going to talk about again?” he paused, looking thoughtful, and then a smile spread across his face. “Right, Shadowlight was going to test his vocabulary and explain to me why he put all our lives at risk to save one human when he’d been instructed to report any and all battle sites to me. Honestly, I suppose this mess is equally mine. His mother and father were needed elsewhere, and they had entrusted his safety to me. I should have gone to him, not have had him come to me. That way Shadowlight never would have come upon such a scene without an adult at his side.” Greenborrow made a little shrug. “That makes any trouble the kid gets into while on my watch my responsibility. However, we have a deal. So, Shadowlight, start talking.”
Anna found herself leaning forward. It was more than just because her ass was on the line—though that was part of it, certainly. She admired the kid’s spunk, his bravery, and selflessness in saving her. She didn’t want to see him get hurt.
Shadowlight looked down at his hands as he thought over what Greenborrow had said. “She had killed three Riven by the time I found her. Well two and a half. The last one was impaled on a trap she’d set. She was brave even when she first saw me.” He paused. “She didn’t want to become a Riven. She asked me to kill her.”
Anna reached out and touched Shadowlight on the forearm. “I would never have asked had I known you were only a child.”
He flashed her a toothy grin. “I know. You have a pure heart—a noble spirit. It fought to remain free of the Riven’s taint, but there were too many bites, and you were losing that battle.” Shadowlight looked over at the leshii. “I would have done my duty had she not asked to die by my hand. I’m a gargoyle, born knowing my duty—age does not factor into this. She asked to die, so she wasn’t yet a Riven. She didn’t want to harm others. She wasn’t afraid for herself. Even at the end, she worried about what would happen to others when she rose a Riven.”
Shadowlight stood and paced around the campfire. “But she also wanted revenge against those who had murdered members of her team, her military family. Her heart and spirit burned as brightly as any gargoyle’s. I couldn’t kill her.” He dropped his head, his shoulders drooping in defeat. “I know I failed my duty to the other fae, but I would have betrayed a part of my gargoyle nature if I hadn’t tried to help her. She serves the Light as surely as I do.”
Greenborrow nodded. “That’s all I wanted to hear. Well, all I wanted her to hear and you to admit. You did nothing wrong, my fine young gargoyle. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”
Shadowlight’s entire being perked back up, and he darted forward to give Greenborrow a sloppy looking kiss. The leshii batted at the gargoyle and made half-hearted exclamations of annoyance.
“Thank you for understanding,” Shadowlight said with one final wet-looking kiss before he dropped to all fours and settled back by the fire.
Greenborrow dragged his forearm across his face a couple times before continuing. “However, everyone is still going to make an attempt on your pet human’s life. I had planned the same thing until I was close enough to see just how you had saved her.”
Again, Shadowlight was on the defensive. “I didn’t have a choice. The Riven taint was too strong to be removed by normal magical means, but my father’s memories pointed to another solution.”
“You gave her your blood,” Greenborrow stated. His guess was damned accurate Anna noted.
“Yes,” the gargoyle admitted, sounding entirely too guilty about it.
Now that couldn’t be a good thing.
“Did you give her a choice?”
Anna was sick of the other two talking over her head. “Yes, he gave me a choice. He even read the list of risks involved, and how I probably wouldn’t survive.”
“Did he tell you the blood exchange would form a magical link between the two of you if you did survive?”
“Yes. We can already pick up a few of each other’s thoughts.” She glanced down at her fingernails and flexed them so the leshii could see. “But I’m guessing there are a few more things still to be discussed.”
Shadowlight cringed. “Those and the other changes came as a surprise. I was going to tell you about that,” he said, sounding very young and uncertain. “But I didn’t have a chance, and then Greenborrow found us.”
“The boy didn’t fully think through his actions,” Greenborrow said with an assessing look directed at her. “Now it will be up to us to protect him from harm.”
A thrill of alarm hummed through her being at his words. “Are you saying his people will try to harm him because he acted to save me?”
“Yes, and no.” Greenborrow rubbed at his whiskers. “The boy could certainly come to harm while trying to protect you from the other fae, and he could be equally harmed by your death.”
“What do you mean?”
“Our young friend has done something never done before when he saved you, a mere mortal. Gargoyles rarely share blood. Their blood is tied to their magic. Gargoyles are immortal, as in they don’t age, and they are hard to kill. Occasionally, they will take a dryad mate to increase their numbers.” Greenborrow held up a hand to silence her when she was going to ask a question. “But there are no female gargoyles, well, there is one, but that’s a discussion for another day.”
“His sister, Lillian. Shadowlight told me about her, and the Avatars.”
“Well then, hasn’t Shadowlight been an informative fellow.”
Shadowlight whined and thumped his tail on the ground.
“He was very forthcoming. He told me about his parents, the Avatars, and an evil demigod bitch who wants to rule all the known universe. Oh, he also told me the basic history of the Magic and Mortal Realms. That about sum it up? Or did he miss anything?”
“The Spirit Realm?” Greenborrow suggested.
“Oh, right, he mentioned that, too.”
“We were both in the Spirit Realm not long ago.” Shadowlight inched closer until his head was resting in her lap. “We may even have been friends there. Maybe that’s why our paths crossed in this Realm.” His eyes drifted closed. “Compared to us, Greenborrow has been away from the Spirit Realm for a long, long time.”
That confirmed Anna’s earlier assumptions about Greenborrow’s age.
“Anyone would seem old compared to you, young pup,” Greenborrow said. “Yes, I’m old and have seen many things. I was born long ago in the Magic Realm before the Twins began their war.”
“What started the war? Shadowlight never said.” Anna wanted to know as much about those twins as possible because they sounded like bad news.
“Love.”
Anna arched an eyebrow, and Shadowlight perked his ears as if that answer had surprised him.
“Yes, love. The Lady of Battles once had a consort, the Shieldbearer, but he became corrupted by greed and envy. He wanted the Lord of the Underworld’s power for himself. The Lady of Battles did not see or turned a blind eye to that ambition.”
Greenborrow took another drink from his flask. “Unfortunately, the Shieldbearer may not have been the wisest creature to ever walk the universe. He challenged Lord Death. As you might imagine, he didn’t live long to regret his foolish mistake. The Lady of Battles took exception to her twin’s actions, and the war grew up out of the bitterness between them.”
As much as the story was interesting, she wanted to know how something that happened forever ago applied to her current situation but didn’t dare interrupt. Greenborrow seemed the type who liked to do things in his own time. He’d eventually get to how all this related to her.
“The Twins’ dispute drew the attention of the Divine Ones—and as punishment, the twins were cast out of the Spirit Realm, forbidden to return until they saw reason. Lord Death did not know how to gain his twin’s forgiveness, so he has kept her focused on him for all these millennia so the Magic and Mortal Realm need not suffer the Lady of Battles’ rage more than needed.”
“Are you saying we have Death to thank for our continued existence? That’s so fucked up.”
“Not your existence, no, but for keeping his twin in check. They share a duality curse. While one is trapped within their temple in the Magic Realm, so too is the other.”
Shadowlight blinked open his eyes sleepily. “The Lord of the Underworld hasn’t left his temple in over ten thousand years, so the Battle Goddess is forced to remain in hers.”
“But her servants are not,” Greenborrow said. “And she still has many loyal servants and soldiers—an entire army’s worth.”
“Well, doesn’t she just sound like the charismatic, demigoddess, dictator type?”
“It gets worse—some of her worst nearly killed you.”
“The Riven.”
“Yes, they were one of her captain’s experiments that didn’t work out as planned. They were too cunning and vicious and turned on their masters.”
“They are also the reason why we now know there are other beings on this planet as intelligent as us. For the record, I would have happily continued on in ignorance.”
“Wouldn’t we all love to live in peace and ignorance,” Greenborrow laughed. “Alas, that’s not what fate has in mind for us.”
“So, I take it the Lady of Battles is bad for earth even if she isn’t taking a direct interest in us mortals.”
“There is a war coming, and it will likely spill over into this realm.” Greenborrow’s expression was somber. “We all are very much in danger. For a long time, many of the fae have simply hidden away, but that tactic is no longer viable.”
Anna held up her hand to stop the fae’s words. She would have stood and paced, but Shadowlight had fallen asleep with his head resting on her lap.
Poor kid had had a rough time of it.
Divine Ones, demigods, Avatars.
Well, fate certainly had been rolling out the worst case scenarios lately, so by that way of reasoning, the old goat was probably telling the truth.
She was going to have nightmares for a year.
“So, you’re saying there is a whole host of less than benevolent beings out there capable of swatting this planet like a fly?”
“Hmmm, it would take considerable power, and this is only one planet of many, and said being would have to have an excellent reason to want to annihilate you, but yes, in theory, there are a few beings out in the wilds of the universe capable of such power.”
“They don’t cover this kind of shit in basic training.”
“Well, you’ll be happy to know the Divine Ones love all creation and have some safeguards to protect it.” The leshii gave the fire’s embers a stir and then checked on their dinners. “The Avatars are one such safeguard.”
Greenborrow removed one of the rabbits, transferring it to another stick before handing it to her so she wouldn’t burn her hands. Suddenly, she was far from hungry.
“Unfortunately, the Lady of Battles found a way to force the Sorceress—the female half of the Avatars to be born within her domain. There she remained until the male half of the pair became aware of the danger to his other half.”
Anna nibbled on a thigh. The meat was a little stringy, but her stomach reminded her it was starving. “Thank you for the scary history lesson,” she added around a mouthful of meat, “but that still doesn’t tell me about my present problem.” She waved her black nails at Greenborrow.
“Just setting the stage.”
She looked down at Shadowlight, he was bound to be hungry. As she reached out to shake him awake, Greenborrow shook his head. “Let the boy sleep. It is better he does not hear what I have to say next.”
Anna froze with her teeth still sunk into her dinner. She rolled her eyes to meet the leshii’s gaze.
“I’ve told you a bit about the Battle Goddess, but very little about the Lord of the Underworld. He, too, has an army, every bit as fierce as his twin’s.” The leshii gestured at the young gargoyle. “All gargoyles call Lord Death their liege. That the male half of the Avatars always chooses to be born a gargoyle should tell you something of their valor and loyalty. No one ever thought a gargoyle could be swayed from the Light.”
“But one was, or we wouldn’t be having this conversation, I assume.”
“Yes, though it has yet to be determined how great the taint has spread.” Greenborrow looked thoughtful for a moment before he decided on what to say next. “For the Battle Goddess to capture the Sorceress she first needed a dryad and a gargoyle to conceive her. The dryad was easy enough apparently, for the Battle Goddess’s oldest confidant and loyal servant was one of that race. Capturing a gargoyle was another challenge, but one she managed.”
Anna flexed her new talons as a reminder.
“Oh, it will become clear in a moment,” said Greenborrow with a nod. “The Lady of Battles imprisoned the gargoyle with her loyal dryad. The gargoyle didn’t learn until much later that the dryad wasn’t a fellow prisoner like he’d thought. I’d have loved to have been a fly on the wall for that conversation.” The leshii sighed dejectedly.
“However, there was nothing the gargoyle could do. He’d already fallen in love with the dryad and given her a child. I imagine he hadn’t intended that to happen, for no creature of the Light would willingly beget young in the Battle Goddess’s domain.” Another shrug. “Darkness and I haven’t known each other long. He’s yet to tell me the gritty little details.”
Anna nearly choked on a bit of rabbit. She’d heard Shadowlight call his father Darkness. She looked down upon the gargoyle child, and everything snapped into place. The cryptic comment earlier about his parents wanting to help Lillian but unwilling to leave Shadowlight behind enemy lines.
Well, fuck.
Shadowlight and his sister were created in part due to this Battle Goddess’s manipulations.
Greenborrow took a flask from an unseen pocket. “You see why the boy shouldn’t hear this?”
“Hell yeah.”
“I do not believe the boy is evil, but I certainly don’t trust his mother. She only betrayed the Lady of Battles because her love for her children was slightly stronger than her fanatical loyalty to her overlord.”
“How do you tell a kid his mother happily serves the Antichrist and is also a willing member of a terrorist organization?”
Greenborrow nodded. “He was likely created to be the equivalent of a weapon of mass destruction. Because I can guarantee you, the Battle Goddess planned for Shadowlight’s birth as surely as his sister’s.”
Anger kindled in her stomach. She was familiar with human monsters, had seen enough of their work, but what kind of monster breeds for children specifically so she can use them to achieve her own twisted plans? A demigoddess, apparently.
Greenborrow took another sip from his flask and then handed it to her.
She took a big gulp, and the alcohol burned all the way down. “Moonshine?”
Greenborrow laughed. “Only the best.”
He sobered and studied Shadowlight for a few minutes.
“I see no darkness upon him, even the unicorn and the pooka detected no traps or taint within him. After what happened to Lillian, they know what to look for.” He looked up at her. “But Lillian’s demon seed remained dormant for twelve years before it aroused. Darkness swears there is no evil within his son, and I believe him.”
“Believe or believed?” Anna stressed the past-tense.
“Shadowlight possesses the purest spirit I’ve ever seen, and the unicorn concurs.”
Anna breathed out the lungful of air she’d been holding.
“But there is something clearly odd with his blood.”
“How so?” she asked guardedly and found her one arm coming up to circle protectively over Shadowlight’s head while he slept.
Greenborrow waved at her. “You, dear. You’re the proof. You’re living, breathing proof something is not as it should be. His blood should have killed you or healed you, not changed you.”
“Maybe you’re overreacting. It’s only my nails after all.” She flexed her fingers to study the oddity in question.
“It’s not just your nails. Your eyes are solid black like a gargoyle’s, and your ears are pointed.”
“Okay, so I can’t see my eyes, but I’d know if my ears were suddenly pointed.” Her seeking fingertips circled the lower lobe. It felt normal, and then she moved on up to where the top curve should be yet wasn’t. “Fuck. Fuck it!”
“I think you may need to expand your vocabulary a little more. You seem overly fond of a certain word.”
Glowering, she demonstrated the depth of her vocabulary.
Greenborrow arched an eyebrow. “Or continue as you were. We can finish this later if you prefer.”
“Sorry.” She bit out and swallowed a few other choice words she’d had all lined up. “Go on.”
“Shadowlight may not even know your changes aren’t normal, or there might be some instinct or implanted memory from his mother’s bloodline that’s guiding him. Either way, I doubt he’s aware your changes signal a darker purpose.”
Greenborrow reached out and took her hand, pressing at the base of each nail bed and watched as the talon flexed out until it was fully extended. “These differences are why you and our young friend are in danger. While the other fae may not know if Shadowlight serves the Battle Goddess, the possibility alone will be enough for some of them to act and eradicate that risk.”
“Then why am I alive? Why tell me all this? Surely you could have just killed us before we were even aware.” She was on the verge of shaking Shadowlight awake. Maybe together they could overpower the leshii.
“Just because the Battle Goddess has plans for our young gargoyle here, and you now by association, doesn’t make either of you instantly evil. As I recall, the Battle Goddess had plans for Lillian and Gregory as well. So far, they are doing a good job of foiling her plans. I hope you and Shadowlight will continue the tradition.” He shrugged. “Or you and he may bring about the destruction of all, but either way, it’s bound to be an interesting few years.”
Anna gaped at the old reprobate, speechless for the first time.
“Wake Shadowlight or his meal is going to get overdone.”
Still too flummoxed to think, she gave Shadowlight’s shoulder a shake. It took two more tries before the kid stirred.
“It’s dinner time.”




Chapter 23
Shadowlight startled awake but was quick to accept the hot meat Anna handed him. He’d eaten his kills raw before but found he liked them cooked better. He devoured his portion and looked around for more. A spurt of guilt assaulted him when both Anna and Greenborrow offered him half of theirs.
Anna gave her offering a little shake. “Take it. You’re three times the size of us and still growing. You need it.”
He took what they offered.
After his belly was full, his brain kicked in, and he realized he’d drifted off to sleep while their dinner had cooked. A wave of hot embarrassment swamped his body. So much for staying alert and keeping watch.
Wanting to at least sound more like an adult than a fat pup who had overslept, he asked, “What plan of action have we devised?”
Anna laughed, and he realized she could read his actual intent.
“The kid wants to know what he missed while he napped.” She ruffled his mane affectionately. He didn’t like that she’d embarrassed him in front of Greenborrow, but he did rather like the scratch behind his ears. He leaned into her fingers and forgave her earlier laugh at his expense.
“We talked some boring old history and then some adult conversation you’ll get to hear about in a few years,” Greenborrow said with an accompanying wink.
Shadowlight’s curiosity spiraled up another three notches.
He rolled his eyes up at Anna.
“He told me about my new eyes and ears. Also, a bit about gargoyle history, the other fae, and why they won’t view a human—even one with gargoyle blood—as a friend. That’s about as far as we got.”
Oh, good. He hadn’t missed much then.
“I’ll help you hide her,” Greenborrow said as he picked up his knife and started carving his piece of wood. “You can’t keep her out in the open like she’s part of a zoo exhibit.”
Shadowlight felt his ears wilt. “It was the best I was able to find given the time I had.”
“I’m not criticizing you. Just saying it’s time to find a better lair. I just happen to know a good one.”
∞∞∞
 
Shadowlight stared doubtfully at the large, three-story home Gran called the Cottage. He’d been inside it before, had, in fact, slept an afternoon away inside one of the second-floor bedrooms the day after the battle with the Riven. His parents had shared the room with him, likely to be certain he didn’t wander off and get caught by the human soldiers who had been sniffing around.
“I don’t think this is a good plan,” Anna whispered close to his ear.
He was inclined to agree. Turning his questioning look to Greenborrow, Shadowlight used his tail to tap the leshii’s shoulder.
“Oh, ye of little faith.” Greenborrow gestured at the home. “It’s a great place to hide. The entire top floor is an attic, but there is a hidden room in the northeast corner with fully functional facilities. I’ve stayed there a time or two before. It’s a fae safe house, designed to be soundproof as well.”
“Safehouse? Really?” Anna questioned.
“During the Wild Hunt the occasional young hothead gets hurt, and we need a safe place to stash them so they can mend where no human will find them. We have other such places throughout our territories. Though this one is the closest.” He shrugged. “It’s empty now, and since Shadowlight’s parents will likely wish to stay close to Lillian and Gregory, our young gargoyle will have the run of the place. It certainly shouldn’t be too difficult to sneak food. Besides, gargoyles all eat like horses. No one will be surprised if a young, growing gargoyle takes some back to his room for later.”
“It might work,” Shadowlight admitted.
“Good. Let’s see if we can get our human friend up there without anyone knowing.”
“Don’t gargoyles have a super sense of smell? At least Shadowlight does. Aren’t I in danger of getting tracked down by scent?”
“We’ll have to use a spell to cloak your scent as we travel through the house, but once you’re situated in your new quarters, you should be fine. None of the gargoyles go up into the attic. If it was the middle of winter with all the windows closed, we might have had to try somewhere else. However, this is the best we can do for the short term.”
Greenborrow glanced toward the east. “We need to do this now. It will be dawn in another hour and a half. Then others will start to stir, and I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to be the one who has to explain to Gregory why we’re sneaking a human into his territory without his knowledge.”
Anna made a small, unhappy sound. “He’s one of those Avatars, right? Let’s not run into a demigod.”
“I’ll make introductions if we are so unfortunate,” Greenborrow added cheerfully.
Shadowlight whined.
∞∞∞
 
Anna hardly dared to breathe as she made her way up the stairs. Greenborrow led the way while she and Shadowlight hung back. The young gargoyle was using his shadow magic to hide their presence, but it wouldn’t shield them from another gargoyle.
In other words, if they met anyone getting up for a piss, she really hoped it wasn’t a gargoyle.
The trip up to the second floor was uneventful. Greenborrow led them down a long corridor, flanked by what she assumed were bedrooms on either side. When they reached the end, he turned right onto another short hall. This one ended at a brown wooden door. He produced a key, unlocked the door, and opened it to reveal another set of stairs. These ones obviously leading up to the attic and what was to be her new prison.
They made their slow way up the stairs, Greenborrow pointing out the seventh and tenth treads were ‘blighted noisemakers’. Anna committed them both to memory. It was bound to come in handy later when she planned her escape.
Unlike when she’d been trapped under the energy dome, she now had a hope of escape.
Even if they erected other protections to keep her here, she figured they couldn’t summon another dome. At least not without putting up a sign the equivalent of a drive-in movie screen saying, ‘come look what we’ve hidden in the attic.’ She liked her new odds much better.
“What is a drive-in movie screen?” Shadowlight asked.
Oh. Shit.
“Something I should know?” Greenborrow asked.
Shadowlight explained, and the leshii’s broad shoulders shook with silent laughter. At least he didn’t make enough sound to give away their location.
She just reached the top of the stairs when a bright silvery light seared her eyeballs, and she raised her hand to cover her watering eyes. When she was able to see through the floating spots obscuring her vision, she located Greenborrow holding a small glowing ball of light.
Anna blinked while she took in the strange sight. The leshii and the gargoyle had used magic before, but it was still all so new to her; she just had to stand and stare. Her mind kept looking for logical reasons to explain the impossibilities that kept cropping up.
But she still hadn’t found any. She compressed her lips and frowned. How the heck would she explain all this to her superiors?
“You’ll have your physical changes to act as proof for some of your story,” Shadowlight added helpfully.
“I thought you said you couldn’t read my thoughts? That I had to project them?”
Shadowlight patted her shoulder. “With my magic cloaking both of us, it’s the same as if I was touching you. Physical touch strengthens our magical link.”
“Why on Earth did you just give me that information? I could use it against you later. Kid, learn some basic survival skills.”
“I have. I now know how a human thinks.”
“We’re not all the same you know.”
“No? Ah well. I’ll learn what I can from you anyway. Would you actually try to run away if you could? We’re linked through my magic. I could track you before you got far.”
She sensed hurt accompanying the young gargoyle’s words. He took it as a personal failure that she wanted to escape instead of staying and being his friend. He didn’t word it as such, but it was there in her mind. Poor kid was starved for attention.
An unhappy twist of emotions churned within her. The kid was so damn sincere about everything, and she’d hurt his feelings. Damn it. She shouldn’t care if she hurt his feelings. He was her captor. Guilt still kicked her in the gut.
“Do you know what duty is?” she asked at last, after a lengthy internal debate.
Shadowlight nodded his head. “All gargoyles are born knowing it is our duty to serve the Light, to protect those weaker than ourselves.”
“Well, the same duty rules me too. I serve and protect my people. It’s my duty to share what I’ve learned so they can better protect themselves. It’s not that I wish to abandon you, kid. It’s that I have a duty to my people first and foremost.”
Shadowlight butted her in the shoulder. “I’m your ‘people’ now too. I’ll help you keep the other humans safe.”
His response touched her in a way she wasn’t ready to admit, so she fell back on snark. “You’re such an innocent.”
And she realized no matter what happened to her, she couldn’t let the other humans ever get their hands on Shadowlight.
“See. Told you.” He sounded far too pleased with himself, but she could only smile at his boldness. He was correct, he was one of her ‘people’ now too, and she would protect him. Something within her demanded it.
“Now children,” Greenborrow whispered. “We don’t have time for group hugs. We need to get Anna settled into her quarters.
Anna nodded sharply and walked into the room. Inside it was not precisely cramped, but not spacious either. She’d slept in worse. The room was sparse. Its only furnishings a narrow bed, nightstand, lamp, and dresser. That was about it. The walls were unfinished plywood, but the floor was carpeted. It would help muffle noise, and Greenborrow had said the room was sound-proofed by magic.
Off to her left was a small bathroom.
“Is there anything else I can get you?” Greenborrow asked. “Shadowlight doesn’t know a lot about humans, so he may not have stocked your bag with useful items.”
“Razors and tampons would be nice since you’re asking.” That reminded her of something, and she went over to her pack and routed through it until she found the pregnancy test. “I certainly don’t need this, but since Shadowlight said he took one of everything he found in his sister’s vanity, someone might want to return this before she misses it and starts asking questions you don’t want to answer.”
Greenborrow stared at the box she held out for all the world like he was gobsmacked.
Shadowlight leaned in closer for a look. “I didn’t know what that was, but she had several stuffed behind other items. I didn’t think she’d miss it.”
Greenborrow jerked his gaze to Shadowlight. “She has more than one?”
“Yes, several. Why, is that bad?”
“It doesn’t concern you but thank you for letting me know. I will see this gets to where it needs to go.” Greenborrow gave Anna an old-world bow. “Now I must be off, and our young gargoyle needs to go find his bed before his parents find it empty. Dawn isn’t far off.”
Anna watched as they left, closing and locking the door behind them. She was a prisoner for now, but she would get free and then run to the nearest military personnel she could find. At least now she knew where she was, and which direction led to the rest of civilization.
All in all, it had been a harrowing couple of days, but she’d survived and had gathered more intel in the last two days than the whole science team had in three months leading up to this. She just had to find a way to get it to her superiors without endangering Shadowlight. She didn’t want to see the leshii come to harm either, but he was old and wise. She bet he could take care of himself just fine.




