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The Therian Way


 


Protect the innocents; most especially, value the lives of
the young for they are the future of all Therians. Protect what the Creator has
gifted us, for this is the Therian Way.


Honor the Creator and His Son, Yeshua, and walk in the
Scriptures. Abandon the old gods for they bring only death and destruction.
Have faith, for this is the Therian Way.


Administer justice with regard to truth alone. No clan is
above all others. The clans are strongest when united by one king under the
Creator, for this is the Therian Way.


Therians are subject to all authorities on earth. Be they
Human, Alpi, or Therian. Let none conduct themselves
in the manner of dumb beasts, for this is the Therian Way.


Three forms have been granted to Therians—Beast, Half-form,
and Mortal. Control, honor, and heart permit our souls to be seen. The actions
of the Beast mirror the heart of the Mortal, for this is the Therian Way.


Do not let your words be unfounded. A Therian shall be
judged a true adherer by action not word. Honeyed words are discarded in favor
of honorable actions, for this is the Therian Way.


Called out from Humans by the Creator, we are the shields to
our kin. Stand and defend the weak and helpless from the dark creatures of the
world. Defend all from tyrants, for this is the Therian Way.


Defend hearth and home by sword and spear, by fang and claw,
by rage and cunning. Let the clans fight together against all enemies. Protect
each other, for this is the Therian Way.


Do not hunt where Humans live nor battle among the innocents
save in their defense. Do not consume the flesh of any sentient creature, for
to do so is murder of the worst degree. The killing of those not born Therian
shall never be considered less than murder nor go unpunished, for this is the
Therian Way.


Commit yourselves to maintaining the peace. By claw and by
treaty, protect the peace between Alpi and Therians.
Balance shall be kept and prosperity granted by the Creator when the peace is
defended, for this is the Therian Way.


 


* The original ten edicts of the Therian Way by Rollo
Bearskin. Transcriber’s note: Here Rollo referred to the High Elves of the Fae
by their ancient name of ‘Alpi.’












The Therian Clans


 


Felidae – (seven branches) – Lion, Tiger, Leopard,
Jaguar, Puma, Lynx, and Snow Leopard. Panther is an unofficial branch
designation for all save Lion, Tiger, and Lynx.


Ursa – (four branches) –
Polar, Grizzly, Brown Bear, and Black Bear.


Lupine


Vulpine


Jackal


Mustelidae – (five
branches) – Badger, Wolverine, Ferret, Otter, and Weasel.


Canidae – Therians who do not fit into Clans
Lupine, Vulpine, or Jackal – (four branches) – Dhole, Dingo, African Wild Dog,
and Coyote.












Chapter One


 


 


Baran


 


“The Elves of Fortriu have been
allowed too much autonomy for too long. Perhaps, we did need them when we were
a young country still struggling to gain our freedom from an empire across the
sea. But I ask you, in this day and age of marvels made by men, by human men
and women, and not the Elves, do we still need them to hold our nation’s hand
and pretend to protect us? What do they protect us from? The monsters in the
woods are children’s stories meant to frighten youngsters into good behavior.
There are no more monsters.” Senator Ulysses Hewett Cunningham stood with his
hands braced against the podium as his hard brown eyes surveyed the crowd. His
voice was jarringly soft and almost amicable compared to his words, something
that contributed to the sense of a hunting predator the human somehow managed
to convey.


The camera zoomed out to reveal the crowd still watching
intently as the applause faded once more. Senator Cunningham ran a hand over
his short cropped greying brown hair, a change that had occurred since he was
shot in May. The pretense at thoughtfulness did not fool me as the senator’s
next words emerged with such confidence they could only have been practiced a
hundred times over. He leaned forward, gripping the podium tightly, as he
continued, “Instead, we are offered paltry prizes for our inability to harvest
the forests and the natural resources available to us in our own country. A
scheduled allotment of goods and supplies. Again, I ask, what do the Elves hide
beyond this silver monstrosity, behind the Barrier? The time has come, my
friends. Yes, I say it again, the time has come to acknowledge that our great
nation no longer needs the puppet strings of a so called treaty that is heavily
in favor of the Elves and their private agendas, whatever those might be. We
threw off the chains of the empire across the sea, now it is time to look more
closely at the empire in our own backyard. The bill that I have introduced to
Congress will steer our great nation on just such a course. Through the passing
of this bill, if it does so, we will be able to—”


I turned the television off as my personal cell rang.
Senator Cunningham was well on his way to becoming the greatest human threat
Therians had faced since the time of the Great Purge. His shooting by a
perceived Elvish sympathizer had increased the popularity of his anti-Elves and
anti-treaty rhetoric. And, if his bill was passed . . . The cell phone’s
persistent ringing became more annoying as the obnoxious lyrics continued,
interrupting my thoughts. That little pest of a Leopard had tampered with my
ringtone again. Why did she feel so compelled to tug at the Tiger’s whiskers? I
growled softly as I picked up the phone, hoping in vain that the new lieutenant
sitting at the desk outside my office had not been able to hear the ridiculous
childish ringtone my mate had chosen. No doubt she was the one calling now. I
answered with a clipped, “What is it now?”


But, it was not my mate’s warm tones that responded. The
cool voice dripped with the owner’s imperious nature to the point that I could
almost smell it. “I will see you for the holidays, Baran.”


The growl that faded when I first answered the call kicked
up into a full snarl as I recognized her voice. The phone shook in my hand, and
I immediately loosened my grasp before I could break it. Raina would never let
me live it down if she found out I broke a second cellphone this month. I took
a breath in a vain attempt to calm myself, but my words were still tinged with
a growl as I demanded, “Why are you calling me?”


“As I said, I expect to see you for the holidays. It is past
time you visited.” There was a calculated pause and I almost gave in to the
temptation to hang up on her before she continued in the same cool tones as
before, “I also do not expect your . . . marriage . .
. to interfere.”


The tiger in me reacted to the slight against my mate and I
snarled. “I will not play to your whims, Venetia. Do not call me again.”


I hung up before she could say anything more and dropped the
phone on my desk. Venetia. She never called without reason, and it was always
because she was attempting to manipulate me. She was even worse than Eteri.
That Vulpine had finally conceded to propriety and had not attempted to contact
me since the last time I was forced to consult with her . . . on the attempted
assassination of President Grey Wolf in February. Venetia had been silent for
over a year. I had not been forced to deal with her since before my first hunt
with Raina and that . . . I had almost fooled myself into thinking she had
finally given me up and would cease attempting to force her way into my life.
But, now . . .


Bracing my hands against the desk’s edge, I hung my head and
drew in a deep breath in a desperate attempt to calm myself. The familiar
scents of wood, paperwork, coffee, and my people filled my nostrils. The Tiger
in me still stirred in response to my reaction to her call, no, her demand. Closing my eyes, I fought against the
urge to shift forms. I inhaled again, more deeply this time, searching for a
particular scent. It had been almost three weeks since the last time Raina had
been in my office at the Shenandoah Valley outpost, but her distinctive blend
of cinnamon and vanilla perfume with the scent of an Elf-born Leopard still
lingered. Of course, she had been wearing my jacket when I was trying to leave
for work that morning . . . The thought stirred me to movement. I snatched my
jacket from the back of my chair and held it to my nose. The familiar scent of
cinnamon and vanilla perfume combined with the unique scent of an Elf-born
Leopard greeted me, seemingly stronger than it truly was since I was focused on
it above all others, and I felt myself relaxing slightly as the Tiger settled
once more.


If not for the fact that I had a meeting with my outpost’s
commandants in less than an hour, I would have shrugged on the jacket. However,
walking into a meeting with my mate’s perfume clinging to my clothes would be
far removed from a professional appearance. I inhaled her scent once more and
then returned my jacket to the back of my chair. I sat back down and tried to
return my attention to the reports I was studying before Senator Cunningham’s
speech had been announced.


Still the thought teased me that perhaps I could call Raina;
maybe even invite her to stop by the outpost after my meeting. The tiger in me
settled even further at the thought and my lips turned up slightly as I
pictured Raina’s delight in receiving the invitation. She was always
complaining that I didn’t invite her enough, which seemed to contribute to her
flagrant disregard for protocol as she broke into my outpost and invaded my
office whenever she could. Much like her last visit. It would certainly
surprise the little mouse to receive my formal invitation. I had nearly made up
my mind to call her when the obnoxious ringtone wreaked havoc on my calm.
Venetia. If she thought I would capitulate on this matter . . . I grabbed the
phone and a roar burst free as I answered.


“Wow, TDS, that is a bit of an overreaction, don’t you
think? I haven’t even told you anything yet.”


Raina.


My wife’s cheerful tone was unchanged when I failed to
answer. “TDS? You aren’t actually getting ready to roar at me again, are you?
Because if you do, I shall be required to be miffed and you don’t want me to be
miffed.”


It took far more effort than I was willing to admit to force
anything other than words back down. I took a deep breath before I managed to
speak without growling. “What do you want, Raina?”


“Your undying love and devotion. Oh and chocolate. I accept
chocolate too.”


“Raina,” I growled. Pinching the bridge of my nose, I could
not help wondering why I had ever entertained the idea of asking her to come
visit in order to help me preserve my calm. She loved pushing me into reactions
too much. She also never gave a straight answer when pressed, if she could help
it. A glance at my pocket watch reminded me that I didn’t have much longer to
finish going over the necessary reports before my meeting. “State your reason
for calling or hang up. I do not have time to entertain you.”


“Touchy Tigger,” she quipped. “And, don’t growl at me again.
I was calling to inform you that I’m going to be making an unexpected visit
today.”


“An unexpected visit,” I repeated slowly. Why had I
contemplated issuing her an official invitation? Apparently, she still intended
to maintain the trying habit of bursting in regardless of protocol. I eyed the
door to my office warily, more than half expecting her to bounce through the
door at any moment. Despite the fact that I was fairly certain she was calling
from her car. “Why do you say that?”


“Because I like it better than ‘unwanted’ obviously. Oh, and
if you say that my visits are unwanted, not only will you be in trouble but I
will intentionally cause trouble too.”


“You always cause trouble intentionally,” I countered. “It
is one of your specialties,” I added in a low grumble. A noise in the
background caught my attention. There was still the sound of a running engine,
but now the squeal of tires. I frowned. “Raina, where are you?”


She didn’t answer.


“Raina.” She still didn’t answer. A frisson of worry broke
free and it took everything in me not to run out the door to come find her.
“Raina,” I repeated firmly, “where are you?”


Tires squealed again and I heard gears grinding together as
the engine revved. What was she doing? A new voice broke through the noise.
Young, male, and rather panicked as he shouted, “Commander, the gate! The
fence! They aren’t moving or opening!”


For the love of the Creator, what was that insane little
Leopard doing? I jumped to my feet as I snapped, “Raina!”


The phone clicked. She had hung up. Instinctively hitting
the redial, I waited for her to answer. It rang twice and then the klaxons
started blaring. The outpost’s perimeter alarm had been triggered. I had
already crossed the room when the office door flung open. My new lieutenant
stood there. The Wolf ghosted across his face before he straightened. “General
Baran, there has been a breach of the back gate. Two vehicles have smashed
through the fence, and they are still going.”


He raised the phone in his free hand, the speaker partially
muffled. “Lieutenant Teague wants to know if he should give orders to fire on
the intruders.”


“No.” I snatched the phone from his hand. “Do not fire on
the vehicles. One may be ours.” Or, at the very least, mine. Still, I couldn’t
risk a true security breach. “Keep them from leaving the back strip.”


“Yes, General.”


I didn’t wait for anything more from either lieutenant. I
shoved the phone back into the Lupine’s hands and then sprinted down the hall
heading for the doors. I was vaguely aware of my lieutenant scrambling to keep
up as I ran, but I was not going to wait for him. If Raina was hunting prey
into my outpost, I intended to be the first to provide her backup.


A jeep was pulling out of the parking lot as I exited the building.
I didn’t hesitate even a moment. Racing to the vehicle as it idled before
turning onto the street, I leapt into the empty passenger seat, not caring that
the Lynx driving nearly jumped into her Beast form. I didn’t bother to explain
myself. I only growled. “Take us to the back strip.”


“Yes, General,” she replied quickly. Lieutenant Alfred
scrambled into the rear of the jeep just before she stomped on the gas. The
jeep’s tires squealed as the Lynx drove far faster than I normally would have
permitted. But, time was of the essence. The jeep careened around another
corner, fishtailing, as the Lynx slammed her hand against the horn to warn
several soldiers out of the way. I braced a hand against the dash as the jeep
jolted over a speed bump, and I fought the urge to growl for more speed. If
that foolish Leopardess got herself fired on by my soldiers, I would wring her
pretty little neck and then see to it that Matahari
put her on desk duty for the next three months.


The Lupine pointed to our left just as we reached the edge
of the back strip. “Sir, look!”


Two lines of soldiers were rushing to intercept the two
vehicles barreling up the grassy strip between the forest and the outbuildings.
The first vehicle was a faded grey short bed truck whose front bumper was gone
and both headlights were smashed with one dangling against the caved grill. One
occupant. Its lead was rapidly shrinking though as a black SUV swerved to the
left. I stifled a groan as I recognized the Tracker decal, a paw print set
within a laurel wreath, on the bottom left side of the windshield. There were
two occupants . . .


The SUV swerved again, bouncing over a hillock. I could
almost feel the bone jostling impact as the SUV landed hard. It careened to one
side and then straightened out barely keeping all four tires on the ground.


My lieutenant muttered, “Lunatic is going to crash before he
catches the prey.”


Raina was definitely driving. For the love of the Creator, I
was going to enroll her in a remedial driving course if she survived. 


The SUV suddenly veered wide and slammed into the back left
corner of the short bed truck. The Lynx hissed softly, “Nice PIT maneuver.”


“Not that nice, Claire,” my lieutenant grumbled with a hint
of a growl. “Prey’s still able to run.”


“Not for long, Alfred. See?”


I ignored their conversation, tuning it out, as I focused on
watching the progression of the chase. Raina’s SUV was gaining on the truck
again. They bounced over another hillock. She swerved right this time and then
t-boned the truck. Something metallic broke with a shriek that made my Tiger
want to flatten his ears, and I caught myself baring my teeth before I
controlled my reaction.


“Come on.” I jumped out of the jeep on the heels of my order
and ran toward the mess. The vehicles’ momentum carried them to another crash
against a large log Clan Felidae used to sharpen our claws when in Beast form.
There was the sound of breaking glass and the truck’s windshield burst as the
suspect was flung forward. Apparently he had not been wearing a seatbelt. I
caught a glimpse of a lean man with shaggy brown and grey hair landing on the
crumpled hood before he shifted into a large brown Wolf. He leapt off the
disabled truck and raced for the woods.


Raina and her companion were already out of their vehicle.
The other Tracker shifting forms to chase the Lupine. A Jaguar. I didn’t know
she had a Jaguar under her command. I gestured to my lieutenant. “Help him.”


With a yip, the Lupine shifted forms and tore across the
dead grass to cut off the suspect. He and the Tracker reached the other Lupine
at nearly the same time. They both shifted into half-form as they tackled the
fleeing Wolf. Certain they had the suspect under control, I turned my full
attention on my mate who was still standing beside the vehicles. Her wrap tunic
of dark green and the black pants tucked into dark brown suede Elven made
leather boots only complemented her tall, lithe frame. Her slightly pointed
ears were hidden by her hair, and the scent of her cinnamon and vanilla perfume
teased my nose. She had both hands on her hips as she surveyed the destruction
to her own vehicle. Based solely on the way the left front tire was crumpled, I
was certain she had managed to break something expensive. The wind kicked up,
pulling long strands of copper colored hair from her elaborate braid, as she
turned to face me. Her hazel eyes looked far more green than usual and she was
smiling. Why was she smiling?


Recalling my irritation, I huffed as I pointed to the
remnants of the chain link fence caught beneath the truck and the front of her
SUV. “You said you were coming for a visit, not to demolish my outpost.”


“I told you it was going to be unexpected,” the little pest
protested. The warm scent of amusement burst free of her perfume, even as she
innocently spread her hands. “It’s not my fault the man failed to comprehend
how a proper braking system works.”


“You don’t comprehend how a proper braking system works!”


She rolled her eyes. “Here we go.” The pest walked back to
her vehicle and crawled into the passenger seat in order to reach the back row,
still talking, “You know, Baran, you need to learn how to let things go with
the flow instead of getting so . . . so tense.”


“Tense?” I repeated, the word coming out in a low growl.


“Yes, I am being very kind and calling your behavior tense.”
She glanced over her shoulder, permitting me to see her wide smile and
accompanying dimples. Of course, this is the kind of situation that makes her
dimple. I growled at her and she laughed. She got out of the vehicle, a pair of
cuffs and a muzzle dangling from her fingers, and skipped over to me.


She looked up at me and nearly preened as her eyes flashed
to gold. Her pink lips curved into a smile that made me almost forget myself as
I struggled not to respond. This was not the time to let her disrupt my
control. By some miracle, Raina managed to retain enough sense of protocol to
not further needle at me as her Tracker and my lieutenant carried the Lupine to
her. The Jaguar was panting slightly, still in his half-form, when they dropped
the Wolf on the ground before us. He pressed a knee into the Wolf’s back as his
clawed hand dug into the fur at his nape. “He refuses to shift forms,
Commander.”


I glanced at Raina who looked slightly pained at the very
formal tone the young Jaguar was taking with her. Still, she didn’t offer a
protest as she focused on her prey. She dropped into a crouch and dangled the
muzzle and cuffs in front of the Wolf’s nose. “Sully, you have two options.
One, you will remain in this form and wear the muzzle. Two, you can shift into
your mortal form and I’ll use the normal cuffs. Either way, you are going back.
Your choice. So what will it be?”


The Lupine snarled at her.


“Number One, it is. Hold him still.” Raina waited just long
enough for the Jaguar and my lieutenant to grab the Lupine’s head before she
forced the muzzle over his nose. He growled at her and she hissed back. I left
her side only long enough to search through the mess in the SUV to find reinforced
cuffs with adjustable leads. Returning to Raina’s side, I silently handed them
to her. Her fingers brushed against mine before she used the reinforced cuffs
to further restrain the Lupine. His legs now bound so he could not shift forms
without experiencing a deterring amount of discomfort since the cuffs were
designed to hold firm to a Beast and would not break if a Therian attempted to
shift.


After watching her movements, I was certain that she had not
been hurt in the crash. Relief gave way to annoyance, but I waited until Raina
finished her task before I said anything. Folding my arms over my chest, I
growled. “Tracker, why didn’t you call in for assistance when you discovered
your suspect was going to cross onto my outpost?”


“I did call,” she countered far too casually. Raising a
finger, she added, “And before you argue, I didn’t know he was going to
literally run through your precious outpost.”


I snarled at that reminder. “You demolished my perimeter
fence. You also almost got yourself killed because you were too busy playing to
notice that your decision to ram his vehicle was going to disable both
vehicles. What if you had crashed into one of the generators?”


“We’re not that
close to the generators,” she protested, rolling her eyes. “Oh come on, Baran,
you are acting as though I planned to disable the vehicles. Now, I admit that
it is an extreme inconvenience since I will need to borrow a ride, but it was
hardly my plan. My plan was to catch the runner, take him to his new watchers,
and then call it a day. Nowhere did my itinerary include the scheduled event of
demolishing Baran’s outpost because he has an ugly fence. Although, you might
want to keep aesthetics in mind when you do replace it since a literal hole in
the fence is a security disaster, I’m sure.”


I gestured to the crumpled vehicles, irritation at her glib
outlook causing a growl to seep into my voice. “You destroyed two vehicles,
Raina. You also demolished my perimeter fence. And yes, it is a security breach
and now the entire outpost must adapt until it is replaced. You have no
concerns whatsoever?”


She made a show of looking around at her swath of
destruction and the soldiers who had gathered around us, and then her eyes
twinkled at me as her lips quivered with repressed laughter. The scent of her
amusement grew even heavier, but somehow it didn’t bubble up in her voice as
she replied, “Sully broke your fence, Baran, not me. I would say make him pay
for it, but he doesn’t have any funds available at the moment.” She paused,
considering, and then added blithely, “Also, have you considered that your
attachment to this fence might be symbolic of your attachment to personal
boundaries to the point that you tend to treat all personally involved people
as trespassers to be chewed on by the Tiger?”


“You are insane. You also do not make any sense at all.” A
low growl rumbled in my chest as I added, “How did you ever get a driver’s
license?”


“With flying colors, I’ll have you know,” she retorted.


“Now that I find difficult to believe,” I commented drily.
Noticing that the Jaguar was gaping at us while my lieutenant struggled not to
do the same, I cleared my throat and changed the subject. Something more
professional was necessary. Before I actually gave in to the impulse to wring
her pretty little neck then booting her right into a remedial driving course. I
gestured sharply to the trussed up Lupine at our feet. “Who is he? Fringe?”


Raina scoffed, “I should be so lucky. No, Sully is not
Fringe. He’s just a deadbeat who is wanted in the court down at Tampa. He fled
instead of paying and now he’s going to pay a lot more than was originally
required. Judicious irony, don’t you think?” She tapped a finger against my
arm. “So, can I have a truck?”


“Based on your driving skills, Raina, I don’t think you should
have any vehicle.”


“Cute, TDS, real cute,” she intoned even as her eyes
sparkled with laughter. She stepped closer to me and plucked at my sleeve as
she cajoled, “Come on, I just need to borrow a truck to get Sully to Haven.
I’ll bring it right back.”


I raised an eyebrow at that. “You would bring it right
back?”


Her lips twitched and then she countered serenely, “Well,
right after I borrowed it and went for a completely irresponsible joyride
through the Appalachians, naturally. At high rates of speed.”


I pulled my arm free of her plucking grasp as I grumbled,
“Brat.”


She giggled. “You know you love it.”


“I most certainly do not. I am also not going to send you
off with one of my vehicles on the hope that you somehow remember the existence
of driving laws. A rather vain one, I might add.” I turned to the soldiers
still standing around and gestured to two of them. “Richard, Sorrel, go with
the Trackers to Haven. Once they are finished using the truck, bring it back.”


“Yes, General.” Richard followed his acquiescence by helping
the Jaguar carry the prisoner to his truck.


Raina grinned up at me, her hazel eyes flickering between
green and gold, as she reached up to tug on the lapels of my shirt. “Thank you,
darling.” I struggled to maintain my control as she brushed at my shirt while
adding, “Prisoner turnover probably won’t take long, so I should be back for a
proper visit in two or three hours.” She looked at me from beneath her lashes
making it increasingly difficult to maintain an unaffected veneer as my Tiger
stirred in response to his mate’s attentions. I reminded myself that the
response I’d most like to give her teasing was not at all appropriate for a
general to indulge in, especially in front of an audience. Raina laughed softly
and tugged on my lapels one last time as she breathed, “Don’t be so grumpy.”
Then, she rose on tiptoe and pressed her lips against mine.


For a single moment, I allowed myself to enjoy it. Then, I
caught the sound of the collective intake of breath from my watching soldiers.
Embarrassment rose hot, but I forced it back behind the stoic demeanor I had
long cultivated before I could give myself away. Raina broke the kiss and
looked at me for a long moment, an unspoken question in her eyes, before a
little smile appeared as she turned and strolled away. She took the keys from
Sorrel who was gaping with the least amount of professionalism she had ever
shown and climbed into the driver’s seat, leaving Sorrel to ride shotgun as the
young Tracker and Richard rode in the back guarding the prisoner. I saw Sorrel
look from Raina to me and then back to Raina before she asked something that
made my mate smile broadly, and then nod.


As they drove off, I finally turned to look at my soldiers.
They were grinning like a bunch of hyenas. I snarled. “It seems we have grown
lax in our personal security. I believe the best solution is to run a drill.”


The grins vanished.


Two hours later, I was reasonably satisfied that my soldiers
would be far more prompt in non-lethal responses to any future perimeter
breaches. Much as I detested the idea of a breach occurring again, I could not
help feeling that Raina’s involvement in my life almost guaranteed such a
reoccurrence. I had also met with the commandants. The meeting had been far
less troublesome than I had originally anticipated. A pleasant change, to be
sure.