Chapter 24
“That was an epic waste of time and money,” Lillian mumbled as she stood in front of the vanity and looked down at the pregnancy test in her hand. Like the other two varieties she’d used, this one just showed a purple blob instead of the marks it was supposed to.
Well, what had she expected? She wasn’t human. She shoved the useless test in the garbage, tossed some crumpled facial tissue on top and made a mental note to find a better way to dispose of the used tests. As she washed her hands, she remembered the one military tail had seen in her basket at the drugstore and had raised an eyebrow at her purchases.
Yep, she’d best burn them all in a bonfire later tonight. That way there was no chance of them falling into the hands of some scientist.
Lillian exited the bathroom, her eyes going to the bed where Gregory was still asleep. Her fingers reached to touch the brand around her neck. At least the bed and bathroom were close enough together the tattoos didn’t flare painful warnings.
However, she was hungry.
But if Gregory was still asleep, then he needed his rest. Sighing, she went to her side of the bed and carefully sat down so as not to wake him. She brushed his thick mane from his face, his gargoyle features somehow less harsh, softened by sleep. Or maybe she was just so used to seeing him in gargoyle form now, she saw the beauty in him?
With him asleep, she could fulfill his need for intimacy without jeopardizing her secret. She curled up next to him, and he shifted in his sleep, making room for her. A moment later his strong arms encircled her, and she rested with an ear pressed against his chest. The steady thump of his heart reassured her, but still, silent tears flowed down her cheeks.
He stirred then, and she felt warm breath in her hair a moment before his deep voice rumbled in her ear.
“What is wrong, beloved?”
Lillian swallowed hard, snuggling closer to his warmth, and told him the truth. “I am afraid for our future.”
“Ah,” he rumbled softly, and she felt him press a kiss to the top of her head, and then he shifted again. Fingers came to rest under her chin as he gently guided her head up so he could look her in the eyes. “I do not know the future, that has never been one of our gifts, but know whatever comes, I will stand with you always.”
He enfolded her in his wings and held her close, but she didn’t sleep. Instead, she looked over the curve of his shoulder to watch the east-facing window. As the sky lightened to a pale grey with a flush of pink, Gregory drifted back to sleep.
Lillian continued to watch the sunrise.
∞∞∞
 
A pounding on her bedroom door jerked Lillian from sleep. She swung her legs out of bed and pulled on a robe while Gregory was still shifting a wing so he could look over his shoulder and scowl at the door.
“What now? Are we under attack?” Lillian asked as she tied the robe’s knot.
Gregory huffed. “No.”
The pounding came again, sharper this time.
“One moment,” he shouted at the door, and then more quietly to her, “I promised your mother she could start your training this morning.” Gregory rolled out of bed, dropped to all fours, where he stretched every muscle twice and then made his way over to the door.
“Why wasn’t I told about this?”
His tail twitched. “She only asked last night. You were in the bathroom. As I recall, we became distracted after your bath. The last thing on my mind was your mother.”
Lillian felt her cheeks flame red. “Okay, fine. You’re forgiven.” Turning her back on him, she went over to her closet and grabbed some workout clothes. “How many of these mother-daughter workout sessions did you agree to?”
“We didn’t discuss an exact number. However, the training sessions will be every morning before breakfast.”
“Oh god, that early? In case you didn’t notice, she and I don’t exactly know how to relate to each other on a good day. That’s asking a lot before my first cup of coffee. Maybe even too much before a second or third cup.”
Gregory made another of his huffing sounds of displeasure, and then she felt him touch his thoughts to hers. “I wish to study your mother.”
She looked up sharply. “So, I’m not the only one who doesn’t trust her?”
“No. Although, there might be hope for her yet. It won’t be easy and may take years, but I think she might be redeemable.”
Lillian wasn’t so sure.
∞∞∞
 
Lillian inched closer to the wall as she eyed the dimensions of the newly discovered training room adjacent to the wine cellar. It wasn’t as large as the massive weapons storage room where Gregory and the fae metalsmiths had been storing all the newly forged weapons, but it was large enough to serve as a practice area for normal opponents.
She hadn’t known the massive forty by sixty-foot storage room existed until just recently, so she supposed this new room shouldn’t have come as much of a surprise.
But it did.
Gregory apparently knew about it.
She’d lived here for twelve years.
She bloody well should have known what was under her feet.
“Are you sure this space is big enough?” Lillian asked her mother. Two fully grown gargoyles didn’t qualify as normal opponents, and the room seemed a little small.
“It is fine,” she said without taking her eyes off the weapons rack situated along the north wall of the room. Lillian inched back farther until her shoulders bumped the wall, and she still didn’t feel far enough away from where the two gargoyles circled each other with swords drawn.
At least the branded tattoos were happy with the close quarters.
Darkness gave his two swords an experimental flick. Testing the balance?
Gregory did the same and continued for another half circle. By some mutually agreed upon signal, both gargoyles attacked in the same heartbeat.
This was no half-hearted test strike to measure each other’s skill. They were just blurs of darkness and bright silver flashes where light reflected along deadly blade edges.
“Someone is going to lose a wing, or maybe a head,” Lillian muttered.
The two combatants continued their lethal dance while Lillian held her breath.
“Don’t be silly,” River said in a long-suffering tone. “Gregory is the Lord Protector. He has had lifetimes to perfect the sword. And Darkness was a skilled warrior long before he was captured by the Lady of Battles. Once he was under her power, I took over his training, and I took him from admirable skill to a higher form of mastery.”
Lillian’s gaze left the gargoyles to land squarely on her mother. Of course. What her mother said made sense. She was the confidant, and perhaps protégé, of the Battle Goddess. River had demonstrated her skills with the blade when she first arrived and went about the business of eradicating Riven with lethal ease.
“And I will expect to see that same level of skill in my daughter one day.” She lifted a medium-sized sword from the rack. Giving it a flick, she spun it in her hand before holding it out hilt first to Lillian.
She took the offered sword and gave it a couple test slashes. It felt well balanced in her hand. She didn’t know the name of the sword for it was of sidhe design, but it looked similar to a Japanese katana, but one with a broader blade and more ornate hilt.
Gran had only put human swords out on display in the house. In wasn’t until recently Lillian had learned Gran’s collection was much larger.
“Vivian told me she trained you in some basic sword skills—something by the name of fencing? Yes?” River tilted her head and eyed Lillian up and down.
Lillian relaxed her stance and spread her feet a little wider. “The opponents wear protective equipment, so no one gets run through.” She paused and gave her sword another test slash. “Gran said it was time I graduated up to a saber, but even so, fencing is more about knowledge, skill, and daring. This sword is for slashing, gutting, and killing.”
“That is a sword’s true purpose.” River made a gesture at the sword. “This one greatly increases the odds your opponent will not get back up to continue the fight even if you don’t deliver a killing blow.”
“It’s heavier than I’m used to.”
River made a delicate sniff of disdain. “You will build core strength and muscle memory for your new weapon of choice. You will master both it and yourself.”
Lillian had a feeling there wasn’t going to be much choice. “It will take time to learn a new weapon.”
“Most certainly, but that little metal stick Vivian showed me and called a sword would be mostly useless in battle. I own deadlier hair ornaments.”
“I think a few historians might disagree.”
“They would swiftly change their minds once one of our swords shattered their inferior mortal blades into useless shards.”
“Prejudiced much?”
River’s expression took on a hint of doubt or perhaps that was confusion over Lillian’s meaning, but it cleared a moment later as her expression smoothed out. “How can it be prejudice when I have spoken only truth?”
Lillian winced. “Okay. We can agree to disagree.”
“Very well.”
She knew dealing with her mother’s quirks was going to be painful and slow going, but Gregory may be correct. There still might be hope for River. It would be a long journey, full of much frustration but when it was over, her mother might morph into a potent force for the Light.
“Come, let’s see what other bad habits that mortal woman has managed to teach you.”
Or not.
Either way, the coming hours were bound to be painful.




Chapter 25
Shuffling into the kitchen, Lillian followed Gregory’s larger form and blinked against the bright light. Even after getting showered, she still only felt half alive. Missing most of a night’s sleep and then having an evil dryad mother demand to begin sadistic sword fighting lessons at the butt crack of dawn will do that. She sighed and made her way to the coffee pot.
Only Gran and Greenborrow were in the kitchen, and they were deep in conversation, discussing what they should do next.
Secretly, Lillian was glad. She wouldn’t have to talk or think for a few minutes yet.
She waved at them as she crossed the kitchen, coffee pot firmly in her crosshairs. She was almost at her target when she saw a narrow, surprisingly familiar box sitting in front of the coffee maker.
A pregnancy test.
Sitting on the kitchen counter.
Her stomach plummeted, and her heart lurched like she’d been kicked in the chest. It quivered and fluttered and then broke into a full panicked gallop.
Unable to move, Lillian stood frozen, staring at the relatively tiny box.
There was writing on it.
Her eyes narrowed.
Someone had taken a sharpie and written something on the side of the box. She took a step closer and then picked it up to study the cryptic message for a moment and still couldn’t figure out what ‘P=P’ stood for.
What the hell did that mean?
Obviously, someone knew more than she wanted them to. Who, and more importantly—did Gregory know? Had they told him? Were they going to tell him?
A glance over her shoulder showed Gregory going through the fridge. He was pulling out milk, yogurt, and cream.
He hadn’t seen what sat in front of the coffee maker. If he were aware, he wouldn’t be half so mellow. She closed her eyes, refusing to think about how Gregory would take the news of what he’d done.
Turning the box over in her hand, she spotted another handwritten note on the other side of the box. This was done in a different hand.
She read it once. Her mind refused to understand. She read it a second time.
Purple equals pregnant.
Her breath froze, her mind slowed. Her heart might even have stopped for a beat or two. The buzz of white noise filled her head, and her vision greyed at the edges.
“Oh my, someone catch her,” Gran said as she came to her feet.
Gregory’s strong arms closed around her, holding her up when her knees wanted to buckle. She didn’t know if she would have passed out or not. Lungs demanding oxygen, she took several deep breaths and her vision cleared. Her heart, however, was still pounding in sympathy with her mental panic.
“Lillian, what is wrong?” Gregory asked. With them touching, she could feel his thoughts brush hers, his worry and confusion coming clear across their mental link. She forced her eyes away from the box in her hand and tried to focus her mind on other things. Finally, she got herself under control and said, “Sorry. It must be stress and lack of sleep. I’m fine, really.”
“Do not lie to me.”
Something in his tone scared her. He didn’t sound angry or hurt, only intense—a predator on the hunt for the truth.
“I,” she started, “I’m sorry. This doesn’t concern you. This is my fault.”
“Lillian,” Gregory reached down and gently pried the package from her. He turned it this way and that as he took in what it was, and the message penned upon the outside.
“And was it purple?” he asked, voice devoid of emotions.
But he couldn’t fool her, she sensed the barely controlled riot of emotions swirling beyond his surface thoughts. He was nowhere near as calm as he pretended to be.
He deserved an answer, but it kept sticking in her throat. She couldn’t look him in the eyes either.
“Beloved,” he prompted a second time gently.
“Yes. Three of them turned purple. I know they can’t possibly be accurate, they’re designed to detect a human hormone. I’m not human. I was just using them as a baseline test out of desperation. Nothing would show that fast even if they actually worked. It was only the one time!”
Lillian was babbling, but now that she was talking, she couldn’t seem to stop.
“On a genetic level,” Gran explained, “sidhe, dryads and a few of the other fae are more closely related to humans than you might expect. We speculate the same evolutionary branch. Though the pregnancy tests are just a fluke dryads discovered a few years ago.” Gran cleared her throat, “but I digress.”
She took one of Lillian’s hands in her own. “A dryad’s body knows within hours if a mating was successful. Fertilization is different than in a human woman. A dryad’s cycle is seasonal, and her egg seed lays dormant in the womb until fertilization occurs and then it takes root within minutes.” Gran smiled. “I was only told to keep you ignorant of your heritage, not that I needed to be ignorant too. The other dryads shared a great deal of information with me when they learned a gargoyle had entrusted me to raise one of the sisterhood. In those early days, I had a dryad at my side almost constantly. At the time, I didn’t think I would need such information, but now I’m glad I had it.”
Lillian snapped her teeth closed as a large hand settled over her stomach. She chanced a glance at Gregory. He’d been silent, and now that she could see his wild-eyed expression she knew why. So, there was something capable of bewildering her gargoyle.
After another long minute, he gave himself a shake. “I can’t believe I was unaware.”
He turned her in his arms and dropped to his knees before her. A soft exhalation of breath against her belly was the only warning before her shirt was jerked up so he could run his sensitive nose along her abdomen. He inhaled a few more times and then pressed his ear against her stomach.
Lillian held her breath and waited for Gregory to confirm or deny what the test had claimed.
After several agonizing long moments, Gregory straightened and placed a finger under her chin. His dark eyes reflected some emotion she couldn’t label.
Slowly his arms encircled her again, and his chin came to rest on her head.
“I smell the barest hint of new life upon your skin.” His voice rumbled over her head. “It’s so slight, I wouldn’t have noticed it for another day or two had I not been looking for it. There is no heartbeat, not yet…” his voice choked off, thick with emotion.
Lillian drew in a shaky breath. “I’ve doomed us all. We’re not supposed to…. this is all my fault.”
Gran barked out a short humorous laugh. “No baby is ever ‘all’ the woman’s fault. Fifty percent can be firmly placed on the man’s shoulders. Gregory has big, broad shoulders. I’m sure he can handle the added responsibility.”
As if in response to Gran’s words, Gregory tightened his hold. “Lillian, beloved, I will be a good mate. We will get through this together.”
“But I broke one of the most forbidden taboos. What if I birth a monster? This is exactly what the Battle Goddess wanted.”
Gregory chuckled—there was a strong hint of relief in his tone. “No. Actually, the Lady of Battles will be quite put out, I imagine. She wanted a child born of the Sorceress and the Gargoyle Protector. This child is not that. As your hamadryad is presently the Sorceress, we were saved from that fate.”
“But I am still linked to my tree. How can we know for sure until after it is born? And won’t I still have to give the baby to the tree to gestate? What happens then?”
Gregory continued to caress her belly, as if in awe, but his voice echoed in her ears again. “We are still here. Had we come together as the Avatars without divine will driving us, we would have been hunted down by Lord Death within moments.”
“But I thought he was imprisoned.”
“Ah. He would not need to leave his temple. But for such a violation of the divine law, he would be forced to act. He would dispatch every gargoyle under his command to bring us to him. Then we would be sent back to the Spirit Realm for judgment.” He leaned down and nuzzled her neck. “That you are alive to worry about the baby and trying to hide it from me, tells me the Divine Ones are not…concerned enough to have us returned to them immediately.”
Lillian shuddered. Returned, he meant killed. “So just like that—we are free and clear. No consequences.”
“Consequences?” his voice took on a darker tone. “There will be those aplenty. We may still have to face the Lord of the Underworld. He may demand our child into his service. All gargoyles are his to command—even me to some extent since I always choose to be born as a gargoyle. Also, one day we will rejoin in the Spirit Realm, and there will be a lengthy confession before our creators.”
“I’ll take the blame. It was my decision that got us into this mess.”
Gregory nipped her playfully on the shoulder. “We will be one. There will be no you or I at that point.”
Lillian turned in his arms and rested her head against his chest. “You’re taking this well.”
“Hmmm, this life is a test, I’m sure of it,” he acknowledged, “One thing I’ve learned is fighting that which cannot be undone only leads to more bruises.”
A tremor of unease slid through Lillian. “Would you undo this if it was within your power?”
He sighed deeply and then placed a talon under her chin and guided her gaze back to his. “Never.” A smile touched his expression. “Long have we wanted a way to express our love that didn’t destroy ourselves or our vows to the Divine Ones. This is not the first time either of us has been a parent, but it is the first time we begot the young together. I have no words to explain the emotions inside me. The thought of watching our child growing inside you, a child I put there, pleases me more than it should. All children are a blessing, regardless of who sires them. But I cannot be unhappy with a child created solely between us.”
“I’m glad.” For the first time, Lillian felt hope bloom in her chest. She was with child, Gregory’s child, but their world wasn’t about to end. It was going to grow bigger.
“There is one thing I must know.” A thread of worry had crept into his voice. “Why don’t I remember it happening? You made me forget for some reason. To protect me?” he sighed. “I need to know the truth. We can have no more secrets between us.”
Lillian’s heart sank to her toes. Why did he have to ask that? Why couldn’t he just leave well enough alone?
“I know it must have happened the night Tethys enchanted me with her song,” he prompted.
Lillian remained silent.
How could she tell him without making him hate himself or her?
“If you will not tell me then show me.” His fingers caressed her arms, and he nuzzled the side of her neck again.
Still, she remained silent and refused to think anything that would give it away as she stared at the kitchen tiles.
“You’re blocking me,” he said, sounding surprised and unhappy. “All of you, out.”
Lillian turned to see their audience had grown beyond Gran and Greenborrow. Her little brother had appeared at some point, and her parents were just entering the kitchen. Darkness was still on the threshold. He took one look at Gregory’s expression, bowed deeply, grabbed River around the waist and dragged the startled dryad backward out of the room.
Gran patted Lillian and then jerked her chin at Greenborrow and Shadowlight as she left.
Greenborrow cleared his throat. “Come on, kid. Grab as much food as you can carry and let’s get out of here. I’ll explain what an uncle is on our way outside.”
Shadowlight looked confused but took the items Greenborrow handed him and allowed himself to be hurried outside.
“Lillian,” Gregory’s clipped tone sounded more exasperated than angry. With a sigh, she stepped back into him. As one of his wings tucked her close, her jaws finally unlocked and allowed her to speak.
“Promise me you won’t run off and do something stupid.”
He touched the brand on her neck. “I won’t, but not because of these. Nothing you say or do will ever drive me away. We are one being. I will keep telling you that as often as you need to hear it.” He rubbed his cheek against hers. “As for doing something stupid, that I cannot promise. We both seem to excel at that in this lifetime. Maybe this realm just disagrees with us.”
Lillian didn’t know how he could find humor at this time, but it gave her the courage to lower her defenses and allow Gregory into her mind. He preceded slowly and gently. She knew he could simply seek out what he wanted in seconds, but he allowed her to set the pace of the memory sharing.
Outwardly, he was as still as if he’d turned to stone, but she still heard his heartbeat change as she soaked in his warmth and scent.
He rumbled something once in the gargoyle language. She wasn’t sure of the meaning, but it sounded like profanity. He was silent after that. Shifting away enough so he could press their foreheads together, he closed his eyes and just breathed in her scent.
“Forgive me, beloved, for the pain and fear I caused you. That was not well done on my part.”
She reached up and stroked his mane. “You were not yourself. What happened wasn’t your fault.”
“I allowed the Siren to ensnare me.”
“Yes, but you said she couldn’t have held you for long. Had I just not…”
“Shh,” he pressed a finger to her lips. “We’ve been over this before. You did what you could to protect the humans and us from her wrath. It was I who harmed you, not the Siren. I will do all in my power to earn your forgiveness for that shameful act.”
“Gregory, it was consensual. You realize that, right? You weren’t in control. You weren’t yourself, but I was willing. It wasn’t rape…not on your part.”
He huffed softly. “Perhaps not, but neither was it the gentle, loving act it should have been.” He sighed at length. “I rutted on you like an animal.”
“It wasn’t like that.”
“Yes, it was.”
Lillian ran her fingers along the side of his muzzle. “It was nice to be able to give you something you needed. I know it was wrong, but I’d do it again.”
“You did not fear me, even a little?”
“No.” Lillian pressed little kisses along his muzzle and one side of his face before wrapping her arms around as much of him as she was able. “Not even a little.”
“Then when you are ready. I will endeavor to replace the memory of that act with much more pleasant ones.”
“The thought of losing you, or you blaming yourself for what happened—that is why I lied to you. I can’t lose you, not your respect or your love.”
He shook out his wings and wrapped her in them. “It will never happen. I am yours always.”
∞∞∞
 
To say he was shocked down to his core would have been an understatement. Being kicked by the Divine Father wouldn’t have caused him much more surprise. Lillian was pregnant. With his child. They were mates in every way. Yet their vows to the Divine Ones weren’t shredded beyond repair.
They’d managed the impossible.
Giddiness swamped him—elation, nervousness, excitement. Adrenaline pumped through his blood, urging him to run and hunt, to build her a lair, shelter her from all danger. He wanted to provide for his mate.
Of course, not even one of those ideas were possible—there were too many humans out in the forest. Rescuing Goswin and Whitethorn was bound to have stirred the humans into action.
Still, he wanted out of the house and to feel grass under his feet, to walk on all fours. Maybe cloaked in shadow magic with Lillian clinging to his back?
“Nope. Running around in gargoyle form is a terrible idea.” Lillian’s voice introduced reason back into Gregory’s thoughts. “And there are other things that need our attention.”
“No doubt.” Disappointment flashed through him. Lillian was correct. There was much he needed to do. Defensive spells were on the forefront of his mind. While they’d rescued two of their allies, it had likely put everyone else at risk. He’d feel better if he could start work on the protective spells sooner rather than later.
And he also needed to return to work on the spell weapons and continued with the preparations for an invasion. The Battle Goddess was just as much a threat as she’d always been.
“But first, why don’t we go have breakfast under my hamadryad?”
He glanced down at Lillian, gazing at her still flat stomach in mild wonder. Her requirements would increase in the coming days, and he planned to fulfill her every need.
“I will hunt us up something to eat.”
“I was thinking of something now,” Lillian admitted. “We could have a picnic under my hamadryad.”
Gregory merely nodded and began to gather up the items she suggested. Besides, it was a good idea. There was still much they needed to talk about. Lillian would know nothing about dryad pregnancy, and she must be curious now that she could ask questions freely without betraying why she wanted to know.




Chapter 26
Shadowlight remained cloaked in shadows even though he was certain no one was in the upper parts of the house. Lillian and Gregory were off in the maze. Gran, Jason, and Greenborrow were all down in the dungeon discussing adult things, and he hadn’t been included. Shadowlight was actually glad. It gave him a chance to visit with Anna and bring her a stockpile of food.
Only his parents still worried him, but he was certain Darkness was busy keeping River from accosting Lillian about the baby. At least, that’s what his father claimed.
He didn’t know exactly how he should feel about his sister’s pregnancy. Not that he would admit it to anyone, but secretly he felt a little left out. Now, he doubted he’d have his mother or sister’s full attention. As for his father, he didn’t doubt Darkness’s love, but his attention was focused on outside dangers, and he had little time to lavish on Shadowlight.
Greenborrow still made time for him and was likely helping to distract the others so Shadowlight could bring food to his pet human. With his sack of food tucked under one arm, he stalked up the three flights of stairs to the attic. Maybe Anna would be pleased to see him.
He eased the attic door open and stopped short. Her door was ajar.
A soft scraping sound came from the northwest corner of the attic. Old furniture and boxes of assorted other items blocked his line of sight. He eased slowly in that direction, picking his way around piles.
Anna stood in front of a window barely large enough for her to fit through. She already had the window glass out of its casement. It sat propped next to her feet. On her other side was a long coil of rope she’d already tied knots into for ease of climbing. Where had she gotten the rope? Then he noticed most of the boxes were open, items scattered everywhere.
As he watched, she eased her head and shoulders through the window. Studying the terrain? Or orientating herself?
He came up behind her and waited until she extracted herself from the opening. While she was still straightening, he slapped a hand over her mouth.
A second later, her elbow slammed into his abdomen, and he realized his mistake. The back of her skull cracked against his muzzle with a painful thump even as her one foot stomped on his unerringly.
He grunted in surprise more than pain. She grabbed his left wrist and shoved it away and then twisted and kicked out at his knee.
Instinct and memories took over, and he jerked out of her range before she could inflict more damage.
“Shadowlight?” she whispered and then relaxed her battle stance.
“You were expecting someone else?”
“No,” she hissed back. “What the hell was that? Say something next time if you don’t want me to rearrange your knee caps.”
“You’re trying to escape?” Hurt crept into his voice.
“Hell, yes. What did you expect? I’m being held prisoner. If anyone finds me, the leshii pretty much said I’m dead.” She stopped and looked him over. “I’m sorry kid. My chances of survival are better if no one knows where I am.”
“That’s a half-truth.”
“Okay. We’ve been over this. I’m a soldier. I’m duty bound to report what I’ve learned.”
“They will imprison you, too.”
She looked sad. “Only if they can catch me. I didn’t say I’d report in person. I’m not suicidal. I know what will happen to me if they catch me. Best case—I’m locked in a cage for life. Worse case? Well, I don’t want to end that way. But I still have intel that could save lives.”
Ah. He’d almost forgotten. She was a protector as well. The introduction of his gargoyle blood would only heighten those instincts in her. Protecting those weaker than himself was something that made sense to him. His path became clear again, and with a happy wiggle he leaped at her and planted gargoyle kisses on every bit of exposed skin he found. “I’ll help you then.”
“Argh!” her hands slapped at his muzzle, but her blows weren’t painful, so he knew she was holding back. “Enough. Stop. You win.”
He dropped to all fours and then padded over to the canvas bag he’d dropped before snatching her from the window. Grabbing the handles in his jaws, he walked into the bedroom and hopped onto the bed, pawing and rearranging the covers into a more comfortable nest. That done, he dug through the packages for the peanut butter cookies he could smell.
“Kid. We are not done talking yet.”
Shadowlight glanced up from his search. Anna was standing on the threshold, her hands on her hips, looking more than a little annoyed.
“We’re not?”
“No.” The one word was long, drawn out and made him think of his mother when he did or said something she didn’t agree with.
He tore open the package of cookies and watched her thoughtfully while he chewed.
“Oh…give me that,” she held out her hand for the bag. “Have you eaten breakfast yet?”
“No. I thought we could eat together and talk.”
“Sounds like a good plan. Just one problem. Cookies aren’t real food.” She took the sack and pulled out a number of items. Some she put in a pile off to one side—fruits and other things that weren’t as tasty as what she called cookies, landed in another heap.
To his disappointment, the cookies, rocky road bars, and almond bark all vanished back into the bag.
That left a selection of muffins, fruits, and a container of something called cottage cheese.
“Don’t suppose you brought cutlery?”
He shook his head. Cutlery—those things humans like to eat with. He’d forgotten about those items.
“Hmmm. Fingers it is.” She shoved the cottage cheese off to the side and took an orange and a banana. She peeled the orange, but her attention was all for him. “It was noble of you to offer your aid, but I can’t accept it. You shouldn’t be anywhere near enemy lines. It’s not your responsibility.”
His ears twitched, and his tail flicked gently in confusion. That had to be one of the oddest things she’d said to him.
“Of course, it is. I saved you and put you in your present circumstances where you are now forced to question your loyalty and morals.”
“That is not how it works. I’m not your responsibility. I’m the adult. Doesn’t matter the species. Adults protect the young.”
“I’m a gargoyle. I exist to destroy evil. My physical age has no impact on my duty to serve the Light.”
“Screw that. I want no part in serving your ‘Light’ if it requires children to be conscripted into its army. Having children fight your wars for you is pure evil. I don’t condone child soldiers, and I certainly won’t allow you to put yourself in danger because you think I’m somehow your responsibility.”
Her words were the truth, he felt it resonate within him. Yet, he was a gargoyle. His nature demanded he be a protector—a destroyer of evil. Those two truths did not rest comfortably within his mind. Children didn’t fight in the Divine Ones’ armies. Gargoyles did. Unable to hold her gaze, he rubbed his muzzle against his forearm, scratching a fake itch as a distraction.
His inability to hold her gaze didn’t stop her words. “Your family shouldn’t have included you in the attack on the transport. It was wrong on so many levels.”
“They didn’t want too. Nevertheless, they needed another gargoyle to have any hope for it to be both bloodless and a success. They knew I’d only have followed anyways.” He glanced back up hoping she’d show even a little bit of pride in his accomplishments, but her expression wasn’t warm or proud. “None of the humans were seriously hurt.” He ducked his head and stared down at his talons. “I just wanted to make my parents proud.”
“Oh, kid.” She came over to him and patted his back somewhat awkwardly, but he didn’t care and tucked his muzzle along her side, being careful his horns didn’t catch her in the throat. After a moment, her arms came around his shoulders in a comforting hug.
“Kid, you’d make any parent proud. You’re smart, brave, noble, and have the biggest heart. You don’t need to put yourself in danger to prove anything. You’re still a kid. Promise me you will work on just being a kid. No more of this warrior stuff, no more live-fire missions, hand-to-hand combat, or infiltrating behind enemy lines. There will be lots of time for that when you’re older.”
Shadowlight sighed. She’d basically just told him not to be a gargoyle. However, it was nice to be hugged, he decided as he snuggled closer. He would try to do as she asked.
“I won’t seek out trouble.” He agreed at last.
“Good.” She patted his back and then straightened. “If your mother is half the battleax I sense she is, I’ll deal with her if it becomes a problem. No more of this child soldier crap.”
He frowned. “What if danger comes hunting me?”
She gave him a grin, flashing her new fangs. “Then I’ll kill it.”
“And if you can’t?” he asked in the most reasonable voice he could manage.
“If it gets past me, you’re free to do what comes naturally. We’ll worry about morals later.”
Relief flooded his body. At least he’d tied himself to a malleable human. They were such a backward species in some ways, but he had hopes for this one’s trainability.
“Ha! Trainability! I’m not a dog. Nor am I the unreasonable one, my friend.”
He decided it was time to change the subject. “I’m going to be an uncle.” The word still tasted strange on his tongue, but he was excited all the same. Then something occurred to him. “What does an uncle do?”
“Uncle? Wow.” The human’s expression turned judgmental. “Your sister’s younger than me, and she’s having a kid? She’s, what, all of nineteen or twenty?”
Shadowlight tilted his head, wondering what had caused the new round of questions tinted with displeasure.
“She’s twenty.”
“Kid’s having kids, great.”
This time, Shadowlight laughed. “She may only be twenty years old in this lifetime, but the Avatars are much, much older.”
She pinched the bridge of her nose and then ran her fingers along her braids. “Thanks for the reminder that I’m now housemates with billion-year-old-demigods. That’ll be fun to explain in the report.” Sitting heavily in the chair across from the bed, she gave him a bemused look. “So, the demigods are having a baby?”
“Yes. I’m going to be an uncle.” Shadowlight wiggled happily. “Do you think it will be a dryad or a gargoyle?”
Anna’s laugh sounded a tad bit hysterical.




Chapter 27
A current of magic swept past Gregory’s feet and on out into the surrounding land as he stood at the entrance of the maze. It had been four days since he’d last been here. He was neglectful in one of his duties.
The Sorceress missed him.
“What is it?” Lillian asked as she rubbed at her arms. She too felt the chill of Spirit magic. “Scratch that. I know what that is. Are we in danger?”
“No,” he said truthfully. They were likely safer than they’d been since they’d first come to the Magic Realm over twelve years ago. The Sorceress was awake and watching over them. He hadn’t expected that, though perhaps he should have. Normal hamadryads were moderately sentient. Combine that with the soul and magic of the Sorceress, and a humble hamadryad became something more.
“No? Care to elaborate?”
“Your hamadryad is becoming the Sorceress in truth.”
“Ah. That totally does not tell me anything more than I already knew.”
“It might be best to show you.” Gregory gestured her forward into the maze.
They made their way deeper, plodding through the familiar passages until they reached the last bend and stood on the threshold of a small meadow. In the center, the Redwood stood tall and proud.
He narrowed his eyes.
Make that taller and proud.
“Oh, my god!” Lillian muttered.
“Goddess,” he corrected her.
She glanced at him and scrunched her nose up while giving him a slow shake of her head. After that, she focused back on the tree.
“It has grown fifteen or twenty feet in four days. Someone is bound to notice.”
“Doubtful, humans rarely look up. I think your tree is safe from discovery.”
“But why the sudden growth spurt? And how much bigger is it going to get?”
“She,” he corrected. “And I think this is likely a response to your pregnancy. The tree is preparing to receive our child in a few weeks. She probably wanted to be stronger to handle the gestation. I think this may mean the child will be a gargoyle, not a dryad.”
Lillian gaped at him again, her hand dropping to protectively cover her stomach. “Weeks?”
“Yes.” He took her hand and guided her over to the tree. He set the basket of food on the ground and motioned her over to the tree’s base. With her hand still captured in his, he pressed her unresisting palm flat against the trunk.
Above and all around them the hamadryad shifted, her branches swaying even though there was no breeze.
Lillian jerked her head up to watch. “That’s new.”
A branch brushed Gregory’s shoulders, the soft needles tickling his skin. He turned his head enough to touch the branch and then gave it an affectionate rub. “I missed you too, my Sorceress.”
The tree quivered, every branch shifting and swaying.
“Is my hamadryad about to uproot herself and go for a stroll? Because someone is sure to notice.”
“Of course not.” Gregory wondered where Lillian got some of her strange ideas.
“Uh, Gregory?” Her tone turned questioning as she slowly backed away from her hamadryad. A mass of questing branches followed her, attempting to pull Lillian back toward the trunk. “I thought you said she wouldn’t want the baby for weeks yet. She seems pretty eager to grab me now.”
Gregory laughed at Lillian but was forced to keep half his attention on the hamadryad. The over-eager branches had nearly knocked his feet out from under him twice now. “She is just happy to see us. We have been through a lot. This is how she is showing her affection.”
Several branches suddenly twined around him, snapped taut, and hoisted him off the ground before he could warn Lillian. The tree shifted him higher up within seconds.
“Gregory!”
“I’m fine,” he called down to her. “I’ll be but a moment while I extract myself.” He attempted to do as he said, but found for each branch he pushed away, three more would take its place.
Since struggle got him nowhere, he relaxed in the tree’s grip and let her do as she wished.
Three smaller branches emerged from the tangled mass holding him in place to flutter around his face and head. Realizing what the tree wanted, he tilted his head back so she could reach his neck.
Delicate needles stroked his throat, and he felt the Sorceress’s magic flow over his body. The tattoo ringing his neck flared to life and slapped out at the hamadryad’s magic. The tree seemed unconcerned. Well, from what he could tell. Never in all his long lives had he seen what a concerned tree looked like, so he had nothing to compare it to.
The hostile power circling his neck flared a second time, unpleasantly burning the skin.
“Gregory! My tattoo is getting pissed off about something.”
“Easy. The Sorceress is examining the tattoos. She will not allow us to come to harm.”
“You know that for sure because…?”
Gregory sighed at her flippant tone. The hamadryad’s magic flowed over him in another stronger wave, sinking into his muscles and bones. Unable to help himself, he reached out for his own link to the Spirit Realm and was surprised when it answered his call without needing Lillian to first give him an order. Hope burned hotly in his gut.
Gregory’s lips pulled back in a toothy grin. Perhaps his Sorceress would free him from the cursed collar earlier than he’d thought possible.
The tree shifted him off to one side and then with another great shifting of branches he heard Lillian squeal. It was in surprised alarm, not a sound of pain, so he waited, and as he expected, her sounds of disgruntlement grew louder as she joined him up in the tree’s canopy.
If it hadn’t been for the unpleasant heating around his neck, the hamadryad’s chilled Spirit Magic would have been soothing and renewing. Between one heartbeat and the next something changed. He stiffened, gasping as the wellspring of his Spirit Magic flowed into him faster than he could release it into this realm. He only had a moment to realize something had gone terribly wrong, and then even the trickle of magic he’d been bleeding off into the Mortal Realm stopped, but the magic rushing into his body didn’t. Too much. It was far too much power for any one body to contain, even his.
His wings quivered, as his body instinctively fought both the hamadryad’s hold and the magic continuing to flow into him. “My Sorceress, please stop this.”
“Gregory! What’s wrong?” Lillian cursed long and loud. “Talk to me!”
“My Sorceress,” he continued reasoning with the tree between waves of pain. “I appreciate your aid, but if you force this slave collar into killing me, we all will be returning to the Spirit Realm in defeat. I, for one, would very much like a chance to raise our child.”
The hamadryad didn’t respond with words or thoughts, but Lillian was suddenly thrust in front of him. When her wild-eyed stare landed on him, her brows scrunched up. “God Gregory. What the hell?” Then her lips parted in understanding. “I order you to stop drawing magic from the Spirit Realm. Stop now!”
Blessedly, the magic flowing into him slowed and then stopped. Yet, he still felt like his body was going to split apart at any moment.
“Beloved, talk to me. Tell me what the hamadryad did to you.”
“I don’t know.” Which was true. Gregory was still panting in pain and shock, so said the first thing that came to his mind. “Your tree, did you sense anything unusual about her just now?”
“Besides your pain! No. But I’d say death by homicidal tree counts as unusual.” Lillian fought to free herself. When that failed, she reached out to touch him but stopped, clearly horrified. Then in a softer tone, she whispered, “Beloved, you look like Frankenstein’s monster.”
Gregory groaned as the tree loosened her hold on him. He didn’t know what monster Lillian spoke of, but he felt instant sympathy for it if it suffered half as much as he did at this moment. Blood welled up and flowed across his skin from a thousand tiny stone-ridged fissures. Even as painful and ugly as they were, the surface wounds were minor. It was the internal ones that were of more significant concern. His body was already going about the business of healing them, but it would take days at this rate.
“Gregory, please talk to me. Why did my insane tree just try to kill you?”
He met her gaze and saw the fear in hers, concern for him. Then he glanced down at himself. Yes, between the hamadryad and the slave collar, they’d made a mess of him. He understood why Lillian might think her hamadryad had tried to harm him. “I will recover. And, no, the Sorceress wasn’t trying to kill me. She was trying to free me from the slave collar but triggered some kind of trap.”
“You know that for a fact? Because from what I’m seeing, I’d say she has another agenda.”
“Order me to heal myself.”
“I don’t think more magic will solve anything.” Lillian had liberated her upper body from the hamadryad’s embrace and was now trying to leverage her legs free.
“I have internal injuries.”
Lillian swore again. “Heal yourself. I’m here now and won’t let my hamadryad harm you again.”
Warmer magic filled him at her words. He’d never been so happy to call on the warmer, less turbulent power from the Magic Realm. It was a much slower process, but he was more than happy to just sit and wait for it to heal him.
He grunted in another pained gasp as the hamadryad shifted him closer to Lillian’s position. His beloved uttered an unladylike profanity and then she was suddenly within touching distance.
Slowly the magic engulfing him withdrew.
“Do you know what happened?” she asked a second time.
“Something changed the slave collars, mine at least. I can no longer summon magic from the Spirit Realm, not without killing myself and possibly anyone near me.” For the first time in any of his lifetimes, he found himself afraid of his most primary power. He could only hope the Sorceress had learned something valuable from all his pain.
As the warrior-protector half of their pairing, he was formidable and skilled in his own right, but in the past, the Sorceress had exerted an iron-like control upon her magic that he’d envied. Lillian once had challenged him to admit the Avatars were equal in power—and yes, he was a great worker of magic, but he secretly thought the Sorceress’s strengths were greater.
Now with his primary power out of reach, he needed to rely upon the Sorceress. Dare he trust her?
With another shuddering shake of her branches, the hamadryad began to lower them to the ground.
“Gregory,” Lillian’s voice drew him from his own pain, and he heard her deep worry. “Tell me you’ll be okay.”
“I will be.” Gregory pressed his forehead against the trunk’s shaggy bark and then studied the fine white lacing of scars crisscrossing his skin. Lillian helped brace him while he gathered the strength to stand on his own two feet. “We will be.”
But only if Lillian was wrong, and the Sorceress hadn’t just tried to kill him.




Chapter 28
Commander Gryton stood at the maze’s north exit, his magic held carefully in check. He was nearer to his enemies than was safe, but he’d felt the hamadryad calling the Avatars to her, and he had been coming to investigate when his slave collars blazed a warning, telling him someone was attempting to tamper with them.
For once fate had been kind, and he’d arrived in time to avert a disaster. The hamadryad Sorceress had been examining his slave collars, and by the complex currents of magic he felt shifting through the earth and air, she had been far too close to unraveling his spells.
And that was not part of Gryton’s plans. It should have come as no surprise though. Containing something as powerful and elemental as the male half of the Avatars wasn’t a static task, but an ongoing, ever-evolving one.
Even without the hamadryad’s help, the Gargoyle Protector could override Gryton’s spells given enough time. That was the nature of magic from the Spirit Realm. It cleansed that which did not belong, and nothing could withstand its power. Nor could anything, not even Gryton’s greatest spell-work, prevent the Gargoyle Protector from calling to that high power and having it answer.
So, the Protector’s near escape shouldn’t have come as a surprise.
But it did. The hamadryad’s interference in this was most unwelcome. Worse, somewhere deep inside, in a tiny flawed part of Gryton’s being, he felt betrayed by the hamadryad as if she had welcomed him and offered a mother’s protection and then took it all away. It was foolish. He’d known within moments of his birth he could trust no one, not if he wanted to survive.
This little incident just solidified his wavering resolve. He would root out and crush that tiny seed of weakness. It wouldn’t happen again. He would deal with his personal weakness just as brutally and swiftly as he’d corrected the flaw in his slave collars. Just a minor change to each collar was enough to prevent the gargoyle from harnessing and controlling his Spirit Magic.
And should a power that vast just happen to lack any kind of outlet? Why, there could only be one fatal outcome.
Gryton’s lips stretched into the slightest of smiles. The Lady of Battles might not be happy with him should the Protector be killed by his own power, but somehow, Gryton didn’t concern himself with that. The Battle Goddess would just have to start over once the Gargoyle Protector was reborn.
Gryton’s collar should now, if not wholly neutralize the Gargoyle Protector, at least make him somewhat less lethal—though he didn’t know if his fixes would keep the hamadryad from meddling. Likely not.
After all, the Avatars were still powerful enemies, ones he wasn’t yet ready to attack openly. He needed to separate Lillian and Gregory from the hamadryad Sorceress without getting himself captured or killed.
The hamadryad had allowed him his freedom so far, but if he threatened her dryad or her beloved Gargoyle Protector further, there was no guarantee she would remain peaceful.
Gryton eased away from the threshold, heading deeper into the maze as he debated his options.
A direct attack was out of the question. Yet, a subtler trap might be discovered by the Gargoyle Protector or be neutralized by the hamadryad long before Gryton could use it to capture the Avatars.
He cautiously exited the maze and was heading for better cover in the forest when his magic stirred with interest. Never one to ignore its guidance, he followed where its tug led and found himself gazing toward the stone cottage where the Avatars sheltered. A small drama was playing out in a window on the topmost level of the abode. A human female was hanging half out of the window when River’s son slapped a hand over the human’s mouth and dragged her back inside.
The human was of little interest to him but seeing the gargoyle child opened other possibilities.
There just might be another way to return the Avatars to the Lady of Battles. Fate was being abnormally kind to him of late.
While the Avatars might be too much for him to take unaware, the gargoyle child would be easy enough to capture and returned to the Lady of Battles’ domain. Once the child was within the Lady’s grasp, Gryton would bet his life Darkness and River would come to his rescue. More importantly, Lillian wouldn’t sit idly by if her little brother was in trouble. Presently the Sorceress or not, where Lillian went, Gregory would follow.
All the Battle Goddess’s plans might still come to pass. Gryton might just live through this whole debacle. It just hinged on capturing one young gargoyle. Easy prey.
Gryton just needed time to lay the groundwork for a trap. A day or two should suffice even in this magic-starved realm.




Chapter 29
Anna counted the nicks on the bathroom doorframe. Taking out the knife she’d filched from Shadowlight’s bag, or rather the bag he had filched from his father, she made a third notch below the first two lines.
Three days.
Seventy-two hours.
Four thousand, three hundred and twenty minutes.
Dawn would be hello to day four.
And here she was still trapped in this godforsaken room for three whole days.
Oh, she didn’t fool herself. Her life could be so much worse. Shadowlight brought her food and clean clothing. The kid was entertaining, she’d grant him that, but she was still a prisoner. After Shadowlight had caught her trying to escape a second time, he’d had Greenborrow strengthen his spells since she was able to circumvent any spell of Shadowlight’s making.
In the last two days, she’d discovered there was more than just physical changes. She now could ‘see’ the energy Shadowlight called magic, and she could even unravel the weavings. The unforeseen side effects were more instinct than memory, but she’d still been quick to take advantage of it.
Regrettably, she hadn’t been able to bypass the leshii’s shielding spells. She’d tried. Repeatedly.
Referring to the barrier as magic spells and wards, while still mildly weird, was starting to seem familiar. Which was more disturbing than the changes in her body.
Some of the alterations were beneficial, like her ability to see in the dark, and her heightened sense of smell and hearing. She’d bet she had greater stamina and strength, too.
Not that this tiny room allowed her the chance to test her theory.
She was going stir crazy. The inability to do anything might just kill her. Wouldn’t that save everyone a headache? Too bad she was too stubborn to roll over and die—even if no one had ever, actually, died of boredom.
Even pacing was out of the question in case the room wasn’t as sound proof as Greenborrow claimed. The last thing she needed was for more fae to learn of her existence. With only the two, she still had a hope of escape.
Sighing, she sat down on the bed and rummaged around in the nightstand for the books Shadowlight had stolen for her. He’d had an agenda she’d soon found out. The kid loved to be read to, which shouldn’t have been such a surprise. All kids liked to be read to, didn’t they?
Unfortunately, of the five books he’d brought—one spy novel, one detective, and two rather steamy romances, only the Jane Austen was anywhere near kid-safe reading. So, every night, she’d read Pride and Prejudice to the young gargoyle for a couple hours before she chased him off to bed.
Rolling onto her stomach, she spread the remaining books out on her pillow to sort through them. She’d already finished the detective novel the first day, so she picked up one of the romances. At least it was a historical. Maybe she’d learn a little history among other things.
With a chuckle, she flipped to chapter one.
∞∞∞
 