Returning to my office, I was more surprised to find her
absent than I would have been to find the little pest rifling through my
paperwork. Out of habit, I checked my personal cell to see if Raina had left a
message. One message. As soon as I hit play, I knew I should have deleted it
without listening. Venetia’s cool tones once more filled my ear. “Baran. I will
not be denied. You will come to visit for the holidays. You have an
obligation.”


I deleted the message without listening to the whole thing.
I would not go anywhere near that woman. Irritation mounting, I opened the
office door. Alfred was sitting at his desk once more. He looked up
expectantly. A hint of a growl tinged my words despite my best efforts to
suppress it as I said, “Lieutenant, block all calls that may come in from a
Therian by the name of Venetia. I do not care what she says or threatens. I am
not in and you will not take any messages. Understood?”


“Yes, General Baran.”
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Chapter Two


 


 


Raina


 


“You do realize that I have things to do, yes?”


I grinned at the TDS’ words. How was it he sounded so, oh,
let’s go with annoyed? Honestly, he should be far more appreciative of my efforts
to stay in touch. Propping my elbow on the car door, I laughed softly. “Of
course, you do. However, is doing those things truly more of a priority than
talking to your mate? Especially if your mate could take offense with your
reluctance to wile time away by chatting with her like a good husband and, oh,
release a swarm of ducks and geese in your office?”


“A gathering of birds is called a flock,” came the rumbling
correction.


My smile grew as I could almost picture Baran stalking
around our house completely ignoring the fact that it was Saturday. Tall, Dark,
and oh so Serious Tigers do not acknowledge the weekends when there’s no
Leopard around. At least, I hoped he was at the house. If he was at his
outpost, I might have to kidnap him. Again. My leopard stirred as I countered,
“I would make sure these were a swarm. Geese are mean, you know.”


“Raina.” So much exasperation packed into my name. Who could
resist that?


I bit back a laugh as I straightened in my seat. “No, they
really are mean. They chase you when you aren’t even near their nests or the
goslings, and they bite. Did you know some geese have teeth? They’re like blue
jays on steroids and with even more attitude problems. Not to mention the fact
that—”


“Raina.”


I was quite obliging to stop mid-goose rant. “Yes, Baran?”


“Please. Stop. Talking. About. Geese.”


My grin returned. I could just picture the look of suffering
to accompany his tone. Okay, maybe not suffering, but knowing the TDS, he
probably had his eyes closed complete with pinching the bridge of his nose. The
image amused me to the point that I couldn’t resist poking the Tiger a little
more. “Are your eyes closed?”


There was a long pause before Baran grumbled, “No.”


“Not anymore, you mean, right? Because they were closed,
weren’t they?”


He sighed, and I could just picture him pinching the bridge
of his nose again. I snickered. Oh, they had definitely been closed. They might
be closed again. But, I was a good wife and resisted batting at him further.
Instead, I took care to be extra sweet as I purred, “I love you, Baran.”


“Then I shudder to think of what you would be like if you
hated me,” he replied drily. Such lovely and winsome words just guaranteed to
sweep a girl off her feet, no?


Fortunately, for my oh so serious and unappreciative Tiger,
I laughed again.


Baran just sighed. I happen to know that my Tiger thinks my
fully developed and exceptionally employed sense of humor comes from my
mother’s side. Honestly, I think he is the only Therian I know, well, am in
frequent contact with that does not have a properly functioning sense of humor.
But, I have been working on ways to expand his horizons. And in truth, he was
actually much better at showing the humor he only hinted at when we went
hunting for a Fringe assassin in February. Of course, I had to admit that a lot
of things were much better since February. 


I must have been quiet a little too long because Baran
started rumbling in my ear again. “Raina, it has been an hour since you first
called me. And, you have yet to tell me the reason for your call. Instead, I
have endured your chatter about Genevieve and her cubs and whether they will be
sufficiently recovered from their illness in time for the holidays. I still do
not see the point in that exercise at all. Why did you call?”


Okaaaay then, still need to upload
the humor upgrade into the Tigger.


“Raina.”


“I’m thinking,” I protested with all the swiftness honed by
growing up with two older brothers.


“You don’t remember.” He sounded remarkably flat when he
said that . . . how unnecessary. Then, the TDS added to his crimes the horror
of incredulity. “Did you even have a purpose for this call or were you merely
using me?”


“Using you?” I repeated with as much insulted aghastness as I could muster. I even placed my hand over my
heart. If he could have seen me, I know he would have felt guilty for daring to
accuse me of such underhandedness. “Me? Using you? How could you think such a
thing? And of your own mate?”


There was a heavy sigh. He was probably pinching the bridge
of his nose again. Then he murmured, “I can think it quite easily because you
are my mate, and I imagine I know you quite well by now.”


“Yes, well, you’re such a meanie.” When in doubt, resort to
childish name calling. At the very least, it would have the slightest chance of
amusing the TDS and reminding him to be nice. I drummed my fingers against the
steering wheel trying to remember why I called him in the first place. Sitting
up straighter, I snapped my fingers. “That’s right!”


Baran sighed in my ear again, but I chose to overlook that
this time. Lucky for him. Because if I were inclined to keep a tally of how
often the TDS sighed during our conversations, I would be obliged to be annoyed
with him. And, Baran couldn’t afford what happened when I decided to be
permanently annoyed. Besides, it was bad for his health.


In my wonderful merciful nature, I kept my amusement out of
my voice as I brightly chirped, “Did you get the picture I sent you?”


My fondest hopes were answered when the TDS growled.


However, I managed to avoid laughing. This time. Instead, I
quite innocently asked, “Oh, did you not like it? I thought it would be
something you’d like, if not love.”


“Why in all creation would you believe that a picture of
fencing supplies was something I would enjoy receiving?”


“Because it proves I was thinking of you,” I offered
cheerfully. “You know since your unhealthy attachment to boundaries, physical
and emotional, led you to have a little hissy fit over your slightly damaged
fence around your precious outpost.”


Studying my nails, I grinned when Baran growled again. “I
did not have anything remotely resembling a hissy fit as you call it. And, the
damage to my perimeter fence was not slight in the remotest sense of the word.”


“So you had a growling fit or a roaring fit? Was it a
roaring fit? I mean, you are a Tiger and everyone knows you Tigers are so weird
about having to do everything bigger
than the rest of us in Clan Felidae. Personally, I think it is all a bunch of
hooey.”


“Raina.” At least that’s what I was fairly certain he
growled.


“Yes, dear?”


“Why are you calling me?”


I rolled my eyes. “Obviously because I so missed the sound
of your growling while I’ve been gone.”


Baran growled again.


I feigned a love struck sigh. “Oh, be still my heart.”


“Raina!”


I made a face. “Oh fine, be that way.” Drumming my fingers
against the steering wheel, I scanned the road. “I called because I got bored.
I’m just sitting here on the road making absolutely no progress whatsoever.”


“You do realize that being in a vehicle or simply walking
would aid you in your quest to make progress, do you not?”


I bit back a laugh as I pulled the phone away from my ear
and stared at it. Had he done that on purpose? Oh happy days! Grinning widely,
I tucked the phone between my ear and shoulder as I dug around in my purse in
hopes of finding some gum. “No, that never occurred to me. You have solved my
every problem, Baran. How masterful.”


“Be careful who you bite at, kitten. Tigers have big teeth.”


“You stole that from Little Red Riding Hood.”


“I would never consider such a thing. That is about a crazy
Lupine.”


“You know, he’s just a big bad wolf in the story,” I
reminded him.


“Not in the Therian version.”


“That’s because Therians have a somewhat twisted sense of
humor.”


“We shift at will into predatory species,” Baran intoned.
“Our version is probably the true one.”


I could hardly argue with that. “Probably.” I needed to ask Aita about that one. He would know. And even if it wasn’t,
I wouldn’t be surprised if the Therian version was considered a bonus for the
Lupines. They were rather notorious about letting any sort of fame, no matter
how dubious, go to their collective heads. Of course, they liked to appeal to
the human fascination with werewolves as an excuse for their bad behavior. 


Giving up on my hunt for gum, I looked over the winding
stretch of vehicles all stuck at a standstill and nearly sighed. I wanted to be
home. A trace of longing crept into my voice as I spoke without thinking, “I
thought you would call more.”


There was a pause, and I heard the rustle of clothing.
Closing my eyes, I could almost picture Baran leaning back in the leather chair
behind his desk. When he finally spoke, it was in a much softer rumble than
before and not even a hint of a growl lingered. “I meant to, but I have enough
new recruits on my outpost this season that I’ve been behind on the tasks I
would prefer to do.”


I smiled as I leaned my cheek against my free hand, resting
my temple against the window. “I suppose I can forgive that sort of
distraction. Although, you should know that referring to calling your wife when
she’s out of town as one of your tasks doesn’t get you a lot of brownie
points.”


“I said it was preferred.”


“I know, dear.” I smiled a little wider and teased, “As long
you haven’t used my absence as an excuse to throw a wild party, you’re still
getting brownie points.”


Baran huffed in amusement. “Wild party?” he repeated. There
was the rustle of papers, meaning he was probably picking up a report of some
type. “You seem to have mistaken me for yourself.”


“Well, that is a mildly terrifying thought,” I mused. “Being
married to one’s self would be quite disturbing.” When he didn’t respond, I was
fairly certain he had lost himself in paperwork again. It was so much easier to
distract him from work when I was actually in the room with him. “Get your
fence patched, by the way?”


“No.”


I tried to ignore the twinge of regret spurred on by the
fact the softness had vanished from Baran’s voice and he was back to being
curt. Only one way to salvage the conversation now. I feigned shock and concern
as I asked, “Have you come down with something? A fever? Cold? Random feelings
of laziness or a new appreciation for procrastination?”


“I believe I am most grateful that you are not involved in
medicine,” Baran grumbled.


I laughed softly as I heard the papers drop back onto the
desk. “I don’t remember you complaining the last time I had to patch you up or
the disturbingly double digit number of times that I nursed you back to
health.”


“Clearly, your bedside manner is sweeter when you are not
attempting to provide a diagnosis over the phone.”


“So if I could kiss you, you’d be grateful?” 


Oh, what I could do with his answer! I waited eagerly for
his response, but then I heard a knocking sound. Baran snarled and my Leopard
tried to answer. No! This conversation was far too fun to just let it be
interrupted. But, of course, the TDS did not respond to my last tease. Instead,
I heard the rustle of clothing and the slightest squeak of his leather chair
rocking back into place as he rose from his seat. I couldn’t hear him walking,
he was too soft footed for that, but I did hear first one and then another door
open. The second door closed after only a few seconds. Then, the first door.
And, then there was the sound of a box being opened.


Oh! That’s right! I started grinning. “What did you get? Cookies?”


“Hush.”


“If they’re chocolate, you better leave half for me.”


“Why are Leopards such incessant chatterers?”


I heard the rustle of paper, probably packing paper. Then,
the TDS made a strange choking sound. What did his face look like though? Oh, I
was really regretting not being able to see his face! There was no sound after
that. What was going on? Ugh, I couldn’t take it anymore. “TDS? You still
there?”


“What were you thinking?”


Yeah, I definitely regretted not being able to see his face.
After that lovely question, I had no choice but to keep prodding the Tiger.
Even if he had temporarily transformed from Tall, Dark, and oh so Serious to
Tall, Dark, and Stunned. “I think quite a lot, yet people always seem
surprised. So, you really should add context to clarify the parameters of your
question or I will just have to rattle off all sorts of thoughts at you to see
which one is closest to the one you actually want to know about and—”


“Raina! What were you thinking by sending me this . . . this
. . . thing?”


I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from bursting out
laughing. After counting to five, I felt like I could actually answer. “Baran—”
I choked back a laugh and then managed to calmly continue, “You do realize that
I cannot see whatever you are undoubtedly shaking at the phone right now, yes?”


“I thought you learned your lesson after Elkhorn,” he
hissed.


“Which lesson? There were several if you recall. Not to
mention the fact that they were mostly group project lessons.” I yanked the
phone from my ear and adjusted the phone’s volume slightly as Baran interrupted
with a roar. Such an overreaction. After giving him a moment to stop roaring, I
cautiously returned the phone to my ear as I innocently pointed out, “You
realize that I still can’t see whatever it is that has your whiskers in a knot,
yes?”


“Raina.” He breathed heavily into the phone, not quite
suppressing the vibrations of his growls. “You are an impudent, cheeky, mischief
making little minx of a Leopardess. This goes too far.”


“Still doesn’t tell me what was in the box,” I countered
cheerfully.


“In what reality do you think I would ever agree to wear
anything that has that blasted cartoon tiger plastered over it?”


Covering my mouth with one hand, I had to bite the inside of
my cheek before my shoulders stopped shaking long enough that I could trust
myself not to burst out laughing when I finally tried to speak. Even then I
still had to count to ten before trying. And, I couldn’t help giving into the
urge to grin as I answered, “I think it’s a bit of an assumption to think it’s
for you. Maybe I got it for me. You know for when you’re off doing whatever it
is generals do, when not being all broody in their outpost, and I’m at home
alone.”


I could almost see Baran’s annoyed expression as he growled,
“You put a note on here that says ‘Tigger for my Tigger.’ And, this shirt would
swallow you.” There was a pause and then he grumbled, “It’s worse than those
hideous Beast of Bray Road shirts. I told you, no more tourist shirts.”


“That’s because you don’t understand the appeal of them,
dear.”


Before I could continue, he groaned. “Why did you get this
lamp? It needs to be broken.”


“Don’t break the Tigger lamp, I got it for aesthetics.”


“Send it to your brother, Connor. His mate might actually
have a use for it with their cub.”


“Aiden is a leopard. Why would he need a Tigger lamp?”


It was probably a bad thing that I laughed at Baran’s pained
groan. I couldn’t wait to see what happened when I delivered the lamp in
question to his outpost for use in his office. Taking some pity on him, and
honestly this particular conversation just wasn’t as fun when I couldn’t see
his reserve imploding, I changed the subject.  “You know, you never said
you missed me.”


“I did until I opened the box,” he deadpanned.


I laughed. Propping my chin on my hand, I gazed out at the
line of idling cars. Still no progress. Typical. “Well, I miss you.” I sighed.
“When I borrowed your truck, I had no idea that Matahari
was going to make me drag Sully all the way back to Florida. After waiting
around for four hours for the king to finish interviewing him.”


“I thought the Lupine was in trouble in Saint Augustine.”


“He was, but apparently it was decided the justice in Miami
would provide a fairer hearing than in Saint Augustine.” I sighed at the
reminder of how my part in the little drama had been unfairly extended. I
hadn’t completely made up my mind if Matahari was
attempting to teach me a lesson by making me escort the deadbeat all the way to
the tip of Florida when I should have been able to just turn him over to one of
the commanders who oversaw territories in Florida. Brushing my hair back so it
no longer covered the tips of my pointed ears, I mused, “I actually wouldn’t
have minded going to Saint Augustine. It’s supposed to be really neat there
what with the fort and all the Old World embassies.”


“You’ve never been to Saint Augustine?”


“I know. It’s a sad thing given that I have two brothers who
are diplomats to the Old World, but no, I’ve actually never been there.” It
took everything in me not to confess how much I wanted to go. Or that I had
been quite a bit jealous that Baran was able to spend enough time there for the
sun to add those caramel colored stripes to his dark brown hair.


His deep rumble filled my ear, “I’ll take you.”


A smile appeared. The TDS was learning. He could almost be
sweet when he really tried. “That would be nice, Baran.”


I wanted to say more, but I decided that I could thank him
more appropriately when I got home. If I ever got there. A sigh escaped me as I
tried to think of something else to discuss. It had been a week yesterday since
I had seen or talked to Baran, and to be perfectly honest I didn’t want to hang
up yet.


Then Baran surprised me as he murmured in a tone that would
have been called sly had it been anyone but the TDS talking. “Commander?”


I rolled my eyes. “I should have known you would pick up on
that.”


“Well, you looked as though you had bitten a lemon . . . or
been tossed into a lake while a Leopard when he said it.” Baran paused and then
continued, “You didn’t tell me you had a Jaguar added to your command.”


“Well, Jeffery is new. So new that I only got him that
morning.” I resisted sighing again as I recalled how that day had gone. “Of
course, since I was surprised with the assignment of mentoring him, I don’t
have as good a read on him as I would like before starting. And, then we topped
the first day off with chasing our friend Sully.”


“He seems . . . formal.”


I groaned as I covered my eyes with my free hand. “Please
don’t remind me. Having someone replace Louisa was inevitable because she’s
officially retired from the Trackers now, yay me. But, giving me the stiffest
potential recruit for Trackers in a hundred years? Matahari
said she wasn’t mad at me, but I have my doubts now. They grew with this trip
to Florida.”


A chuff of amusement was his response. Amusement tinged his
voice now as he drew out his reply, “I cannot imagine what you might have done
to irritate the Supreme Commander.”


I laughed in spite of myself. “You are not being a nice
Tiger right now. Just so you know.” I ran a hand over my hair toying with the
strands that had escaped my chignon. “Most Trackers join because maintaining
the amount of discipline and formality required by the military makes them
break out in hives. Or they bite people they aren’t supposed to, which brings
its own issues. But this Jaguar.” I shook my head with a sigh. “I don’t know,
Baran, he seems much more suited to military life than the Trackers. I hope he
doesn’t stay past the mentoring.”


“Why?”


“I’m not sure. Just a feeling. Something I’ll know more
about after I get back and run some more training missions with him.”


“Keep Omar or Lena at your back until you get a read on
him.”


I smiled. “Or I could just invite you to come by my field
office. I would say you could drop by unannounced, but that concept would
probably give you hives.”


Before the TDS could respond, someone lost their temper and
blasted a horn. Like that was going to help. Some people just needed to learn
patience and today was apparently an excellent opportunity according to the
Creator. I sighed as chaos broke out on the road again. Lovely.


“Where are you?”


“Currently? I’m twenty miles south of North Carolina. Stuck
in traffic because someone released a stable of horses on the road, and mister
road rage has just spooked a good number of them into running again. We were so
very close to being able to move again.” Closing my eyes, I sighed. “Clearly, I’m
not going to get home anywhere near when I wanted.”


“Maybe you should grab one and bring it back for dinner.”


“Grab one what?”


“A horse.”


I opened my eyes at that and graced the phone with a
skeptical look. Was he joking? I couldn’t tell. But just in case he wasn’t
attempting a joke . . . “There will be no horses on the menu at my house ever.
Not even for Thanksgiving and definitely not for Christmas.”


There was a pause before Baran asked, “Are you certain your
plans for Thanksgiving are immovable?”


How did I know that we would eventually get back to this
topic? Oh, maybe the fact that this had been an issue for him since I first
told him about the plans. I rolled my eyes. “Yes, I’m certain and you should be
thanking the Creator that the majority of my family is in England visiting
Connor. Otherwise, you would have to deal with everyone and not just the
Emperor and his fiancée.”


“The Emperor is the most vexing of your siblings,” the TDS
grumbled.


I laughed at that. “You only say that because Constantine is
the one who’s been around the most. And, this is in spite of the fact that he
went from serving in Germany to Greece this year.”


“No, I say it because it is true.” There was a hint of
exasperation seeping into his voice as he continued, “Every time we meet, your
brother insists on bringing up the fact that I attacked him once instead of
allowing the matter to fall by the wayside.”


“Baran, there is no wayside in my family. We don’t let
anyone live anything down until it has been replaced by an even bigger embarrassment.”


“He could at least acknowledge the fact that I only attacked
him and Connor because I thought they were attacking you. Defending one’s mate
shouldn’t be a matter of mockery.”


I chuckled at that. “Baran, the only reason you didn’t know
they were my brothers is because you never met them until then. However, I
suppose you could always tackle and threaten Aita if
you really want the Emperor to stop bringing up the February incident.”


“So he can mock me for attacking my father-in-law,” Baran
deadpanned. He sighed, and I heard his chair squeaking as he leaned back. “How
did anyone in your family merit appointments as ambassadors?”


I shrugged. “Honestly, I think Caderyn
just wants to punish the Old World Therians with my brothers.”


“That I can almost believe to be true.”


I smiled. “You know I’m only asking you to make it through
Thanksgiving with family. Christmas we can have to ourselves. Doesn’t that
sound nice?”


“Raina.”


“This is where you’re supposed to say ‘yes, dear’ and accept
my magnanimous efforts on your behalf.” I paused as I recalled something that
had been nagging at me the whole time I’d been gone. “Hey, if you do see the
Emperor before Thanksgiving, be nice to him.”


“Why?”


“First, that’s not the appropriate answer. Second, I’m a
little worried about him. He’s been . . . evasive since he and Amaryllis
postponed the wedding yet again this summer. First, they were getting married
in the middle of July, then they moved it to the last day of August. And, now
who knows because they still haven’t given Ama a new
date, which is a miracle considering how my mother can usually get all the
details out of you before you’ve even settled on them. Anyway, the Emperor
being evasive is never a good sign with him.” I straightened in my seat as the
cars way in front rounding the curve in the road finally stopped idling. Yes!
Freedom! “Hey, the traffic is moving. Finally! I’ll see you tonight. It’s just
going to be . . . late.”


“Be careful, kitten.”


I smiled. “I love you too.”
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Raina


 


It was amazing how appealing home looked after over a
week away. The large house nestled at the end of a cul-de-sac with the woods
marching around it was definitely big enough for a Tiger and a Leopard. A quiet
neighborhood on the fringes of Charlottesville, it was the perfect place for
Therians. Light blazed from the windows and the lamppost in the yard also lit a
good area. I didn’t bother to pull into the garage since I was still driving
the official SUV with Tracker decal. Instead, I parked in the driveway, grabbed
my overnight bag and purse, and scrambled to get in the house. The wind was
cutting straight through my shirt.


I finally got in the door and shut it. Leaning against it, I
breathed a sigh of relief. The scent that was undeniably Baran tickled my nose,
but the TDS wasn’t anywhere to be seen. “Baran? I’m home.”


No answer. His scent wasn’t that old so he had been in the
front of the house maybe an hour ago. Knowing my Tiger, he was probably holed
up in his study. Still. Fondness warmed me even as I shook my head. That man.
Although I was a little bit surprised to find that he wasn’t cooking, since he
had a tendency to act like I didn’t eat whenever I was gone. Of course, his
pureblood Therian brain still hadn’t
wrapped itself around the fact that Elf-born Therians, such as myself, do not
require as much food as purebloods.


“Baran?” I called as I moved through the hall. “If you’re
hiding because you broke my Tigger lamp, you’re still in trouble.”


No answer.


I debated going to find him or just going upstairs to unpack
and take a shower, not necessarily in that order. Upstairs won. Of course, I
hadn’t even reached the stairs when the living room was filled with the
flickering blue glow of the mezarium and a Leopard’s
cough echoed. Who in the world was trying to contact us now? I glanced at the
clock. It was closer to eleven than ten. Maybe it was Ciara . . . No, London
was only five hours ahead and even that was early for her. Hopefully, she
hadn’t decided to fall back into moody teenager mode. She and Baran had finally
buried the hatchet this summer after we had gotten back from our honeymoon, but
I wasn’t sure if my almost sixteen-year-old little sister had completely
forgiven Baran for taking me away from the family. There was another cough.
Male Leopard. Of course, that didn’t completely rule out Aita
if he was trying to make sure I was home.


Venturing into the living room, I was more confused than
surprised when the blue light caused by the sound waves morphed into the
Emperor’s face. “Constantine?”


My brother didn’t even bother to offer a proper greeting.
Instead, he was shockingly solemn as he launched into a stiff pronouncement.
“I’m sorry, Raina, but I’m not going to be able to join you and the Tiger for
Thanksgiving.”


Relief coursed through me that this call wasn’t because he
had learned of something horrible happening to our family. Now confusion could
have free reign as I struggled to keep up with my brother’s sudden change to my
plans. “Okay, why? I thought you and Amaryllis—”


“Amaryllis has broken off the engagement,” the Emperor bit
out. His glower stood out impressively as he added, “I have been informed that
I’m not Therian enough and she’s found a pureblood she likes much better.”


“Wow.” The word escaped before I inhaled sharply to keep from
asking the question that popped into my brain. Had he caught her with the
pureblood? The saddest thing about the whole mess was that I couldn’t even say
I was truly shocked. I had wondered if they would make it to the altar the
first time Amaryllis postponed the wedding because she didn’t want to wear Ama’s wedding dress since it wasn’t made for a pureblood. I
blinked. “Constantine, you don’t have to skip out on Thanksgiving. Baran and I
would love to have you still. Well, I will. The TDS will tolerate you.”


Constantine shook his head. “I’m already at the port. I’m
grabbing a ship to Lisbon tonight, and I’ll make my way back to Greece from
there.”


“What about the others?” I asked automatically. Who was
going to tell Ama what had happened?


“I’m not stopping in England.”


He cut off the transmission before I could get another word
out. Okay then . . .  It seemed we would not be having a family dinner for
Thanksgiving. At least, not one with any of my family. Maybe it was a good
thing I hadn’t had any time to pick out turkeys before I was sent to Florida.
Putting the idea of hunting down Amaryllis and chewing her out for hurting my
brother firmly out of my head, I went upstairs. At least a warm shower would
help calm me down before I decided to ignore politeness and gave that fickle
hearted woman a piece of my mind.


The house phone was ringing when I got of the shower. I scrambled
to get dressed, throwing on a pair of shorts and snagging one of Baran’s button
downs. Baran, of course, was ignoring the phone as well as me. He had to be
locked in his study. Still drying my hair with a towel, I picked up the phone
and glanced at the screen. Blocked number. I answered out of curiosity.
“Hello?”


A feminine voice about as warm and cuddly as an icicle
spoke. “Is Baran home?”


“He’s unavailable.”


There wasn’t even a shift in tone when she responded coolly,
“I see. So he is avoiding my calls. That is most disappointing.”


Who in the world was this woman? I had no idea. And, where
was that Tiger? I left our bedroom as I kept my voice neutral while asking,
“I’m sorry, may I ask who’s calling?”


It was probably a good thing I hadn’t quite made it to the
stairs when she finally broke the icy silence. “I am Baran’s mother, and I want
him to come to my den for Thanksgiving like a proper son.”


I stopped in my tracks, torn between introducing myself and
asking one of the million and a half questions bouncing through my brain. “Oh.”
Why hadn’t Baran ever mentioned his mother? Of course, I wouldn’t have known
Genevieve existed if I hadn’t been nosy about the picture on his desk of his
nephew and niece in their beast forms. All the questions stopped bouncing
around my brain as one fact trumpeted loud and clear. Baran has a mother! And,
she wants us to visit for the holiday! What would such a visit let me learn
about Baran?


I had just started grinning when Baran’s mother asked, “Are
there conflicting plans?”


I threw my free hand in the air as it all fell into place.
Of course! This was why Baran was being so grumpy about having to stay here and
host Constantine! He wanted to visit his own family and just didn’t want to
make me choose. It all made sense now! I nearly danced in place. I knew he
couldn’t just have his sister. I knew it!


“Well?”


“Oh.”  Yes, Raina, you have to actually talk to have a
conversation. Rolling my eyes at my own silliness, I couldn’t help grinning as
I continued cheerfully, “Umm, actually we just had a change in our plans so we
can come visit for Thanksgiving.”


There was a pause, and I held my breath as I waited for her
to speak. “Good,” came the cool response. Tigers weren’t very easy to read over
the phone, but I thought she might have been pleased . . . underneath it all. Deeeeep underneath it all. Baran’s mother didn’t wait for
my response as she added, “Inform Baran that I expect an arrival two days
before Thanksgiving.”


“I will tell him. I’m sure it will be . . .” The phone clicked
as I finished, “Lovely. Okay then, I’m beginning to see where Baran gets it.”
Tigers have terrible manners when it comes to phone calls. I couldn’t let it
bother me though as I ran down the stairs.


My smile returned by the time I reached the Tigger’s study.
I opened the door and took a moment to survey the room. One oversized desk
covered in neat stacks of paperwork. Check. And sitting in the big leather
chair behind the desk, one Tiger. Check. My smile grew as the familiar scent of
forest and man that was Baran greeted me. He was grumbling to himself as he
went through his paperwork, head bent. His dark brown hair curled over his
shirt collar, and I caught the glimpse of an angular jaw covered in dark
stubble that was too thick to be called five o’clock shadow. I bounced into the
room. “TDS, I just finished talking your ama.”


He didn’t look up as he muttered, “Why is your ama calling? It isn’t even four in the morning over in
England.”


I hopped up on his desk and pulled his papers out of his
hands. When he graced me with an annoyed look, I smiled at him. “You are not
paying nearly enough attention to this conversation.”


He rolled his eyes as he leaned back in his chair. “I’m
paying attention. Why are you wearing my shirt?”


“Because it was in reach, obviously.”


“Obviously,” he intoned with far too much skepticism. “What
does your ama want?”


“Grandchildren,” I deadpanned. “It is all she talks about.
You’d think Connor’s son would be enough, but no.”


I finally won a smirk from my Tiger. I wanted to kiss him,
but that would definitely be a distraction from this conversation. Putting his
papers and the house phone on the desk, I mused, “What do purebloods call their
amas?”


“Mother.”


I blinked at him. “Oh. That’s rather unimaginative, isn’t
it?”


Baran gave me a pointed look as he put his papers back in
order, but the smirk hadn’t quite disappeared. “Raina, did you have a point?”


“Yes, your ama called, and we’re
going to go visit her for Thanksgiving. Like she asked.”


Whatever amusement had been in Baran’s scent vanished as his
face turned as expressive as stone. “We’re going to what?”
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Chapter Three


 


 


Baran


 


Raina’s voice cut through the silence. “Okay, you’re going
to have explain things to me, TDS, because I thought you would be . . . not
happy . . . but at least not the brooding mass of silence currently invading
the kitchen.”


I bit back hot words as I continued cooking. She didn’t
understand. I had to remember that she didn’t understand. Instead, I drew a
deep breath. Despite the fact that she’d obligated me to go see my mother,
having Raina in the house again was a balm to my Tiger. The tiger didn’t care
much for anything aside from the fact that his mate was back where she
belonged. The smell of cooking meat and Raina’s unique scent filled my
nose.  I focused on her scent. Unfiltered by her perfume and touched only
with the lingering hints of her shampoo and her confusion, it did much to help
me calm down. For the most part. There was a tinge of a growl adding gruffness
to my voice as I said, “You should not have committed to us going without
consulting me.”


“You know, if you had actually responded the first couple
times I called you when I got home, maybe I wouldn’t have.”


I looked over my shoulder at her and raised an eyebrow.
Raina grimaced. “Fine, I still would have agreed. I have difficulty saying no
to family gatherings, you know that.”


“Then you should’ve considered your previous commitment.”


Raina looked at me in utter bewilderment before her
expression cleared. “Oh, right, you missed that too. Constantine won’t mind us
going to visit your family for Thanksgiving. He’s on a boat to Lisbon.”


Of course, he was. I turned back to the skillet and jabbed
at the meat with a little more force than necessary. I heard Raina hop off the
counter and then she wrapped her arms around me, resting her cheek against my
back. “It’s not going to be that bad, you know. I mean we’re only going to be
what? Four or five hours away from home?”


“No,” I retorted as I finished cooking the taco meat. Raina
had insisted she didn’t need much so I only made enough for a dozen. I stepped
out of her hold and caught her gaze as I added gruffly, “We will be going to
Maine. And given the weather, it will take us longer than the minimum of
seventeen hours to reach there.”


Green tinged hazel flickered to gold for a brief moment as
Raina failed to hide her surprise. “Oh.”


For the brief span of half a breath I could almost hope that
she would give up the ridiculous notion of going to Maine. She leaned against
the counter, her long copper colored hair swinging forward to conceal her face
as she bowed her head, but then she looked up and smiled at me as she stated
cheerfully, “Well, that will still give us time to be there two days before
Thanksgiving. If we leave tomorrow.”


I didn’t say a word as I finished preparing the tacos. Why
was she so fixated on meeting my mother? Surely the phone call had been enough
to inform her that my mother was hardly the warm type. She had admitted as much
when she commented on my mother’s sociability over the phone being somewhat
lacking. Of course, she had been comparing the two of us so perhaps she had
dismissed the entire thing as a quirk unique to Tigers. If only it were that
simple. I waited until she started eating and wasn’t as likely to continue
devising disastrous plans before I picked up my plate. “I need to finish my
work.” I walked by her, then stopped. Turning back, I set my plate on the
counter before wrapping an arm around her and pressing a kiss to her cheek. Her
hair tickled my nose as I breathed in her ear, “I’m glad you’re home.”


She reached up to touch my shoulder and if she had asked me
to stay, I would have done so in a heartbeat. Instead, she offered a little
smile that just curved her lips. “You still don’t want to go, do you?”


“No.” And if I could find anything at all that demanded I
stay near Haven, then that would be the end of those plans.
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The look of impassive disgruntlement that greeted me when
I came back downstairs after finishing unpacking certainly confirmed my theory
that the Tiger’s quest to avoid a family Thanksgiving had failed miserably. Of
course, it also could have been due to the fact that he had the television
tuned to the Therian News Network. They were showing a feature on the bill
Senator Cunningham was trying to introduce. A voiceover against pictures of
Cunningham filled the living room. “The registration bill has gained considerable
support among human politicians in wake of the attack on Senator Cunningham by
a human woman believed to be Elf-struck at a speech he was giving just before
Memorial Day weekend. The bill demands the registration of all descendants of
Elves and many among Therian intelligence believe this could be the first step
toward a purge. If the bill goes through, it will expose those Therians who are
living among humans including those who are positioned among the highest
political circles in the Human government.”


Everly Carrol was probably scrambling to build a contingency
plan should the bill actually pass. Of course, since she was serving as the
Vice President, the Vulpine no doubt had access to any list that Senator
Cunningham had put together (he struck me as the type who made lists) and knew
who would be the first to be ‘requested’ to register. As much as I hated to
admit it, the experts were right. It wouldn’t take much for this registration
bill to turn into a purge. Leaning over the back of the couch, I snagged the
remote and muted the program. That done, I wrapped my arms around Baran’s neck
and kissed his cheek. “So I take it you weren’t able to find anything pressing
to keep you here.”


“You should not sound so pleased with the matter,” he grumbled.


I scrambled over the back of the couch and settled on
Baran’s lap, forcing the stubborn Tiger to focus on me. He raised an eyebrow
and I grinned. Then, I finally got the opportunity to do what I had been
wanting to do since I got home. Feathering my fingers through his hair, I
mused, “You do realize it wouldn’t kill you to be a little happy that we’re
spending the holidays together, yes?”


He raised an eyebrow in response. I could feel the tension
leaving his body as I continued feathering my fingers through his hair and
lightly massaging his scalp. And, yet, he still managed to sound grumpy as he
replied, “With you, yes. Going to Maine, however, is different.”


“Why?”


Baran’s gaze shifted to the TV and he muttered, “I should be
on the taskforce addressing the Cunningham problem.”


“There isn’t a taskforce,” I reminded him. He was also
avoiding the subject. What had gotten into him tonight? I dropped my hands to
rest on his shoulders as I added, “And unless you’ve developed a sudden
affinity for creating contingency plans, there is nothing anyone can do but
wait.”


“I don’t like it.”


“I know.” I tugged on his shirt lapels, gaining his full
attention once more, and then gave him my best disapproving look. “Personally,
I’m far more . . . concerned by the fact that you haven’t actually acted like
you’re very happy to see me.”


“I fed you.”


“And the tacos were quite nice,” I acknowledged. He had even
made an effort to curtail his habit of overfeeding me. But it was still . . .
“I need more.”


“More?” he intoned, raising an eyebrow again, but this time
there was a glint of something in his golden eyes that sent a warm thrill
running through me. He turned off the TV and wrapped his arms around me. He ran
his fingers through my hair, tugging slightly, before he leaned in and
breathed, “Tell me, kitten, does this satisfy?”


He gave me a kiss that was enough to make any girl melt.
When he pulled back, his eyes were gleaming as he asked, “Well?”


I needed a moment to catch my breath, but then I smiled at
him. “Well, it’s on the right track.” Taking advantage of his affront, I jumped
off his lap with a laugh and sprinted out of the living room. The TDS was on my
heels as he chased me upstairs. It was good to be home.
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Chapter Four


 


 


Raina


 


I jerked upright, hissing, as something landed on my
legs. I blinked as something else thumped on my legs. What in the world? I
blinked against the ridiculously bright bedroom. Baran was standing at the foot
of the bed, completely dressed in blue jeans and a dark blue long sleeved shirt
that looked really good on him. Focus, Raina! I blinked at him and then looked
at the clock. Sleepy admiration for my husband faded as the time registered.
“It’s four in the morning! What is wrong with you?”


He managed to look stoic and innocent at the same time.
Honestly, I was way too tired to even try to figure him out. I pulled the
covers over my head and flopped back down with a groan.


“Start packing, Raina, or I will be the one to pick out your
clothes.”


I reluctantly peeled the covers down just enough to peek at
him. Was he actually thinking that I wanted to get up now? Not going to happen.
I hissed at him. “Go ahead, crazy Tiger.”


I stole his pillow and put it over my head blocking out the
annoying light. It was too early to deal with a weird Tiger and his nonsense. I
went back to sleep, but all too soon Baran was shaking my foot. I growled and
yanked my feet out of reach. Unfortunately, he didn’t take the hint. His pillow
was tossed to the side and then his breath tickled my neck as he murmured, “You
want to have Thanksgiving in the Tiger’s den, so you are going to have
Thanksgiving in the Tiger’s den. Now get dressed. We need to leave soon if you
wish to be in Maine in time to share dinner with my mother tomorrow.”


I sat up and rubbed my eyes. I blinked at him. This wasn’t
some weird dream . . . apparently. I needed a moment to process. “Hold on,
we’re going?” I stared at him. “Are you my Baran or have you been replaced by a
poorly designed clone because I thought you didn’t want to go.”


Baran just shrugged. “If it makes you happy, I will tolerate
a holiday with my mother.”


He was serious! My jaw dropped, and then I took a deep
breath. Oh, he was really serious. I had to get up. “I need to get dressed.”


I scrambled to toss the covers back and get out of bed, but
stopped when I spotted the bags sitting by the door. There were too many bags
for just the TDS. I looked from the bags to him and demanded, “Did you pack for
both of us?”


“I warned you.”
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I set the bags at my feet as I watched my mate happily
humming to herself while she pulled the tarp off her car. The bright red paint
of the little sports car seemed to only draw glaring attention to its utter
unsuitableness for winter travel. “We should take my truck.”


“Why? So a troll can dent this one with a giant boulder and
send it to the same ignoble fate as its predecessor?”


That little mouse of a pest would bring up what happened to my last truck. “The troll was
aiming for you,” I grumbled. Refusing to be distracted, I returned to my
original point. “You do realize that we will be dealing with weather and the
roads we will need to take to reach my mother’s den will not be very friendly
toward your deathtrap of a car.”


Raina placed a hand on the hood of her car, her hazel eyes
lit with amusement, as she shushed me. “Don’t say such things. You’ll hurt her
feelings.”


My mate was insane. Resisting the urge to go back inside and
forego the trip all together, I folded my arms over my chest. “Raina, I agreed
to go to Maine for Thanksgiving. We’re already off to a late start, which means
we will not get there until tomorrow.”


“Baran,” the cheeky little Leopard intoned with far too much
feigned patience as she sauntered over to me. “Don’t be so pessimistic. It
isn’t even noon. We will make excellent progress today and that means we will
arrive with plenty of time to spare to meet your ama’s
deadline.”


I grimaced. “Don’t call her that. It is . . . bothersome.”


Raina’s head came up sharply, her amusement fading as she
gave me a searching look. But, she didn’t ask the question I was dreading.
Instead, her smile returned as she reached up to tug on the lapels of my
jacket. “So formal,” she mused before rising on her toes to press a kiss to my
lips. The light returned to her eyes as she suddenly dimpled at me. “Now, when
you were packing, did you remember to grab my good shoes?”


“Yes, the combat boots,” I deadpanned. I grunted when she
smacked me in the ribs and then chuckled. “I packed everything we will need to
survive this holiday.”


“You’re lucky I’m so very fond of you, Tigger.” She tugged
on my jacket again as her grin returned. “And, you remember our agreement for
holidays?”


“No work computers, I remember.” I wrapped my hands around
hers to still the tugging. Bowing my head, I murmured, “Even though I don’t
like it, I remember.”


“And?”


I huffed but still responded dutifully, “I only brought one
burner cell for work purposes. In case of emergency.”


Raina grinned. “Good. Now was that so difficult?”


“You’re enjoying this far too much,” I grumbled. Heaving a
sigh, I glanced away from my mate. That car. “Are you certain the bags will
fit?”


“They’ll fit.” Raina tugged one last time on my jacket
before she let go. “Now hurry up and put the bags in the car. There’s one thing
I need to grab, and then we can get on the road.”


She ducked past me and hurried back into the house. I
watched her go, and then reluctantly picked up the bags. Taking a Maserati to
northern Maine in November was a ridiculous idea. Yet, I knew I was going to
end up in that little can of a car no matter what argument I offered. I rounded
the back of the car and shoved the trunk open. With careful placement, I
managed to fit all the bags. It would have been easier to fit them into my truck,
though. I walked around to the front of the car to fold the tarp back into some
semblance of order only to stop when I caught sight of the license plate.
“Raina!”


“It didn’t even take me two minutes,” came her muttered
response as she returned to the garage, book in one hand and keys in the other.
“You and your schedules need to learn how to relax, especially when we’re on
holiday.”


“Raina,” I repeated tersely. When she finally finished
locking the door and turned back to me with a question in her green tinged
hazel eyes, I pointed at the tag. “Why does your car have a vanity plate that
says ‘VAMPYR’? What were you thinking? And, when did you get this? “


Confusion gave way to amusement and then that little pest
giggled. Instead of providing an explanation for the affront, she laughed. A
wide smile bloomed and she dimpled at me. “Wow, TDS, that took you much longer
to notice than I thought it would.”


“When did you put this on here? It was not there when you
came to my outpost last month.”


Raina’s grin never wavered as she replied with far too much
cheer, “I put it on the day you missed our dinner date.”


“I was in a critical meeting with the High General and you
decided to spend that time putting a . . . a reckless, impudent, and foolish
tag on your car.” The tiger in me stirred at the thought of what would happen
if Raina were caught flaunting a reminder of Vampyres.
It was a mercy of the Creator that we didn’t live in the Old World. Pretending
to be a Vampyre there was a death sentence. But,
there were many in the New World who would not look kindly on such a pretense
either.


Raina took the folded tarp from me before I realized she had
moved. She shoved it onto the wrong shelf and then took my hand. “Baran, relax.
It is just a tag. This isn’t the Old World and, honestly, nine out of ten
people are going to pass it off as a joke because there aren’t any Vampyre clutches in the New World.”


“It is not wise,” I grumbled. “You count too much on the
reasonable reactions of others.”


She rose on her toes and pressed a kiss to my cheek, then
breathed in my ear, “Relax, Tiger. Or I will make you put on the Tigger shirt.”


I growled at her, but she only laughed and fairly skipped to
the driver’s side. I followed her and opened the door for her to get in. She
beamed at me as I admitted defeat and shut the door with a sigh. After moving
the tarp to the correct shelf, I glanced once more at the vanity plate. I could
only pray that she wasn’t inviting more trouble with her insistence on batting
at the collective nose of her surrounds.
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I tuned the radio to a news station in a vain attempt to
distract myself from Raina’s driving. Remedial driving course, that is what she
was getting for Christmas. Insane little Tracker. I leaned back in my seat as
the familiar voice of a popular Therian news anchor filled the previous
silence. “It can be agreed by all experts that Senator Cunningham’s shift in
focus from simply attempting to repeal the Shadowed Lands Protection Act, which
has done much to prevent not only humans from blundering past the Barrier but
also provided additional protection to the Therian people, to this new
registration bill is on the brink of causing a disaster such as we have not
seen since fleeing the Purge in the Old World. However, I am not certain everyone
outside of the experts understands the danger this bill poses should it pass.
To that extent, I am pleased to have Doctor Eteri and General Atticus join me
to discuss the repercussions of—”


I glanced at Raina in time to catch her annoyed expression.
“What is it?”


She pursed her lips before shaking her head. “I’m not
listening to talk radio. You know it drives me nuts and the fact that Eteri of
all people is going to be the guest speaker sealed it.”


The tiger in me couldn’t help being pleased even as I strove
to keep a neutral tone as I observed, “You still haven’t forgiven her for her
behavior in February.”


Golden eyes glinted at me for a brief second before cutting
to the road once more. A careful tone entered my mate’s voice as she murmured,
“Have you forgiven Stafford?”


Not in the least. Even the thought of the Leopard who had
attempted to steal my wife’s heart made me long for a chance to sink my claws
into his spotted pelt.


Not trusting myself to answer out loud, I bowed my head in
acquiescence. The scent of agitation mingled with Raina’s perfume for several
long breaths before vanishing once more. Her eyes were still Therian gold when
she glanced at me again. Fortunately, her cheerful nature reasserted itself as
she rolled her eyes at me and a smile played across her lips. “It’s only been
thirty minutes since we left the house. You could at least try to talk to me.”


“You said not to say anything,” I reminded her even as I
braced a hand against the dash as she rounded a curve with far too much speed
for my taste. A remedial driving course was definitely in my mate’s future.


Raina either didn’t notice or chose not to care about my
reaction to her driving, the latter of which was far more likely. She glanced
at me again, a hint of exasperation in her scent now. “I said you couldn’t
grumble at me about the vanity plate anymore.”


“You said you would leave me on the side of the road if I
talked anymore.”


“About the vanity plate!” She laughed suddenly and then her
dimples appeared as she flashed me a grin. She took a hand
off the wheel and shook a finger at me. “You know you knew that I was
only talking about the vanity plate, Baran. And, we are not spending the better
part of two days in silence just because you willfully misinterpreted my ‘stop
talking about the vanity plate’ threat.”


When I chose not to respond, she shot me another look torn
between amusement and exasperation. Then, she grinned. “Fine. Be that way. I’m
going to win.”


“It is not a competition.”


“Is now,” my wife muttered as she redirected her attention
to the radio.


She changed it from the news channel so swiftly that I
barely made out a murmur that was probably Eteri before she was scanning
through the various channels. I heard an annoying jingling for a half second
before it struck another news station only for Raina to immediately return to
the jingling. I suppressed a groan as Christmas music suddenly filled the
little car. Why?


I leaned further back into my seat as Raina started singing
along with the radio. Running a hand over my face, a sigh escaped me. Did she
not realize it was still four days before Thanksgiving? Christmas music should
not play before Thanksgiving was over and done. After two songs, I couldn’t
bear it a moment longer. I turned off the radio in the middle of a ridiculous
verse about dancing around a Christmas tree.


“Hey!” Raina smacked my hand. “Paws off the radio! I was
enjoying that song.”


“It isn’t even December,” I grumbled.


“What does that have to do with anything?’ Raina asked with
such genuine confusion that I could only shake my head. She didn’t wait for me
to answer, though, as she added, “And, the rules are driver picks the music.”


“The last time we went anywhere you said it was the
passenger.” I glanced at her, the urge to smile tugging at my lips, before I
added drily, “I think it would be far more accurate to say that you believe Raina should always pick the music.”


She grinned. “That’s because Baran always wants to put it on a boring news channel.” She shook
her head before continuing lightly, “In any case, I get to pick the music.”


“Or you’ll dump me on the side of the road?” I suggested
with careful gravitas.


Raina laughed softly. “Thinking about it, TDS. But, then I’d
probably get in trouble for littering.”