Hearing soft footsteps outside her door, she folded the corner of the page down. It wasn’t like she had a bookmark. Besides, this one was so dog-eared, one more fold wouldn’t be noticeable.
Shadowlight tapped softly. She knew it was the gargoyle because Greenborrow didn’t knock, and if she’d been detected, it wasn’t like anyone else would knock before storming the room. So, she always knew that soft, three-part rap was the young gargoyle.
At least someone had taught the kid manners. It certainly wasn’t the leshii.
“Come,” she called. Though she wasn’t sure if he could hear through the barrier, which doubled as both soundproofing for the room and cage for her.
Shadowlight stuck his head in at her soft call. Guess that was a yes.
He spotted her and then came in carrying supper. The scent proceeded him.
“Oh, my god,” she muttered as she jumped off the bed and snatched the tray from his hand. It was warm. In the past, he’d only been able to snatch cold leftovers. Apparently, gargoyles didn’t do microwaves. “That smells delicious.”
She set the tray down, looked around, grabbed the only chair and dragged it closer to the bed. Shadowlight placed his own dinner down next to hers and then jumped up on the bed as he always did. There was no way he could fit in the chair anyway, so she felt zero guilt about having the only seat with a backrest.
She took the lid off the covered tray—who actually had covered trays in their kitchen?
“The trays are from the spa,” Shadowlight admitted. “Gran intended me to take the extra food to Lillian and Gregory, but they went off hunting in the forest.”
“Mmm…no use wasting food. Keep up the good work.” She grinned around a forkful of the divine-tasting stir-fry and watched as Shadowlight tried to navigate the rice to his mouth without wearing it. She was just opening her mouth to tell him to forget manners and just dig in when the door shoved open with a crash.
Anna shot out of her chair. She snatched up the knife she kept in the nightstand. Shadowlight was faster and lunged off the bed, his talons extended, and his lips curled back in a snarl.
The young gargoyle didn’t reach his target. A fiery wall of power leaped up between him and the newcomer.
Before that power had utterly obscured the newcomer, her heightened senses tagged what had invaded her room as deadly. Her talons lengthened, every instinct screaming this was a lethal opponent that needed killing swiftly.
How exactly she knew that she had no clue. She’d only had a glimpse of crimson and black armor and sharp edges.
She circled to the side, her small, stolen knife in one hand, the chair gripped in the other, ready to whip it at the newcomer if she saw an opening.
Shadowlight’s magic slammed into the fiery barrier. Steam hissed and curled up from the point of impact. She didn’t know much about magic, but she did know Shadowlight’s power was cold, a chilled mist across her senses. This newcomer’s magic must be as hot as it looked.
She wasn’t about to let the bastard land a blow just to confirm her theory, though.
Speaking of landing a blow—that looked to be next to impossible. He was covered head-to-toe-in medieval-styled armor like he was a knight ready for a tourney. It didn’t stop Shadowlight from trying his damnedest to eradicate the newcomer though. Anna inched closer, waiting for an opening.
Tin Man reached out and grabbed Shadowlight’s right wing, jerking it hard enough to send the young gargoyle stumbling into the wall. Seeing her chance, she swung the wooden chair with all the force in her arm. It flew true to its target, splintering on contact.
The newcomer didn’t go down as she’d hoped, but her move gave Shadowlight a chance to free himself.
The gargoyle dropped to all fours, attacking from a new angle. Anna knew they were in trouble when Tin Man deflected blow after blow without even looking at the gargoyle.
Tin Man’s attention was riveted on her instead. She didn’t know what he found so fascinating.
“Scrutinize this.” She lobbed the small knife straight at his visor’s eye slits.
His arm snaked out and he caught her knife by the hilt before it could embed itself in his eye.
Shit. The fucker had reflexes.
“Well,” Tin Man said. “I see the boy is already showing his potential. I had not expected him to start building our new gargoyle army until he was mature. The little prodigal has been busy.”
Tin Man heaved Shadowlight off him and then slapped out with some kind of physical wall of magic that sent the gargoyle flying backward.
Shadowlight’s lower legs hit the end of the bed, and he slid, half rolling all the way to the headboard. He slammed into it with enough force to put a hole in the wall.
“Mortal,” Tin Man drawled, “I need a moment for a few words with you.”
A force hit her square in the chest, and she was flying backward until she slammed into Shadowlight’s still form. She wasn’t sure if he was still conscious.
Instinct told her he was still alive. Thank God.
Shadowlight moaned a moment later, assuring her he was, indeed, still alive, and mostly conscious. He rolled to his side, planning she knew not what, but his motion was aborted when he met some kind of barrier suspended just inches above them. The heat rolling off it warned her not to make contact. Then she realized it was descending toward her, and she might not have a choice.
“Now, little human—there is no need to fear. I’m not going to cook you for my next meal. However, I do need to examine you, so you’ll be coming with us.”
He didn’t want to kill Shadowlight, or at least not immediately. What he did want was a mystery.
Tin Man glided to the bed and muttered a few words over the struggling gargoyle. Shadowlight went limp between one second and the next and the fiery barrier vanished.
From somewhere on his person, or maybe he pulled it out of the air, a length of delicate silver chain appeared in Tin Man’s hand, followed by a far-from-delicate collar.
With another mumbled word, the collar flared with magic and Tin Man reached down and slipped it around Shadowlight’s neck. The chain fused itself to the collar in some fashion she couldn’t see.
Screw that. Shadowlight wasn’t a dog.
In a move more bravado than brains, she twisted on the bed and kicked out with her right leg. The toe of her sturdy boot caught him in the side of the head. His helmet took much of the impact, but he still rocked sideways and dropped the chain he’d been holding. While he was off balance, she lunged at him, tackling him in his armored chest.
The impact felt like she’d been in a collision with a tank.
Tin Man only staggered under the impact a half step. Nonetheless, she accomplished what she’d set out to do. The hilt of one of his large daggers now rested in her hand.
It would have been nice to have been able to snatch the other one. Alas, she was lucky to have gotten this one.
“Hey, Tin Man, your blade has a really nice balance.”
His lips thinned, clearly not loving that anyone would challenge him.
A roar echoed through the room, catching them both off guard. Ah, naptime was over.
Shadowlight, a blur of sharp talons and white fangs, launched from the bed a second time, slamming their enemy clear off his feet. Tin Man and the pursuing gargoyle tumbled out of the room and halfway across the attic. Stacks of boxes and pieces of furniture toppling over made enough noise to alert everyone within the house that something was amiss.
Anna darted after them, looking for a place to strike. Shadowlight had Tin Man in a choke hold, dragging him back toward the stairs. At that angle, she doubted Shadowlight could see the glowing ball of fire in Tin Man’s other hand.
“Fireball. Right hand,” she barked the order and lunged at the duo, her knife at the ready. She’d see if he could still do the handy fireball thing without that hand.
Just then Tin Man kicked out with both legs, his booted feet catching her squarely in the chest. Again, she found herself flying backward. This time a wall was kind enough to stop her.
She grunted and wheezed and cursed as she crumpled to the ground. The bastard was half horse to judge by that kick. She lay a moment more, her body unresponsive to her brain’s demands to get up. White and grey snow blurred her vision.
Turning her head to search for signs of Shadowlight and their enemy, all she spotted was a broken off two by four and a few pieces of shattered balusters, which had once been part of the stairwell’s guard railing.
Grunting, she heaved herself to her feet and ran after the two combatants.
They were at the bottom of the stairs, the narrow hallway hindering them both, but Tin Man had managed to get the upper hand on the young gargoyle. He had the length of chain in one hand, trying to attach it to his own wrist, where a small circle of metal glowed evilly.
Her stolen knife gripped firmly in her hand, she descended the stairs three at a time. She didn’t know what the leash and collar were capable of, but Shadowlight’s desperation as he fought to free himself told her enough. She landed in a crouch at the bottom of the stairs.
Tin Man cursed and lobbed a fireball at her. She dropped to one knee and lurched sideways, her newly sharpened reflexes saving her from a nasty burn or worse.
Shadowlight roared, the sound echoing down the hall and farther out into the house.
Someone was bound to hear and come to investigate. It just might not be soon enough.
Tin Man had Shadowlight on his back and had looped the chain around the young gargoyle’s throat. With a mighty heave, he dragged the gargoyle backward, while sending fire back in her direction.
She dodged. Mostly. The smell of burnt hair and a new throb covering most of her left shoulder and neck said she hadn’t dodged the last one fast enough.
Behind her, the fire was starting to lick at the carpet and walls. As it spread, its heat radiated against her skin, fed by new fuel. She couldn’t spare the fire any more attention, or she’d be just more fuel.
Shadowlight still fought, his tail whipping around, the lethal blade-tipped end seeking a weakness in Tin Man’s armor.
Which gave her an idea. She darted forward in the same moment Shadowlight twisted and heaved himself back to his feet. He headbutted Tin Man in his armor-plated chest, which didn’t do much damage, but it succeeded in keeping Anna from getting charbroiled.
The kid had heart.
Now if she could just land a blow. While Tin Man and Shadowlight grappled for the chain, she sprang at them. She slammed into Shadowlight’s back, and their combined weight felled Tin Man like he was a tree in a hurricane.
She drew her arm back and then stabbed down toward the slit in his helmet’s visor.
Something slowed her strike, a force she could feel in her arm, wrist, and fingers. Whatever it was stopped the blade from sliding all the way home. The muscles in her arm flexed, trying to force it deeper. She might as well have been trying to penetrate concrete.
Shadowlight’s claws curled around her hand in a crushing grip, and their combined strength forced the blade a few inches lower, its tip sliding past the visor’s opening.
Tin Man screamed. Fire raced up the blade’s length to engulf both her and Shadowlight’s arms before her brain ordered her to jerk back. The same invisible force, which had messed up her strike, now lashed out at them with punishing force. A second wave tossed them both clear of Tin Man who continued to howl in pain.
His howling turned to something more akin to cursing, but it was in a language she didn’t know. He slapped a hand over his visor in an instinctive action—it wasn’t like it would do anything for the pain and blood—and struggled to his feet.
But she spotted another opportunity to inflict some damage.
She rolled to her knees then picked up the knife with her left hand. She tried not to look at her right hand, but still glimpsed a charred, blackened mess. After the initial flash of pain, there was only a kind of numb deadness about it.
That probably wasn’t a good thing.
Her vision was starting to blur strangely. No wait, that wasn’t her vision. Tin Man was muttering and moving his right hand in an intricate pattern. Something was forming along the north wall.
It shimmered as magic danced and sparkled. Whatever it was took the form of a large window, or maybe a door.
He’d said he was taking Shadowlight home.
Oh. God. They were out of time, and Shadowlight was hurt, unmoving beside her. The need to protect forefront in her mind, she studied her target one last time and prayed her aim was true. Her dad had taught her how to throw a knife, had always drilled her to keep practicing with both hands until she was as accurate with her left as she was with her right. Too bad she’d never gotten that good.
If she lived, she promised to practice until her arms were ready to fall off.
With the last of her strength and a desperate prayer, she sent the knife flying toward its target. A wet, meaty sound registered on her ears. There was another loud hiss, and then with a pained grunt, Tin Man yanked the knife from where it had embedded up under his arm joint where his armor didn’t protect.
He made no other sound as he turned his attention from the magic door, which now showed a view of a deeply forested area. She couldn’t see his expression behind the helmet’s visor, but the intensity of his banked rage weighed heavily upon her. Or maybe that was just gravity and physical weakness turning her muscles to water.
Tin Man took a step toward her, flame bursting to life along both arms, hovering just above his armor. He jerked the dagger free of his flesh and with a disdainful flick, tossed it back towards her where it clattered on the floor before bumping to a stop against the toe of her boot.
“You both will learn your place even if I must burn the reminder into your flesh.”
Now that sounded like a world of pain.
A glance down at Shadowlight confirmed he was still out cold. No chance he could escape Tin Man’s wrath.
Anna threw herself down upon the kid and already knew her attempt to shield him would fail. He was just too big.
Another roar shook the house. It sounded a lot like Shadowlight’s, but this one was deeper and definitely meaner. It came again, and she could feel the floor tremor slightly.
Tin Man whipped around and drew a sword from a scabbard at his hip. While he was distracted, Anna palmed his discarded dagger. If he was stupid enough to arm her, she was more than happy to sheath it in some other part of his body.
Something partially obscured by shifting shadows burst from around the corner and up the final few stairs.
Tin Man didn’t wait for the fight to come to him and loosed more of his fireballs on the newcomer. The gargoyle, she could see him now, ran straight into the wall of fire coming toward him. She sucked in a concerned breath, but the fire didn’t slow the gargoyle as he lunged at Tin Man.
The other sidestepped the gargoyle at the last moment, but the gargoyle snapped at Tin Man’s thigh as he passed, tearing away a chunk of armor with a small spray of blood.
In a blur she was barely able to follow, the gargoyle attacked again. Tin Man struck with both magic and steel. The sword sliced through part of the gargoyle’s wing membrane, causing a nasty three-foot tear. By the angle of the strike, Tin Man had been aiming to take the gargoyle’s head.
The two opponents circled, sizing each other up. Tin Man chanced a glance in her direction, and she could practically see the frustration seeping from him. Yeah, he very much wanted to take Shadowlight with him.
“Tough luck, fucker,” she said and gave him the finger.
The two opponents resumed the fight. She would have said the two were evenly matched, but that wasn’t really the case. Tin Man had already defeated her and Shadowlight—though she’d managed to score a couple hits on him—and from what she saw now, she knew he had been taking it easy on them. He hadn’t wanted to kill either of them.
But he certainly wasn’t terribly concerned about that stipulation now. Tin Man slashed at the gargoyle again and then slammed his armored fist against the gargoyle’s head.
While the gargoyle was stunned, Tin Man kicked out, catching the gargoyle in the side and slamming him into a wall.
Tin Man came within inches of losing his own head as another opponent arrived on the scene. Anna only had a moment to register Greenborrow’s presence before he swung a massive club at Tin Man’s head.
In a move to make any martial artist proud, Tin Man darted to the side, deflected the blow and then stepped in behind the leshii.
Anna fully expected to see the point of a sword burst through the front of the startled leshii’s chest but heard the ring of sword on sword instead.
She glanced past the leshii to where Tin Man was sparring with yet another opponent. When Greenborrow turned to aid the newest arrival, Anna discovered it was a diminutive woman who looked barely strong enough to lift one sword, let alone the two she wielded with grace.
But damn, she was good as she danced around Tin Man in the narrow confines of the hall. The woman darted in and slashed with one sword while she parried with the other. Tin Man spoke in a foreign language. While it was an elegant-sounding language, Anna imagined what he said to the woman was anything but nice.
The smaller woman brought her two swords up in a clear attempt to remove his head from his armored shoulders.
At some point, the gargoyle had rejoined the fight. He landed a blow with his long tail that Tin Man didn’t see coming.
It unbalanced him, sending him stumbling toward the leshii who swung his club with such force and speed it made her think of a professional baseball player.
The armor along Tin Man’s right shoulder crumpled under the impact, and he roared in rage—pain too probably, but she was sure that was mostly fury.
From that point on, the fight took on the feel of a brawl, no—make that a melee.
Anna slumped to the side, taking her weight on her least injured shoulder just as her senses hummed a new warning. The air around her vibrated. She could feel it in her breast bone and even her lungs.
She dropped flat a second time as an intense wave of fire blew outward from where Tin Man stood.
The bright fiery blast, as intense as a grenade, blew apart a portion of the ceiling and walls nearest it and sent the other opponents flying backward. Anna felt the fire race over her and on down the hall.
She hurt, so she was alive. It took longer to figure out what had happened. At first, she’d thought he’d blown himself up like a suicide bomber.
As she picked herself up off the floor and blinked spots from her vision, she saw him bolt past and dive out a second story window at the end of the hall.
The gargoyle and Greenborrow rolled to their feet, looking a little worse for wear, but they followed him out the window just as more people came charging up the stairs.
Through an increasingly fuzzy, grey field of vision, Anna tried to study the newcomers.
She struggled back to her feet and protectively stood over Shadowlight, Tin Man’s dagger clasped in her good hand, ready to protect the kid with her dying breath if it came to that.
Friend or foe she wondered?
The smaller woman with the swords spoke to the newcomers.
Friends, then, Anna guessed.
An older woman with a long, gray braid falling over one shoulder and hefting a substantial-looking staff in one hand tilted her head at Anna, giving her the once over.
After a moment, Anna recognized the woman. It was the nice grandmother everyone in town just called Gran.
“Who the hell are you and why are you in my house?”
Anna drew herself up straighter and nearly fell flat on her face when her one knee gave out. She settled for just staying on her feet, borrowing some of the wall’s strength to do it. “Corporal Anna Mackenzie. I’ll gut anyone who tries to hurt the kid.”
Anna’s vision darkened more, and she knew that last bit was pure bullshit. She weaved like a drunk, her feet or the floor rolling out from under her and suddenly gravity was winning.
She didn’t even feel the floor when she hit.




Chapter 30
By the time she and Gregory ran back to the house, Lillian had found they’d already missed the primary battle, but she’d been in time to see the human standing over Shadowlight faint dead away. Deciding to voice what everyone else was thinking, she asked, “What’s going on?”
Jason approached the fallen woman and felt around for a pulse. “The hell if I know but this Corporal Anna Mackenzie apparently. She’s alive. Guess that makes her our problem now.”
“Wait. I do know her,” Lillian said. “She’s the soldier who helped round up our ‘horses’.”
Gran stormed forward and pushed Jason out of the way. “Go get as many others as you can and follow Greenborrow and Darkness. I’m pretty sure that was Commander Gryton. We cannot let him get away.”
Gregory huffed out an affirmative, his tail still flicked with agitation. He looked like he wanted to go hunt down Gryton then and there, but he hovered near Lillian, and she thought it was more than just the collars that kept him there.
Jason nodded sharply and then hurried to do Gran’s bidding. River used the opening Jason created to reach Shadowlight’s side. Lillian made to follow, but Gregory blocked her.
“Gregory, does the human actually look like she’s capable of hurting anyone at the moment?”
“She’s not human, not fully.” But he grudgingly stepped toward Shadowlight and allowed Lillian to go to her little brother’s side. With Gregory’s help, they were able to move the human and gently roll Shadowlight on to his back and take inventory of his injuries.
He looked no better than the human.
“What do you mean she’s not fully human?” she asked with a cursory glance at the woman.
She detected no hint of Riven upon the soldier. Other than her grievous wounds, which should have killed a human by now, there was nothing overtly strange about her. Then again, she couldn’t scent anything over the stench of blood and burned flesh.
“What do you know that I don’t?”
“Open your senses wide. What do they tell you?”
Aiming a questioning look at Gregory, she did as he asked even though she wanted to help her brother more than solve some mystery about a human she neither knew nor really cared about.
“Shadowlight will recover. He’ll be sore for a few days.” Gregory gestured at the human. “She is an oddity, certainly, and not to be trusted. However, as strange as her appearance here might be, Commander Gryton’s appearance is much more concerning. We must hunt him down first. Order me to hunt.”
“You can’t. You’re barely healed from whatever the collar did to you under the hamadryad.”
“If I wait, the trail will grow old.” Gregory snarled and paced over to the window Gryton had gone out earlier. “If he manages to make it back to the Magic Realm, this Realm will be doomed.”
“Yes, but we need a plan.”
“There is no time!”
“Think, damn it. Going anywhere near the creator of the slave collars is a very, very bad idea.”
Gregory grunted and stalked back to her side, ears flat and tail twitching.
Lillian decided to point out the obvious since Gregory’s blood was up too much to remember something important. “The collars won’t allow you to hunt him alone. If you’re set on this, we’ll hunt him together.”
“Gryton must be stopped.” He looked over his shoulder at the broken window, his lips curling back from his teeth in a snarl. “We hunt him together. Tonight. Now.” Each word came out clipped and harsh.
Lillian’s hand dropped to curve protectively over her belly. She’d fought before, risked her life. Yet she’d be risking more than just her own life now. “Are you ready to risk our child?” Lillian knew that was a low blow but needed him to see reason. He was still healing from what had happened when her hamadryad had tried to remove his collar. He was in no condition to fight Commander Gryton tonight.
A flicker of reason returned to his gaze. He took a deep breath and then gave a full body shake. Slowly, some of his battle rage melted away, but not all of it. Tension still radiated off him in waves.
Lillian didn’t entirely trust his sudden compliance, so looked to distract him. “Why is there a soldier here? Would Gryton conscript humans to do his bidding?”
“I don’t know, but this human was protecting your little brother, not trying to capture him. I think we may have this human to thank for Shadowlight’s present freedom.”
Now that put a different spin on things.
“She was protecting Shadowlight of her own free will?”
“Hmmm, I imagine they were trying to protect each other.”
“I can explain,” Greenborrow shouted as he came stomping back up the stairs. “Darkness and the other fae are out hunting for our dear commander. I thought I should return and explain about the human before anyone does anything…regrettable.”
He stomped his feet and rotated his shoulders like he was aligning his joints back in place.
“Tell us what you know.” Gregory didn’t look up at Greenborrow, much more interested in Gran’s healing.
“Anna is Shadowlight’s pet human,” Greenborrow chuckled. “Though, I think he knows not to call her that in her hearing.”
“A pet human? Never in all my…” Gregory just shook his head and studied the two in question. “And under our noses, too.”
“Yes, it serves us right for leaving a week-old gargoyle to his own devices for long periods.”
“How long have you known?” Gran glanced up and glared at Greenborrow. “Children make mistakes in judgment. A ten-thousand-year-old leshii should not.”
He waved his hands in surrender. “Only a few days.”
“Days,” Gran snorted. “Old fools and children will be the death of me yet.”
“Go on,” Gregory prodded, not willing for this to descend into a bickering contest.
“The boy found the human just after the Riven battle. She’d killed two of the beasts and had done a fine job on a third. As you can imagine, she was infected by the time our young gargoyle found her. Shadowlight was impressed by her bravery. She’d asked him to put her out of her misery, but he couldn’t bring himself to end such a brave, determined spirit without trying to fight for her first.”
Greenborrow waved at the unconscious gargoyle. “He didn’t really understand what he was doing when he saved her. If you look past all that blood and burns, you’ll see some of the changes. I don’t think that will be the last of them either.”
“But she’s human,” Lillian whispered, “I thought it only worked on dryads. Even then, it doesn’t change the dryad.”
“Interesting, isn’t it?” Greenborrow stated.
Gran stood. “We will discuss this later. First, we need to treat these two.”
After some muttering, shifting of bodies, and barking of orders, Gran won. Shadowlight and the human were moved into a medical area situated in the far back of the basement.
“How many more secret rooms are there that I don’t know about?” Lillian asked.
“A few,” Gran said and rolled her eyes. “It has never come up in conversation.”
∞∞∞
 
After being shuffled to one side of the room, Lillian paced back and forth while River and Gran worked on Shadowlight and the human.
Gregory tilted his head and then cleared his throat. “Darkness reports he lost Gryton’s trail. He believes the commander used a pre-set magic weaving to transport himself to another location.”
It had been too much to hope they would have tracked him down.
“Your father doesn’t know where it took Gryton, only that the spell wasn’t great enough to take him back to the Magic Realm.”
“Well, that’s a blessing.”
“Wounded as Gryton is, Darkness doesn’t think our enemy will be able to return to the Battle Goddess under his own power any time in the next three days, not with the wounds they dealt him before he escaped.”
“Don’t suppose he’ll do everyone a favor and crawl off into some hedgerow somewhere to die.”
“No,” Gran barked. “He will likely be seeking another way home before we have a chance to track and kill him.”
“You said he’s not powerful enough to get back to the Magic Realm at the moment.”
“Not under his own power, no. However, we know of one being capable of meeting his needs.” Gran didn’t look up from her work.
“You’re talking about my hamadryad. Why would she aid him? She is the Sorceress now, and as Gregory and I can attest to, she does possess higher thoughts. She’s waking to her power and memories. Surely the tree will recognize what Gryton is and prevent him from traveling between the realms.”
“Yes,” Gran said, a frown easily heard in her voice, “the Sorceress must have known Gryton was here. He had to have come here using her power. Otherwise, we would have felt a surge of a foreign power at the time of his arrival, and we would have investigated the cause. Which can only mean the Sorceress wants him here for some reason.”
Lillian touched the tattoo branded around her throat. “Gryton made these.”
“Exactly,” Gran said.
Gregory looked upon them both like he was seeing them for the first time and was horrified by what he saw. “The Sorceress would not side with evil.”
“Perhaps not,” Lillian said, “but what if she wants something from Commander Gryton, and she brought him here for that reason. Gran has to be right. Otherwise, Gryton couldn’t have hidden his arrival. We would have felt it.” Lillian tapped the matching brand encircling Gregory’s throat. “But what if Gryton being here is part of my hamadryad’s plan to free us from these slave collars? Gryton created them, after all, he must know how to get them off.”
“The Sorceress does not need his help,” Gregory countered.
“But what if that is the Sorceress’s plan.”
“Doesn’t matter at this exact moment,” Gran cut in. “We need to heal Shadowlight and the human. I don’t like that Shadowlight hasn’t regained consciousness.”
River pressed her palm against Shadowlight’s forehead. Lillian felt the flare of magic, like a slight vibration against her skin. Her mother continued to pour magic into Lillian’s little brother for a few moments more.
Removing her hand, she frowned. “I do not like what I feel either.”
Gran waved her hands in Lillian and Gregory’s direction. “Go join the other fae and relieve Darkness. He’ll want to be here with his son.” She bestowed a stern look upon Gregory. “If you make it an order, Darkness won’t feel like he’s forsaking his duty just to be with his son.”
Gregory agreed, ushering Lillian from the room.
“Oh,” Gran called over her shoulder. “Take Gryton’s dagger and the piece of armor to the other fae and see if you can come up with a way to track him.”
Gregory huffed a second agreement.
They left the room in silence. Lillian didn’t have to touch their mental link to know Gregory’s thoughts and emotions.
His earlier rage had been replaced by a limp tail and drooping wings. He wouldn’t meet her gaze.
She waited until they were far enough away that Gran and River wouldn’t overhear their words.
“This isn’t your fault, Gregory.” She reached out and touched his arm.
He pulled away from her touch. “Of course, it is. I am the Protector, Lord of the Gargoyles. One such as Commander Gryton should never have been able to venture into this Realm without my knowing! I failed in my duty.”
“How so?” she countered but didn’t give him the chance to answer. “I think it’s likely my hamadryad is behind this, at least in part. I told you she was hiding something from me.”
“You don’t know what you’re saying. The Sorceress would never side with evil.”
“You're a hard-headed male. I’m not convinced the old rule book still applies in this lifetime. We’ve bent those old rules so badly I think we’re dealing with a whole new set.”
Gregory grunted and hunched his shoulders as if that would change the course of their discussion. “They have not changed merely because I am foresworn.”
Lillian stopped. Well then. So that was the broader issue. She should have known.
“Hmmm, if either of us is guilty of not upholding our duties, that would be me. Each knuckle-headed, moronic decision, which has nearly led to disaster, has always originated with one of my ideas or actions. That we are still here is due entirely to benevolent gods.”
“You may say it is so, but that does not make it true. I have allowed myself to be distracted far too many times. I will endeavor to do better.” He turned to her suddenly and wrapped his arms around her. “I will not fail you again, and I will never fail our child.”
Lillian’s need to finish the conversation faded, but the knowledge that this present mess was not Gregory’s fault did not diminish.
She would find out what her hamadryad was planning, but first, they had to stop Commander Gryton from returning to the Magic Realm.
She squeezed Gregory fiercely and then released him. “Come on. We’ve got a sample of Gryton’s blood on the daggers. Let’s see if we can use that to track the bastard. Then we’ll make him pay for attacking Shadowlight.”




Chapter 31
“Agh!” Anna cursed as she jerked awake. Three things became immediately apparent. She was alive. She’d been injured. And she sure as hell wasn’t on base. Oh, right. Gargoyles, magic, and other strange shit.
“Hello,” said a voice from a chair to her left. She turned toward the sound and found her body didn’t want to move. Her one arm was wrapped in several inches of bandaging, which was why she had trouble moving it. She eventually turned far enough to meet the gaze of an older woman with a long braid.
“Name’s Vivian, but everyone calls me Gran.”
“I remember. And Shadowlight has told me more about your family since I met him.”
The woman shifted a seven-foot quarterstaff from her lap and rested it against the chair. She wiped her hands on a rag. At which point, Anna realized the other woman had been cleaning and oiling the staff’s dark wood.
She eyed the length of wood a second time. She hadn’t seen one in years, but her father had an obsession with antique weapons. That length of wood lying across the old woman’s lap was no walking stick.
Something told her this was not a ‘Gran’ to pick a fight with.
“The human is awake?” This voice came from the other side of the room, behind a curtained off section. A moment later, the curtain parted, and another woman came into view. This was the same delicate-looking woman from the sword fight earlier, though, her two swords were now absent. That had to be a good sign.
She looked human. Both women did. However, the newcomer addressed Anna as ‘the human,’ so she was likely the only homo sapiens in the room.
“Where is Shadowlight?”
But her heightened senses already told her he was behind that screen. Or at least another gargoyle was. She’d never been close enough to any of the others to compare scents.
But there were other instincts telling her Shadowlight was behind that curtain.
She tossed back her blankets to find she was wearing a long nightgown.
“Easy,” Vivian cautioned and came to her feet.
Anna ignored the warning and stood up. Then gritting her teeth, she stormed toward Shadowlight. Okay, it was more of a stumble than a storm.
The delicate female made to block her.
“River, I would suggest you allow her to see Shadowlight. I felt the shadows reverberate to her anxiety.”
“The human mongrel is no match for me.”
Mongrel?
Seriously?
“Who the fuck are you?”
“I am Shadowlight’s mother.”
Anna managed to hide her surprise. Shadowlight had said his mother was a dryad. He’d explained the whole born-of-a-tree thing. “You should be fired. You suck at motherhood. I’m Shadowlight’s new babysitter, or legal guardian, big sister or something—so get out of my way. Who in their right mind lets a child do the things he’s done?”
If livid was a color, mommy just turned it. But just then the shadows shifted, and the curtains flowed apart like an unfelt breeze pushed them. Another gargoyle appeared beside Shadowlight’s mother.
Anna didn’t step back, foolish as it might be to provoke this eight-and-a-half-foot tall wall of solid muscle.
She did, however, suck in a breath at her first look at an adult specimen. He bowed his muzzle down to sniff at her. She wasn’t intimidated by his size.
Nah, not intimidated at all.
She swallowed hard. “You’re dad?”
His eyes narrowed, and then he nodded.
“You suck too.”
The big gargoyle laughed. “I cannot fault you for your reasoning. Neither River nor I have given our son the time he needs. We will do better.”
River, yes, that was the mother’s name, she’d forgotten.
The dryad began scolding in a foreign language. The gargoyle only rumbled back at her.
While those two were arguing, Anna squeezed past and found herself standing next to a massive bed with Shadowlight taking up a good amount of it.
His wounds and burns were bandaged so she couldn’t see how bad they were, but the number was concerning.
Shadowlight shifted in his sleep, and his ears twitched as he came awake with a pained grunt. His eyes slowly blinked open and focused on her.
“Hey, kid. How are you feeling?” Okay, it was a dumb-ass question to ask, but she had to say something to distract him from his parents’ bickering.
“I hurt,” came his honest reply. His attention continued past her shoulder and riveted on something behind her. She had a good idea what.
The parents were still arguing in another language. Whatever they said must have made sense to the kid because his ears drooped, and an expression of pain and fear crossed his features. Anna was damned sure it was emotional pain, not a physical one that made Shadowlight look like he was going to weep.
She was sorely tempted to go over to the world’s worst mom and box her ears. Instead, she stroked Shadowlight’s mane, tucking a few wild locks behind his large, deer-like ears.
“You’ll heal, and I’m not going anywhere until you’re back on your feet.” She sat down on the side of the bed. “It’s going to be okay kid.”
“No, it’s not. Mother wants you killed.” Shadowlight hauled himself up onto his forearms and then launched himself at her, his arms locking around her like a vice as he buried his muzzle against her side.
He did cry then, his whole body shaking with silent sobs.
Anna glanced over at his parents, prepared to give them the evilest look she could muster only to see Gran rapping them both on the shoulder with her quarterstaff. She then pointed at Shadowlight with the staff in case the dryad was too dense to figure out what the smack was for.
Darkness, apparently possessing a thimble-full of common sense, glided over to his son’s side and whispered in that dark, beautiful language again. He bounded up onto the bed and nuzzled his son gently.
Shadowlight didn’t seem overjoyed and clamped onto Anna harder, digging in like a tick.
“My son, forgive us, we will not harm the human, I promise.” Darkness said directly into Shadowlight’s thoughts.
Anna figured she was hearing the private conversation because Shadowlight was linked to her at the moment.
“Mother will. She promised to kill the human. I overheard her.”
“She will see reason. We were just surprised to learn you healed a human in this way. That is all. Your mother loves you.”
Anna barked out a loud laugh. She couldn’t help it. Mommy had a weird way of showing her love. Aloud she said, “Don’t worry kid. We adults will smooth things over. Besides, I’m still alive. Your mom had lots of time to do me some harm while I was out cold. She didn’t, which proves this is all just bluff and bluster.”
Secretly, Anna did wonder why she’d awakened at all. They’d had lots of time to ‘take care of the human problem’ while Shadowlight was still unconscious. They could have blamed it on the injuries Tin Man had given her.
But they hadn’t. Which made Anna wonder what they wanted from her.
Shadowlight finally allowed himself to be consoled and went into his father’s embrace. River joined them both, and Shadowlight returned his mother’s hug and leaned into her.
Anna just held her place. She couldn’t go anywhere anyway, not with the kid’s tail wrapped around her waist like a boa constrictor.
After ten or fifteen minutes, his tail relaxed its grip and his father laid the now sleeping youngster back on the bed. River tucked him in, and three sets of eyes firmly swung upon Anna.
The one called Gran came over and looked down upon the young gargoyle and checked his bandages a final time. When that was done to her satisfaction, she turned her gaze back to Anna.
“We need to talk.”
“Yeah, I gather.”
∞∞∞
 
The talk didn’t happen right away. Gran said she had to summon everyone, alert the acting council, and make a few preparations.
A few preparations must have been code for ‘go have a nap, we’ll be back in a few hours.’ Those few hours ranked up there as crappiest moments of all time.
Darkness stood guard at the door while Anna sat on her bed and kept herself busy putting the ruins of her hair back in braids. Though it would take someone with far more skill than her to address the scorched and burned off parts.
Messing with her hair also allowed her to pretend to ignore River, where the dryad stood tending to her son while periodically shooting death glares at Anna.
At long last footsteps sounded in the corridor outside. Darkness exchanged a quiet word with the newcomer.
It was the leshii, Greenborrow, followed by Gran, another big male gargoyle, and a woman she recognized as Vivian’s granddaughter.
Gran zoned in on Anna. “We will take you before the council shortly to discuss your future, but first a few key players want to talk to you.”
Lillian stepped out around Gran, covered the distance to Anna in two strides, and then held out her hand in the first normal, friendly gesture she’d seen in a while.
“I’m not sure if you remember me, but I’m Lillian. Welcome to the Twilight Zone. Just when you think things can’t get any stranger, they will.”
Anna took Lillian’s hand and gave it a good pump. “I remember you. I’d say it’s nice to see you again, but well, the events leading up to this meeting have been anything but.”
“I don’t doubt it,” Lillian said. “But I do understand what you’re going through.”
Anna highly doubted that.
“I thought I was human until four months ago. Didn’t have a clue about magic or fae or gargoyles. Went from thinking I was just your average twenty-year-old, to finding out I’m not human.”
“There never was anything average about you,” Gran said.
Anna raised an eyebrow, realizing something she hadn’t until then. “You’re Shadowlight’s sister. Somehow, I pictured you with horns.”
“I suppose Gran is correct,” Lillian laughed. “Did I mention that I actually shift into a gargoyle upon occasion?”
“Shapeshifting? Shadowlight might have mentioned something about that. Is there anything gargoyles can’t do?”
“Subtle.” Gran and Lillian said in unison.
“Yeah,” Anna said with a sharp nod, “I’ve never seen the kid do subtle either. Did you really take on five helos?” She pointed her question at Shadowlight’s dad and got a grunt in response.
So, lethal, yes. Subtle, no.
Small talk didn’t seem to run in the genetics either. Guess that made Shadowlight the odd one out of his family. That kid loved to talk.
“You seem to genuinely care for my baby brother. We all saw the injuries you took trying to protect him from Gryton. The others didn’t expect that.”
Anna frowned, feeling a little like her loyalties were being called out or tested, or something. “He’s a kid. What was I supposed to do? And he doesn’t want to harm anyone. I saw that right away. Well, maybe not right away. I wouldn’t have asked a kid to put me out of my misery after the Riven attack.” Anna swung back around on the parents. “However, I wouldn’t have expected to find an eight-year-old anywhere near that shit storm firefight with those vampire-Riven things.”
Antagonizing the parents was probably foolish, but by dad’s admission of guilt, she had hope he might be able to reform. Mom was probably a lost cause.
Besides, Anna wasn’t going to forget the mongrel comment any time soon.
Darkness bowed his head slightly and then glanced over at his sleeping son. “We arrived in this Realm just before the Riven attacked the Coven lands. There were many Riven already here. I did not have a safe place to stash my son, so I kept him at my side.” Darkness fell silent, and she thought he was done, but his glance tracked back to her. “My decision almost cost him his life. Then Commander Gryton nearly stole him away from me. If you had not intervened, he might very well have succeeded. Thank you for protecting my son where I have failed.”
Anna was just about to mumble an awkward ‘you’re welcome’ when a delicate snort of disdain drew her attention back toward River.
“The human wasn’t acting out of her great noble intentions. She did exactly as she was supposed to do when she saw Shadowlight was in danger.”
What the hell did that mean?
By the looks River was getting from the others in the room, Anna wasn’t the only one baffled by her remarks.
Darkness’s expression turned thunderous while Lillian’s showed bafflement. Gregory, the other demigod in the room, just looked thoughtful as he studied Anna.
Gran and Greenborrow both dragged chairs from the corner of the room and then sat down like they were about to watch an evening’s entertainment.
“You know something about why our son’s blood is changing this human,” Darkness accused River. “What has that meddling Battle Goddess done to our son?”
“She made him perfect,” River said, her voice softening as she explained. “My lady changed Shadowlight while he was still in my hamadryad.”
My lady?
Holy shit.
Another piece of the puzzle fell into place. River was still loyal to her goddess in some twisted fashion. Sure, she’d defected to save her children—maybe—but that didn’t mean she was friendly. Certainly not toward humans, and Anna wasn’t sure how much River cared about the other fae either.
Why, oh why, was this fanatic still free?
River continued like the others in the room weren’t thinking of bars, locks, and sturdy walls. “When Shadowlight is mature, he will be able to convert other species into full-blooded gargoyles. He will be their master.”
“Sacrilege!” Darkness roared, making River stiffen.
Shadowlight jerked awake and jumped out of bed. Still half asleep, he took up a defensive stance next to Anna.
She patted him on the head, ruffling his mane affectionately. “Easy, kid. Your dad’s just having a conversation with your mother. She said something that surprised everyone.”
Shadowlight took her at her word and slowly stood up, sheathing his talons. He still wasn’t steady on his feet. She wasn’t the only one to notice.
Lillian and Gregory came over to help steady the youngster. Then, in a very un-demigod like fashion, Gregory licked at Shadowlight. The tender action reminded Anna of a mother dog grooming her pups. The young gargoyle seemed to crave the reassurance and leaned against the older one.
“Why is everyone upset?” Shadowlight asked at last.
Gregory huffed something, but it was Lillian who answered. “We just learned the Battle Goddess changed you, sweetheart. You’re different than other gargoyles. Apparently, when you’re mature, your blood will be able to convert others into full-blooded gargoyles. It alarmed our father, but it doesn’t change how we feel. I’m different too because of the Battle Goddess’s manipulations.”
“Oh,” Shadowlight mused. “That’s why my father’s memories didn’t explain about the changes I saw in Anna. Why would the Lady of Battles want to grow her brother’s army larger? She hates him.”
Lillian planted a kiss on the top of Shadowlight’s head. “The converted gargoyles would look to you for leadership. I assume the Battle Goddess had planned to raise you as her own to ensure your loyalty.”
Shadowlight whimpered. “I don’t want to lead an army, not for her.”
“You won’t have too,” Gregory said. “We will not let her have you.”
Anna suddenly decided she liked the demigods. Who knew?
When Shadowlight had first told her about the Avatars, she had mentally added them to her list of Big, Bad, and Scary. Now she decided she needed to move them to a new list. Big, Scary, but mostly benevolent.
“So,” Anna mused while studying River, “if Shadowlight’s blood is supposed to create full-blooded gargoyles enslaved to his will, why am I not either full gargoyle or a puppet to his will?”
“He isn’t yet mature,” River answered in a short, clipped tone, and then eyed Anna with a calculating stare, “though as he matures, you, too, might improve.”
Anna was beginning to think there wasn’t anything in the world that might improve River’s attitude. However, airing that thought wouldn’t do much to improve the situation.
“What will happen to Anna, now that everyone knows what I’ve done,” Shadowlight asked.
It was the one question Anna had been too chicken to voice.
Gran stood up and crossed the room, giving the gargoyle an affectionate scratch. “That’s one of the things we need to discuss at the council meeting.”
“But what if the other council members deem Anna too much of a risk?”
Gregory, who had been reclining on the floor until now, stretched and came to all fours and padded over to Anna.
She held her ground while a demigod sniffed her over.
With a huff, he reared up to stand on two legs and then walked away. When he was halfway to the door, he reached out, hooked an arm through Lillian’s and then addressed the room in general. “Anna is now family. I protect my clan.”
Shadowlight loosed a happy whine, bounced up so fast he nearly knocked his father over and then launched himself straight at Anna.
“What? Wait…!” She didn’t even get her arms up in a defensive position before the young gargoyle was upon her, his weight tumbling her right over the narrow bed and to the floor on the other side.
She had the wind knocked out of her but otherwise was unharmed. Unfortunately, she had no protection from the dozen sloppy gargoyle kisses he was applying to her face, arms, and even her bandaged hands.
“Ah! Uck! Get off.”
The kid was hoisted off her a moment later. She climbed to her feet in time to see Darkness holding Shadowlight a couple inches off the ground.
The young gargoyle seemed unperturbed by the change in locations and just transferred his sloppy kisses to whatever part of his father he could reach.
Anna scrubbed her face dry on a bedsheet and then looked up in time to see a softer expression on River’s face as she looked at her mate and their son.
Huh. Maybe River was not the full embodiment of the cast iron bitch after all.
When Shadowlight finally got himself under control enough that Darkness could release him, everyone else in the room began to file out, heading to the so-called council meeting.
Darkness gestured her forward. “You must come too.”
“Yeah, sure.”
“What we discuss will affect you as well as the other humans of this world.”
That was certainly one reason to go. The meeting might also be her last chance to escape long enough to get intel to her CO.
She didn’t delude herself into thinking she could avoid recapture for long. Shadowlight would probably track her down through their mental link within minutes.
She’d just have to plan carefully and act quickly.




Chapter 32
Gregory led the way back up through the house, Lillian close to his side with the others spread out farther back. He missed the military efficiency of the gargoyle army. Not that he was even sure if they would still accept him as their commander with this cursed tattoo around his throat.
Only the Lord of the Underworld could tell him that.
And he wasn’t ready to face Lord Death just yet.
He glanced over his shoulder at the unorganized procession behind him and sighed. Yes, he missed his gargoyles.
Very much.
But they were firmly on one side of the Veil between the Realms, and he on the other.
Ah, well, he should be thankful for the allies he had. His senses stretched back toward where the human-gargoyle hybrid marched between Shadowlight and Darkness, plotting her escape.
That one hadn’t quite gotten the hang of shielding her thoughts, though she was exceptional at projecting her intent to the other gargoyles. Even Lillian was glancing back, a wicked grin on her lips.
“Was I ever that bad?”
“At shielding or sheer stubbornness?”
Lillian punched him in the arm. “Shielding!”
“Yes.”
She chuckled. “Fine. Is someone going to train the poor woman?”
“Eventually. Once things settle down, Darkness and I will take turns training you, Anna, and Shadowlight on the finer points of being a gargoyle.”
“You’re taking this really, really well,” she said, suspicion tinting her voice.
His one ear flicked at her in question. “What did you expect me to do?”
“Well,” she coughed into her hand to cover a smile. “You’ve never been the humans’ biggest fan.”
“Ah. I am coming to respect them a touch more. Besides,” he half turned and gestured behind them. “What do you see when you look at the human?”
Lillian sighed. “This game again?”
“Humor me.”
She did and studied the human in silence. “I see one big security risk that’s pretty determined to get back and warn the other humans what’s coming. Yet she seems to care for Shadowlight, and I don’t think she wants to put him at risk. I imagine she’s torn. She’s a good person at her core. I can see that easily.”
“Exactly,” Gregory grinned. “She is a pure spirit, not one the Battle Goddess would have chosen for Shadowlight’s second in command. I see the Divine Ones’ hand in this, and the unraveling of another of the Lady of Battles’ carefully laid plans. She will be irate when she eventually learns of this development. That gladdens my heart.”
“Hmmm,” Lillian looked thoughtful. “I hadn’t thought of it like that. I see your reasoning.”
Gregory reached the back door and led the procession out into the gardens, heading toward the maze where the other counsellors waited at the center.
“It’s high noon. Are you sure no one can see or track us?”
He gave her his best put upon look.
“Sorry I asked.” She raised her hands in surrender and then marched to the maze’s center in silence.
Within the small central glade, he saw the entire council was present, even those members he’d not seen since before the Siren came.
The banshee stood between the pooka and the unicorn. Greenborrow was making his way over to that group. Even Whitethorn and Goswin were present, though their ordeal at the humans’ hands was still easy enough to see in their hunched shoulders and pale complexions.
Hyrand hovered near her daughter as if mother and daughter were both expecting human soldiers to recapture Goswin at any moment. Jason joined the sidhe and the two sprites.
Lastly, three large wolves in the company of the dryad Russet emerged from the base of Lillian’s hamadryad.
Russet bowed to them both and then straightened. “Allow me to introduce the new high alphas of the dire wolf clans. This is Kendrick and Natasha, and their daughter Brigid.”
The three large dire wolves lunged up and shapeshifted into their human forms, their transformations smooth and possessing an elegance only achieved through long hours of practice.
“Lord Gargoyle, Lady Sorceress,” the alpha female said, “I am sorry the dire wolf nation could not have been at your side sooner. We are here now and ready to serve.”
“Oh. My. God. Werewolves.”
Gregory sighed at the uncouth comment and turned his attention to the human long enough for her to figure out she’d drawn attention to herself she really didn’t want.
Shadowlight whispered something in her ear, and she looked chagrinned.
“Mmm, sorry,” Anna called from across the meadow.
Natasha raised one eyebrow in question. “Why is there a human here?”
Lillian pounced on that before it could twist from neutral to accusation. “She’s one of the family.”
“Indeed?” the male asked, stepping closer to Lillian so he could peer past her for a better view of the human. “I have never seen her before.”
Gregory studied Lillian as she turned a few different shades of pink as she tried not to notice the alpha male’s lack of clothing. The dire wolves were far too sensible to worry over something as silly as physical modesty.
If their creators really wanted their creations to swath themselves in yards of fabric and buttons and zippers, they’d have been certain to gift it to them at birth.
Though it was a touch amusing to watch as Lillian addressed the foreheads of the two alphas, clearly too flustered to meet their eyes or look anywhere else she might see too much.
After watching Lillian squirm at the mercy of her embarrassment, Gregory stepped up to the alphas one at a time and rested his hands on their shoulders then thrust his muzzle under their jaws and along their necks in the dire wolf way of greeting.
They returned the gesture, sniffing along his neck before dropping his arms and stepping back.
Dominance established and social needs met, both sides relaxed, and the atmosphere took on a much more mellow quality.
“Gran has informed us of the dangers this Commander Gryton poses to our world should he make it back to the Magic Realm and warn the Battle Goddess,” Kendrick said with a frown “Gran also presented a piece of his armor for our people to scent. All the packs have his essence now, and we are prepared to hunt at your word.”
Gregory nodded in thanks. “Your aid is much appreciated.”
Jason came over, his arms heavily loaded with clothing. “Gran sent these—said there was no point encouraging the mosquitoes and other opportunists.” He sighed dramatically and then slumped his shoulders.
Bridgid barked out a sound more canine than human and took the offered clothing.
Turning to Gregory, Jason added, “Gran says she and the others are ready to start.”
“Good.” He followed Jason back to the center of the glade.
Several picnic tables had been dragged together, end to end, in a way reminiscent of the last time he’d stood before this council.
Unlike the first time, he considered these beings friends and allies, not potentially hostile strangers.
This time, he was going to ask them to trust again, taking a chance on an even greater risk than last time.
∞∞∞
 
Lillian followed Gregory as close as his shadow. He hadn’t confided in her about his plan. She sensed it was something big, and she wanted to be able to support him.
But, damn, that would be easier to do if she knew what he planned.
Something to do with their newest family member, the human soldier, but what?
Gran called the group to attention, and they got down to the business at hand.
It was more of a war council than a council meeting. There was no bickering, just effective planning.
Members of both Clan and Coven had worked all through the night to complete hundreds of tracking spells like the messenger spells Gran had been using for communication. The tracking spells were keyed to Commander Gryton’s blood and would make tracking him possible even if he used transportation spells to move from place to place.
They merely needed to be placed in a vast grid pattern for kilometers around the hamadryad’s location.
Lillian listened while Gran explained at length that they were banking on Gryton moving on the tree. He had no choice. When he did, the tracking spell would relay his present position.
“It’s like you can just roll out a full surveillance package, no tech required. Whenever, wherever you want,” the human soldier said, real awe in her voice. “No wonder we had no idea we shared the planet with other intelligent beings. You were always three steps ahead of us.”
The banshee came to her feet in one graceful motion, which was no small feat Lillian mused since everyone was seated around picnic tables. “Who is this human? Clearly, she isn’t Coven. If you want us to fight for you, you owe us an explanation.”
The table broke out in a chorus of shouted agreements. Gran stood next, rapping her quarterstaff against the top of the table hard enough to echo.
“The Avatars do not owe us an explanation. They do not even have to ask for our aid. It should be freely given.”
Gregory chuckled. “Though an explanation is always nice, all the same.”
He proceeded to explain at length who and what the human was. He ended with the simple fact that as a human-gargoyle hybrid, she was now firmly one of the Clan. As such, she was as much fae as any other sitting on the war council.
Lillian knew the opposition was not truly silenced, but everyone was also sensible enough to know Gryton was the greatest danger at the moment, and all conversation soon turned back to him.
Then she realized Gregory’s plan—the obvious solution that linked both Corporal Anna Mackenzie and Commander Gryton.
The others at the table still hadn’t seen the truth hovering in front of them.
“How can we possibly get the tracking spells spread this far in the next few hours? The area is far too vast,” the pooka said, his yellow eyes dimming somewhat. “Even I cannot run so fast. We don’t have enough bodies to cover this much ground.”
“Even if we do manage to cover even half this distance,” Whitethorn took up where the pooka left off and tapped the outer edge of the mapped area, “we will be too spread out to fight Commander Gryton. If he can best gargoyles in a fight, the rest of us won’t be enough to stop him alone—many would not even survive their first encounter with him. We need greater numbers to drive him into an ambush.”
There were several nods of agreement to Whitethorn’s statement, but still, no one thought to use the human. Lillian narrowed her eyes and then summoned a touch of gargoyle magic, reaching toward the Corporal with it.
Ah, the human had come to the same conclusion as Lillian herself had. She waited, and still, Anna did not speak up. Neither did Gregory. What were they waiting for?
“I can think of a species capable of gathering the numbers needed to track, herd, and lay an ambush for Gryton,” Gregory finally said in the drollest tone Lillian had ever heard him use.
The table fell silent as one by one all the occupants turned to look at him aghast.
“Gargoyles truly don’t do subtle.” Gran sat back in her chair with a loud booming laugh, “Well, if you turn Anna loose, I’m sure she knows enough to stir the military up really good, but will it be enough to get the humans hunting Gryton? Or is it just more likely to confuse the hunt? We’ll end up avoiding the military as much or more than hunting the commander. I don’t see how that’ll be much of an improvement.”
“I’m not proposing we ‘stir up the hornet’s nest’ as you might say, I’m proposing we form an alliance with the humans of this world,” Gregory explained at last. “My other half once told me the humans have as much right to defend their lives and lands as the rest of us. I did not agree with her at the time, seeing only the humans’ many weaknesses and the damages they had done to this planet. Now I see they are trying to make it better, fix what they’ve caused to go asunder. This is their home as well. The Lady of Battles, should she gain enough power to defeat her brother, will be looking for new territory to conquer.”
Anna cleared her throat. “If I quote you on that last part, I can probably get them combing the forest for this Commander Gryton. However, they will be hunting the bunch of you as much as Gryton. There will be no alliance—no lovefest, no singing Kumbaya, not after how a certain group of gargoyles decided attacking five helos was a good idea.”
“Actually,” Gregory said as he tilted his head down to meet the human’s gaze with such intensity Lillian felt sorry for the woman. “That is exactly what you are going to tell them. Remind them what two adult gargoyles and two fledglings were capable of. Then have them imagine what an entire dark army will do to their planet and lastly, tell them that together we can track and kill Gryton before he has a chance to inform his goddess.”
Anna stood and began to pace. “I’m all for warning my people so they can defend themselves, but they aren’t going to just agree to this alliance, not for days and days. If at all. Even then, they are going to want assurances. Not to mentions samples and specimens to study.”
Gregory tilted his head thoughtfully. “Then we will give them that.”
“Why would we agree to such? You’ve all seen what the humans did to Whitethorn and Goswin.” The banshee stood, preparing to leave.
Anna gave a hoarse cough. “It’s too late. We humans already know other non-humans are roaming the forest. There isn’t going to be something called common sense or reason, or peaceful co-existence. Even if you’re willing to show goodwill on your part—which I do not see a lot of here at the table—peaceful coexistence will be a long way off.”
Lillian found herself agreeing with many of the human’s points.
Gran came over and leaned a hip against the table, looking down at Anna. “That’s where a bit of old-fashioned Coven persuasive magic will come in handy.”
“You’re crazy,” Anna challenged but leaned back and gave her head a shake, “nuts, but I’ll try to convince my superiors Gryton is so scary, we need an emergency response team hunting him down ASAP. Anything else that happens after is out of my hands.”
Gran grinned. “Don’t worry dear. Coven magic will help smooth the rough edges. At least enough they won’t shoot or dissect you on sight.”
“That’s very reassuring, thanks.”
Again, Lillian found herself sympathizing with the human, and thinking this plan sounded about as well thought out as one of her own.