I finally laughed. Raina wiggled her shoulders and a heady
wave of satisfaction mingled with her cinnamon and vanilla perfume. It always
delighted my mate when my humor got the better of my dignity. Reaching over to
rest my hand on her leg, I absently rubbed my thumb against her knee, content
for the moment to enjoy how much our relationship had improved since we went
hunting for the Beast of Bray Road in May. Until I saw her reach for the radio
again. “No Christmas music.”


“Why?”


“I told you, it is November and we are not even past
Thanksgiving. No Christmas music, Raina.” When she raised both eyebrows in
silent query, I grumbled, “I don’t care for it.”


“Sacrilege!” came the aghast response. I kept hold of her
knee in spite of it as the little Leopardess continued, “How can you not like
Christmas music? It’s Christmas music. I mean you can hate a couple songs,
everyone does if they’re honest, but not liking Christmas music at all?” She
shook her head as she stared out the windshield. Drumming her fingers against
the steering wheel, she suddenly pronounced, “I married a Scrooge!”


“I am not a Scrooge,” I retorted mildly. “And, will you
please focus on the road?”


Raina only narrowed her eyes at me. “I bet you’ve actually
gone around humbugging Christmas.”


“Eyes on the road and no, I have not.” I tightened my grip
on her knee as I watched the curving road ahead. Creator willing, there would
not be a traffic jam around the curve. 


“You’ve never said the words ‘Bah humbug’ in your life?”


I sighed. She wouldn’t cease her batting and prodding until
I gave her more of an answer. I should have insisted on driving. “Christmas is
all well and good, but I don’t like the music.”


“Oh Baran, we’re going to have to fix your holiday spirit.”


I considered a moment. Raina trying to improve my holiday
spirit would likely involve disruption, chaos, and a ridiculous amount of
tinsel. I quickly shook my head. “No, I’m a lost cause. There’s nothing you can
do.”


Raina was finally looking at the road again, but that did
nothing to stop her plotting. Another smile curved her pink lips. One I
recognized as particularly dangerous given it usually preceded the little
pest’s more outrageous schemes. “Nonsense. I can’t give up on you, and I won’t.”
Her smile grew as she wiggled in her seat. “Besides it will be fun. Ice
skating, snowball fights, caroling, getting the tree, decorating, Christmas
party with ugly Christmas sweaters.”


“You can’t think I would ever agree to ugly Christmas
sweaters,” I protested. Had she suffered a concussion while in Florida?


“Of course, because I’m going to get you one. We need it for
my parents’ Christmas party, anyway.” She glanced at me, fresh laughter lurking
in her eyes, as she added far too sweetly, “It’s a Kemp family tradition.”


“It is not a Demirci family
tradition,” I grumbled.


She looked at me for a long moment before she reached down
to pat my hand where it gripped her knee as she adopted a pitying tone. “Your
cubhood was deprived.”


I rolled my eyes. “We didn’t have ugly Christmas sweaters
when I was a cub. We had Sunday best, and we weren’t allowed to call it ugly.”


Raina just patted my hand once more. Then, my mate rather
suspiciously allowed the matter to drop. I had no doubt she was plotting. I
suppressed the urge to growl. Instead, I blew out a long breath and accepted
the inevitable. This December was going to be difficult for me.


Despite her earlier protests, Raina allowed the silence to
reign as we drew closer to D.C. and she focused on navigating traffic. Until we
came upon a construction zone. Raina mumbled under her breath about the plagues
of metropolises, but she didn’t return to the topic of Christmas or ugly
sweaters. Instead, she suddenly demanded, “Tell me about your family.”


I would rather discuss ugly Christmas sweaters. However,
maintaining my silence would only prompt her to pester me. I cleared my throat
as I offered a slight shrug. “There isn’t much to tell.”


“You may not think so, but we’ve been married just over a
year and I didn’t know your ama was even still alive
until she called the house.” She glanced at me and a trickle of amusement
entered her scent as well as her voice as she added, “I was beginning to wonder
if the Tracker rumors that you sprang out of the ground after someone
accidentally dropped a copy of the Way were true.”


I raised both eyebrows at her quivering lips. “Is that what
they say?”


Quivering lips turned into a flash of white teeth as she
giggled. “That’s just the most flattering one, TDS. So, about your family?”


“You’re not going to leave this alone, are you?”


The grin changed to a frown and puzzlement flooded her
scent. She tilted her head slightly, “Am I supposed to leave it alone?”


I couldn’t tell her without revealing far too much. I cleared
my throat. “I suppose a few questions would prove beneficial to you. So you are
. . . prepared.”


“I know Genevieve probably won’t make it because of the cubs
being sick, so tell me about your ama.” She glanced
at me and then amended, “Your mother, I mean.”


I didn’t even know where to begin. My mother was not warm
like Raina’s ama, Bellephoebe.
She was nothing like Raina’s mother. I must have been taking too long because
she finally asked, “Exactly how long has it been seen you’ve seen your mother?”


When I had dragged my half-brother home nearly dead from the
injuries he had attained from a Troll bull he had baited in the canals of the
Barrier. I heaved a deep sigh. “The better part of two years or thereabouts. It
was the last time she was in Haven.” I paused, the differences between our
mothers once more pushing to the fore of my thoughts, and then added gruffly,
“Raina, you should not expect my mother to be like yours. My mother is very . .
. She is much more . . . reserved.”
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Raina


 


“My mother is very . . . She is much more . . .
reserved.”


The poor TDS sounded so stiff when he admitted that, in
fact, he was almost pained. I patted his knee, trying and failing not to smile,
as I murmured, “It’s all right, TDS. I kind of figured that you took after your
mother after our brief conversation. Besides,” I added cheerfully, “I can
handle two reserved Tigers. I have you in hand, so I’m sure it won’t take more
than five months to a year to get your mother to warm up to me.”


The TDS growled at me. A weird reaction. Of course, I was
still not completely reconciled with the fact that my husband was a Scrooge
toward Christmas and even admitted he didn’t like Christmas music or ugly
Christmas sweaters. Obviously, he didn’t get the whole ugly cute concept, but I
wasn’t entirely surprised by that fact. Baran had issues. I was helping him fix
them. One Christmas song at a time. I cast him a searching glance as traffic
once more slowed to a crawl. But before I could decide on what he needed me to
ask, my phone rang. I grabbed it and put it on speaker. “Hello.”


“Raina, why aren’t you answering the mez?”


“Aita! Hi, how’s England? Enjoying
your holiday or is Ciara causing chaos by trying to steal a peek at the Royal
Family? Baran and I are doing well, thanks for asking.”


“Raina.” I shut up and my father continued with just a hint
of a growl tinging his words, “Why are you ignoring the mez?
Ama has been trying to contact you for an hour and
now she is worried, which means I must take time away from playing with my grandson
to see what mischief my oldest daughter has landed herself in . . . again.”


My parents. I almost rolled my eyes, but didn’t just in case
Aita somehow had a watcher on us, which actually
wasn’t that farfetched an idea given the sheer range of Aita’s
spy network. Instead, I grinned. “It’s only pulling you away from playing with
Aiden? You’ve grown soft, Aita. I would have thought
you would be taking this golden opportunity to annoy the British on principle.”


I caught a glimpse of Baran’s mouth twitching and my own
grin widened. My reserved Tiger was far more relaxed today, and I had almost
won another true smile from him. Like I said, he had warmed up to me.


“Raina, I am going to ignore that remark because I know you
need access to my spy network too much to be truly flippant toward your aita.”


“Of course, Aita,” I murmured
dutifully. I had to brake hard as an impatient truck muscled its way into the
nonexistent space between me and the car in front. Horns blared and I pointed a
warning finger at Baran. If he commented on my driving skills, he really was
going to end up on the side of the road.


“Where are you?”


“Pardon?”


My father’s tone grew a little testy as he repeated himself,
“Where are you?”


“Oh. Well, Baran and I are taking a road trip, and we’re
close to D.C. right now so the traffic is awful.”


The ensuing silence lasted so long that if I hadn’t been
focused on navigating through traffic, I would have glanced at my phone to see
if the call had ended. Then, my father spoke in a low and very patient tone
that immediately sent me back to every time I had ever gotten in trouble as a
cub. “I see.” There was another pause that made my leopard stir anxiously
before he continued in the same scarily patient tone, “Tell me, Raina, have you
troubled yourself to inform your brother that you will not in fact be at home
to host him for Thanksgiving.”


“Constantine broke our plans first!” I protested, ignoring
the sudden whiff of amusement breaking past my Tiger’s sterile impassivity.
Clearing my throat, I continued in a slightly more collected tone, “Baran and I
didn’t make any plans to the contrary of what we established until after the Emperor called last night to
say he’s running away to Lisbon to lick the wounds to his pride that Amaryllis
has inflicted. I don’t know if he’s on the boat yet or not, but he was at the
port last night and very intent on returning to Greece.” I drummed my fingers
against the steering wheel and then added, “Who knows how long it will take to
get the Emperor back in the New World now.”


My father didn’t say anything for several moments. “I see.
Baran, take care of my daughter. Try to stay out of trouble better than you
managed in Elkhorn. And, Raina, please inform your mother of your plans before I am required to get involved.
And, send her a text.”


“Yes, Aita,” I responded
dutifully. And, Baran thought I couldn’t do anything duty related. Ha.


Aita hung up immediately
afterwards, and I returned my attention to avoiding being hit by any of the
impatient bottles of road rage who had yet to realize that forcing their way up
the line would not get them to their destination any faster than the rest of
us. The last sign promised we only had another twenty miles of construction
zone to get through, so maybe it would be better sooner rather than later.


“What did you mean?”


I glanced at Baran before immediately snapping my attention
back to the road as I tapped hard on the brakes. A growl escaped me as the
nincompoop forcing his way in made a rude gesture. Then, Baran’s hand settled
on my knee again. The leopard in me preened at her mate’s attention, and I
couldn’t help the smile that curved my lips. Then, Baran opened his mouth and
ruined things by talking. “What did you mean about your brother? What wounds
did his betrothed inflict that he would flee the country?”


I bit back an annoyed hiss. “Well, first off, she’s not his
betrothed anymore. I knew something like this was going to happen once she
suddenly started putting off the wedding for silly reasons like Ama’s dress not being good enough. Most Therians love
history and tradition, right? So, why reject the offer of wearing my mother’s
heirloom wedding gown? Unless she just couldn’t stand me, which is always
possible. Apparently, the number of pureblood Therians who can’t stand me grows
with every year. In any case, the vaunted Amaryllis has decided that the House
of Conrad Kemp is tainted with inferior blood, and she has moved on to someone
who is . . . more suitable to a proper Therian standard.”


And yes, I knew I sounded irritable and probably just a tiny
bit petty. I did know it. But, the very fact that Amaryllis permitted the
relationship to proceed to a true betrothal and led my brother on this long
made me very very very
ready to give her a piece of my mind . . . and possibly a couple of scratches
to drive the point home. Hurting my family was unacceptable. Yes, Constantine
drove me nuts and there were times I bemoaned having him for a brother but he
was my brother. And, Amaryllis’ treatment
of him was beyond the pale.


Baran suddenly took my hand, freeing the steering wheel from
my death grip. When I risked looking over at him, he ran his thumb over my
fingers and then pressed a kiss to them. His breath warmed my skin as golden
eyes rose to meet mine and he murmured, “It is her loss.”


I smiled. Some days I questioned the decision making skills
of whoever was in charge of pairing me with Baran. Especially when he was among
the number of Therians who couldn’t stand me in the very beginning of our
acquaintance. Right now, however, I was really glad we were together.
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Chapter Five


 


 


Baran


 


The silence that fell between us bothered me. At least, the
burnt scent of irritation had faded. I kept my hand on Raina’s knee and tried
not to tighten my grip when the car slid a little as we rounded a curve. We had
escaped the construction zone, and now my wife was set on reminding me of why I
was going to make her take a remedial driving course. I grimaced when I glanced
at her speed. “You do realize that the posted speed limit is meant to indicate
one’s maximum speed, not suggest the minimum, yes?”


“You do realize that constantly complaining about my driving
is a sign that you have neurotic tendencies?” she countered with a sly glance
at me.


“Eyes on the road,” I growled. “Before we crash, if you
please.”


Raina finally smiled, and she did ease back somewhat on the
gas. Thank the Creator for small mercies. But, then she gave a soft laugh and I
braced myself for whatever outrageous scheme or question had crossed my mate’s
mind. “So, why is it that the great General Baran doesn’t like to celebrate the
holidays with family? Because I keep getting the feeling that you don’t really
want to spend time with either my family or yours.”


I let go of her knee and tugged on my jacket so it was no
longer bunched up on one side by the seatbelt. When Raina slid a sideways
glance at me, I knew I wouldn’t be able to avoid answering. Memories strove to
surface, but I forced them all down. I did not need to open those locked doors.
They were that way for a reason. I shifted my weight, then sighed. “If you must
know, I believe family gatherings are pointless at any time of year. It is not
specifically tied to any particular holiday.”


“Except Christmas because you’re a Scrooge,” Raina
countered. She glanced at me again, eyes flickering between Therian gold and
green tinged hazel. A copper colored strand of hair had worked its way loose
from her bun and now bounced against her cheek as she added, “I think you’re
being overly cynical as per usual, TDS. I’m sure gatherings with your family
are perfectly normal by reserved Tiger standards.” Mirth entered her eyes and
suffused her scent with bubbly warmth that rivaled the cinnamon and vanilla of
her perfume as she continued with just a hint of a giggle, “Even if your family
has been horribly deprived of the joy that is ugly Christmas sweaters.”


I looked at her for a long moment torn between wanting to
laugh at her teasing and the knowledge that I hadn’t made the differences
between our families stark enough. I opened my mouth, but then caught sight of
flashing lights in the rearview mirror. The car we had just passed had pulled
into the lane behind us. Unmarked car. Wonderful.


I shifted my gaze to Raina and she hissed, “Not one word,
Tigger.”


I leaned back in my seat as Raina worked to get over to the
side of the road. At least, we weren’t attempting to transport any weapons to
an outpost. I rested both hands on my knees as we reached the side of the road,
and Raina stopped the car. She leaned across me to get into the glove box. She
handed me a pair of sunshades and grabbed the registration. Slipping the
sunshades on to hide my eye color, I watched in the mirror as the unmarked
car’s door opened and a state trooper stepped out. The little pest of a Leopard
deserved whatever ticket he was going to give her. Maybe it would finally
underscore her need for more cautious driving, although I rather doubted that
particular outcome.


The trooper tapped on the driver’s side window. He was
older, perhaps in his forties, with a stocky build. I caught a glimpse of brown
eyes shadowed beneath his hat brim. Then, Raina rolled down the window and I
caught the scent of Leopard mingled with fast food, coffee, and the subtler
soft scent of his mate, also a Leopard. Raina was grinning, and I took off the
sunshades as she greeted him, “Dylan Campbell, I heard you had taken an
undercover assignment for the Chesapeake field office. I hadn’t heard that
meant you were working in the State Troopers. Bit different from the old
Tracker life, isn’t it?”


“Raina Kemp, I heard you got married last year,” the trooper
replied in a friendly tenor. He glanced at me. “I’m guessing that’s you.
General.” He didn’t wait for me to reply as he returned his attention to my
mate. “How’s Conrad? Still keeping the king’s council in their place?”


Raina laughed at that. “My aita
keeps everyone in their place even if they have no idea he’s done it until a
couple years down the line. He and most of the family are in England right now,
so Baran and I are headed north. I’ll be sure to tell him we ran into you.”


She reached for the gearstick only to stop when the trooper tsked at her. “Now, Raina, you know I pulled you over for a
reason.”


“To congratulate me on my wedding a year late?” she offered
with a smile.


The trooper’s amusement was overpowering, but at least she
didn’t dimple at him. My tiger might have been free of the more erratic
temperament invoked by the First Year Rage, but he still stirred when another
male showed too much interest in his mate. I sampled the trooper’s scent again,
this time focusing on the subtler scent of a Leopardess that proved he was a
mated male. Not likely to be inclined to steal mine. If he knew what was good
for him.


The trooper chuckled. “You were speeding, but that isn’t why
I pulled you over.” His amusement vanished swiftly as he lowered his voice to
just above a whisper. “If you’re heading north, then you need to get rid of
that vanity plate before you get much closer to New York City.”


I leaned forward to better see him as I rumbled, “Why?”


He glanced at me, and I could see the solemnness in his gaze
that was reflected in his scent. “Because a clutch has been reported as
stalking New York City. Last report indicated that we don’t even know how much
of a range the Vampyres have established, but there
was a confirmed attack two days ago. On two Therians and an Elf-born. All
dead.” His gaze flicked back to Raina as he added, “Everyone from military to
Trackers to reeves are on high alert. I’ve heard whispers that there are others
outside of us Therians starting to take notice too. Get rid of that plate,
Raina.”


“Thanks for the warning,” she murmured. She drummed her
fingers against the wheel before asking, “Are we good to go?”


“Yes. Have a safe holiday.”


He didn’t linger just quickly jogged back to his car. Raina
didn’t put her own car in gear until after the trooper had reentered traffic.
She was surprisingly quiet as she drove, which was rarely a good sign. Before I
could press her on it, she pulled off into a rest stop. “Raina, what are you
doing?”


She didn’t trouble herself to reply as she opened the glove
box again and took out a screwdriver. I frowned at her. “Why do you have a
screwdriver in your glove box?”


“Why wouldn’t I? Never know when you might need one.”


“And, you need one?” I asked, but she was already getting
out of the car.


I sighed. Trackers. Females. Individually, they were
perplexing enough. Combined, I never understood what they were thinking,
especially when the female Tracker in question was my mate. I got out of the
car and walked to the front to find Raina unscrewing the vanity plate. She
didn’t even glance up at me as she spoke in a low tone, “I am many things,
Baran, even, I admit, a tad reckless and irreverent on the deserved occasion.
However, I do not now nor have I ever had a death wish, which is how Elf-born
usually end up if one of us is unfortunate enough to catch the attention of a Vampyre clutch.” She finished unscrewing the plate as she
continued, “And, do we really want to waste time being stopped by Therian and
Elvish patrols because a clutch showed up and ruined my joke?”


“I told you the plate was a bad idea,” I said as I grabbed
one end of the vanity plate when she held it out to me. We twisted until the
thin metal crumpled into an unrecognizable snarl. Then, Raina tossed it into a
trash bin.


Once we were back on the road, I couldn’t help pointing out
another difficulty. “We will not be able to make it to Maine today. We’ve lost
too much time.”


“I know. I’ve already figured out where we can go for
tonight.”


Raina didn’t say anything else until she had us headed
toward Gettysburg instead of Philadelphia. I didn’t question her decision. At
this point, Philadelphia seemed too close to New York City for us to head there
without knowing what was happening with the clutch. Raina tapped the steering
wheel. “Have you ever fought a Vampyre, TDS?”


“No, never.” When she glanced at me, I knew she wanted more
information. I shrugged my shoulders and once more wished there was greater leg
room available in this car. It was not built to comfortably accommodate my
six-foot-eight frame. Feeling Raina’s gaze on me, I finally elaborated, “I’ve
never had the occasion to fight a Vampyre. The last
established clutch was burned out of the New World a full decade before I was
born and every attempt on their part to establish a foothold in the ensuing one
hundred and eleven years has been caught and foiled by the efforts of Elves and
Therians working together in areas that were not a part of my service.”


“Not even when you were a Roaming Commandant?”


“Roaming Commandants are tasked with assessing military
outposts, not hunting rumored Vampyre clutches,” I
replied drily. “And, I do not recall ever telling you that I was a Roaming
Commandant.”


“It’s in your record,” she countered far too sweetly. Then,
mischief filled her scent like a burst of spice as she added, “And, you were
still feeling the effects of that dosed ale the Emperor gave you when you
muttered that you didn’t become a Roaming Commandant to tolerate idiots who
couldn’t recite the edicts of the Therian Way if the scrolls were held in front
of their noses.”


“I never said anything of the kind,” I protested
instinctively. Unfortunately, I wasn’t certain what dosed ale she was referring
to although if it happened, it certainly confirmed my belief that Constantine
was the most annoying of my wife’s siblings.


Raina just grinned. “You did. Of course, that was around the
time I was trying to get you to go to bed so I was soon treated to decidedly
different yet remarkably stern and grumpy pronouncements.”


I didn’t believe her. She was simply trying to pull on the
Tiger’s whiskers as per usual. And yet . . . I almost sighed before I gruffly
demanded, “And, just what sort of pronouncements were they?”


Her grin widened and the dimples appeared as she laughed
softly. “Well, my particular favorite came when I finally got you upstairs and
was trying to get you to at least take your shirt and shoes off, you growled at
me.”


“I growl at you frequently, Raina, because you delight in
vexing me. That is not an unusual occurrence.”


She treated me to an arch look. “Did I say that was the end
of it?”


Creator help me, she was enjoying this far too much for it
to be good for my pride . . . and possibly for my sanity. I folded my arms over
my chest and gave a curt nod. “My apologies, wife, pray continue.”


She laughed at me, and the tiger in me ignored the pending
embarrassment in favor of basking in his mate’s delight. I loved her laugh,
which made it all the more important to feign annoyance. Raina cleared her
throat, then she looked over at me with eyes of Therian gold. “You started protesting
when I got to your shoes, but that’s not my favorite. My favorite out of all
these remarkably stern and grumpy pronouncements is that when I finally got to
your shirt, not only were you trying to wriggle away like a little cub avoiding
bath time, but you were growling that I was not to touch you because you have a
wife.”


I cleared my throat, fighting the urge to apologize. It took
far more concentration than usual to keep my emotions from filtering into my
scent. I cleared my throat again, but still heard a hint of a growl underlying
my words as I stiffly said, “I suppose you want me to offer an apology for
these purported actions.”


“I like it when you use words like ‘purported’ to avoid
outright accusing me of lying, TDS,” Raina murmured. Her eyes were still golden
as she glanced at me, a smile on her lips. “You called me a ‘trollop,’ by the
way. It was adorable the way you were trying to defend your honor even though
you were completely out of it. Lucky for you.”


I shook my head, but didn’t bother to answer her. Nor was I
certain I could believe the tale she was spinning. This was some sort of prank
tied to her unusual sense of humor. Something I still believed was tied to her
family and to the fact that she was a Tracker. Trackers loved to put the military
in difficult situations. “I think I would rather discuss Vampyres.”


Raina let out a rich full laugh and shook her head. “I do
love you, Baran. You’re so much fun when you’re about to implode.” Then, the
little pest suddenly decided to show mercy as she changed the subject.
“Speaking of Vampyres, I haven’t fought any but I do
know their scent.”


I frowned at her. Raina was only twenty-six, very young for
our kind. It should have been even more impossible for her to have an encounter
with a Vampyre, especially since none of the
attempted footholds had been close to her territory near Roanoke. It was too
close to the Therian capital of Haven for Vampyres to
risk such a move. “You have encountered one in the Old World?”


“Actually no,” Raina’s smile faded as she continued, “the
Trackers kept a single Vampyre for training purposes.
We were never allowed to be in the room with it, of course. That would have
been suicide. We could smell it, though.” She paused, some emotion I couldn’t
identify flickering across her face before vanishing. She added quietly, “You
don’t forget that smell.”


“The Trackers are insane if they believe keeping even one Vampyre alive is worth the risk. What if the creature
escapes and attacks an Elf? Then, there would be two.”


“I’m not going to argue with you. The Vampyre
was kept at one of the Tracker training grounds away from Haven, but the
decision to keep it eventually did come back to bite the trainers. Literally.”
Raina rolled her shoulders and then added in a casual tone that didn’t match
the anxiety drifting past her perfume, “I heard from a reputable source that
the trainers were forced to destroy the creature a year after my training
session.”


I resisted adding any of my far fiercer opinions. Trackers.
Reckless fools. Keeping a Vampyre on the training
grounds. Drawing a deep breath through my nose, I focused on Raina’s scent to
calm myself. It took a full minute before I trusted myself to speak once more.
I even managed to keep a growl from tinging my words as I stated reluctantly,
“I suppose it is good you know the scent.”