Chapter 33
“This is a stupid plan,” Anna mumbled as she walked at the edge of the forest, cloaked in shadow magic. “I’m going to get locked in a cage for the rest of my life—make that the rest of my short life.”
“I won’t let that happen,” Shadowlight said in a cheerful tone.
“You’ll be in the cage next to me, drugged out of your mind. Just how are you going to rescue me then? I’m curious.”
“No cage will hold me,” he countered, far too excited at the thought of infiltrating HQ to see reason.
“Having you here is even stupider than the plan cooked up by Gran and the demigod.” She frowned. “Don’t come crying to me when you get a tranquilizer dart in the ass.”
He huffed and stalked away a few paces, still close enough to hide her approach from the patrols walking the perimeter, but far enough away for her to gather he was upset at her.
“I’m sorry, but I still think this is a bad idea, we shouldn’t involve kids in this mission.” She directed the last at Vivian.
“And you’re how old again?” Gran arched an eyebrow at her.
“Almost three times his age.”
“Hmmm, a sage old twenty-two, yes?”
“At least I’m an adult and a military brat. Third generation.” Anna continued her march, annoyance fueling her strides. “I’ve got older brothers in the forces. Been training long before I enlisted. Shadowlight’s a kid. He shouldn’t be here.”
Gran huffed, rather like a gargoyle’s sound of annoyance. “It hardly matters what we think or want. If we left him behind, he would follow. Besides, this way, if Commander Gryton wants to try for Shadowlight a second time, he’ll have to go through an entire military camp on high alert to get him.” Gran ducked under a low-hanging branch, and then looked back, “Strange as it might seem, this is the safest place for our young friend. That’s why Darkness and Gregory agreed to send him here. Even his mother agrees.”
Well, that decided it. Anything that old battle ax agreed with, Anna had to automatically oppose.
“Darkness will be with us every step of the way. He won’t allow his son to be harmed by the humans even if he does get caught.
Anna still wasn’t reassured. Darkness didn’t have the best track record as far as she was concerned.
And one fully grown gargoyle, no matter how skilled and experienced, wasn’t a match for what they were walking into.
He just wasn’t.
“Oh, stop worrying,” Gran hissed at last, “and have some faith for once.”
“Fine, ask me again in a few hours. I’ve got lots of faith.” Faith that their asses would be in cages.
∞∞∞
 
The first checkpoint was twenty feet ahead.
Darkness, Vivian, and Shadowlight hung back another twenty feet behind her, still firmly cloaked in shadows. For the moment Anna was, too. Shadowlight was awaiting her signal to drop the shielding magic cloaking her.
He’d promised to keep a physical barrier in place, encircling her body in case anyone got trigger happy. Anna appreciated the added layer of protection but was more worried for the young gargoyle.
Suddenly appearing in the middle of a base that seemed to be both edgy and on high alert did seem like an excellent way to get shot.
She glanced around one more time, hoping to see someone from her unit. She’d much prefer to be taken in by one of her own. It might minimize the manhandling, and Major Resnick always seemed able to get the gears turning faster.
If she could convince him of the fae’s good intentions, maybe he would champion her cause.
Unfortunately, there wasn’t one familiar face in her immediate vicinity.
At least she had gargoyle back up. They’d promised to pull her out if it looked like she couldn’t convince the other humans.
Ah hell.
What really bothered her was the fact that the people she’d once relied upon could now no longer be trusted to have her back. That tore her up inside.
“Let’s get this over with.” She waved to Shadowlight, their agreed upon signal. A slight tingle and what felt a bit like water flowing over her exposed skin was the only warning before the shadow magic cloaking her vanished. A shout of alarm from the nearest soldier caused a riot of activity, and suddenly two dozen guns were pointed at her.
With her hands held above her head, she shouted her name over a chorus of commands to get on the ground.
“I have an important message for Major Resnick. I need to speak with Major Resnick.”
There was more shouting of ‘get on the ground.’
With a sigh, she dropped to her knees.
This was going to be one long damned day.
∞∞∞
 
After much shouting of orders, marching at gunpoint, and a few painful prods to redirect her in the direction they wanted her to go, Anna finally arrived at her present location. A nice roomy cage with transparent walls made of some impenetrable compound.
She’d been ordered to tie herself to the only piece of furniture, a metal bunk situated in the center of the cage. Its four stout legs were screwed into the cage’s floor. Zip tying her ankles to the bench legs was easy enough, but how the hell was she supposed to tie both hands behind her back?
So, she’d asked.
In the end, she tied them in the front and used her teeth to secure the tie. It was stupid. But she also admired how they’d learned not to touch anything they found in the forest. For all they knew, she might have been a Riven. But she wasn’t, damn it. Now she sat in a brightly lit cage, tied hand and foot, while several soldiers and a number of scientists looked on.
Great. She imagined more persons of importance were watching her from behind the windows of the second-floor offices and other viewing rooms that circled the arena floor.
Above her head, laying belly down upon the roof of her clear prison, Shadowlight had taken up the best position to watch the goings-on below. She had to continually remind herself to not look up and give his position away.
There were two other cages on the floor with hers. One was intact. The other looked like it had shared a dance with a wrecking ball. Darkness and Gran sat on the ceiling of the intact cage. Anna forced her eyes away from their direction too.
“If you won’t send Major Resnick, I’ll just start shouting my message until I lose my voice.”
No response.
“I am Corporal Anna Mackenzie. The night of the town-wide masquerade I was attacked by creatures called the Riven. They are straight out of your worst nightmare.”
Still no response from her audience, so she continued. “Their bite is part contagion and part venom. Once you’re bitten, you start to transform into one of them. They are as evil as it comes. Like a rabid animal, but one that retains enough intelligence to be calculating. I was bitten by one of these little monsters several times. The only reason I’m not one of them is that there was something else in the forest that night hunting them.”
More silence. No, wait, there was a familiar thump of booted footsteps coming from outside in the hall. The person halted. She heard the whispering of voices. A crackle of a radio.
She continued her report to the room even though her attention was on whoever was coming down that hall. “The one hunting the Riven found and saved me instead.”
More whispering just outside the room’s main double doors.
There was a slight squeak of a door opening, a change in the air currents, and then the sound of several more boots joining the first set. Major Resnick came into view accompanied by some other upper brass.
Well, maybe she’d gotten someone’s attention after all.
“And does this he have a name?” Major Resnick asked.
Anna nodded, “He goes by the name Shadowlight. As you can guess, he’s not from around here. Neither are the Riven.”
“Does this…Shadowlight…come from the same place as these Riven?”
“Yes, but they are natural enemies. Here’s the kicker.” Anna cleared her throat wondering if she was about to kiss goodbye to whatever credibility she might still have but figured she might as well release the big white elephant into the room.
“They are not of earth. They are from the Magic Realm.” There, I just kissed away any credibility, Anna thought with dry humor.
Resnick’s nostrils flared slightly, but that was it. He held his silence for several moments.
No one else said a word, though, the scientists standing near the back of the room were tapping away on their tablets.
“This Shadowlight told you this? And you just believed him?”
“Well yes. Here’s the thing. He’s a gargoyle. He has the wings, tail, and horns to back up his claim. Oh, and his blood is toxic to the Riven. Gargoyles serve the Light, and the Riven, the opposite.” She laughed at Resnick’s expression. “That takes some getting used to, sir. Magic. Not a hoax. Not space aliens. Two warring factions from another realm and we’re just catching some of the fallout. It’s only going to get worse.”
She was going to be hoarse long before she was done talking.




Chapter 34
Shadowlight watched from his perch and yawned for the fourth time. All they did was talk. And talk. Talk in loud voices. Talk in hushed voices. Talk in tiny whispers between each other when they didn’t want Anna to hear. Talk on radios or other devices to yet other humans in other rooms.
They talked but did not listen. Were they deaf?
Anna sounded tired and hoarse. He couldn’t blame her. They asked the same things repeatedly as if they didn’t have the intelligence to remember the answers the first ten times.
His father said they did it to wear down the human and to try to catch her in a lie, but it wasn’t working because she’d told them nothing but the truth. A truth they didn’t want to hear.
Shadowlight stood and stretched, circling the dimensions of the cage’s roof, looking for the impossible: a more comfortable position.
Anna pretended to stretch her shoulders and neck, using the move to hide her real purpose: to send a dagger-sharp look his way.
He sighed and flopped his haunches back down on the surface, flicking the tip of his tail so Anna would know he was getting tired of being invisible and doing nothing.
Hunger was starting to gnaw at his belly. It had been several hours since he’d last eaten, and his body had burned through many of its reserves during healing.
His father looked bored as well. Gran might have been bored had she not been weaving the spells to keep the humans calm and willing to talk.
He frowned. Gran’s spells were working too well. The humans were going to talk each other to death.
“So, this gargoyle you call Shadowlight healed you with his blood to rid you of this so-called Riven’s taint. How do we know one is any better than the other? Or that this Shadowlight wasn’t just some construct created by your delirious mind to make sense of what was happening to you?”
It was the male scientist by the name of Fleming who made that last remark. He was the most doubtful, having trouble accepting magic was real. He wanted to blame all the events on something called aliens. As if magic was a figment of a weak mind.
“Have you any proof to back up your claims?”
“What?” Anna barked out a harsh laugh. “The claws and teeth aren’t enough?”
“They are anomalies certainly. But magic? No. I’m sure there is a better explanation.”
“What about the sidhe and the sprite you captured and then lost. The kid told me about that.”
“An as yet undiscovered species.”
“Oh, come on,” Anna hissed. “They are not originally from this world. They came from the Magic Realm long ago.”
“There is no such thing as magic.”
Another scientist and two of the military advisors who had been part of an earlier discussion looked like they were ready to start another back and forth debate.
Shadowlight was sure he’d perish if he had to listen to another one of their long-winded debates.
“Human,” he called down to the greatest doubter, the scientist with the grey-peppered hair. “What will it take to make you realize Anna has spoken nothing but the truth?” Shadowlight dropped his cloaking magic and tilted his head as he waited for the human’s response.
As Lillian would have said, they did not disappoint.
There was a wave of noise and motion, and every gun was suddenly pointed at him instead of Anna in the cage.
Over it all, he could hear Anna swearing and shouting.
“Hold. Hold fire! He’s bulletproof. They’ll ricochet. He’s protected by magic. Don’t fire.”
Shadowlight merely held his position and let the humans sort themselves out. The room grew still once more, with the scientists and other persons of importance shoved to the back of the room while more soldiers with guns came forward. Shadowlight was mildly surprised none of the humans had used their projectile weapons upon him yet.
Which was good, since Anna might be right. Once his magic deflected the bullets, there was no telling where they’d end up—possibly in a human. That wouldn’t be good for what Gran called negotiations.
The one called Resnick had held his position a few feet in front of the cage. It was very brave or foolhardy, as he was within easy jumping distance of Shadowlight’s location.
His tail flicked playfully at the thought.
“Don’t you dare!” Anna hollered at him from below, her voice muffled by the thick cage walls. “You’ll start a firefight for sure.”
“Aw, humans are no fun.”
“These humans aren’t, no. What they are is ‘twitchy as hell’ and understandably so. Don’t you dare move.” Anna transferred her gaze from him to other humans out in the room. “I know he's big and scary, and far from harmless, but he’s just a kid. He’s only eight years old.”
The one called Resnick made a series of hand gestures.
“Hey! Whoa, wait.” Anna shouted, “Think of this as peace talks. No shooting or tranquilizing the delegates.”
Resnick glared at Anna.
“The kid isn’t alone. If you do something drastic to the kid, his dad is going to do something drastic back, sir!”
Shadowlight noticed a few pairs of eyes drifted away from him to scan for other threats, but they always returned to him every few seconds. To his left, Gran and Darkness were shifting, likely preparing to do something to draw attention away from him.
A voice rose from several places at once, and he decided it came from one of the communication devices.
“Subdue and capture the specimen.”
Gran shot up, her magic flaring around her. “Oh, for the love of Light. Boys and their guns.” She muttered a few choice words as she stepped off the top of the cage and dropped the eight-foot distance to the ground like she was stepping off her back patio. She landed gracefully and brought her staff to the ground as her concealment spell vanished.
Magic flashed outward from her staff, flying across the room faster than the eye could follow. By the exclamations the soldiers made as their weapons vanished, they might now be a little less skeptical about the existence of magic.
“Peace. I mean you no harm.” Gran walked over to Anna’s cage and tapped on the front. It disappeared on the second rap, and then Anna’s zip-ties vanished. “However, cages and guns are no way to begin an alliance.”
She made her way toward a side door. “A conference room is a much nicer place to talk. I just happen to know there is a spacious one through that door, up a flight of stairs, and a short walk down a hall.” Two soldiers approached her, knives at the ready.
“Really, boys?” Gran asked them in a pleasant tone. “Need another demonstration?”
Shadowlight hopped down from his perch and walked up behind Anna where she was attempting to reason with three soldiers trying to corner her.
The soldiers backed off at his approach, deciding Anna wasn’t an easy snatch-and-grab.
By this time, Gran had convinced her two soldiers to go elsewhere. Though Shadowlight realized it might not have been Gran’s threat that drove them off. Everyone still in the room was evacuating.
Gran laughed. “Good to know I can still clear a room.”
“This was pointless,” Darkness hissed from the shadows near Shadowlight’s right side. “The humans are too blinded by their fear and prejudices to be of any use.”
“Oh, my tall, winged friend,” Gran said and gestured to the lab at large. “This was just the start. I’m still softening them up. They will be more reasonable after they get over their shock.”
Anna made a choking sound that might have been a cough, he wasn’t sure. “When they get over their shock, they are going to come at us with everything they have.”
Shadowlight heard his father’s growl.
“Ah, my dear doubters, you will see.” With that, Gran led the way to the conference room.
∞∞∞
 
Anna sat in a big comfortable meeting room chair—one of the ones that rolled. She rocked the chair from side to side as she chanted ‘we’re all going to die’ under her breath.
No one else seemed to believe her.
Gran sat in the chair across from her. Darkness stalked the room’s outer walls, and Shadowlight played with the other chairs, pushing them around the table. By the cant of his widespread ears, he was clearly delighted by rolling chairs.
“Shadowlight, come here.” Anna caught herself about to pat her thigh and froze. Gran, however, missed nothing and grinned at her near social guffaw.
“Nice catch,” Gran whispered in a conspirator’s tone.
Shadowlight galloped over to her and pushed two of the chairs closer together. He then proceeded to sprawl across both seats.
“That’s not going to…,” Gran started to say just as both chairs rolled in opposite directions, and Shadowlight landed on the floor with a disgruntled huff. “…end well.”
Anna folded her arms on the table and dropped her head down on them. “They’re not just going to shoot us dead. Oh no. We’re all going to get dissected, and then frozen or pickled or something.”
“Frozen?” Shadowlight asked, sounding entirely unconcerned.
“Or maybe they’ll use gas, less damage to the bodies that way. No, wait, some politician is going to be pissing in his pants and order a missile strike. Yeah, air strikes for us.”
“Oh, hush,” Gran said, “Lillian and Gregory are on drone duty, and the unicorn and pooka are ready as well. As masters of deception themselves, they are astute at sensing and locating human devices that, shall we say, don’t want to be found.”
“The who and the what? And is that your roundabout way of saying some of your gang can detect tech hidden by stealth technologies?”
“Never mind dear, just remember we have our own air and ground forces capable of taking out nasty things. The drones are unmanned, which will make them fun target practice for some of the other fae if this escalates into something hostile.”
“You’re all crazy. I thought it was just the kid because he’s a kid. Nope, you’re all…” Anna halted mid-sentence and turned toward the meeting room’s north door.
Darkness was already there, and Shadowlight took up a protective stance next to Anna’s shoulder.
Gran turned her chair toward the sound of footsteps.
Anna was holding her breath. It was a bad habit she’d been relapsing into these last few days.
A knock came, firm and sharp—an actual knock, not the sharp crack of a door being kicked in by a heavy boot.
“Enter,” Gran called, “if you’re ready to listen.”
Major Resnick eased the door open, one hand pressed against it, the other palm up, and then he advanced into the room. Darkness retreated to the southeast corner. To make the Major feel more at ease?
It was a nice thought but wasted. Nothing was going to put her CO at ease. Well, maybe the business end of one of his tranquilizer darts.
“I’m here to relay messages to my superiors.” His eyes scanned the gargoyles.
“Well, that’s a start.” Gran gestured at the chair closest to Major Resnick. “Why don’t you have a seat?”
The chair she’d suggested was at the far end of the table, about as far from the two gargoyles as he could get and still be sitting at the table.
Resnick raised an eyebrow at Shadowlight and then directed his next questions at Anna. “You sure it’s safe? That one looks like he thinks I’m going to take away his favorite bone.”
Anna tracked up to Shadowlight and studied his expression. “Oh, that’s a gargoyle version of a smile. He likes you. I think,” Anna added a shrug to the end of her statement.
Shadowlight’s grin grew wider. “I like the brave.”
Major Resnick coughed into his fist. “You’ll like the military then. Our ranks are filled with many brave men and women.”
“Good,” Gran piped up, “I’m hoping you and Shadowlight will hit it off.”
Major Resnick arched an eyebrow again. Anna decided her CO was going to sprain a facial muscle before the day was over.




Chapter 35
Resnick was sure his face must have frozen in an expression of disbelief some hours ago. The ‘negotiations’ got off to a rough start, but once Vivian started talking, it was hard to dislike the woman who was merely known to most of the town as Gran.
Doubt, distrust, and question her motives? Most certainly. But dislike? That was harder. The more she talked, the more things snapped into place. Events, impossibilities science couldn’t explain—those she shed light on in a way to make them plausible if not palatable.
The stuff about other realms, armies, demigods, and swords that could create Armageddon-level shit that could crush the world—that was bound to give him nightmares for life.
And this Commander Gryton. Him, they’d run into once already, and he’d left ten dead men in his wake.
It all sounded so impossible and fanciful he worried his superiors wouldn’t believe it even though they were listening in.
But they did believe.
At least enough to agree to listen to Gran’s plan to hunt and track this Commander Gryton. The first test of the fledgling alliance was when Gran and Darkness were asked to go with the senior advisors to further outline the plan to track this Gryton in detail. While that was going on, the scientists would begin their study of Corporal Mackenzie.
To his surprise, Gran agreed to his terms. Then the magic-wielders surprised everyone a second time by asking Shadowlight be allowed to stay with Anna, saying a war council was no place for children.
Anna and Shadowlight had both been put out to be called children. However, both agreed to aid the scientists. Just as Vivian and the big, mean-looking gargoyle had been about to leave in the company of a unit of soldiers and an assortment of other brass, she’d come over to him and thanked him for babysitting her two young charges.
Yeah, he didn’t miss how Gran had lumped Corporal McKenzie in with her group.
But perhaps the biggest shocker of the day was when Darkness had come over and told his overgrown kid to behave and obey Major Resnick.
When Resnick had openly questioned why they trusted him, the gargoyle had grunted in humor and left it to Gran to explain. She’d informed him gargoyles could read a person’s intent. In other words, gargoyles could smell a lie or a dishonest thought a mile away.
That sounded a lot like being able to read minds.
“Corporal Mackenzie,” Resnick called over his shoulder as he held the door for them, “if you and…. Shadowlight will follow me, I know a few scientists wanting to talk with you.” Outside, several of his men were waiting to act as escort.
“Talk, sir?” the Corporal asked with a hint of sarcasm, “If only.”
The gargoyle bound over to them with lightning fast speed and sniffed at Resnick. Having that much power and natural weaponry within inches of his exposed neck made Resnick’s pulse increase and his fingers itch for a gun.
Shadowlight shifted and leaned against Resnick’s right shoulder, jamming him against the door frame as the gargoyle’s muzzle came around to sniff along the underside of his jaw. Sweat trickled down Resnick’s back.
His men trained their weapons on the gargoyle.
Shadowlight flashed his fangs at the other soldiers and a deep growl issued from his throat.
“Whoa! He’s just taking in Resnick’s scent.”
“Easy!” he cautioned his men, “I’m good.”
Resnick remained unmoving as the gargoyle continued to inhale.
“He’s just getting my scent like the corporal said.” He rolled his eyes in her direction and mumbled, “Right?”
“Yes, sir.” She paused, seemed to think something over and then chuckled. “Beware, though, they seemed to be rather social and will use every opening to get in a good lick.”
Now, that gave new meaning to the term ‘take a licking.’ He raised a hand and slowly pushed the large muzzle away from his throat and then directed his next words at the young gargoyle. “You will not make any more of those sudden leaps at any of my personnel. Neither will you invade anyone’s personal space. There will be boundaries put in place for your protection.” And for everyone else, because there was no way the bigger gargoyle was going to remain nice if something happened to his kid.
Shadowlight gave a deep, huffing cough. Resnick wasn’t sure if it was in annoyance or humor. Though he thought it might be humor.
Babysitting detail was sure going to be interesting.




Chapter 36
Lillian stood shoulder to shoulder with Gregory as they gazed up into her hamadryad. “Do you really think this is going to work?”
Gregory wasn’t one hundred percent sure if she had directed her question at him or the tree. Since the tree couldn’t verbalize words, he figured Lillian had directed her question at him.
Gregory turned more fully to her and nuzzled her shoulder.
“Yes. Commander Gryton would have come here initially on a recovery mission to save face with the Battle Goddess. If he’d been able to capture River and Darkness, or Shadowlight and the human, he could have returned to his goddess and likely retained his position, or at least his head.
But he failed in his attempt. Now we know he’s here. He is injured and knows he’s being hunted. It’s no longer a mission to save face. Now it is pure survival. His best bet for continued existence is to return to the Magic Realm. If he takes what he knows about this place to the Battle Goddess, he may keep his head.”
“That’s a lot of guesswork and speculation. What if he goes after Shadowlight again?”
“Commander Gryton won’t chance it—at least not until he’s healed. Once we close our net around him and force his hand, he will come to the hamadryad. He’ll have no choice.”
“Something isn’t right,” Lillian said and started to pace. “Why didn’t we know he was here?”
“Perhaps…,” Gregory touched the tattoo on his neck, “these prevented us.”
“Yes. Maybe. I don’t know.” Lillian paced a circle around the base of the tree.
Gregory was drawing breath to soothe, or at least try to reassure her, when she spun around on her tree.
“Why didn’t you warn us?”
He cocked an ear at the tree but kept his attention on Lillian. “A hamadryad does not concern herself with mortal drama—it is but a blink of time to one of them. Besides, they do not communicate in complex thought.”
“You’re wrong. This one communicates. She isn’t a normal hamadryad. She is the Sorceress. You can’t tell me she didn’t know Gryton was here in the Mortal Realm. He had to have used the bridge the two hamadryads formed to travel here.” Lillian rounded the tree and came toward him, her expression troubled. “Why would she hide that from us? I’m telling you something isn’t right.”
He cast a thoughtful glance between Lillian and her hamadryad. He wanted to dismiss her concern. There was no way the Sorceress would intentionally hide Gryton’s presence. Yet Lillian was also correct. Why hadn’t the tree warned them in some way? While a hamadryad would not directly interfere with mortal drama as he’d said, she would still protect and warn her dryad of any and all dangers. Gryton was certainly a danger. One the Sorceress could not have missed.
Trailing his gaze slowly up the tree, the first hint of doubt crept into Gregory’s heart. What if the Battle Goddess had found a way to corrupt the tree?
His emotions churned and rolled, nearly a physical sensation.
No. It was not possible. The hamadryad was untouched by evil.
Still deep in his internal debate, Gregory was taken somewhat off guard by the arrival of a newcomer in the glade. The last thing he wanted to do was hold a conversation with one of the fae.
The sidhe paused at the maze’s south exit, glanced around the base of the tree, spotted them in the shadows of her wide branches and then made his stiff, slow way over to Gregory’s side. The signs of his time among the humans were still evident upon Whitethorn’s being.
A hint of foreign chemicals, what Lillian called drugs, still clung to the sidhe lord and his wrists showed the deep blue-black of bruises.
But it was good to see him back on his feet. Gregory reached out both arms and gripped the sidhe’s forearms. “It gladdens me to see you recovering.”
“I wished to thank you and your lady, as well as the other gargoyles, for saving the sprite and me from the humans.” He sighed and then gestured toward one of the picnic tables Gran had left in the maze. “If you have a moment.”
Lillian nodded for them both, and they followed the sidhe.
Once Whitethorn was perched on the bench, he eyed them both with a frown. “You rely too heavily on your magic to protect and hide you.” He gestured at his own body armor. “I think it wise to have a few more layers of protection given how advanced the humans have become. They know we exist, and while they may be temporary allies, they could very well start hunting us again with little warning. If I hadn’t put so much faith in my magic, I might not have become their prisoner. As you already know, my metalsmiths have been working on body armor for you, I have asked the other gargoyles to be measured and fitted as well. When finished, it will help protect against magic, bullets, and tranquilizer darts.”
Whitethorn held up his hand when Gregory made to comment. “I know you will be concerned about noise and mobility, but my master metalsmiths assure me what they have designed will impress. When you have a moment, they would like to fit them to you both and then Darkness and Shadowlight as well.”
Gregory nodded agreement. The more layers between Lillian and harm the better.
Lillian folded her arms under her breasts. “Shadowlight won’t be near anymore fighting, but if it helps keep him safe, then yes, make sure he is fitted as well.” Her stance was one he was coming to know meant he might as well just agree to it now because the argument was already won—by her.
Gregory nodded to Whitethorn and then added, “How soon do you need us?”
“At your earliest convenience.”
Gregory nodded a second time, sensing they might need extra protection sooner rather than later.