“I don’t think anyone who pays attention to their nose can
miss it,” she murmured softly. She paused then added, “To be perfectly honest,
I’d rather face Wendigoes again than go up against a Vampyre clutch.”


The silence that fell between us lasted until Raina pulled
into the drive of a small log cabin tucked in the woods outside of Gettysburg.
I studied it, but it didn’t seem to be a Tracker field office despite the log
cabin similarities. It was just before sunset and had it been a Tracker field
office, there should have been at least one Tracker present. I glanced at Raina
as she got out of the car. “Come on, TDS. Grab the bags.”


I got out of the car, but didn’t go to the trunk. Instead, I
followed my mate up to the cabin door. She rose on her toes to put her hand in
a hanging pot filled with lavender and made a little noise of satisfaction when
she retrieved a key. She unlocked the door before giving me an annoyed look.
“Will you please get the bags while I turn on the lights?”


“What is this place?”


“It’s a safe house.”


I looked over her head as she opened the door. Oversized
furniture and the barely detectable smell of a Leopard greeted me. “Tracker?”


“Kemp.” At my look, she offered a little smile. “Aita is military and, rather like you, he’s slightly
paranoid when it comes to being prepared. So, there’s a series of safe houses
scattered throughout the Eastern Seaboard that he set up for the family to use
in case any of us ever ran into trouble while away from our home territory. We
were going to have to stop for the night anyway and, while I will have to make
a supply run, at least this will give you plenty of time to make your calls.”


“My calls,” I repeated.


She nodded, a knowing glint entering her eyes. “The calls to
whoever you know who will give you more accurate information about this Vampyre clutch.”


She had a point. It was dangerous to continue our journey
without first having a better idea of the situation involving the clutch . . .
and whether or not we would be called in to provide aid. “I’ll grab the bags,”
I muttered and went back to the car even as I decided on whom I would be
contacting first. Hopefully, the comrade I had in mind would have answers.
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Chapter Six


 


 


Raina


 


The TDS was sounding just a tad irritated when I returned
from collecting foodstuff and drinks. He was sitting on the oversized couch,
pinching the bridge of his nose, as he let out a heavy sigh. “Yes, I am aware
the general is undoubtedly busy. However, if you tell him that it is General
Baran Demirci contacting him about New York City, I
am also certain that he will find a way to fit this call into his schedule.”


He didn’t look up as I passed him on the way to the kitchen.
I was putting bags on the counter when I heard Baran sigh again. He sounded
tired when he finally said, “Yes, I am willing to hold. Again.”


Poor TDS. I put what I needed to in the refrigerator and
then set out the long rolls of French bread on the counter. I took a minute to
turn on the oven and then returned to the living room. Baran was still on the
couch, which was more than wide enough to accommodate him even if he shifted
into an oversized tiger. It was also more than wide enough for my plan to work.
I grabbed my phone and plugged in the earphones as I sat next to Baran. I could
hear the annoying jingle playing over the line. Wow, when the military didn’t
want to talk to you, they really went out of their way to irritate you into
giving up.


Baran sighed as he lowered the phone slightly and covered
the mouthpiece. “This is taking longer than I anticipated. What are you
cooking?”


“Toasted sandwiches once the oven finishes preheating. It’s
an older model so it will take a little longer.” I rested a hand on his
shoulder and massaged lightly. “Red tape blues?”


A flicker of a smile twitched the corner of my Tiger’s
mouth. “Very funny. Carter’s newest lieutenant is an idiot.”


“You’re being grumpy.” I switched from massaging to shoving
him over. I caught him off guard enough that he couldn’t brace against it, and
he went down on the couch. I ignored the warning glare as I wriggled my way
between him and the back of the couch. Once the TDS realized what I was doing,
he wisely gave in and stretched out on his back. I lay on my side and rested my
head on his chest.


Only when the irritation faded from Baran’s scent and his
free arm wrapped around me, did I put the earphones in and start playing my
music. I could feel the vibrations beneath my cheek when Baran started talking
again. I traced patterns across his shirt until the TDS caught my hand and
stopped me. I responded by pressing closer to him, which might have been
slightly distracting given the way there was a pause in the vibrations when I
moved.


I stayed like that until Baran tapped my shoulder, and I
knew the oven had finished its job. Lifting my head, I pressed a kiss to his
lips before climbing over him to get up. My music was still playing as I
started preparing the sandwiches. And yes, it was Christmas music because I
play it whenever I want and before Thanksgiving doesn’t bother me. I tend to
find it calming. At the very least, it kept me from worrying about Vampyres.


I had finished preparing the sandwiches and was cleaning up
while they toasted when Baran wrapped his arms around me. He kissed my cheek
and then pulled the earphone out. “Christmas music, Raina?”


“Yes. You can’t Scrooge your way out of me enjoying all
things Christmas.” I glanced at his face and the urge to bat at the tiger
immediately faded. A frisson of concern made my leopard stir before I shushed
her in favor of focusing on the tiger. “What did you find out? Or were you not
able to get through after all?”


“No, Carter finally picked up and chewed out his lieutenant
for leaving me on hold so long.” The TDS paused, a thoughtful look flickering
into existence as he mused, “He’s never been very patient.”


I raised both eyebrows, but chose to abstain from pointing
out that Baran hadn’t been very patient with the lieutenant either. Twisting
around so I could better watch his face, I asked, “So are we going to need to
change our plans again?”


Baran’s hold on me tightened as he ducked his head, placing
his mouth against my ear. It was a very distracting way to talk to me . . . but
I loved that he was doing it. “Carter’s outpost is in Connecticut, near Yale.
From what he has learned, the clutch is currently contained within the New York
City area. However, as a precaution, all Elves and Elf-born are being warned to
give the tri-state area a wide berth because no one has been able to determine
the exact number of Vampyres. They found three more
bodies attesting to Vampyre attack, but Carter is
certain they do not need outside help. They have already assembled a taskforce
consisting of the ten closest outposts in addition to Trackers, and a battalion
of Elven soldiers will arrive tomorrow.”


Thank the Creator, we didn’t have to go. I was careful to keep
my abject relief from showing when I responded. “They’re very efficient in the
northeast, aren’t they?”


“They are when it comes to Vampyres.”


The oven started beeping, and I tried not to regret the fact
that Baran released his hold on me. There would be plenty of time later. Still,
I stole a kiss before I finally took the sandwiches out. After finishing
prepping them and putting them on plates, I glanced over my shoulder. Baran was
watching me with an expression I couldn’t decipher. I hesitated to say anything
as I brought him his plate, but once we had said a blessing and started eating,
I realized I couldn’t just say nothing at all. I reached out to touch his hand,
running my finger over his wedding band, as I watched him from beneath my
lashes. “Would it be better if we went back home?”


Baran swallowed and gave me a long look. “Raina, you’ve made
it very clear that you want to go to Maine. Since we are not needed to aid in
the taskforce, we will find a way that avoids going too close to New York City.”


I leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Thank you. And, you
should be happy to know that I am planning to leave my Maserati here. We can
take the SUV instead. This way my car will stay safe and won’t get mussed.”


“Very well, but I’m driving.”
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Baran


 


The drive to Allagash, Maine
took over fifteen hours as we dealt with construction, three accidents, and a
stubborn moose that refused to leave the highway until I rolled down the window
and roared at it. Then, we drove another hour and a half to reach the road that
led to my mother’s den. Raina had grown unusually quiet the closer we got to
our destination and now she was toying with the ends of her hair, which she had
left hanging loose. She tugged on a strand, murmuring, “Maybe I should have put
my hair up.”


Despite my own misgivings about having Raina meet my mother,
I didn’t like seeing her so uncertain. Reaching over, I grabbed her hand,
stilling the nervous movements. “You look fine, Raina.”


“You picked the wrong descriptor if you were actually trying
to make me feel better about this, Baran.” Raina took a breath and then turned
to me, her eyes Therian gold. “You’re sure I look okay? Maybe I should change
first.”


“You look beautiful, honey,” I murmured. I squeezed her hand
and then withdrew my touch as I turned the SUV down an all too familiar smaller
road, weaving through the thick forest. “And, we are already here so you’ll
have to wait to change until after we’re at the house.” I glanced at her. “We
always change before an evening meal so if she says anything about changing,
that is why.”


Raina nodded, but didn’t say anything. At least, she stopped
playing with her hair as she leaned forward to peer out the windshield. The
forest gave way to a clearing wherein sat an enormous lodge that looked like it
had been stolen from the Swiss Alps. The large lodge certainly looked far more
like a chalet with its gabled roofs, large windows, and balconies. I almost
relieved that my mother was not yet waiting to greet us. But, it was only a
matter of time.


I stopped the SUV in front of the lodge. For a moment, I
seriously considered driving away, but that would be a sign of weakness. I
reluctantly set the parking brake, but didn’t turn off the vehicle. “Raina, you
should know that my mother does not indulge in hugs, not even with her own
cubs. No one in my family is overly fond of hugs. The only reason Genevieve
does so now is because she’s gone soft after having her cubs.”


There was a flicker of a smile on Raina’s lips as she looked
at me. “I am not surprised. Considering you still don’t really like it when I
hug you.”


“Only when you do it in unnecessary situations,” I grumbled.
“But Raina, this is serious. My mother will not accept a hug.”


“Yes, TDS, I remember.” Raina nodded. “Reserved.” She took a
deep breath. “Okay, let’s do this.”


I looked over her head and suppressed a groan as the lodge’s
front door swung open. My mother had deigned to come greet us. I could only
hope the others weren’t here. Knowing there was no other choice now, I got out
of the vehicle and walked around to open Raina’s door.


My mate stepped out and tugged on her wool coat, her
cinnamon and vanilla perfume blowing toward me with the light wind. I placed my
left hand at the small of her back and guided her to the shoveled path to greet
my mother as she stood at the end of the path. I was rather surprised she had
deigned to come that far down.


My Tiger stirred as I met my mother’s golden gaze. She
barely avoided giving a true challenge as she raised her chin slightly. She had
always looked aristocratic, proudly tracing her bloodline back to Britain and
the German Empire, and even now her blonde hair was perfectly coifed and
gathered in a neat chignon while her fur lined velvet cape no doubt concealed a
silk chiffon dress complete with a formal train. She was of a height with
Raina, but where my mate was fire and warmth, my mother exuded a cold
haughtiness that rivaled ice itself.


She sniffed. “Baran, my son, I am pleased you were able to
arrive before midnight.”


“We experienced delays,” I responded coolly. I kept a hand
at Raina’s back even as I gestured to her. “This is my mate, Raina, daughter of
Conrad and Bellephoebe Kemp.”


My mother didn’t move aside from flicking her gaze over
Raina.


I pressed on with the introductions despite the growing urge
to take Raina and leave. “Raina, this is my mother.”


Raina offered a warm smile that my mother had certainly done
nothing to deserve as she extended a hand toward her. The relief that I felt
when Raina remembered not to try to hug my mother vanished when she said, still
smiling, “It is a pleasure to finally meet you, Mrs. Demirci.”
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Chapter Seven


 


 


Raina


 


Was it just me or did the temperature suddenly drop an extra
twenty degrees? My hand still hung in the space between us as Baran’s mother
took a tiny step back. A flare of shock and then bitter spite slapped me in the
face, then vanished beneath an icy coolness tinged with disapproval before I
could react. I barely noticed the arrival of two other Tigers as her cool voice
filled the void between us. “I would thank you to remember the fact that you
are the only Mrs. Demirci present.”


Oh, someone just kill me now. I wanted to go climb a tree
and hide until my mortification was slightly more bearable. I dropped my hand
back to my side and tried desperately to think of what I should do now that I
had wholly embarrassed myself. I would have looked at Baran for a clue, but I
was too humiliated.


Just when I thought it couldn’t get any worse, his mother
turned slightly to a rather unassuming looking male Tiger who now stood on her
right. He stood perhaps two inches taller than my own six feet (I rather
suspected that the Tigress’ height was being helped by heels, but I at least
had enough sense not to ask) with a lean build and dark hair that was just
beginning to show grey at his temples. He wore a politely neutral expression
that screamed diplomat to me. He offered an equally polite nod as Baran’s
mother introduced him. “Since you do not know, this is my husband, Roderick
Frost. And, I am Venetia Frost.”


Will someone please kill me? As it was, I was sure my
mortification was showing now. I couldn’t even bring myself to look at the
third Tiger. I succeeding in not only offering the second worst insult in
Therian etiquette when meeting a stranger, but I did it in front of the husband
whose presence I wasn’t prepared for in the least. There weren’t any trees
nearby for me to hide in. Maybe I could just bury myself in a snowbank.
Venetia’s cool gaze swept over me, lingering on my loose hair, as she murmured,
“You seem very comfortable . . . did you spend your entire time planning the
insult or was it a byproduct of your naturally careless ways? I am inclined to
believe the latter since it is impossible to think the House of Kemp is so
wholly unaware of diplomats since my husband served as an ambassador on behalf
of the North American Therians for the better part of ninety years.”


I couldn’t even think of a response to the set down I had
unintentionally earned. But, Baran was stirred into his overprotective stance
as he coldly demanded, “If you have taken insult, Venetia, perhaps you would
prefer that we leave now.”


Just when I thought it couldn’t get any colder, it did. I
cast Baran a nervous glance, but his face was as expressive as marble and the
sterile scent of impassivity filled my nose. Great. Now, I actually felt worse
about my blunder. Before I could think of a good way to calm Baran, his mother
spoke in a voice so cold that I was more surprised when the icicles didn’t
appear, “Do not be foolish, Baran. Do not think I would tolerate you wasting my
time further by coming here only to leave right away.”


For a moment, I wasn’t certain that Baran wouldn’t march me
back to our car anyway. But, the TDS always did what was right and the Therian
Way had a number of edicts dictating how one was to respect one’s parents. He
bowed his head stiffly. “As you wish.”


A quiet tenor broke the tension, but a fresh wave of
mortification crashed over me as I met Roderick’s polite gaze. “Since you are
staying, are you prepared for a late supper?”


“We are most appreciative of your hospitality,” I said as I
fell back on my own etiquette training. I was still likely to die of
mortification before this visit was done, but at least I could remember some manners.


Baran left my side and moved closer to his mother, the two
now speaking in low tones. I purposefully tuned them out as Roderick approached
me. Polite, collected, and not carved out of an ice block, he was already
worlds warmer than my mother-in-law. Maybe the diplomatic lifestyle still
rubbed off on him? Roderick nodded. “Allow me to get your bags. Baran knows the
way to his room, of course.” He paused and then added, “Welcome to our home, Raina.”


“Thank you,” I murmured as he walked past me.


I glanced again at where Baran was now standing rather
stiffly as his mother spoke. I quickly turned to go to the SUV to resist the
temptation to start focusing on the dulled murmurs. I was not going to eavesdrop.
Besides, with the way this visit was going, Venetia would notice and kick me
out on my nose for daring to be so rude.


Of course, in my efforts to avoid listening to Baran and
Venetia, I completely missed the fact that the third Tiger had circled around
behind me. I stopped short and barely kept from baring my teeth in a warning
snarl as I met an intense golden gaze. The man was a younger version of
Roderick, same lean build, but his dark hair was carefully smoothed and moussed
into place. Unlike his parents, he hadn’t bothered with any sort of additional
protection from the wind. His dark blue dress shirt was perfectly pressed, but
his sleeves were rolled up to expose his forearms and the top button was
undone. He was younger than Baran, probably not more than a decade older than I
was if that, and while he shared more traits with Roderick, there was no doubt
that he was related to Baran. Baran was merely taller, broader in the
shoulders, and had tanned skin . . . there was also the distinct difference
that Baran’s younger brother was clean shaven. He looked almost too pretty.


A smirk appeared as he looked me over, and I got the
distinct impression that he gave off the air of being suave and polished in a
rather calculating manner. Feeling just a little bit outnumbered, my Leopard
stirred with the desire to plaster herself rather tightly against her mate’s
side. And, I was in total agreement with her. I offered a polite smile, and
then quickly turned my attention back to where I had left the TDS. Baran and
his mother were standing a little ways up the path now, still seemingly locked
in conversation.


Before I had even taken a full step toward them, the younger
male had stepped in front of me blocking my path. The smirk still lingered
around his mouth, but there was something calculating in his golden eyes as he
looked me over slowly enough that I felt like a bug squirming underneath a
magnifying glass. I narrowed my eyes slightly at him, but resisted baring my
teeth. That wouldn’t be a polite way to greet Baran’s younger brother. He
reached out and caught my hands in a surprisingly firm grip as he bowed his
head. “I must declare myself enchanted.” He glanced over his shoulder at Baran
and Venetia, then turned back to me as he raised my hands and pressed a kiss to
my fingers. “I never understood the true meaning of being Elf-struck until this
very moment.”


I should have put on gloves. Why didn’t I put on gloves? I
tried to wriggle my hands free, but the Tiger wouldn’t let go. Instead, he
straightened and stepped uncomfortably close to me, still hanging on to my
hands. I caught a whiff of pine in his cologne before he dared to murmur, “You
are far prettier than I expected. Even a Mistoa like
you should have had a better match than the old general. You must be desperate
for a little fun.”


My eyes widened at his behavior more than the use of the
mild slur about my mixed heritage. What was wrong with this family? Before I
could snap at him, the Tiger was yanked away. I caught a glimpse of cold fury
in my husband’s eyes before he punched the other male in the mouth with enough
force to flatten him to the ground. Baran stood over him, teeth bared in a
silent snarl, but his scent was completely sterile, no hint at the temper my
eyes attested was there. It was always slightly terrifying that he could hold
so much control over his scent. A frisson of anger from the Tiger at his feet
warmed the cold night air as Baran growled, “Keep your hands off my mate,
Madoc.”


Madoc wisely didn’t try to get up. Instead, he touched his
fingers to his mouth, then protested with barely enough innocence to cover his
insolence, “I was only attempting to be friendly, big brother.”


For a moment I thought Baran was going to hit him again.
Then he snarled, “Your interpretation of friendliness will never be welcome by
any man whose mate you are targeting. Don’t touch her again.”


The TDS didn’t even look at me as he abruptly straightened,
tugged on his jacket, and then stalked off. I glanced at Madoc. Okay, they were
definitely brothers . . . even if they were just as clearly way more
dysfunctional than any of my brothers. I hopped over Baran’s little brother and
chased after Baran. “Wait for me!”


Baran stopped still, but didn’t turn toward me as I slid a
little when my foot landed on an icy patch. At least, I didn’t add the insult
of falling in an amazing display of ungracefulness to the rest of my mortifying
first encounter with Baran’s family. I heard Roderick quietly scold, “You know
better than to antagonize your brother, Madoc. I expect better of you. You
should be thanking the Creator that they are out of the First Year Rage or else
he would have done far more than deck you.”


I ignored Madoc’s protest as I made my way to Baran’s side
and grabbed his hand. He still refused to look at me. I finally stared up at
the huge lodge and found Venetia had already retreated to the top of the stone
stairs. She was now gazing down on us like a rather dissatisfied empress. Her
golden eyes were the coldest I had ever been witness to and everything about
her brought to mind the old story about the Snow Queen. Her floor length velvet
cape flared as she spun away from us and retreated with her head held high into
the lodge. Yup, she definitely could play the Snow Queen.


My heart sank a little when I realized she had never offered
us a proper welcome. Oh, this was so not good. This also wasn’t at all how I
had envisioned the first meeting with Baran’s family going. I didn’t even fully
understand what exactly was happening between Baran and his family. Although to
be fair, I wasn’t even one hundred percent certain that the Tall, Dark, and oh
so Serious Tiger knew what exactly was going on with his family. Especially
given the fact that I had just humiliated both of us with my spectacular
failure of etiquette. I should have gone snooping through Baran’s family
history when I had the chance instead of deciding that I wanted to wait until
my husband opened up to me about them. Because he was just so talkative about
himself and his past and things like his mother having remarried. Not.


I suppressed the urge to groan. Could this get any worse? I
immediately regretted that thought. The last thing I needed was for Murphy’s
Law to accept the challenge and make this visit even worse in ways I obviously
could not yet imagine. At least . . .


No, we’re not going to fall into that trap either. As I
followed Baran up the path, I could at least say I was now certain of two
things. One, I had ruined my chance to make a good first impression on Baran’s
mother in the most explosive way possible, short of accusing her of being
Fringe and trying to arrest her. Two, Baran and I were going to have a talk
about his decided lack of communication skills. Again.
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The lodge was somehow even bigger on the inside. And, it
was filled with Queen Anne style furniture in the main area changing to austere
clean modern lines with only a few obligatory touches of antique vases with
silk flowers and the occasional oil painting as I followed Baran into one of
the wings and up a flight of stairs. When he walked into a bedroom that was
bare of any sort of personal touches, I almost asked if he was sure he
remembered the way to his own room. 


Then, Roderick came in and set our bags down. He didn’t say
a word, just nodded to us and left. His soft tread muted completely once the
door shut in his wake.


I looked around the room. There was a large bed with freshly
laundered sheets facing a huge window that looked out over the snowy forest,
one chair, a night stand, a dresser, and an actual wardrobe. There was also a mezarium set into the wall on the other side of the door
from the wardrobe. I actually hadn’t realized there were homes outside of the
palace with a mez in individual family member rooms.
There was also an en suite bathroom opposite the
entry to the room. However, there was absolutely nothing in here to indicate
this was Baran’s personal room. At home when I first moved into his house there
had been little things to show he lived there. Even if most of it had been in
his study. The TDS was being all broody and staring out the window with his
arms crossed over his chest.


I started unbuttoning my coat. Frosty welcome, notwithstanding,
the actual temperature inside the house was comfortable. My eyes swept over the
sterile room again. “This is where you stay?”


“Yes.”


Clipped answer, not even a glance spared for me. Great, a
grumpy TDS was just what I needed. Like I didn’t have enough to deal with on
this trip already. I pursed my lips as my leopard stirred in response to my
flare of agitation. Still, I thought I did a rather impressive job of not
growling at him and even sounding extremely . . . or at least, somewhat civil.
“Okay, you can’t do the ‘I’m a big bad broody Tiger’ thing right now. You need
to talk to me. Now.”


Baran looked over at me. He was completely impassive, not a
flicker of emotion in his face or in his scent. I positively hated it. Then,
the TDS had the gall to act like I was being irrational as he rumbled, “There
is nothing to discuss, Raina.”


“Raina disagrees,” I snapped.


Crossing to him, I slugged him in the arm. That effort
earned me a raised eyebrow and my stomach flipped in response. I had to
actually remember that I was less than happy with the big dork of a Tiger right
now. I scowled at him. “In what universe, is it more important to warn me that
your mother doesn’t like hugs than to tell me that when you said we were going
to your mother’s den what you actually meant was that your mother and
step-father were going to be our hosts? And, you had two days to alert me to
this fact, Baran. You know, before I completely humiliated myself by addressing
your mother by the wrong familial name and implying she has loose morals.”


“You weren’t supposed to be addressing her familiarly at
all,” came the grumble.


Unbelievable! I threw my hands in the air, but I did resist
trying to wrap them around the dense Tiger’s neck. Still a growl tinged my
words as I exclaimed, “What was I supposed to do then? Say ‘it is so nice to
meet you, Baran’s mother?’ You could have at least told me her given name was
Venetia instead of letting me blunder into this blindly.”


I turned away from him, rubbing my hands against my eyes, as
my mind oh so helpfully offered a recap of the embarrassing encounter. I
groaned. “Oh, I have never been so mortified in my life! This is worse than
that stupid prank Connor and Constantine pulled on me when I was six! And now
that I’ve so thoroughly ruined my chance to make a good impression on your
mother, she probably hates me. Or thinks I’m an idiot. Or both. It’s probably
both. I feel like it’s both. Or that it should be both because I did just make
a complete and utter fool of myself. And, in front of your stepfather too!
Where’s a handy rock for me to crawl under and die when I need it?”