Chapter 37
Displeasure at his own folly raced through Gryton’s blood. He’d allowed himself to fall into a trap even the child gargoyle, Shadowlight, would have seen.
He sprinted up a slight incline and then over the ridge to an easier trail once again. As he leaped over a fallen trunk, he glanced behind.
Human soldiers with their strange, handheld lights pursued him. Stranger still was their sidhe scout guiding them when they lost his trail.
They were still a league distant and fell farther behind as he outpaced them. It was the same as the last three patrols he’d encountered.
He’d killed the first group, which, he reflected sourly, was probably what allowed the second group to reach his position. There had only been enough time for him to injure a number of that patrol before a third had arrived at the site, drawn by the noise.
Survival instincts had spurred him into motion then, escape more important than victory. It wasn’t until this newest patrol had picked up his trail that he realized there was an ambush, and he’d already stepped right into it.
A contingency he hadn’t foreseen had occurred. The fae had aligned themselves with the humans of this world and had somehow convinced the humans to hunt him instead.
His magic flared in warning seconds before he heard a high-pitched whine and a loud blast of sound as something leaving a fiery tail in its wake cut through the forest in his direction. He darted to the right as the tree to his immediate left blew apart.
Behind him, the forest exploded with heat, fire, and noise. A wave of force from the explosion knocked him to the ground. He rolled to his knees and summoned fire, sending it back the way the humans’ weapon had come.
His magic flew true, and then came shouts of warning followed by screams of pain. He didn’t stay to see how many his magic would claim. Lunging to his feet, he began to run.
There was only one direction.
He knew it as surely as his enemies did.
But it was the only way to escape this godless realm.
The hamadryad was his only chance of survival and if he hadn’t misread her emotions—and he didn’t think he had—she held enough maternal instinct for him that she might aid him. If she wouldn’t help him willingly, then she would aid him unwillingly.
As for his father—the Gargoyle Protector had never failed to send his enemies to the Spirit Realm for judgment.
Gryton’s lips peeled back from his fangs. They would soon see if father or son was stronger, he supposed.
This realm was not the battlefield he would have chosen for such a contest, but perhaps it was for the best.
The Gargoyle Protector was limited by this Realm and may not yet have come to terms with how best to fight without the full command of his power.
From the moment of his birth, Gryton had been limited. He’d spent centuries learning to use and not be used by his magic.
Though, he still felt its mad, mindless hunger to feed upon everything around him, always there to remind him of his misbegotten heritage.
A monstrous abomination that never should have been birthed upon the three Realms.
But he had been.
And he planned to defy fate and the Divine Ones for many more centuries to come.
More weapons fire cut through the forest just steps behind, impacting the trees and undergrowth still shaking in his wake.
Gryton put on a burst of speed and then rolled and slid down another embankment and followed a stream for a few paces until another game trail presented itself.
He would live to see his enemies fall.
He’d just have to escape this forsaken realm first.
∞∞∞
 
“Well, I’ll be damned,” Anna whispered as she tracked the small flares of light suspended over a spell map depicting life-like forests, streams, hills, valleys, and roads in a hundred and fifty-kilometer radius around ground zero.
Ground zero, the hamadryad, was depicted on the floating map as a three-inch-high tree.
The map shimmered and shifted, homing in on the action.
“Fuck me,” Major Resnick mumbled under his breath as he studied the map, disbelief still evident in his eyes.
She doubted if she was supposed to hear, but her new gargoyle senses were still evolving. No one else other than Shadowlight would have heard her CO anyway.
So yeah. This shit was happening. Their teams were out there, herding a demigod in the direction they wanted.
A destination with three gargoyles, an assortment of fae, and an entire squadron just waiting for the evil overlord to poke his nose out of hiding. Oh, yeah.
She wished she could be there to see his helmeted head getting blown off his armor-clad shoulders.
Yet, as much as she wanted to see him dead, she was equally glad to be here, keeping Shadowlight out of trouble and as far from that monster as possible.
Darkness had talked the young gargoyle into staying here, away from the fight. When she’d asked Gran how he’d managed that, she’d grinned and said Shadowlight had a more important job. Protecting his pet human in case Gryton somehow discovered the tracking spell and followed it back to HQ.
Anna knew a lie when she smelled one. She was just glad the kid hadn’t sniffed it out yet.
“It wasn’t a lie,” Shadowlight said as he sidled up next to her and looked over the map. “Gran spoke the truth about Gryton being able to track the spell back to this location. Though he won’t come back this way. There are too many humans here, and they can now see past Gryton’s own personal shielding spells thanks to my father’s work.”
The kid was correct—his father had been busy weaving dampening spells all over the base.
Shadowlight butted her in the stomach, looking for a head scratch. “Gryton would, as you say, be taken out before he could harm us.”
Anna grunted and studied the map in a new light.
Well, damn. So much for feeling the kid was safe from harm. Now the reason for all the guards in the room took on a new light. She’d just thought they were there to ‘guard’ her, the kid, and Gran and to ensure the other gargoyles and fae behaved.
Anna glanced back around the room, seeing it with new eyes.
All non-essential personnel had been removed—even the scientists had been ordered away, much to their loud and strident denials. Besides the ever-watchful guards, only a handful of the command staff was present. It made sense.
They were relaying intel to a secondary command site elsewhere.
She and Shadowlight were still present only because no one could forcibly move the half ton of gargoyle against his will.
Around the outside walls were the screens showing real-time data, satellite and drone feeds, radar, troop placements—everything trackable was being tracked using both magical and mundane means.
“Gryton isn’t trying to evade left or right. He’s moving in a straight line.” Gran pointed at the markers on the map. “He knows he’s fallen into our net. Now he’s only interested in escape using the hamadryad. Keep your men out of his path. He’ll kill them before they have a chance to inflict serious harm on him. Leave him to us.”
Anna could see Colonel Tremblay having trouble following Gran’s suggestion. After a long hesitation, he ordered the teams to keep their distance and allow Specter Team to execute.
Anna grinned at the name given to the gargoyles.
“I want a team name,” Shadowlight said. “Why don’t we have a name? We’re a good team. We almost beat Gryton when he attacked us.”
“That’s not how I remember it going down.”
“He wanted to take you both alive,” Gran said in all seriousness and then added, “You’re T-team,” She grinned, “As in toddler team.”
“Nah, more like Pre-School One.” Anna turned serious again as another green blob floating above the map flared and went dark. Her fists tightened in silent rage. It marked the present position of a team just forty feet to the northwest of Gryton’s current location.
The darkening of the tracking spells couldn’t tell the watchers how many in each team had been killed. It only signaled a powerful wave of magic had just rolled over that unit’s location.
Human tech didn’t fare any better under the intense magical attacks.
Colonel Tremblay ordered more teams to assist.
Anna just hoped there was more than bodies to assist when they got there.




Chapter 38
From her position underneath the boughs of her hamadryad, Lillian watched and waited. And waited some more.
Dropping to all fours, she paced around the tree’s perimeter, the weight of her new armor and swords shifted slightly as she moved, but as promised, they made no noise. At first, the change in her balance had felt strange to her, but she’d grown used to it quickly enough.
When her feet made to wander even as her mind was, Gregory huffed out a warning growl. She tilted her head in acknowledgment and stalked back to the tree’s base.
Gregory had commanded her to wait at the hamadryad’s base, saying the tree would protect her from Commander Gryton.
Lillian wasn’t so sure. What she felt from the tree was vague, confusing, but it didn’t feel like a warning or alarm. She’d already told him of her concerns more than once, and he denied them flat out. She was debating revisiting that conversation again. If there was even a slim chance her hamadryad and Gryton were working together, it was just too important to ignore.
“Gregory,” she called to his mind. “Link with me. You need to feel my tree’s emotions.”
He turned an ear back in her direction but didn’t move from his spot next to the stone pillar marking the north entrance to the maze. Darkness was guarding the south entrance. They both claimed Gryton would likely navigate the labyrinth instead of going through it or over it since the cedar maze had a taste for blood and magic, thanks to the leshii.
If they got through the next few hours, she planned to thank Greenborrow for planting and designing the maze all those years ago.
Long after Lillian had given up on getting a response from Gregory, he answered her earlier inquiry. “The hamadryad is alert, sensing our battle readiness, but she is not concerned. She does not consider Gryton a dire threat to us and trusts me to be able to dispatch him.”
Lillian decided Gregory was a little rusty on hamadryad speech. “I think you might be a little overconfident there.”
“That is why we have Darkness, Greenborrow, River, two dozen fae archers, and many more human snipers.”
Lillian didn’t correct him on any of it, not even the snipers. The soldiers, while they did carry big guns and looked like they knew how to use them, weren’t snipers. Then again, maybe the snipers were far enough off she couldn’t sense them.
That was all well and good, but the hamadryad might not consider Gryton a threat because she had brought him here for some purpose.
Lillian liked her tree better before she started thinking and waving all her magic around.
She could feel the steady current of magic as it flowed away from the tree and on out into the Mortal Realm. Not for the first time she wondered if the tree was planning on converting the Mortal Realm into a second Magic Realm.
“As much as I didn’t like having command of all that power, I think I still preferred me being the Sorceress instead of you,” she mumbled to her tree. “At least that way, when everything goes sideways, I’ll know who to blame.” But now?
Perhaps sensing her agitation or understanding her words, the hamadryad’s branches shuddered, and three of the closest reached out to touch her on the shoulder.
It was a pat of reassurance.
She wasn’t reassured.
All will be as it should be.
Lillian jerked back in surprise. Ha, and Gregory says hamadryads can’t talk—bullshit.
The hamadryad retracted her branches, and Lillian was still mulling over the words when the tree added something else.
The bright warmth has come.
That one took her off guard for a second before she deciphered the meaning.
Gregory had said Gryton was a fire elemental, beyond that no one seemed to know what he was.
But bright warmth might refer to the heat of a fire.
“Gregory! Gryton is coming. I think he’s already within the maze.” Then as an afterthought, she shouted a final order at him. “Do anything you must to kill Gryton.”
∞∞∞
 
Lillian’s words of warning and final order spurred Gregory into a higher level of battle readiness.
Shadows and the intense power from the Magic Realm swirled around him in a robust half-seen current. The abundance of raw power was waiting for him to shape it into whatever spells he would require.
In truth, he didn’t know what Gryton was, or what it would take to stop him.
He just hoped magic from the Spirit Realm wasn’t required. Lillian’s fears about that power might be warranted. To call it a second time would probably kill him. The scars were still visible against his dark skin from his last near-fatal attempt.
There was a slight click and then a short sound of static from the humans’ radios, and then silence again.
But it was enough to signal Gryton had been spotted.
Gran had said that was how the humans would know when Gryton was almost upon them.
Stretching his senses out beyond the glade’s center, he scanned for the commander within the maze’s corridors. As he’d expected, there was no sign of his opponent.
Lips curling back from his teeth, he growled softly. Darkness heard and answered from his position at the other end of the glade.
Whitethorn had demanded to be present though Gregory thought it might just be to guard against any human treachery.
The other’s distrust and tension crawled across his skin, and Gregory’s wings shuddered at the prickly sensation. Jaws agape slightly, he tasted the breeze, seeking information on his enemy. Nothing.
His ears tracked every little sound, every little shift the humans and fae made—though the humans were louder. Each heartbeat, each breath, each rustle of the leaves, he looked for what didn’t belong.
Still nothing.
He sent another wave of magic outward, seeking his prey’s thoughts, hunting intentions as he would any target. It had never failed him before.
Why could he not sense their enemy when the hamadryad already had?
It made no sense.
Then with a sudden dreadful understanding, he knew why he couldn’t sense Gryton. The slave collar had another master besides Lillian.
Gryton had created them, he might be able to use it to hide his presence. Panic threatened to steal Gregory’s confidence, but he forced the useless flood of emotions back. Reason returned. If Gryton had the power to command him as Lillian could, his opponent wouldn’t risk a fight here, nor would he have attempted to use Shadowlight as bait. He’d simply have commanded Gregory to take Lillian and return with her to the Lady of Battles’ temple.
That gave him a tiny bit of comfort. Lillian started toward him again. He glowered at her, and she halted but didn’t return to her spot. At least she was still within the protection of the hamadryad’s branches.
His gaze was just sliding away from Lillian when Darkness burst into motion, leaping toward the maze entrance he was guarding.
Shadows raced ten feet before him and collided with a wall of fire that exploded outward from the maze’s opening to meet the gargoyle’s magical attack.
Bright light seared Gregory’s eyes when the two opposing forces met.
His vision was still obscured by dark spots, but he was already summoning a spear of magic to penetrate his enemy’s shields.
A loud explosion of sound abused his ears as the human soldiers nearest Gryton’s position found a target.
A shard of fire broke away from the wall and raced toward the humans. Gregory was faster. A wall of his own power deflecting Gryton’s away from the human soldiers and into the green cedar walls beside them.
The cedars burst into flame. Gregory didn’t have time to worry about the maze, but raced toward it, calling more shadow magic to mix with the smoke and flames. When it was a sufficient churning mass to hide his energy spears, he sent it ahead as he raced toward Gryton.
Gregory circled to the right, avoiding Gryton’s shifting wall of flames and sent a spear of power at his enemy. Swatting the spear aside at the last moment, Commander Gryton lunged to the side and nearly into Darkness’s drawn sword.
Gryton deflected the point and sidestepped away from the gargoyle and took several steps into the glade before a rain of arrows and bullets diverted him back toward Darkness.
Gregory leaped toward the enemy fire elemental just as he lashed out.
Somewhere behind him, a massive ball of fire and molten heat rose up from the ground, shaking it hard enough to lift Gregory off his feet. He tumbled sideways through the air until he collided with the tall cedar walls of the maze. Their springy growth softened his landing, but it took a few precious seconds to free himself. Each second, he expected to feel Gryton’s punishing fire upon his skin.
Finally, free of his green prison, he dropped to the ground and sought out Gryton. His enemy was only twenty feet away, still close to the maze’s south entrance. Darkness was doggedly hounding him with sharp little bits of shadow magic, preventing him from getting closer to the hamadryad.
The other gargoyle was not without injury. One wing membrane was split and blackened by fire, and he was favoring his left foreleg. Other oozing burnt patches crisscrossed his hide.
Gryton was not without his injuries either. One of the fae had managed to land an arrow. The shaft went straight through Gryton’s thigh where the armor was missing from the previous attack on Shadowlight.
It had probably been the fae’s last act in this life. A glance behind confirmed what his other senses had already told him.
Many of the fae and human soldiers had been killed, Gryton’s formidable power having incinerated all the magical protections he and Darkness had erected.
Gregory stalked Gryton, calling on more magic from the Magic Realm, but fearing it wouldn’t be enough to stop this fire elemental.
The hamadryad was also summoning power. This from the Spirit Realm, he felt its renewing chill against his skin. That raw power might be the only thing capable of extinguishing Gryton’s fiery magic. At least Lillian was safe, protected by the Sorceress.
He thanked the hamadryad silently, and then reassured of Lillian’s safety, he turned his full attention back to the lethal enemy who must be destroyed at all cost.
Gryton was not some low-level servant of the Battle Goddess. He had to be one of the last surviving fire demons from the ancient time.
Gregory had thought he and the Sorceress had eradicated ones such as him long ago. They must have missed one, or he had been hiding behind the Battle Goddess’s power all this time.
Either way, it was past time Gryton returned to the Spirit Realm.
Gregory and Darkness lunged at the same time. Gryton lashed out with a howl of pain and rage as another wave of burning power slammed him. Gregory returned the magic blast for blast.
What would have vaporized almost any other enemy had little effect on this one. Worse, Gregory could feel himself weakening faster than his enemy.
It had to be the tattoo, draining some of his magic away harmlessly, so it wasn’t reaching Gryton with full strength.
Gregory was pondering this new problem when Darkness raced past him and shouted. “Protect my children!”
“Stop!”
But Darkness had already raced into the river of Gregory’s magic and together, their combined power was enough for Darkness to slip past Gryton’s defensive shields. Gregory lunged after him, clearing the swirling mist, fire, and smoke in time to see Darkness impale himself upon Gryton’s sword.
The visor of Gryton’s helmet was up, and Gregory saw his enemy’s startled expression.
Darkness snatched at Gryton’s wrist, locking them together and Gregory realized what the other gargoyle was trying to do.
Chilled power from the Spirit Realm rushed toward them, turning Darkness’s skin to stone, as his soul prepared to depart.
All gargoyles returned to Lord Death upon their own demise, and Darkness was planning on taking Gryton with him.
If Gryton was an ancient fire demon as Gregory speculated, Darkness’s sacrifice might not be sufficient to drag their enemy along with him.
Lillian screamed her father’s name as she started toward them.
Darkness fought to hold onto Gryton, but he was losing the battle.
Jerking with desperate strength, Gryton freed himself.
Gregory attacked, driving his sword’s point forward, but the commander’s second blade deflected his own. In retaliation, he used his blade-tipped tail to slash at Gryton’s unprotected face. The fire elemental proved to be just a hair faster.
Drawing his second sword from its scabbard, Gregory sent the deadly sharp tip slicing toward Gryton’s neck.
The commander caught the sword, the force of the blow cutting deep.
Fire and blood welled up from between Gryton’s hands where he held Gregory’s sword trapped. Moments later, an intense wave of molten heat rushed up the length of Gregory’s sword, vaporizing both blade and hilt.
Pain lanced up his arm and shoulder, but he drove into Gryton, grappling with him and forcing him back, away from the hamadryad one step at a time.
“Let me go, and no one else need die this day,” Gryton rasped. “I only want away from this cursed land before it brings about the death of us all.”
Ah. That was truth. Gripping his enemy by the throat, Gregory felt something of Gryton’s thoughts, emotions, and power.
He was a fire elemental, but not a fire demon of the ancient world. He was something else, something newer—young compared to Gregory’s vast age.
And half-trained as he was, he was ruled by his power—he didn’t control it.
Could he be crossing swords with the Battle Goddess’s son?
How had such a thing come about? If so, how had she hidden him for so long?
Gryton’s power surged again, greater this time than before. Only Gregory’s talons, where they had pierced through the commander’s armor, held his enemy locked in place and prevented him from being tossed aside by the blast wave.
The power raced past him, out into the glade where it caught Lillian as she ran to his aid. The force lifted her off her feet and tossed her back toward her tree where she hit the ground and rolled with the limpness of death or unconsciousness.
He slammed his weight into Gryton, forcing him to his knees.
Lillian wasn’t dead, he would have known instantly if she was, but still, he worried for her.
Without his spirit magic, he knew he couldn’t defeat Gryton, not quickly, certainly not fast enough to prevent other friends, allies, and family from dying.
But Darkness had shown him the way.
With a last look where Lillian lay, the mother of his yet unborn child, alive and beautiful in her gargoyle form, he closed his eyes and called to a power greater than himself.
It answered his call with a joyful rush. His scars flared to life and began to glow as the trapped power looked for the easiest route of escape.
Gregory locked his jaws against the first wave of pain as his body struggled to hold itself together even as more magic flowed into his body from the Spirit Realm.
Lillian had ordered him to do what he had to do, and she hadn’t realized her mistake, and now she was unconscious, unable to stop him, for which he was grateful.
Gryton kicked and twisted, but Gregory held fast as the cold power of the Spirit Realm built within him.
He sent his mind seeking Lillian’s, to find her coming back to consciousness. It was too late to stop him from destroying himself and Gryton along with him, even if she issued another order. “Beloved, I am sorry. I saw no other way to save you and our child. I want more than anything to be there, but I must go for a while. Know I will return to you, even though it will be many years. Good-bye.”
Lillian jerked and rolled to her feet. “No! Gregory, no!
Something else answered Lillian’s desperate call, and he felt the ground shaking and rolling under him. The force of a sudden violent surge tore his enemy from his clasp.
Gregory cursed and tried to go after him, but the ground heaved again as hundreds of thin reddish ropes coiled around his body. Tiny filaments sprouted from them and crawled along his skin.
Roots.
They were roots.
The hamadryad shuddered, her branches quaking as if a hurricane was bearing down on them. The ground heaved again.
One of Lillian’s endearing but naïve questions from an earlier conversation came back to him in a rush. She’d asked if the tree was going to relocate and walk back to the Magic Realm or some such. He’d brushed away her question as silly.
Now, he wasn’t so sure.
He wondered if the last thing he was going to see in this life was the marvel of a fifty-foot tree taking her first few steps.
He’d seen many strange things.
A walking tree wasn’t one of them.
His disbelieving thoughts snapped back into sharp focus when a thousand tiny roots prodded at his scars. Their questing tips sank in, digging deep, past skin and into muscle and bone.
He roared in pain as the tree began to feed.




Chapter 39
Lillian staggered to her feet and felt Gregory’s mind merge with hers, to say goodbye. She screamed her denial and started toward him, but her hamadryad reacted faster. She could only watch in horror as more roots shifted below the ground.
The roots got there first. Lillian arrived at his side just as he roared in agony.
Tiny filaments dug into his body. She felt what he felt at that moment. Blood and power leaked out a thousand tiny punctures.
Horror and helplessness filled Lillian, and she drew her dagger and reached for the nearest root.
No harm. Heal our beloved, her hamadryad whispered into her thoughts.
Lillian’s hand froze halfway to her target as she realized what her eyes were seeing.
The lattice-like webbing of a shielding spell glowed pale between the reddish roots covering him. Skin or armor, the roots didn’t care and dug into each equally. The tree fed upon his blood, but she was also drawing off the excess magic trying to tear itself free of Gregory’s body.
The hamadryad was preventing Gregory from being torn apart.
Still, it had to be unbearably painful, and Lillian paced a circle around him. At least he seemed to have passed out.
Gryton had staggered off several steps, heading in the direction of her hamadryad. Lillian narrowed her eyes and then sought out her mother.
She was bent over next to Darkness’s stone form, and a new lump grew in Lillian’s throat. River rose from beside her mate, tears leaving tracks down her face.
Her father—she’d never really known him, they’d only had days together.
It was not fair.
It was not just.
Well, by God and the Divine Ones, she’d just make her own damn justice.
River met Lillian’s eyes and then gave a nod in wordless agreement. With a swirl of long skirts and the hollow ring of twin swords being drawn, River darted after the retreating form of Gryton.
Lillian followed, her own swords ringing loud to her heightened gargoyle senses.
River’s sharp steel swept out in a deadly arc toward Gryton’s neck. He whirled and blocked, twisting his upper body enough to force River’s swords down and away.
He kicked at her, but she danced away and then darted back just as fast.
Swords clashed in a blur of bright silver light and the ring of honed blades. River slashed at Gryton. He snarled as the dryad’s sword cut a four-inch gash just above where the arrow had hit. In retaliation, he gave River her own red, gaping wound on her right arm. She came at him again, their sword hilts locking together for a moment. He took advantage of the opening to deliver a crippling blow to her shoulder with his armored elbow. There was a sickening crack, and River lost her grip on one sword.
The injury barely slowed her, and she continued to harry Gryton with her remaining sword.
Lillian stepped in, taking up the rhythm of the fight. It was apparent she was outclassed, but her interference was enough to prevent Gryton from winning the battle.
The battle continued for longer than Lillian would have liked, somewhere behind her Gregory was still fighting for his life. At least Gryton was weakening. Perhaps River sensed it too because her attack turned vicious, Gryton barely managed to block in time.
“Let me go,” he said suddenly, directing his statement at River. “You know what will happen if I lose control of my magic here.”
“Perhaps I would have cared before you killed my mate,” River thrust her sword’s point at him, catching him in the side, penetrating his armor. “Now I will send you back to the Battle Goddess a piece at a time. What should I send back first? Your head?”
“If you force my hand, we’ll all die here in this forsaken land.”
Lillian decided a change in tactic was in order and dropped to all fours and rammed Gryton in the back, her horns ground against his armor and found a seam, stabbing deep, up under where a rib would have been on a human. Just as quickly, she dropped and rolled, coming up several feet away from him.
She remembered what his blood had done to one of Gregory’s swords.
Gryton stumbled sideways, and she thought the bastard was finally going down for the count, but it was just a maneuver to avoid River and her lethal blade.
But Gryton was desperate now. She could smell the stink of fear and exhaustion upon him even over the hot, dry smell of fire.
When River closed in on Gryton for the kill, he roared, and a wave of heat blasted out from his location. River was closer, and it rammed into her with the force of a train.
Lillian darted behind one of the small standing stones circling her tree. The shelter was enough to save her from mortal injury, but she could already smell the burnt flesh of her exposed wings.
They didn’t hurt, which was probably really bad.
“You should have let me go,” Gryton said as he limped into her field of vision. “We’ll die together. I suppose there is some symmetry in that. Mayhap the Divine Ones are laughing at us all.” He’d lost his sword somewhere, but no longer really needed it.
A film of fire crawled across every inch of his armor and danced in the breeze of its own making.