Baran’s hand clamped down on my shoulder and spun me toward
him. I lowered my hands to peek up at him as he gently touched my face,
calloused fingers brushing over my cheek. His scent hadn’t lost its shielding
impassivity, but at least his eyes had softened a teensy amount. “I’m sorry. I
should have warned you, but I do not . . . Raina, I never drag up family shame
for anyone to inspect.”


I pulled away from his touch as bewilderment warred with
anger. Anger won. Balling my hand into a fist, I hit him in the ribs just hard
enough to earn a grunt. “You’re an idiot, Baran Demirci.”
I jabbed my finger at his nose as I hissed, “I am your wife, not some random
stranger you found wandering the streets. Therefore, I never fall into the same category of ‘anyone.’ There is anyone and
then there is me, your wife. I am supposed to be told the things you don’t tell
anyone for whatever reason your weird brain comes up with for keeping secrets.”


I took a breath, but the TDS finally showed some sense by
not interrupting. I stepped away from him as I tried to sort through this mess.
How could this trip turn into such a disaster? We hadn’t even been here a full
hour! Ugh, it was all such a . . . a disastrous mess!


Giving up, I turned back to him. “I don’t understand what
you mean by referring to your mother’s remarriage as a family shame. There is
nothing shameful about Therians remarrying after the loss of a spouse. I mean,
yes, I know it doesn’t happen a whole lot during peacetime, but it does happen.
There’s nothing in the edicts against such an occurrence. I don’t understand
why you’re embarrassed by the fact that your mother remarried.”


“It’s complicated.”


I hated it when he said those words. Because they were
usually his excuse to continue avoiding discussing something with me. I folded
my arms over my chest. “Okay, then, uncomplicate
it.”


For a moment, for one brief moment, I thought he might
actually open up to me. Then the mez flared to life
and the sound waves formed into the image of Roderick as he said with the
utmost politeness, “Supper will be on the table in fifteen minutes if you would
like to freshen up and change before joining us.”


Baran didn’t bother to answer and Roderick stepped away
allowing the mez to darken once more. They actually
used the mez for in house messages. This place must
be even bigger than I thought it was because I hadn’t expected that at all.
Before I could question Baran on whether or not such calls were a common occurrence,
he grabbed the larger of our bags and unzipped it. “We need to change into our
formal wear and quickly. Arriving late at supper is frowned upon.”


“It’s frowned upon at our house too,” I couldn’t help
muttering. But, I had already made up my mind to cling to the hope that the
supper would provide me with the opportunity to make amends with Venetia.


We had five minutes remaining when I finished pinning up my
elaborately braided hair. The Elven style was the same I had worn at my wedding
and the height of elegant formality for women in both Caderyn
and Auberon’s courts. I glanced at Baran who was dressed austerely in black
slacks and a buttoned dress shirt that was such a dark shade of navy it was
almost black. He was checking his pocket watch. Again.


“Baran? Would you zip me up?”


The TDS’ impassive expression didn’t even twitch as he
looked at me. He was far too business-like when he finally came over and zipped
me up. When he stepped back, I immediately twirled for him. The dark forest
green dress with its crew neckline, long sleeves, and beaded leaves forming an
abstract pattern across the silk overlay from the neck down combined with the
short train was one of the gowns I wore when I had to make an appearance at a
court function. Or one of the most formal balls. It was mildly intimidating
that this was the level of formality for supper. And, it wasn’t even
Thanksgiving proper yet. I pulled up my skirt just enough to slip my feet into
my nice kitten heels, and then let the skirt fall back into place. It still
pooled slightly around my feet.


If this was how I was expected to dress for supper, I was
very glad that I had picked such an elaborate style for my hair. I was
beginning to understand why Baran was being so standoffish. His mother was far
more reserved than I had anticipated. Roderick, I didn’t really have a good
read on yet, but I already suspected he wasn’t as reserved as Venetia. Madoc .
. . was a pest of a little brother and therefore not part of the equation.


I glanced at the dresser mirror and decided to let the
curling strands of hair that had escaped to frame my face stay. Taking Baran’s
proffered arm, I also pressed a kiss to his cheek. Then quickly wiped away the
lipstick I left there because I just knew that Venetia wasn’t going to turn a
blind eye to such a blemish, much less beam happily like my mother always did
when it happened.


When we entered the huge dining room, I was struggling
against the urge to gawk. And also ignore my leopard’s suggestion that we leap
up to the highest row of shelves . . . since they were sitting empty. It was
only ten feet up. I could make it. I quickly pushed the leopard back down
before I could follow through on her instincts and focused my attention on the
Tigers in the room. Venetia stood at one end of the table, her husband at the
other, while Madoc was leaning his forearms against the back of the chair
directly across from us. Baran led me to the empty side of the table but
Venetia raised a slim, milk white hand before he could pull my chair out.


The TDS stopped and I could almost feel the tension
radiating from him as he raised an eyebrow at his mother. “Is something the
matter?”


Her golden gaze raked over me and then turned on Baran as
she coolly responded, “Is this what you think is appropriate for supper?”


She didn’t give anyone a chance to speak as her gaze flicked
back to me and I could almost feel it cutting into my skull . . . or, perhaps
more accurately, my ears. It amazed me that her voice remained so frostily
proper even as the heavy almost oily stench of derision dripped through her
scent. “This is a Therian household of pureblood and you think an Elven style
is appropriate. It only draws attention to the most unfortunate of your traits.
You should at least be old enough to know that it is proper manners to cover
one’s ears in any formal setting.”


I could feel the blood drain from my face and barely
resisted the instinctive compulsion to cover my slightly pointed ears with my
hands. Yes, I knew about the antiquated piece of Therian etiquette that
dictated women were to conceal their ears at a formal meal, but no one followed
it anymore. Except, apparently, Baran’s mother. Part of me wanted to point out
that the antiquated practice was no longer continued in the king’s court.
However, that would just throw cooking oil on a kitchen fire, and I wasn’t
going to make things worse. I took a slow breath to steel my emotions and then
bowed my head slightly. “My apologies, I did not intend to cause offense.” I
hesitated over speaking further, but pressed on with following the formula as I
asked, “Is my attire suitable?”


Venetia looked me over an agonizingly long time, but then
she finally lowered her chin just enough to be considered a nod. “It will do
for tonight. Though, I hope you have brought better for at least the
Thanksgiving meal.”


A tendril of relief uncurled in my gut. Since she didn’t
fault my dress, I wouldn’t have to go change. Thank the Creator. Now I just
needed to remember that Venetia was not only reserved, she was rather old
school when it came to appearances. However, I could cover my ears for a few
days if it would keep the peace.


Baran seemed to think the issue was resolved as well since
he reached the closest chair and pulled it out. I had only taken a step toward
it, however, when Venetia’s cool voice interrupted once more. “I said your hair
was inappropriate. You will go change it to something more suitable before you
may join us for the meal.”


She wasn’t supposed to demand I go away. I hesitated and
glanced at Baran hoping he could clue me in to what I should do now. I didn’t
know. I didn’t think she had the right to demand I change my hair when the rest
of my dress had been deemed appropriate. But since Baran was my husband and her
son, he was the one who had final say. The TDS wouldn’t even look me in the eye
when he gave a curt nod.


I spun on my heel and left the dining room and those Tigers
as fast as I could without looking like I was running away. However, I couldn’t
escape the sinking feeling that maybe there was another reason that Baran had
been so reluctant to bring me to meet his family. Something I hadn’t expected
to encounter between Baran’s ingrained sense of honor and Genevieve’s happy
acceptance of me in May. I was starting to regret ever answering that phone
call.
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Baran


 


Only a few strained moments passed before Raina returned
with her hair hanging in loose curls down her back and her slightly pointed
ears were completely covered. She looked lovely. She always looked lovely no
matter what she did with her hair, but this time the change to her hair rubbed
my fur the wrong way. The tiger in me stirred unhappily when Raina darted an
uncertain glance at me as I pulled her chair out for her. But, I couldn’t say
anything yet. I didn’t want to try to explain why I had capitulated to
Venetia’s ridiculous demands . . . at least not in a room with the same three
Tigers we would be discussing. It would only make things harder on Raina.


As I took my own seat, I could only pray that my mother
would at least hold back the barbs for a little while. To my relief, the meal
began in utter silence. Even Madoc managed to keep his unsolicited opinions to
himself. My only regret was the way Raina had withdrawn and now barely looked
up from her plate. She was also picking at her food.


I rested my left hand on her knee and squeezed lightly, but
even that didn’t earn me more than a wary glance. I hadn’t quite determined
what my next course of action should be when Roderick turned his attention to
us. I had ensured she sat on my left because I thought Roderick would be least
likely to attack or harass her than either Venetia or Madoc, but I wasn’t
entirely certain I liked that he was paying attention to her at all. Still
Roderick’s tone remained civil as he politely inquired, “Raina, your father is
a member of King Caderyn’s council is he not?”


“He is.” Raina glanced at me again and then a little smile
appeared as she turned back to Roderick. “My . . . father was military, but he
chose to retire early.”


“And what rank did he achieve?” Venetia suddenly asked.


“Commandant.”


“I see,” came the cool reply. Venetia took a sip of her wine
and then peered at Raina again. “Perhaps if your father had not retired so soon,
he might have at least risen to the rank of general.”


Raina shrugged. “He’s often said he did better as commandant
than he felt he could as general and now he serves on the council. It satisfies
him and allows him to stay close to home.”


“And, what is it you do?” Roderick quickly interjected
before my mother could say anything else.


I forced myself to take another bite of the duck she had
insisted on serving. Never mind that it should have been something more
substantial like venison with four Tigers at the table. Raina straightened her
shoulders slightly and her smile grew just a hair wider as she brushed her hair
back from her face. “I am a Tracker.”


“Are you indeed?” Roderick looked genuinely impressed. My
hopes that the conversation was over died when he continued studying Raina with
interest. “May I ask what rank?”


“I am the field commander of the Roanoke field office.” A
simple statement that carried no hint of boasting. If there was one thing I
admired about Raina, it was her lack of hubris. It would perhaps offer a slight
shield to Venetia’s continued censure.


“Roanoke?” Roderick repeated softly. “A rather large
territory, is it not? Since it encompasses both the colony and the Blue Ridge
Mountains as well as Roanoke, Virginia.”


My mate offered a little smile. “It is one of the larger
territories on the Eastern Seaboard.” She paused, then her smile widened
slightly. “Excluding Maine, of course.”


Roderick offered a polite smile in response to Raina’s
attempt at humor. “Yes, we are even more isolated out here. Canada is only a
short walk from here, but it is a good environment for Tigers. Now, as a
Tracker, what would you consider your most interesting hunt?”


Raina brightened considerably. She leaned forward slightly
as she said with another wider smile. “I definitely have to pick the hunt for
the Beast of Bray Road. Baran and I hunted him in May, and we caught him before
he caused a true disaster in Elkhorn.”


“Isn’t Elkhorn a human settlement?” Madoc interjected.


I glared at him, but he was too busy watching our mother to
notice. Venetia’s expression hardened when Raina nodded. “Yes, that is what
made this hunt one of the most unique I’ve ever been on . . . thankfully, Baran
was with me. This hunt was so complicated that I doubt I could have solved it
on my own. Although, we did have a few close calls with some of the humans.”


I wished she hadn’t said that or anything else on the
matter. Venetia cut a cool disapproving glare at me before she turned her icy
gaze on my mate. “It would seem that all Trackers share the same sense of
recklessness and foolhardiness, after all. It goes far to explain your behavior
thus far, as no Tracker I have met has possessed either poise or polished
manners. In fact, I find your apparent insistence on pursuing a Therian matter
into human territory so openly to be nothing short of reckless.”


Raina glanced at me, but didn’t say a word. Still, I knew
that look. I knew what she was thinking . . . that my mother and I held similar
opinions about the wisdom of that particular hunt. And, I didn’t like it. Not
at all. A growl tinged my words, but I didn’t care as I addressed my mother.
“The hunt for the Beast of Bray Road was a risky one, yes. But, it was a very
good thing that we took that risk since it cut out one of Cunningham’s most
potent weapons against our lines of defense. He can no longer point to the
Beast of Bray Road as a reason to abolish the Shadowed Lands treaty.”


“That human is not an excuse for reckless behavior.
Politicians have come and gone, many of them proclaiming the fallacies of
Auberon and his elves. I think there are more than enough reasons that our
people should no longer hide behind the Elves. The time of persecution and the
Great Purge is over. There are others who walk openly among humans, especially
in the Old World, since that time.” Venetia cut a sharp look toward my mate as
she added with icy haughtiness, “Many of the traditions put into place during
those days should be replaced, especially since the dangers of breeding with
inferior blood now outweigh the so called need for strengthening ties between
Elves and Therians.”


Tension filled the room as everyone stilled in response to
Venetia’s words. Raina wasn’t even breathing though her eye color had changed
to Therian gold. Roderick cleared his throat. The sound was harsh in the sudden
silence as he gave Venetia a warning look. “My dear, I do not think now is the
time to discuss the matter.”


I ignored him as I focused on my mother. The tiger in me
seethed, and I fought the impulse to roar a challenge. Instead, I forced my
tone to remain even and shielded my emotions behind a wall of impassiveness as
I responded, “On the contrary, the tensions that have been building between
pureblood and Elf-born over the last year and a half are a perfect example of why
peace marriages are still necessary in this day and age.”


Disapproval flashed in my mother’s eyes and for the tiniest
second, the Tiger ghosted over her face. Her voice was as hard and unforgiving
as ice when she hissed, “For some, perhaps. Those whose bloodlines were already
inferior. Yet, you have
singlehandedly tainted one of the oldest and most honored bloodlines in Clan
Felidae by agreeing to marry this half-breed chit.”


I didn’t have the opportunity to defend my mate before
Venetia turned her attention to her. “Are you with child?”


Raina drew a ragged breath as she dropped her gaze to her
plate, her empty fork hovering over the food still piled high on its surface.
She shook her head as she answered in a low voice, “I am not.”


“Good, then you two may cease your pretense at being a happy
couple and stay in separate rooms. I am quite certain that you are accustomed
to such an arrangement. There is no need to pretend otherwise in my house since
I know that you, Baran, only brought your wife here out of duty.”


I caught the pungent whiff of hurt before it faded beneath
Raina’s cinnamon and vanilla perfume. Before anyone could say anything, she
shoved her chair back. She wouldn’t look at any of us as she dipped a slight
curtsey and then fled from the room.


The tiger in me stirred, pushing against my control, because
his mate was upset and hurt. I clamped down on an irate roar as I shoved my own
chair back and rose. Clenching my fists, I glared at my mother. Venetia
actually dared to act entirely unperturbed by the fact that Raina had been
driven into fleeing from the table. She took a bite of her duck as she
persisted in ignoring my glare. I shook my head at her and an unvoiced roar
provided a vibrating timbre to my words. “You go too far, Venetia.”


I didn’t speak further. I ignored the hot angry words that I
would have been more than content to aim at my mother under different
circumstances. Fortunately, for the peace of the house and my own honor, I was
driven to seek out Raina rather than continue quarreling with the Tigress.
Hurrying through the lodge, I followed her scent. The underlying layers of hurt
grew stronger until her perfume was nearly overwhelmed as I rushed toward the
room we had been given.


Flinging the door open, I paused just inside the room when I
caught sight of her. She had shifted into her Beast and now sat at the window,
tail curled around her paws, as she gazed out. I closed the door silently and
then locked it. Raina broke the silence first. “When you said she was reserved,
I thought you meant your kind of reserved. You were certainly correct about her
being the total opposite of my ama. But, she is in a
whole ‘nother region when it comes to reserved because you at least have never been intentionally
cruel.”


I hated that I heard tears in her voice. The fact she was so
upset that I could still hear tears in her voice when she was a Leopard only
bore further witness to the depth of her hurt. “I’m sorry, Raina. She never
should have said those things to or about you. I’m sorry I couldn’t make her
stop before she hurt you.”


Raina shifted back to her mortal form, still in her formal
dress, and looked at me. Moonlight played across her face, but fortunately
didn’t highlight any tear tracks on her cheeks. I crossed to her and wrapped my
arms around her holding her tight as I ran a hand over her copper colored
locks. I pressed a kiss to her hair. This was why I hadn’t wanted to bring her.


I guided her over to the bed and got her to sit on the edge.
Bending down, I brushed her hair back from her face and tucked it behind her
pointed ears. My fingers lingered over their slight points, brushing across
them gently and earning a shiver from my mate. When she looked up at me, her
eyes were Therian gold and liquid hurt shimmered in them. I pressed a light
kiss to her lips.


Kneeling on the floor in front of her, I took her right foot
in my hands and slid off her shoe. I weighed our options as I lightly massaged
the top of her foot. “We can leave in the morning,” I murmured as I switched to
her other foot. Tugging her shoe off, I added, “I would leave tonight, but the
road travels through enough unsafe areas that it wouldn’t be wise to risk night
travel. I don’t want to put you in danger if I can keep from it.”


Raina pulled her foot out of my grasp and she bristled as
she snapped, “I am not going to let that snooty Tigress chase me off. As
unpleasant as she has chosen to be, she still isn’t as scary as Matahari. I’m certainly not going to yield to a Tigress I
don’t even respect.” Her breath caught and then her eyes widened as she shot me
a nervous glance. “I’m sorry.”


“Raina, it is nothing.”


“No.” She shook her head. “No, I . . . I had no reason for
my behavior. I shouldn’t be ungracious to your mother. Forgive me, I was just .
. . rattled.”


I stood up and then sat beside her, wrapping an arm around
her. I was grateful she still leaned into my embrace. Pressing a kiss to her
temple, I stroked her hair with my free hand before rumbling, “If anyone has
cause to be ungracious in this house, it is most certainly you. You are being
too kind to her.”


“Did she know that you had a peace marriage? Before you
showed up with your half-breed mate, that is.”


“Don’t call yourself that, Raina,” I scolded. I tilted her
chin up so our eyes met as I continued, “No. I didn’t take the time to send a
personal message to her when it happened. However, she knew before we came here
today that I have a peace marriage and that you are Elf-born. I’m certain
Genevieve told her if she somehow missed the announcement of the peace
marriages from the Week of Weddings.”


Raina somehow found a way to offer a tremulous smile and
hurt’s heavy scent gave way to the lighter one of hope. “It’s probably my fault
for accidentally insulting her earlier.” Before I could disabuse her of that
notion, she asked, “Do you think I could still win her over? I mean I succeeded
in growing on you, right?”


I didn’t even understand why she was even willing to try
anymore. “Yes, you grew on me.” I paused deliberately and then deadpanned,
“Like a barnacle.”


To my relief, Raina gave a watery laugh. “That is a horrible
thing to say. I’m distraught, you know, and you call me a barnacle.”


My lips twitched before I smothered the smile and feigned a
contemplative tone. “I thought it sounded better than calling you a burr. Those
you can eventually remove.” I tightened my hold around her as I continued,
“Barnacles, on the other hand, tend to stick around no matter what you try to
do to remove them. Eventually you simply grow to accept their presence because
apparently they’re too stubborn to give up.”


My mate laughed softly, sounding more herself. Her scent
indicated her emotions were better as well, steadying as amusement and love
suffused her scent with warmth. All of it served to soothe my lingering
agitation over the dinner. She rested her head against my shoulder as she
wrapped both arms around me, a smile playing over her lips. “You realize you’re
very fortunate that I am finding this funny, yes?”


“I am aware of my good fortune, yes.” I ran my fingers
through her hair, making sure the copper colored locks fell behind her ear so
she couldn’t hide her face from me. Deliberately trailing a finger over the tip
of her ear, I felt her shiver in response. A smile tugged at my mouth as I
mused, “I count myself to be among the most fortunate of Therians to be blessed
with your presence in my life.”


“You’re trying too hard now, TDS.”


“I am not,” I grumbled. “It is true. I am blessed.”


“In spite of everything, I presume.”


“No, because of it.” I glanced down and met her golden eyes
as I added gruffly, “I don’t say things like this without meaning. You should
know that by now. Of course, you are likely doing this just to see what else
you can push me into saying.”


She smiled even as she shook her head. “Never.” She leaned
up and kissed me. “I love you.”


I tightened my hold on her and kissed her again. “I know.” 


That earned me an eye roll, but she didn’t try to break free
of my embrace. If anything, she tightened her grip on me as I toyed with her
hair. After a few minutes, however, she murmured, “So are you going to kick me
out of your room?”


“Absolutely not,” I retorted with a huff. “If you left, I
would be forced to share my full opinion with Venetia about my thoughts on this
entire evening.”


Raina ducked her head slightly, but I still caught a glimpse
of her smile. “That’s not a very diplomatic response, General.”


“I am aware, Commander,” I intoned with false gravitas.
“Therefore, you cannot leave.”


My mate made a show of sighing. “Well, one must make
sacrifices for the greater good at times.”


“Yes,” I agreed readily. Then I cradled her face between my
hands as I kissed her again, deeper and longer this time.


As Raina wrapped her arms around my neck, I shifted my hold
to support the back of her head with one hand while I trailed my free hand up
her back. If I could just find it. Raina broke the kiss, sounding rather
breathless, as she asked, “And, just what are you looking for, Tiger?”


“Zipper. You needed help with the zipping. Therefore, the
only logical assumption is that you’ll need similar help with the unzipping.”


Raina laughed softly, her breath tickling my lips. “For
once, I’ll agree with your logic.”


“Just this once, of course,” I murmured as I continued
searching for the zipper. I grinned at her when my fingers finally closed
around the zipper. Raina giggled before I silenced her with another kiss.
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She stood in the snow laden branches of a thick fir tree.
Impervious to the cold northern wind, she didn’t bother with extra layers as
she watched the youngest of the male Tigers sneak out onto a second story
balcony and then leap into the snowdrift below. She smiled, revealing her
fangs, as she leapt through the trees chasing him. He wasn’t her original
target, not one of the two newcomers, but she couldn’t resist the temptation to
toy with him. No doubt the arrogant Therian was on his way to meet with his so
called friends.


She landed on a branch sending snow plummeting to the ground
and bit back a laugh as the Tiger nearly jumped into another form. He dropped
into a crouch, scanning the woods, but he would not see her. Not unless she
tired of toying with him and decided to turn it into a proper hunt. She
followed him for a few minutes, occasionally darting ahead or circling to his
other side to tease him with the hint of her presence but never permitting the
Tiger to catch sight of her.


The Tiger growled, but never roared. Of course, he wouldn’t.
He was playing the part of a sneak and sneaks couldn’t roar. She had nearly
changed her mind about letting him go, had almost decided to show herself and
teach the den of Tigers that they were not immune, when a large hand wrapped
around her throat. She was pinned noiselessly to the trunk of a pine and glared
up into emotionless brown eyes. The leader of their splinter clutch waited for
the Tiger to finally give up his caution and continue on his way before he
hissed, “Now is not the time for games, Melaina.”


She sniffed as he finally released her throat. “I think you
forget what our purpose here is, Ivar.”


Ivar sneered. The wind barely stirred his limp brown hair,
not even causing it to brush over his slightly pointed ears or his gaunt
cheeks. She had heard some of the older females in their clutch claim that Ivar
had been a handsome member of the court before the change, but now he shared
the same gauntness as the rest of their clutch. Something only filled out when
they had feasted on blood and life spirit. Ivar spat, “Our purpose is known to
all of us. Do not think that because Odin placed you in my clutch, it gives you
greater insight into his plans.”


“Perhaps, you should ask the Tigers what they think of
Odin’s plan,” she snapped.


Ivar only smirked at her. He touched her cold cheek and then
gave a rusty laugh when she slapped his hand away. “Be careful that your
ambitions do not lead you straight into the sun, Melaina.
Now come. There are two strange Therians approaching our new territory.”


“They are outside of the Tiger clutch’s range?”


“Yes. You know what that means.”


Melaina finally smiled. A
challenge, and a chance to walk in the sunlight once more. She was the only one
in their splinter clutch who was young enough to use Therian blood that way,
which meant it was her privilege. Her smile did not fade as they bypassed where
the youngest male Tiger now met with his friends, wholly unaware that there
were Vampyres roaming in the woods. The two newcomers
carried a very enticing scent, a pureblood and one of the Elf-born. She had
never played with one of the mixed breed mongrels. They were too rare an
occurrence in the Old World now. But, the New World was filled with them. It
would be interesting to see how long the Elf-born would last.


Melaina’s gaze strayed once more
to Ivar as they drew near the two Therians. The old fool had no idea. Yes,
their splinter clutch had a mission but she had been given one of her own. When
Ivar learned what Odin had entrusted her with; even he would learn to bow to
her. Because the Old One had chosen her for a reason, a very special skill she
had retained from her life before becoming one of the Vampyres.
Before she ceased being a Banshee.


She thought again of what she had witnessed that night. Of
what the newcomers promised to bring to the Tiger clutch. Perhaps, journeying
to Maine would not be the boring task she had assumed. Perhaps, their new pets
would prove to be a greater challenge than she initially anticipated. She
smiled, showing her fangs. It was an excellent change.


She caught the scent of Therian, and the dull hunger always
present within her sharpened painfully. Yes, Odin’s task would have to wait
and, yes, so would the act of dealing with the Tiger clutch. But the wait would
not last and once she feasted, she would be stronger. Although, she would
continue to obey Odin’s will that she submit herself to Ivar’s rule as the
leader of the splinter clutch. For now. But when he had served his purpose, she
intended to pay him back for every scornful word, every offense he had dealt
her in the last six months, and every foolish assumption that he was better
than she simply because he had been one of them longer. He was not the one Odin
had taken into his confidence, after all. He was not the one who knew why they
had truly come to the New World or the bargain the Old One had struck with the
true power in the New World. But, he would learn to rue his mistakes. Soon
enough he would learn.


Melaina leapt into the fir tree.
She looked down and smiled as she spied her chosen prey. He was too relaxed,
too confident in his own power. Therians were such fools. Always assuming they
were the top predator in the food chain, and this despite living in a land
populated by Shadowed Creatures. Lazy fools. Well, at least their utter lack of
common sense never affected the taste. She leapt down, enjoying the fear in his
eyes, when he finally looked up.
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Chapter Eight


 


 


Raina


 


I warily entered the main section of the lodge, following
the TDS’s scent trail. It was ridiculously early, still closer to four than
five or even four-thirty, which might have been why I wasn’t running into any
of his family. And to be perfectly honest, I was just fine with putting off my
next encounter with the Frost family. Not because I was afraid of Venetia. Just
because I wanted a little more time to regroup so the next time we saw each
other I would be able to successfully enact my plan to win Baran’s mother over
to the point where she at least didn’t hate my guts. I had a feeling she was
going to be difficult.


“Raina.”


My heart leaped at the sudden intrusion on my thoughts, but
fortunately I didn’t jump into my Leopard’s skin. I quickly turned to find
Roderick coming down a set of stairs. He looked at me and nodded to the doorway
that I was fairly certain led to the other wing of the house. “I believe Baran
was in need of letting off some . . . frustrations.”


The way he said it made me wonder if my grumpy Tiger was
being uncivil to his family. But, I hid my thoughts as I nodded to Roderick.
“Thank you. I can find him.”


“Breakfast will be ready in a few hours should the two of
you wish to join us.”


I thanked him again, but stayed noncommittal. Despite my
declaration of wanting to stay and worm my way into Venetia’s good graces
(since I had my doubts that I started there even before the accidental insult),
I wasn’t entirely sure that Baran would actually stay through Thanksgiving.
Maybe if I was able to stand up to whatever tests Venetia threw at me, I would
be able to keep Baran here long enough for him to reconcile with his family. I
did not want to become the reason for a rift within the family.


I caught the scent of water and stopped in front of a wooden
door with a square glass window in the center of it. Rising on my tiptoes, I
cupped my hands around my eyes as I peered through the little window. Wow. That
pool was humongous. At least half a football field in length with water flowing
down several marble shelves to form a mini waterfall not to mention the deep
marble steps descending into the pool from one end. Definitely designed for
Tigers. I wrinkled my nose as the thought crossed my mind that they probably
swam in it in their Beast form. Ick. I still hadn’t completely forgiven Baran
for when he decided to dunk me while I was in Beast form in a lake, not only
when we were in Elkhorn, but also on our honeymoon proper. Why he struggled to
recall that I was a Leopard and, therefore, did not share the insane attachment
to water displayed by Tigers and Jaguars, I have no idea. I mean, come on. Who
wants to go swimming in their Beast form?


In any case, I was very grateful that I didn’t see Baran
anywhere inside the pool. I kept following my nose, sniffing my way to a wooden
door that was just across from the pool. This door lacked a window. I opened
the door and peered around it. The sound of flesh striking a bag alerted me
even before I saw him. The TDS was standing with his back to the door and
pummeling a large punching bag that was threatening to burst at any second. I
slipped into the gym and silently closed the door.


Baran was barefoot and only wearing track pants as he
slammed his fists against the bag. He had tossed his black t-shirt onto a
weight bench. I decided to be grateful that he wasn’t down here in his boxers.
Plus, watching Baran work out was hardly a burden. Although, I was a little
worried about why he was here and why he hadn’t at least bothered to
acknowledge me. My worry grew ever so slightly as I drew parallel with him and
saw that the TDS hadn’t even wrapped his hands. Accelerated healing was a gift
for Therians, but even the great General Baran needed to protect his hands. He
changed from the relentless torrent of punches to a series of uppercuts,
growling under his breath every time he struck. The punching bag rocked under
each impact.


“You should be sleeping,” the TDS grunted between uppercuts.
“It’s barely been an hour. You should still be sleeping.”


Apparently, I wasn’t supposed to notice when my husband
sneaks out of bed. I couldn’t quite keep the sarcastic edge out of my voice as
I retorted, “Yes, well, I have a shockingly difficult time of staying asleep in
a strange place when I wake up alone and find that my irrationally grumpy and
let’s not forget secret keeping Tiger has wandered off without so much as a
note.”


Baran glanced at me, sweat trickling down the side of his
face and making his back and chest gleam. He blew out a breath as he dealt the
punching bag another uppercut. Then he grunted, “It is four o’clock in the
morning. Go back to bed. You need your rest.”


I folded my arms over my chest as I eyed him skeptically.
“And, you don’t?”


“I’m fine.” He glanced at me again and scowled. “You
shouldn’t even be up right now.”


I rolled my eyes. “I was afraid you were eating the
natives,” I stated drily.


I immediately regretted making that statement when Baran
snarled and struck the punching bag with enough force that it burst. He caught
the wildly swinging bag before it did much more damage. However, he didn’t look
at me until I grabbed one of the extra punching bags stacked against the far
wall and dragged it over to him. He unhooked the broken one and hung the new
one. I braced my hands against the bag, holding it steady, as I peered around
at him. So serious despite the way his Tiger peeked through his eyes turning
his golden gaze wilder than usual.


A little worrisome, yes, but nothing I couldn’t handle now.
Since he made no move to immediately attack the bag; perhaps, there was a chance
I could talk him down. I pressed my cheek against the punching bag as I asked
softly, “Are you going to continue beating the stuffing out of a defenseless
punching bag or would you like to spar with someone who can actually challenge
you?”


The TDS blinked at me as a snarl quivered on his lips. Okay,
he was definitely not handling today well, and we were only four hours into it.
A growl roughened his voice as he said, “Don’t even think about it. Just go
back to bed, Raina.”


“I would love to, but I don’t think that leaving you alone
is necessarily the best of ideas right now.” I watched him closely as I added,
“Maybe I still have some questions about what happened last night. For example,
you never explained to me why it was you didn’t tell me anything useful about
your family. You also didn’t explain why it was that you never wanted to me to
meet any of your family, including Genevieve. And given what happened at dinner
and the fact you wanted me to . . . to hide what I am, I keep wondering if it’s
because you’re ashamed of me. My personality, at least, if not my heritage.”


Baran hit the punching bag with enough force that I
staggered back a step. The growl was louder now as he snarled, “Don’t be
foolish.”


I grimaced. Tigers were so overdramatic. I circled back
around the punching bag so I could see Baran’s face. For all the snarling he
was doing, rocks had greater expressiveness than he did right now. He went back
to pounding the punching bag, switching between straight punches and rather
vicious uppercuts. I crossed my arms as I studied him. When he continued to
ignore me, I pursed my lips. This was beyond ridiculous. I hadn’t gotten up in
the middle of the night, gotten dressed, and snuck through the Tigers’ den only
to have my Tiger give me the silent treatment. “My questions aren’t foolish,
Baran, and you cannot ignore them just because you don’t like the fact I’m
asking them. I’ve let you be all moody and mysterious for long enough. I
deserve at least a few answers.”


I chose to interpret the fact that he hit the punching bag
hard enough to strain the seams again as an invitation to ask away. “Why did
you have me cover my ears? The rules are that you don’t have to make any
changes at once if fault is not found with both hair and apparel. You just have
to remember for future meetings. All you had to do was say no, and it would
have been fine. But you didn’t. What am I supposed to do? Pretend I’m not
Elf-born? How am I supposed to do that when everything about me gives away my
heritage? Or would you prefer it if I found some way to keep my eyes golden all
the time even if that means I must use contacts?”


I confess I let my irritation show a little. But before I
could get another word out, I gasped as a thousand pound Tiger tackled me. The
air escaped my lungs in a rush as I landed hard on my back. Ow. Why did he have
to be such a big Tiger? He was so much larger than even most Tiger males, and I
definitely felt it when he pinned me to the mat. The Tiger’s hot breaths fanned
my skin as golden eyes peered at me. His voice was rough as he demanded, “Do
you truly think I would do such a thing to you? Attempt to make you what you
are not?”


“Well, you did let me walk into an ambush that could have
been avoided with relative ease if you had just been willing to talk to me,” I
pointed out. 


He didn’t say anything so I continued, “I thought we were
doing better with communication and yet all you proved yesterday is that you
still think of me as someone you should keep at arm’s length.” I didn’t know
what else to tell him since I still didn’t have a full understanding of what
exactly I was dealing with on my ‘fun’ holiday. “And you’re heavy, get off,” I
added in a groan when the Tiger put one of his massive paws on my chest.


Baran shifted back into a man, but he still kept me pinned.
Golden eyes searched mine before he offered a slight nod. “You are correct.
Forgive me, Raina, for leaving you unprepared. I should have warned you, but I
did not. And, I am not ashamed of you or your heritage or even your
personality.” The corner of his mouth twitched into an almost smile as he
pulled me into a sitting position and tucked my hair behind my ear. “Your
personality exasperates me on occasion, but I am never ashamed of you. Because
you would not be Raina if you behaved in any other way.”


I grinned. “Oh, so you do know how to get back into my good
graces. I would kiss you now, but you’re sweaty.”


“Hasn’t stopped you in the past,” he grumbled.


“That was when we were both sweaty,” I countered as I
scrambled to my feet. But, it was already too late. The TDS grabbed my hands
and tugged me way too close. He was sweatier than I had realized. Eww. He smirked at me and my heart tripped in spite of everything.
He kissed me, and I didn’t care that he wrapped his arms around me or that mine
were wrapped around him.


But as soon as he eased the kiss, I shoved against his chest
and wrinkled my nose at him. “Wonderful, now I have to take a shower too.”


“A terrible thing,” he deadpanned. “Shall we go?”


He grabbed my hand and I laughed. “You’re forgetting your
shirt.”


He picked it up and a glint of mischief suddenly appeared in
his eyes as he offered it to me. “You are certain you do not wish to wear this?
Since, you enjoy stealing my shirts so much.”


“I don’t steal. I borrow. Huge difference,” I reminded him.
This was the Baran I was happily becoming accustomed to having around. Although
I attempted to look stern as I added, “Now please put your shirt on and try to
remember this isn’t our den.”


The mischief in his gaze faded, much to my disappointment,
as the TDS pulled on his shirt. I glanced at his bare feet and looked around
the gym. “You should grab whatever else is yours and then we can go.”


“Yes.”


Then that crazy Tiger caught me by the wrist and tugged me
forward so he could fling me over his shoulder. “Baran!” I protested with more
laughter than I should have indulged in if I actually wanted him to behave. “I
didn’t mean me!”


“You said I should grab what’s mine. You’re mine, you little
mouse.” There was a chuff of amusement from him as I braced my hands against
his back. “Now, stop squirming before I decide to drop you.”


I stilled only to gasp when he actually started walking.
“Hey, wait a minute, where do you think you are going?”


“Our room,” came the far too simple reply.


“You can’t carry me to our room like this,” I protested.
“Someone will see us!”


“It is barely four-thirty in the morning. No one will see
us, if you don’t draw them out with your talking and giggling. Now, shush.”


I shushed. It took covering my mouth with my hand once Baran
actually left the gym, but I shushed. Maybe bringing Baran to Maine had fried
one of his circuits . . .
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I frowned at the wardrobe. The TDS had only brought my
more formal clothes and other than the t-shirt and track pants he had been
wearing earlier, he had only brought his more formal clothing too. Although to
be perfectly honest, Baran veered toward the more formal end of the dress code
anyway. Preferring his button down collared shirts and maybe a pair of dark
wash jeans when he wasn’t in slacks. I glanced at him. Light grey pinstriped
shirt, dark wash jeans, pretty typical for Baran. Me, on the other hand . . .


It wasn’t that I never wear formal clothes. When I wasn’t on
a hunt or had a full day to myself, I usually wore nice clothes that could
easily be considered more semi-formal than casual depending on the shoes I was
wearing. It was just that formal clothes for lunch didn’t happen for me a lot.
I adjusted the edge of my dark purple wrap tunic and glanced critically at my
reflection. “Maybe I should wear a skirt instead of jeans.”


“You look fine,” the TDS grumbled without looking away from
the window.


“I can wear a skirt instead of jeans,” I muttered, already
making up my mind.


By the time I changed to a dark skirt that fell to just
above my knees and slipped on my black kitten heels, the TDS was watching me
with a frown. “Do you actually think lunch requires that much effort?”


“Yes, it does.” I ran my fingers through my hair, fluffing
it so the tips of my ears wouldn’t peek through anymore. “Especially when
dining with your mother and, even more especially, since we essentially hid in
our room all morning.”


“A far more pleasant fate than spending all morning with
Venetia, I assure you.”


I ignored that comment. I had come up with a plan to win
Venetia over and that began with adhering to the old school of thought
regarding etiquette and appearance for women. Which meant dressing my best for
lunch as well as dinner, and keeping my ears covered. It was the best I could
do to diminish my Elven appearance since I didn’t have a magic makeup that
would take away the facial traits I had inherited from Ama.
Depending on how I wore my hair, I either looked like a pure Elf or like
someone who had an Elvish parent . . . Aren’t genetics fun?


The rest of my plan I would adjust and adapt to how Baran’s
mother decided to react to me. I could win her over. I had made up my mind
about doing so and that meant I wasn’t going to just give up. Tigers were
already the biggest members of Clan Felidae, and they could get so uppity if
members of the other branches always gave way before them. This Leopard wasn’t
going to do it.


Lunch was held in the informal dining room just off the
kitchen (the lodge was just the poor man’s name for a Swiss chalet). My plan to
do everything I could to win over Venetia hit its first hurdle when her first
acknowledgement of our presence consisted solely of the icy observation, “I see
you do not believe in having a morning meal.”


Roderick waved for us to take a seat as he mildly responded,
“The same might be said for Madoc, dear. He has yet to crawl out of bed today.”


I filled my plate and didn’t even protest when Baran put
more food on there too. Instead, I decided to implement the next stage of my
plan. Turning to Roderick, I asked, “You were an ambassador, correct?”


“I was.”


“Two of my brothers are serving in the Old World. Where were
you stationed?”


“Primarily London.” Roderick glanced at Venetia and then
turned back to me. “I also served in Canada, France, Germany when it was still
an empire, and Portugal.”


I smiled. “Connor, my eldest brother, served in Paris
initially among the ambassador’s staff. He was given duties as the ambassador
to England after he married. Constantine, my second eldest brother, was serving
in Germany and is now the ambassador to Greece. That change happened the week
before Baran and I married.”


“Then, he was not able to attend the wedding?”


I shook my head. “Neither of them were able to be there.
They didn’t meet Baran until February, and that’s only because Connor decided
to bring his wife home for their cub’s arrival.” I took a sip of my ice water
and then grinned. “Connor and Lydia have an interesting story. They met while
in Paris because her best friend is married to the New World ambassador to
France.”


“Did they meet at the Louvre or Notre Dame?”


“He accidentally knocked her into the River Seine,” I
deadpanned. That won me the stares of all three Tigers. I shrugged. “My
brothers are idiots when it comes to girls.”


Roderick looked as though he couldn’t quite decide whether
he should laugh or not. He cleared his throat. “They had a peace marriage, did
they not?”


I nodded as I took another drink. “It’s a good thing too
because otherwise Lydia never would have spoken to him again. And, honestly,
who could blame her? But, my brother apparently made up for things because
she’s very fond of him. He, of course, was smitten from the moment he saw her.”
I paused deliberately and then added drily, “Floundering in the water, cussing
him out in French.”


Baran made a little choking sound. Yeah, this was going to
get back to Connor. Oh well, it was worth it, if this worked. I smiled at Roderick
and Venetia. “Though it probably isn’t as dramatic as near drowning and all
that ensues, I confess to being interested in hearing how the two of you met.”


I almost choked on the sudden tension flowing from all three
Tigers. I bit back a cough as I stared wide eyed at the two older Tigers who
weren’t looking at each other, and then glanced at Baran. Who was back to being
as expressive as stone. Great. What did I say this time?


Venetia’s voice could have summoned icicles when she broke
the heavy silence in a low hiss, “Do you truly expect me to believe that my son
has not already told you of that information?”


Desperately trying to repair whatever insult I had caused
now, I offered a tentative smile as I rubbed the side of my neck. “Well, to be
honest, Baran hasn’t shared very many stories about his life before he and I
met.”


“I see.” Venetia’s eyes narrowed, and I had the distinct
impression of being hunted when she asked, “Just how is it the two of you met?
A mere happenstance of the matching or did you appeal to the council in charge
of selection to be chosen as my son’s mate.”


A laugh burst free before I could stop it. I quickly covered
my mouth and stifled the laughter, but I couldn’t quite banish my amusement.
“Forgive me, it’s just so funny to think I would do that.” I grinned at the TDS
and touched his hand where it rested on the table as I continued, “I was only
sixteen when we were matched and at that particular time Baran’s name was a
legend tossed around in the Tracker training camps as a prime example of the
sort of personality that would never be able to adapt to Tracker ways.”


Turning my attention back to Venetia, I added truthfully, “I
knew next to nothing about him ten years ago. I didn’t even know he was my
betrothed or that I had already been pledged to someone until King Caderyn introduced us to each other the day before our
wedding.”


Baran’s mother scoffed more elegantly than I knew was
possible. Her cold gaze settled on our touching hands as she murmured, “Then,
you never knew each other.”


“Not really. We worked together on a hunt once the month
beforehand, but that was it. Oh, except when I had caught a glimpse of him
before that . . . in passing.”


“What did you think of him,” Roderick interjected.


I traced over Baran’s wedding band and grinned at him before
I turned my grin on Roderick and Venetia. “I thought that I didn’t envy whoever
would be stuck with him as a mate. Our marriage, therefore, certainly proves
that the Creator has a sense of humor.”
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The cold air filled my lungs as I took a deep breath in
an attempt to still the Tiger’s restlessness. Standing on the back deck, I
didn’t care about the north wind or the snowflakes that had begun falling. The
freezing air was a welcome change. After Venetia finally left the table, I had
been unable to withstand another moment watching my wife entertain Roderick
with stories of her strangest hunts. I still didn’t understand how it was she
could be so . . . friendly to him. Of course, she did not know the real
Roderick, the one I knew far too well.


I should have told her. I should have explained it to her
this morning, but I had behaved the coward and once more avoided dredging up my
family’s past. Something that had been easily excused when I was focused solely
on my mate. I closed my eyes and drew in another deep breath of frigid air.
Much as Raina deserved to know the truth, I kept finding myself hoping that we
could make it through this trip without divulging it. She didn’t realize how
precarious my strength was in this regard or that I feared I would lose
everything, lose her, if I revealed all.


The wind changed and I coughed as the pungent stench of ‘nip
enveloped me. I opened my eyes and a snarl sprang to my lips as I caught sight
of Madoc staggering out from the woods. Even if my half-brother did not share
my sensitivity to the potent mix of opium, nutmeg, and moly that comprised the
drug of nepetia or ‘nip, he still should have known
better than to dabble with it. Despite the way Venetia always indulged him, I
struggled to believe that even she would tolerate Madoc fooling around with a
drug that provoked hallucinations and a vulnerability to suggestion to an even
greater amount in Clan Felidae than the other clans. She had always made it
clear that she wanted my younger brother to follow in his father’s footsteps
and pursue a diplomatic career. Madoc becoming addicted to ‘nip would undermine
that ambition even more than any of his past recklessness.


Madoc slipped in the snow and barely kept from falling on
his face. I growled as I marched down to the yard. Every time I thought he
couldn’t sink lower, every time I thought that perhaps he would not do
something more foolish, he surpassed my fears. I never should have allowed
Venetia to blackmail me into leaving him in her care after I dragged him back
half dead last summer. I should have put him in a cage and sent him to trial
for violating the edicts regarding the security of the Barrier and endangering
innocents with his troll baiting. Sent him to join a workforce far from the
protection of Venetia. Perhaps, on the West Coast.


Reaching my brother, my snarl grew as I realized his scent
was being suffocated by both the ‘nip and unadulterated ambrosia. Did he have a
death wish? Ambrosia was not meant for Therians. It was one of the few
substances that would work against our metabolism and send us into a stupor at
best. I yanked him upright, eyes watering as I reacted to the ‘nip. “Have you
lost all common sense? All decency?”


Madoc raised bloodshot eyes to meet mine and then the Tiger
ghosted over his face. He growled, “I don’t answer to you.”


“You’re not answering to anyone.” I tightened my grip on his
already rumpled shirt, barely resisting the urge to shake him. Or hit him.
“That is the problem, Madoc. You are setting your own tail on fire, and you
will burn everything you pretend to care about down if you don’t stop.”


Madoc snarled and then he shoved me back a step, wresting
away from my hold. He glared at me and shifted his head into that of a Tiger’s.
He gave a coughing growl as he stepped forward only to lean too far as he lost
his balance. He staggered pathetically as he was forced back into mortal form.


He snarled and lunged forward. I sidestepped allowing him to
land in the snow. Anger and disgust swept over me as I yanked him back to his
feet. Grasping him by the shoulders, I shook him as I demanded, “What is wrong
with you? ‘Nip?”


“Not me,” he growled, but there was still a slur muddying
his words. “Friends.”


“What friends? Name them.”


I wasn’t surprised when he refused to answer, when he
couldn’t even look me in the eye. It was just another tally in Madoc’s long
list of lies. I glared at him. “There is a clutch of Vampyres
in the New World. There are humans who are just waiting for one Therian to make
a mistake. Just one. Look at you. You are well on your way to being that one.”


“Says the great hero,” Madoc slurred. “You never put a toe
out of line.” His eyes were dilated and his mouth turned up into a smirk.
“Until you decided to marry that little mistoa. How
long exactly will it take before you’ve had enough of her? And, you abandon
her. Before she has any cubs sharing her tainted blood, of course.”


I punched him hard. Madoc fell backwards. He scrambled back
to his feet, and I blocked his own attempted attack. Grabbing him by the front
of his shirt, I yanked him closer as I raised my fist.


“Enough! Baran, let your brother go.” Venetia’s cool voice
didn’t change as she turned to Madoc and added, “Go inside and clean up at
once. I will not be embarrassed by you as well as your older brother.”