Chapter 40
Anna stood shoulder to shoulder with Gran and watched the map. She was still somewhat surprised she and Shadowlight were allowed in the war room.
Still, she imagined Gran and her magic had a lot to do with the whole calm atmosphere thing.
But even Gran’s magic couldn’t keep everyone calm when all the little floating lights above the map marking the maze’s center blinked out.
The tension increased a few more notches, and Anna eyed the others in the room as they continued their assignments as calmly as if it was a training exercise. Colonel Tremblay gave the order to signal all other teams to move in and engage.
As a group, the senior officers turned their attention from the map to the live feeds, which showed the real-time view of the glade, as seen by a number of helmet cams and an aerial drone circling the area.
Anna trailed behind Shadowlight as he came to stand next to one of the screens. He was silent, staring at the screen with an unhappy expression. It was worry, harder to read on a gargoyle, sure, but worry all the same.
Having the kid watch the flickering lights on the magic-enhanced map was one thing. Having him watch live feeds as his family faced off against a formidable enemy, was something else.
“Shadowlight shouldn’t be watching this,” she directed her statement at Gran because there was no way she was going to interrupt her superiors. She was still too uneasy about the concept of her continued freedom.
The older woman frowned. “No. Likely not.”
“I’m staying.” The note of finality in his tone shared qualities with a concrete wall reinforced with rebar.
There was no way an eight-year-old should sound so damn confident of himself. “I don’t think…”
“I’ve seen worse.”
“Well, you bloody well shouldn’t have,” Anna countered.
“Fighting the Riven and Gryton has shown me true evil doesn’t care if one is a child or an adult. We can all still die.”
Anna felt ill. “Good Lord, kid. When all this is over, we’re so going to sit and watch some Saturday morning cartoons, and you’re just going to be a kid.”
Everyone was looking at them now.
Major Resnick was giving her his best ‘shut the fuck up’ look while Gran just looked thoughtful. Colonel Tremblay’s intense stare was enough to make her come to attention and seal her mouth firmly shut. His eyes remained on her for a second more and then returned to the screens.
Well, damn it. Shadowlight was just a kid. He should get to be one.
Then all hell broke loose on screen, and there was no time to worry or argue.
She watched in helpless fury as Tin Man went about the business of systematically exterminating every human and fae present in the glade.
It wasn’t that fast, of course, but after several minutes of battle, there wasn’t many left to face him. It came down to just the two male gargoyles. Even they were having trouble.
“Father,” Shadowlight cried out in horror when Darkness fell.
With the absolute certainty of hindsight, Anna knew she should have made the kid leave, somehow.
Shadowlight darted toward the door. Gran called to him as Colonel Tremblay issued more orders, other officers relaying them on down the chain of command.
“Wait, kid,” Anna shouted above the noise. “I’m coming too.”
She heard Colonel Tremblay order a strike package as she raced toward Shadowlight. Like hell, she thought, knowing what she was about to do next could only end in a court-martial, but the kid’s family was there, and they might still be alive.
Shadowlight paused at the door, half in and half out, long enough for her to reach his side. He dipped a wing in invitation, and she realized he intended for her to ride on his back. Well, he was the size of a large pony, so why not.
“Mackenzie, halt,” Major Resnick shouted.
“One minute,” she said to Shadowlight when she noticed Major Resnick rushing up to her. He shoved a gun and some ammo into her hands, and then stuffed a few more things into a pack and handed it to her too.
“Go kill that bastard for me,” Major Resnick bit out. “He’s killed way too many of my men. He doesn’t get to live.”
Anna glanced at the pack and saw the grenades and gave Resnick a wolfish grin.
“Just hold him off until we can send reinforcements.” Resnick patted her on the arm. “And don’t get killed. Your father will never forgive me.”
Anna nodded and then slung a leg over an impatient Shadowlight.
Then the gargoyle was off and running, and Anna was holding on for dear life. Outside, she realized Shadowlight wasn’t planning on running the whole way. He spread his wings and leaped up into the air. Her shout of surprise was stolen by the wind, and then she was too busy not falling off to scream in terror.




Chapter 41
After that last powerful blast wave of fiery magic, Lillian gave herself a shake, rolled to her feet, and prepared to face Gryton and death standing up. The hand not clutching her only remaining sword strayed to her belly. Her mind raced for a way to save herself and her unborn child.
But Gregory and Darkness were down. River was unconscious and covered in terrible burns. Lillian could smell the burnt flesh scent from here. Her hamadryad was busy healing Gregory, River, and Darkness, too, she sensed. Though what her tree could do for her father she didn’t know. Gryton had all but gutted him.
She’d heard his heart stop, but he had turned to stone.
Was he still alive?
She wished she knew more about gargoyles. But she didn’t and there wasn’t time to worry.
The remaining humans and fae were dead, dying, or no better off than her mother.
She raised her blade for a final defense against Gryton. Although, by the growing intensity of the fire surrounding him, it wouldn’t be a sword fight.
“You. Destroyed. My. Maze,” roared a voice almost deep enough to rattle Lillian’s teeth in her skull. She glanced to the left in time to see a ten-foot-tall troll-like Greenborrow slam Gryton with a massive spike-studded club.
The much altered Greenborrow continued past Lillian in pursuit of his prey. He landed a second hit, caught Gryton just under the chin and lifted him up and on over onto his back.
“Those were my little ones! I planted them. This is my forest!” Another punishing blow punctuated his statement, and Gryton flew back another fifteen feet.
Gryton hissed something Lillian didn’t understand as he got his feet under him again. He was moving much slower than before, but still moving. Those blows should have killed Gryton. He should have been dead several times over. Lillian began to worry Gryton couldn’t be killed.
No, he could be killed. Gregory had been going to sacrifice himself to do it—that meant Gryton could be killed. They just had to figure out how.
“And you were welcome to the forest, leshii. I care nothing for this realm. All I have ever wanted is to return home. But you and your people, and that meddling hamadryad would not allow me to leave.” He directed the last bit at Lillian. “Now this realm will burn along with me.”
Gryton raised his hand to the level of his shoulders and then opened his fist, palm out toward the leshii. Fire raced down Gryton’s arms and leaped across the distance. Greenborrow moved faster than Lillian thought someone of his size could, but he didn’t clear the fiery wave completely, and it caught him just below the elbow.
It reduced the club and the lower part of Greenborrow’s arm to ash. The only reason Greenborrow might not die of the wound, Lillian saw, was because it had been cauterized by the same fire that had taken his arm.
Lillian bared her fangs and flexed her talons.
Gryton was raising his other hand to blast the leshii with a second wave of power when Lillian lunged forward.
She was coming to realize she probably wasn’t walking away from this fight when a loud war cry split the air.
“Heads up asshole. Incoming,” Corporal Mackenzie snatched the pin out of the grenade she was holding and tossed it at Gryton. “Catch that, Tin Man.”
It landed a meter from Gryton’s feet as Shadowlight bolted past.
Her little brother and the human circled around just as the grenade blew, sending Gryton and a cloud of dirt flying. Had Gryton been even remotely mortal, he would have died about ten or fifteen blows back, but he just crawled back to his feet, his hellfire burning more hotly than before.
Anna and Shadowlight came around for another volley. The human landed two more grenades almost as close as the first one.
Gryton stumbled back and away as Anna lobbed another grenade at him.
Again, and again, the two courted death to herd Gryton back toward the tree where the hamadryad was reaching for him with outstretched branches.
Seeing an opening, Lillian called shadow magic to her aid. She shaped it into little dagger-like shards as she’d seen her mother do. Once she had several hovering in the air, she raced forward, rejoining the fight. Her tiny biting shadows harassed Gryton. They were not lethal, but she summoned more and more of them until they resembled a swarm of bees attacking the commander.
Closing in on his location, she increased her speed and then rammed him hard enough to send him back the last few feet and within the hamadryad’s reach.
Branches slammed him into the ground where more of the reddish roots sought entrance into Gryton’s armor.
A storm of magic boiled up where molten fire met cold spirit magic.
Thunder rumbled. The earth shook. Lillian lost her footing and went down. Shadowlight and the human went sprawling on the opposite side of the glade just as more soldiers arrived on the scene.
They froze at the sight of the tree wrapping Commander Gryton in layers of roots and power.
Lillian wasn’t sure if the tree was trying to crush the life out of him or if she was draining him of power as she had Gregory.
Whatever the hamadryad was doing, it was a massive spell growing in size and power as she watched.
The very air vibrated to the flow of power. The flames, which had earlier been crawling across Gryton’s armor, were now hissing and flickering like a guttering candle. Well, at least, the parts of him she could see under the mound of fibrous roots.
On the other side of the glade, Shadowlight and Anna scrambled to their feet. The human soldier had an assault rifle pointed at Gryton, and Shadowlight was inching closer as well. Both looked uncertain what to do with the hamadryad still draining Gryton.
Lillian tightened her fist around the one sword she’d managed to hold on to. Taking one step and then another in the enemy’s direction, she switched her hold to a two-handed one.
She might not know what her hamadryad was doing to Gryton, but she knew what needed doing. The power in the air intensified the closer she got to his location. Layers of magic thickened in the air, increasing in resistance with each step.
Lillian was almost upon her prey when she felt her hamadryad’s thoughts merge with hers.
Gryton is needed.
“Like hell.”
She raised her sword above her head, willing herself to plunge the blade down and separate his damned head from his shoulders. Surely all her gargoyle strength would be enough to end him.
She just had to do it.
One swift downward thrust and then it would be over, a threat neutralized. Justice served.
Closing her eyes, she shifted her weight and then thrust the blade down. Gargoyle strength and the magical blade cut through the layers of resistance protecting Gryton.
Bright light seared her eyes even with them closed tight, and still, she forced the blade down until its tip buried itself in the spongy loam of her glade.
She didn’t have to open her eyes to know Gryton was gone.
Gone.
Not dead.
Her damn meddling hamadryad.
“Where is he?”
The hamadryad didn’t respond, at least not in thoughts or emotions Lillian could understand, but more power washed outward from the tree. A soothing flow of magic took away the throb of burns, the ache of cuts, and the thousand tiny abuses of a battered body. It did nothing for her emotional stress.
Gryton was gone, out of her reach. She didn’t know where. Yet, she doubted it was back to the Magic Realm. The hamadryad had alluded to needing him. So, she’d probably stashed him somewhere out of the way.
The Spirit Realm would have been nice.
Lillian sighed and calmed her thoughts. Raging about an escaped enemy would do nothing to aid the survivors.
Immediate danger past, or at least out of her reach, she turned and took in the damage, her heart in her throat.
Gregory was an unmoving lump, and her father was cold stone. The fluctuating waves of power coming from her hamadryad prevented Lillian from sensing anything else.
Conflicted, Lillian turned a slow circle, stretching her magic and senses to see if they still lived.
The lump of roots shifted, and Gregory fought his way onto his forearms, his ears shifting this way and that as he searched for her.
Relief and adrenaline spurred her into running. She skidded to a stop next to him as he fought to free himself from the hamadryad’s roots.
“Lillian?”
He turned his head and sniffed.
“Shhh, I’m here. We won.” Then she saw the blood seeping from under his closed lids. By the Goddess, he was blinded. “Oh, my poor love.” She reached for his face, but there were so many wounds she didn’t know where to touch him without causing more pain. She settled for stroking his horns.
“I will heal.” He brushed his muzzle along her arm, leaving a streak of blood behind. “Are you hurt?”
“No,” she said in a rush, “I was, but it was not as bad as you, and my hamadryad already healed me.”
“I owe her my life.”
“The tattoo almost killed you. I’m so sorry.”
“It was my choice. Not your fault.” Gregory tried to get his feet under him, but the roots still held him locked in their embrace. He slumped back and rolled onto his side. “Perhaps I will rest here a little while longer.”
“Why haven’t you turned to stone to heal?”
He nuzzled her hand and licked at her fingers. “The Sorceress is still healing me. I know my wounds look fierce, and they are, but she is healing them far more quickly than I could during my stone sleep.”
“If you say so.”
“She’s healing me from the inside and then working her way outwards.” Gregory sighed and then allowed his head to rest on the ground. “It will be some hours yet before I am healed enough to leave under my own power. You’ll have to stay here. I see the tattoos still exist.”
“Of course, I’m staying. I would even if the tattoo didn’t make it a requirement.” Lillian huffed angrily and then laid down next to Gregory. She might have offered to go aid the other survivors, but no one else was near enough to satisfy the tattoo’s need for closeness.
From her position next to Gregory, she watched as more soldiers and fae made their way out of the maze and into the meadow. They scanned the area for signs of danger, and then slowly approached the survivors—though the humans were as uncertain of what help they could be as Lillian herself was.
Every survivor was covered in masses of fibrous roots, being healed by the hamadryad.
Corporal Mackenzie and Shadowlight were patrolling between River and Darkness. River was still alive, Lillian could hear her slow heartbeat and see the slight rise and fall of her breast with each breath.
Darkness was slumped on the grass, still a cold, unmoving statue. However, the fine mesh of roots growing over his stone skin gave Lillian hope he might awake one day. She doubted her hamadryad would otherwise be lavishing attention on him. Shadowlight must have seen Gregory stirring, for he abandoned his parents to come over to Gregory and Lillian.
Her little brother sniffed Gregory over and gave a little whine, but he didn’t say anything aloud. However, his eyes asked a great pleading question.
“Gregory,” she asked, not really wanting to give him something else to worry or feel guilty over, but both she and Shadowlight needed to know. “Can our father heal from what Gryton did to him?”
“Gryton is more formidable than I had…. expected. But Darkness is old and powerful, too. All gargoyles have a choice when they are mortally injured. Return to the Lord of the Underworld in spirit form and then be reborn or sleep the stone sleep. I am sorry. Either way will take him out of your lives for many years. He is stone, so he chose to stay with his family. Even if he cannot be a flesh and blood father to either of you, he is here in spirit. Your father loves you both very much.”
“I was not sure if he did because of what the Battle Goddess made me into,” Shadowlight confessed. “Thank you for telling me this.”
“He loves you both more than his own life,” Gregory answered.
Lillian continued to sit and guard her beloved long after Shadowlight had returned to his pacing between River and Darkness.
Gran arrived at some point in the company of yet more soldiers. She recognized Major Resnick. If there were more brass with him, she didn’t recognize them.
Resnick and Gran worked to keep the peace and coordinate the two different factions. By some miracle, and maybe it was divine intervention, the fae and the humans held to the earlier alliance. It may have helped that the hamadryad was healing both human and fae survivors, showing no preference between the two.
Lillian was far too tired to care. She rested her muzzle on her forearms and closed her eyes. She didn’t sleep deeply though, still not trusting the uneasy peace, and her ears tracked every sound in the glade.




Chapter 42
Several hours later, Lillian had awakened in dryad form after having fallen asleep even after telling herself she wouldn’t. She never knew if it was a dream, or simply the act of sleep itself that triggered her to shift from gargoyle back to dryad form. That was a question to ask Gregory another time.
Gran had told her the scientists were practically tripping over each other to get her reverse shift on tape.
Lillian frowned at her reflection in the bathroom mirror.
Yeah, she was sure there was going to be scientists and military and complex politics in her future. Luckily, Gran was dealing with that mess for the moment.
For the rest of this night, all she had to face was a long, hot bubble bath, where she planned to soak away the day’s worries along with the aches of her abused body. Her hand strayed to her belly, still marveling at the life which grew there.
Gregory had checked her over as soon as he was back on his feet and proclaimed their child was still a strong life force within her.
The relief that had washed over her had left her weak-kneed and ridiculously happy. That mellow warmth had stayed with her all the way back to the house and up the stairs. It had even survived watching Gregory strip and step into the shower where the powerful showerheads washed away the layers of dried blood and loam to show her the raised ridges of pale scar tissue crisscrossing his body.
Her beautiful gargoyle looked like someone had cut him up and sewn him back together.
“They’ll fade again in a few days,” Gregory said as he stepped out of the shower.
“Do they still hurt?” Of course, they did. How could they not?
Gregory shrugged. “They still ache a little. The warmth of the shower helped.”
He turned to the vanity and hunted through the drawers for a comb to tame the wild mess of his mane.
Her eyes slid sideways to her bubble bath and then back to Gregory. The heat of the water would do him good. It was a big Jacuzzi-type tub. She went over and sat on one of the steps leading up to it, and then eyed Gregory’s large form again.
“Come here.” She patted the step next to her.
“There are certainly more comfortable places to sit,” he said with an accompanying flick of his tail.
“How comfortable is it to rest on your wings? Do you think you could fit?” she gestured at the tub again. “The heat would do you good.”
He looked like he was going to shake his head, so she decided to sweeten the deal. “I’ll groom your mane for you while you soak.”
Gregory huffed softly and then walked over to the tub. He discarded the towels he’d already wrapped around his hips and stepped into the water without a word. Lillian turned her head to the side so he wouldn’t see her grin.
When he relaxed back into the water, she scooted behind his head, and equipped with a comb, began work on his mane. She’d only taken three sweeps at the task when Gregory reached behind him and stroked her leg where it was draped over the side into the water.
Wordlessly, he reached for the other leg and then arranged them both, so they draped over his shoulders and then allowed the heels to rest against his pectorals. She sighed when he started to rub them in a skillful massage.
“Foot massage in payment for untangling this mess,” Lillian tapped the comb playfully against one of his horns. “Sounds about right to me.”
He rumbled out a wordless agreement as he worked.
As much as she enjoyed the foot rub and grooming his mane, only a part of Lillian’s attention was on the tasks at hand. When she closed her eyes, what played over and over on the backs of her lids was seeing Gregory about to be torn apart by a magic that was his birthright. He’d been going to sacrifice himself to save the rest of them.
It was noble and brave, but she didn’t want him to die for her.
She wanted him to live to raise their child.
She wanted her mate.
And she’d come far too close to losing him.
Lillian leaned down and pressed a kiss to first one horn and then the other. Gregory paused in his massage and tilted his face back to study her. Then decided, she pulled her feet from his grasp and turned sideways so she could stand and come around the side.
He was still looking up at her questioningly though he had to know what she was thinking. Untying her robe, she shrugged it off her shoulders. Underneath she was naked. Gregory inhaled, his lips parting to better take in her scent.
Leaning forward, she braced her hands against his shoulders and placed kisses along the side of his face and neck. He rumbled, and returned the favor, wrapping his hands around her hips to help her balance.
There was a ripple in the suds, and then his tail emerged from the depths and slid along her right leg from ankle to hip and back again before it coiled around the calf to anchor her in place. Not that she felt the least bit like running away. Gregory rumbled again and dragged her closer until she was in danger of losing her balance and falling into the tub with him.
“Hmmm, love, that would likely be painful for all parties.”
The way his brow furrowed was almost comical. “Strange little dryad, I have no plans to let you come to harm anytime soon.”
He hoisted her down into the tub with him. Lillian squealed, but it quickly changed to a surprised gasp as Gregory settled her in his lap. She tried to keep some of her weight supported in her arms so she wouldn’t knee him too badly somewhere sensitive. “I hadn’t intended for this to…I mean I know you’re dead tired. I don’t expect you to…”
Gregory laughed, shaking her entire body. “Nor had I intended anything more than playfulness. In truth, I’m not sure if I’ll be able to…perform as required. However, I very much like the direction this is taking. I think we can make this work.”
He kissed her again, shifting her closer. The position wedged her knees to either side of his hips, and it left little up to the imagination. She leaned forward to kiss him in return. When he finally cupped her breasts, she sighed out his name and allowed herself to relax against him. Even if neither of them was at their best, it could only be good between them.
He slowly rocked against her, the solid heat of him hotter than the bathwater. “I can’t guarantee stamina, but I’m more than willing to brave an attempt,” he rumbled in her ear.
“I love you,” she said in between kisses and nips as she caressed him.
Gregory rumbled his own deep-throated words of love, and then there was no more talking for a long time, only soft kisses, groans, and laughter. And lots of splashing.




Chapter 43
A heavy-handed knocking roused Lillian enough to lift her head off Gregory’s well-muscled chest. Whoever was on the other side of the door better have a damn good reason.
“If the Lord of the Underworld and the Lady of Battles are not, at this very moment, fighting to the death on the front lawn,” Gregory growled at the door. “I’m going to eat someone.”
There was a stretch of silence, and then shuffling outside the door. Lillian heard Gran’s voice scolding someone. “Get out of my way.”
“Sure,” Jason whispered back. “Better you than me. Gregory didn’t sound too happy about being disturbed.”
The door handle wiggled, but the door didn’t open. Lillian had wised up and started locking it. Gregory had laughed at her last night. She arched a brow at him. “See? Told you. Not even twenty-four hours of peace. My bet is the scientists want us to pee in a cup.”
“Humans are strange.”
“Tell me about it.”
The knocking came again. Harder. Gran this time.
“Get out here, or you two are going to miss all the action. The hamadryad is up to something.”
Gregory lunged out of bed so fast it bounced. Lillian jumped to her feet as well. He was already tying on his beaded loincloth, Lillian was just a step behind him when she pulled on the first thing that came to hand—a sundress.
What had Gran sounding so flustered? More importantly, what was her hamadryad up to now? Had she returned Gryton?
She raced after Gregory as they made their way downstairs and out the back door. He dropped to all fours and soon outdistanced Lillian. In dryad form, she couldn’t keep up with him, and he was so focused on his destination, he was ignoring the warning flares from the tattoos.
Well, hell. Even breaking into a sprint, Lillian barely kept the tip of his tail in sight. She raced after him, calling his name, but he ignored her. By the time she cleared the maze and crossed the distance to her tree, Gregory was already there. He reared up to stand on two legs, his wings mantled out behind him in shocked surprise.
Lillian joined him, wishing she’d thought to grab a sword or some other weapon. Inching out around his wings, she peered at her tree, not sure what she was expecting to see. But the gaping, bloody crevasse in the hamadryad’s trunk wasn’t it. The greater surprise was the slim line of a leg emerging from the trunk. It was pale, and blood covered, but human-looking. The rest of the body followed suit, extracting itself…no herself, for the body was female, from the hamadryad’s embrace.
Lillian might as well have been a statue. All she could do was stand and stare at the woman, too shocked to do anything else.
The woman held up a hand and studied her arm, wiggling the fingers and then glanced down at the rest of her nude, blood-smeared body. She compressed her lips at the sight of the blood, or maybe it was the nudity part. Lillian had no idea, but with a wave of one hand, the bloody residue of her birth disappeared.
Now the stranger was merely naked. It didn’t seem to bother her overly much as she took a couple wobbling steps from the base of the tree. Lillian noted how the stranger grasped one of the branches, using it to steady her first few steps. Her newborn-like lack of coordination didn’t look like it was going to stop her from achieving her goal, which to Lillian’s unsettling realization was Gregory.
The destination shouldn’t have been a surprise. Lillian had always been drawn to Gregory’s presence even when he’d been a stone statue in Gran’s garden. So, it made perfect sense this stranger would be equally drawn to him.
Lillian’s own throat had closed off to the point where swallowing past the lump in her throat was nearly as impossible as unclenching her locked jaw. All she could do was watch in a kind of dreadful fascination as the stranger made it halfway to Gregory.
He merely watched her approach, outwardly calm, but his tail flicked with excitement and his wings tremored with each beat of his great heart. If he’d been a dog, he would have been thumping his tail and wiggling with happiness at first sight of his beloved owner.
Lillian’s heart dropped to her toes, and she broke out in a clammy sweat, seeing more than her happy future with Gregory evaporate as her clone held out her hand and gestured him forward.
So, the hamadryad had found a solution to the problem of the tattoos.
Gregory said she would. Yet, Lillian didn’t think even he had guessed the tree would do this. The fae standing around seemed equally shocked.
“Durnathyne, my Hunting Shadow, my other half, I have missed you,” the clone said in Lillian’s own voice.
“My Sorceress,” Gregory answered, emotion thickening his voice as he swooped into a deep old-world bow.
The other fae took their cue from Gregory and bowed to the Sorceress.
When Gregory straightened, he gave a little shudder and then dropped to all fours and bound over to Lillian’s twin.
“Beloved,” he said as he gathered her to him, sheltering her in his vast wings. “Forgive me, had I known, I would have been here sooner.”
“There is nothing to forgive.”
The Sorceress turned her gaze to Lillian, a hint of pity showed in their depths.
Lillian didn’t bow, and she damn sure wasn’t going to let this one see her tears. Instead, she returned her replacement’s pitying regard with her own steely gaze, and said, “Welcome to the Mortal Realm, Sorceress. It takes some getting used to, I’m told.”
And so too would this, Lillian thought.
But she’d survived everything else fate and the Divine Ones had thrown at her, she’d damn well survive this also.
The End
Lillian, Gregory, Shadowlight and Corporal Anna Mackenzie’s adventures continue in
Sorceress at War, Sorceress Enraged, and Legacy of the Sorceress, which can be found together in the Gargoyle Rising Boxset.
For future news, giveaways, and free books, don’t forget to join my newsletter.
http://lisablackwood.com/join-the-newsletter-here/
 



cover.jpeg
-—

DNINAAVMY SSTd3)d0S ‘

B SR

INISTA $SSAdEDd0S’

N\
Ab

I

=
(73
&
o’
o
e
E

| YLE
| GWA[(FQ\(J',T

jEs OOk
S