I released Madoc, watching impassively as he stumbled his way
past Venetia and up to the house. I hoped he didn’t go anywhere near Raina . .
. for his sake. Knowing what was coming, I slowly returned my attention to the
Tigress. Her golden eyes flickered with the same disapproval filtering through
her perfume. “How dare you? You come to my home and attack my son. You could
have harmed him.”


“He has already harmed himself,” I countered, barely able to
keep the tiger from surging forward in a challenge. “Do not pretend that you
didn’t smell it on him. The unadulterated ambrosia that probably came from some
still, and not from the Elves. Who knows what else was in his drinks? And, the
‘nip. Nepetia will kill him faster than anything
else. Is that what you want?”


“What I want, Baran, is your formal apology for attempting
to kill my son.”


I straightened, squaring my shoulders, as I forced down the
roiling anger just roaring to be unleashed. I forced my emotions down summoning
the impassivity that had served as my shield for so long. My voice sounded
stony to my own ears as I responded in a low voice, “If I had been trying to
kill him, Madoc would be dead. As it is, you will lose him, Venetia, but not to
me. You will lose him because you refused to listen to my warnings and because
you decided to coddle and spoil him. Worse than you did Genevieve, although she
at least has turned out to be a halfway decent Therian. But Madoc? You are
always protecting him from the consequences of his actions. He’s not a cub
anymore. Madoc is poised to go Fringe at any moment. The only question in my
mind is how many innocents will he destroy when he finally does? And when it
happens and you see what your son has become, Venetia, there should be no doubt
in your mind that you played a role in it all with your inability to influence
Madoc toward any honor.”


She slapped me. The Tiger ghosted across her face as she
hissed, “You know nothing. You tainted the bloodline. You are without honor for
defying my wishes as your mother. Remove yourself from my sight.”


I wanted to argue. I wanted to say many words I had long
left unsaid. Instead, I offered a curt nod and strode back to the house. My
cheek still stung from Venetia’s strike, but it was nothing to the hot anger
coursing through me. This had gone far enough.


I found Raina still speaking with Roderick in the informal
dining room. I had not heard the question, but Raina looked amused. “Asking a
lady’s age is in rather poor taste for a former ambassador.”


Roderick opened his mouth to respond, but then he caught
sight of me. He tested the air with a quick sniff and then nodded to Raina.
“Excuse me, it is past time I go see what my son is doing.”


Before he could leave, I growled at Raina, “Come on. We’re
leaving.”


Confusion filled her wide eyes and barely seeped through her
perfume. “What?”


I turned and stalked back out of the room without answering.


“Baran,” came Raina’s call. She hurried to my side, taking
three steps to my one. “Why are you doing this? What happened?”


She sniffed the air and reached out to grab my arm. “Wait a
minute, why do you smell like ‘nip and an ambrosia elixir?”


I didn’t answer. I couldn’t take the time to talk. It would
dark in less than two hours, and we would need to drive fast to make Allagash before the sun went down. But, only if we were
able to leave soon.


Raina stuck by my side all the way to our room, and I was
grateful for it since it meant I knew she wasn’t in danger from Madoc . . . or
Venetia. As soon as the door closed behind us, however, she grabbed my wrist.
“Wait! Baran, you need to tell me what’s going on?” Her hazel eyes grew
lighter, hinting at gold, as she asked in a low voice, “Are there Fringe here?”


“I don’t know. But, there are sympathizers.”


Raina’s brow furrowed. “I still don’t understand what this
has to do with us leaving.”


I shook her hand off and strode to the wardrobe. “We don’t
have time to discuss this. Start packing. We need to be quick in order to reach
Allagash by nightfall.”


“Baran, we promised to stay here through Thanksgiving,”
Raina insisted as she stepped around me, keeping me from reaching the wardrobe
easily. Her hazel eyes still more golden than not, she added, “Now I don’t know
what just happened but if you didn’t get yourself in a fight with the Fringe,
then I suspect another fight with your brother. However, that’s no reason to
break our word to your mother.”


“Venetia ceased to be my mother when she betrayed my
father,” I snarled.


Raina recoiled, staring at me in a mixture of confusion and
wariness. I realized I was clenching my fists and forced my fingers to uncurl.
Looking away from her, I took a steadying breath. I had shocked her. I could
smell it breaking past her perfume. I might have even scared her a little. I
wasn’t sure, and I didn’t truly want to know for sure. I didn’t want to be the
man who scared his wife. I rubbed the back of my neck as I struggled for
control.


Being in this house was bringing everything back. Dragging
it too close to the light. I hated it. All of it. There was nothing good here.
I blew out a heavy breath and cleared my throat. My voice was still tinged with
a growl when I said, “We will discuss it in the morning. That way we can leave
early enough to cover a decent amount of ground. If you agree.”


I didn’t look at her even as I skirted around her to open
the wardrobe. I pulled out a fresh set of clothes. “I am going to shower before
dinner.”


When I turned around she was standing close to me. “Baran,
I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to . . .”


Her voice trailed off as I moved around her. She reached
toward me and I avoided her touch, stating gruffly, “I prefer to be alone.”


The wafting scent of her hurt, and the memory of her lowered
head chased after me as I retreated to the bathroom. The hot water banished the
lingering smells of ‘nip and the ambrosia elixir, but not the reminder of how I
had snapped at my mate causing her hurt. I had spent so much time this year
attempting to better engage with Raina, to be the kind of husband she needed me
to be, and I failed as soon as I returned to Venetia’s den. It seemed Madoc was
not the only son of Venetia who acted the fool today.


When I emerged from the bathroom, Raina was waiting for me.
She was wearing a floor length grey silk and lace dress that complemented her
fair skin and copper colored locks. The same dress she had worn when King Caderyn introduced us as pledged mates. She had the
majority of her hair falling over her left shoulder and the silver ash leaf
pinned in her hair sat low enough to still cover her right ear. I bit back the
wave of irritation that crashed over me as I realized she was doing her best to
minimize the appearance of her elven heritage. All to please a woman who would
never accept her efforts.


Raina didn’t say anything as she focused on adjusting the
edges of her long sleeves. When she finally did glance at me, it was warier
than I ever wanted to see from her again. I couldn’t explain now. I couldn’t
even bring myself to try to find the words to tell her she was my strength. Or
that I wouldn’t be able to face Venetia at all if she weren’t at my side. I
wanted to, but the words wouldn’t untangle themselves enough that I could
speak. Instead, I pulled Raina into a hug and breathed deeply of her cinnamon
and vanilla perfume. Only then was I able to take my mate downstairs to face
the waiting Tigers.


For some reason, they were gathered in the front hall. Then
the little cluster broke apart, and I saw a familiar face. I stopped in my
tracks as the Tigress dressed all in silver to offset her pale blonde hair
offered a smile. Celeste. She hurried toward me, ignoring the fact I was
escorting Raina, as she purred. “Baran. It has been far too long.”


I stared at her, unable to think of a single word to say.
Why was Celeste here? Then, the Tigress dared to kiss me. I instinctively stepped
back, and it took all my control to keep from swiping at my mouth. Instead, I
glared at my mother. What was she thinking? What were either of them thinking?
Raina—


I abruptly realized my mate wasn’t at my side any longer.
She was standing even with Celeste, staring at the Tigress, and then she turned
her bewildered gaze on me. I could see the questions rising, but had no
opportunity to do or say anything before Venetia joined us. She offered a
polite smile as she gestured to Celeste. “Baran, I thought it would be good to
have our dear family friend join us for the holiday. Escort her in to dinner.
Madoc will escort the Leopardess.”


Celeste wasted no time in coming to my side, placing her
hand on my arm. She simpered up at me. “I’ve missed seeing you so very much,
Baran. You must feel the same. Of course, you were always a man of few words.”


I looked from her to Venetia. What had she been thinking?
How could she resort to this sort of underhanded behavior? What was my wife
thinking now?


 


ΘΘΘΘΘΘ


 


Raina


 


The Leopardess suggested we claw the cloying expression
off the interloper’s perfectly made up face. I was listening to her a little
more than I should have been, but it was . . . difficult to completely ignore
her prodding when I was watching a complete stranger paw at my husband. And,
she kissed him! Why did these Therian women keep coming up to my Tiger and kissing him? And, they both
said the same thing. ‘Oh, Baran. It’s
been far too long.’


Please. No one says that. I took half a step toward them, intent
on getting my Tiger back, when a hand closed around my arm and Madoc chuckled
in my ear. “No, you don’t. We mustn’t have a scene. We’re all civilized Cats
here.”


Okay, I was beginning to understand why Baran hit his
brother. Venetia’s cold gaze never even flickered when she glanced at me as she
and Roderick proceeded into the dining room. Then my granite faced husband
somehow managed to make it by without me clawing at the fake platinum blonde
who was leaning on him. No doubt using the excuse of her stilettos since that
was how she made herself taller than me. Unfortunately, her over the top,
glittering silver dress didn’t catch fire under my gaze. More’s the pity.


Madoc chuckled again and murmured in a low tone, “I never
would have thought of inviting Celeste. You must have truly repelled my
mother.”


Calm thoughts, Raina. Breaking Madoc’s nose wouldn’t help
the situation. Pulling my arm free of his grasp, I narrowed my eyes at him.
“Well, you certainly seem to be enjoying this evening’s change in players. A
little too much perhaps?”


Madoc smirked, which made him look remarkably close to Baran
. . . if one ignored the hair product and the remarkably polished playboy look.
There was a hint of the satisfied hunter in his scent that didn’t match the
feigned innocence in his tone as he placed a hand on his chest. “What? Me enjoy
seeing the great paragon of the Therian Way face the crisis of honoring his
mother and also keeping the faith with his little mongrel bride? I would never
dream of such a thing.”


Creator help me, but I could almost like the Tiger for being
so facetious. If only he wasn’t talking about my husband and this ridiculous
situation. I knew better than to give him any more ammunition to aim at Baran
by even showing a hint of amusement, however. I rolled my eyes as I scoffed,
“You act like you know everything. So, prove it.”


Madoc’s smirk grew into a grin and he stepped closer to me,
lowering his head slightly. “Well, let’s see. The glorious Tigress Mother
invited up here is Celeste, and she has been my big brother’s girlfriend for
decades. Mother handpicked her to be the mighty general’s bride since she comes
from a line of Tigers almost as old as his oh so ancient one.”


There was a hint of bitterness in his scent when he said
that, telling me for certain that Roderick’s family line wasn’t quite as old
and prestigious as Baran’s . . . something Tigers cared about a great deal more
than almost any other clan except for Lupines. Something that might have
lingered from the ancient days when Tigers fought for prestige over Dragons.
That bitterness vanished, however, as his tone turned taunting. “Her bloodline
is also entirely free of even the faintest whiff of an Elven taint to the
blood, which is one of Mother’s great concerns.” He paused and then added
glibly, “Mother hates you. In case you hadn’t already figured that out. I
believe she’s also praying for you to come to an untimely and rather unsightly
end.”


“Madoc,” came the clipped call.


The Tiger’s eyes widened and just a frisson of shame entered
his scent as he turned to face his father. “Dad, are we being missed?”


Roderick frowned at his son. “You are, but first you will
apologize to Raina for the insults you have offered. You are better than this.”


A dull flush spread through Madoc’s clean shaven cheeks. He
glanced over his shoulder at me and bowed his head. “I apologize. I forgot
myself. Allow me to escort you in to dinner.”


We followed Roderick in and somehow I still felt a twinge of
anger and even a little hurt when I saw Celeste seated next to Baran. I knew
that was going to happen, but seeing my place usurped by that two-bit Tigress
didn’t make the Leopardess happy. And, I was having difficulty controlling her.


I nearly jumped into another skin when Madoc suddenly
whispered in my ear, “Now you look more like a proper Therian, golden eyes.”


I stomped on his foot and returned my attention to the other
side of the table, ignoring the way Madoc hissed. Big baby. The Tigress was
practically leaning on Baran, her hand on his arm, and the scent of her
attraction was already forming a cloud in the room. Baran, on the other hand,
could have been cut out of marble for all the emotion he was showing. Lucky for
him, because I would hate to have to kill him too. Watching them, though, I
couldn’t believe there was any way they had actually been in a relationship
beyond whatever was in Celeste’s head. Maybe popping her on the back of the
head would send those fantasies tumbling out her ear . . .


Madoc suddenly nudged me, and I realized Roderick was
speaking to me. I forced a smile I didn’t feel. “My apologies, I was lost in
thought.”


The Tiger on my left snorted, but Roderick looked
sympathetic. He didn’t say anything about my inattention or the reason for it
as he asked, “Now, you said I could not ask your age. However, perhaps you may
share your birthdate.”


I almost smiled for real. “I was born on All Hallows Eve.
And, yes, that means I was twenty-four when Baran and I married, and I am now
twenty-six.”


“Doesn’t being born on that day signify that you are a
member of the Unseelie Court?”


My smile vanished as I met Celeste’s gaze. The Tigress was
still leaning against my Tiger, smirking at me as though she had not just
offered an insult as offensive as claiming a Therian is Fringe without proof.
Unseelie Court, a dark side to the Elves, the haven of old gods and those who
pretended to be them . . . the birthplace of Vampyres.
Elves who fell away from their Creator, from the light. In the ancient days, at
least. These days, the two courts were more a division of labor and vernacular.
Mentioning the courts at all was something the humans did as they dealt with
the Fae beyond Auberon’s control. And, a fast way to insult Elves was to call
back to the old wild days when the Unseelie Court was truly dark. Then, Venetia
gave a light laugh. “It is very fitting for such a birthdate for someone like
you. My understanding is you carry on the curse quite well with your wild and
reckless days.”


I shrugged a shoulder. It wasn’t first time I had been
teased about my birthdate. Or informed I was a cursed hellion because of it. I
forced myself to offer a smile as I replied gently, “Well, it does mean that my
celebrations involve costume parties and lots of sweets. Very convenient and
most entertaining.”


“How . . . quaint,” Venetia murmured without even a hint of
a smile. But, she smiled when she turned to Celeste. “Tell me, dear, how was
Paris? And, your charity to aid Therian schools?”


Celeste preened. “Paris is lovely. If a little louder than
it was forty years ago. Baran, you recall the last time we visited the Old
World. Wasn’t Paris grand?”


“I remember it being crowded,” Baran grumbled.


“Oh come now, you enjoyed visiting the Opera, and what was
it you said about the River Seine at night? When we were standing on that
bridge. You recall?”


I stared at Baran. He hadn’t mentioned going to Paris or
anywhere else in the Old World. My leopard stirred in response to my rising and
decidedly unsettled feelings. My Tiger was apparently fascinated with his plate
as he muttered, “You were standing. I was walking. I said you wouldn’t want to
fall in it.”


Celeste touched his arm again and purred, “Nonsense. You
were quite eloquent that night. I—”


She cut herself off with a gasp as my glass shattered in my
grip. I stood before anyone could say anything. “Sorry. I can clean this up.”


I grabbed the linen napkin out of my lap and dumped the
bloodied pieces of glass into it, then hurried out of the dining room. I heard
Celeste comment, “I do admire the way you are generous enough to invite the
help to join you for a family dinner, but really the girl seems rather prone to
accidents.”


My steps slowed before I forced myself to keep moving. I
wasn’t going to go back and throw something at her. No one, not even Baran,
corrected her. Entering the kitchen, I hurled the broken glass into the trash
with more force than necessary, and then wrapped the linen napkin around my cut
hand.


“Raina?”


It was ridiculous how much I wanted to cry when I looked up
to meet Roderick’s concerned gaze. He wasn’t the one I had wanted to follow me.
He wasn’t the one who should have followed me in the first place. I sniffed.
“Let me guess, they said he would be rude if he left now.”


Roderick had the good grace to look somewhat embarrassed. He
wasn’t immune to the Tigresses’ antics, but he apparently couldn’t stop them.
“He is not in danger from Celeste.”


“Does she know that?” I asked grimly. Then, I shook my head.
“Never mind. I’ll handle whatever comes.”


“Bandages, Dad.” Madoc handed his father the roll of
bandages and then grinned at me. “You know it would have been more in keeping
with our little soap opera if you had lunged across the table and wrestled her
to the floor.”


I rolled my eyes even as I held still for Roderick to wrap
my hand. “I came up for Thanksgiving not to be caught in an episode of All My
Tigers.” Madoc chuckled as I added drily, “Thank you for the creative
criticism, though. I definitely needed some right now.” 


“Done.” Roderick paused and then asked, “Will you rejoin
us?”


“After I’ve cleared the table.” I needed time to calm down
before I really did give in to the urge to smack that Tigress down to size.
“Thank you for your help.”


I was a little surprised when Roderick didn’t immediately
leave. Instead, he murmured, “I believe you will do well if you press on.
Though I am sorry the challenge has turned into such a debacle.”


“I don’t intend to lose.”


“No. Because you’ve already won Baran.” Roderick nodded to
me and then glanced at Madoc. “Help her.”


I waited only long enough for Roderick to leave before I
headed for the dining room. I was torn between relief and annoyance when I saw
the table vacated. But, I didn’t breathe a word of it to the Tiger beside me.
We cleared the table in silence. Madoc even washed off all the dishes so I only
had to dry, after he found me a large pair of rubber gloves to put on over my
bandage. The cuts stung with every flex of my hand, but it was nothing I
couldn’t handle. It even matched how I was feeling about the entire ridiculous
debacle.


Tigers were so unreasonable and insolent and cruel and . . .
I cut off that line of thought before I grew too angry. I just had to get
through Thanksgiving. Venetia obviously preferred Celeste to me, but that
didn’t really matter because I wasn’t letting my Tiger go. And, I wasn’t going
to let either of the Tigresses drive me off. Not without a fight. I could still
turn this around. I could still prove to Venetia that Baran and I worked
despite our rocky beginnings and the fact she didn’t approve of peace
marriages.


“So, does the Leopard want a proper tour of the Tiger’s
den?”


It was remarkable how similar Madoc could be to my own
brothers when it came to being an annoying burr stuck in my paw. I slanted a
glance at him and wondered if I should flick him with the hand towel. “I don’t
think that’s a very wise idea considering I’m already on thin ice with your
mother, and you’ve made it clear that you’re enjoying my trials way too much.”


“Oh, come on,” he cajoled as he casually leaned one arm on
the counter. “Did my big brother offer you a tour or just keep you out of
sight?”


“You do realize that attempting to talk badly about Baran
isn’t endearing you to me, yes?”


The first genuine emotion he showed was his utter surprise
as he blinked at me and demanded, “Why?” Before I could respond, he suddenly
smirked. “You really are desperate aren’t you? Pretending your peace marriage
isn’t a disaster and that you don’t despise each other. If he cared about
anything beyond his precious edicts, he would have defied Mother and stayed by
your side or at least been the one to help you with your hand.”


He also had very good aim when it came to throwing darts. I
peeled off the rubber gloves as I casually observed, “You must prefer getting
punched by your brother.” Madoc gave a derisive snort but said nothing so I
continued softly, “Baran’s not as bad as some of the stories make him out to
be, you know.”


I almost asked him why he was so harsh toward Baran but then
again, Madoc was only in his early thirties and still enjoying his freedom as a
young male Therian. Whereas Baran was more serious, okay, far more serious and
he was even worse when I first met him soooo I
couldn’t say I was completely surprised. But the rift between the two siblings
was only emphasized when Madoc scoffed. “You can’t be serious. Do you actually
believe that the paragon of the Therian Way has started to unbend to the point
where every tiny infraction of even the most obscure edicts doesn’t bring down
his wrath?”


“Well, I don’t think he’s quite as persnickety about every
single edict as he used to be . . . most of the time, anyway.” I hesitated and
then added honestly, “I don’t deny that Baran is . . . difficult because he is
so serious and rule bound, but he does have his reasons for being that way.”
Even if I didn’t know all the reasons, yet. I took a breath and continued,
“Baran is first and foremost a man of honor. I know that I drive him nuts
because I tend toward a more casual approach to the fine print of the edicts
outside of the original ten, but he’s honorable and he fusses over these things
because he cares. And, because it is the right thing to do.”


Madoc scowled and the astringent scent of bitterness flooded
the space between us as he growled, “Baran never does anything for a reason
other than his honor. You clearly don’t know my brother very well if you think
he isn’t tallying up every last one of your mistakes and measuring them against
his standard for how to perfectly keep the Therian Way. Or that he isn’t making
sure to find ways to let you know that you’re not measuring up and just one
more mistake or ill judgment will land you in the company of the Fringe.”


Oh dear, the TDS had been lecturing. I decided not to keep
poking at the festering bitterness Madoc held toward his brother. Maybe there
was something I could say . . . Baran would kill me if I shared the details,
but maybe just a broad stroke would work. “You know you should keep in mind
that Baran risked his life and exposure to save a human when he was our age. I
know he likes to pretend that he’s forgotten how to be young and have fun, but
he remembers more than anyone could guess.”


“Oh yeah? Just how do you know that?”


I shrugged. “I’m his wife.”


That earned me another derisive snort. “Well, that’s not
going to last if Mother has her way. And, of course, the great General Baran is
such a paragon of the Therian Way that if you keep on defying the proper way to
behave, he’ll cut you loose. It wouldn’t be the first
time.”


“You’re being far too harsh toward your brother,” I
countered. “He nags and expects so much of us because he cares. Not because
he’s trying to prove he’s better than us.” I paused before I could say more in
Baran’s defense. I met Madoc’s skeptical gaze steadily as I added, “I think
I’ll pass on that tour. Thanks, though.”


I spun on my heel and went to find my Tiger. And, possibly
hit a Tigress for touching what wasn’t hers to touch.


 


 












Chapter Ten


 


 


Baran


 


I eyed the doorway. Everything in me yearned to leap off
the couch and rush to find Raina. The scent of her blood had nearly been enough
to send me into a roaring frenzy, especially when Venetia decided to demand I
stay. Once more she insisted that honor dictated I not abandon my chosen
escort. Roderick had immediately sent Madoc running for bandages and then
excused himself to go after Raina, but it should have been me.


Venetia and Celeste had both claimed an arm when I first
lunged to my feet, effectively stopping me from going after Raina if I didn’t
want to drag them along with me. A thought that had almost been tempting enough
to dare before I realized that Venetia was testing Raina, testing me. If I
ignored what she deemed was honorable, I didn’t know if she would no longer
refrain from truly attacking Raina. That was the only reason I didn’t insist on
going to the kitchen. And, why I found myself trapped between the two Tigresses
now.


Celeste brushed her hand against my arm again. I shifted
away from her, but she still touched my arm as she leaned too close. I cleared
my throat, growing more uncomfortable by the second. “Do you leave in the
morning, Celeste?”


She smiled and gave a sultry laugh that fell flat on my
ears. “Your mother has been so kind as to invite me to stay for the holiday. So
you need not worry, we will have plenty of time to catch up.”


Had she lost her mind? I resisted asking pointblank and
instead gruffly stated, “I will be too busy.”


“Baran! Do not be rude, not to mention ridiculous.” Venetia
leaned around me to smile at Celeste. “Do not worry, Celeste. Baran will not
forget his manners and neglect you whilst you are our guest.”


I glared straight ahead, but said nothing. Anything I said
would be twisted into agreement or ignored. Where was Raina? I could excuse
myself as soon as she made an appearance. When Roderick walked in, I half
expected Raina to come in with him or right behind him. She didn’t appear at
all. I caught Roderick’s gaze and held it. “Where is Raina?”


“She has insisted on cleaning up the dishes despite her
hand.”


Celeste laid her hand on my knee as she purred, “I think it
is admirable how concerned you are over the help.”


I took her wrist and moved her hand off my knee before
releasing my hold. “Raina may be helping, but she is not the help. I will thank
you to address my wife with the
respect she deserves.”


The Tigress stiffened. “You cannot expect me to believe that
you actually married that cub. A mere Leopard, worse, a mistoa,
and you married her. Why on earth would you marry her?”


Venetia murmured, “Baran’s sense of duty is always something
to be admired since he allowed the king and his counsel to decide whom he was
to marry. He has yet to display his resentment of such a choice.”


Celeste laughed airily. “Why did you not send that little
mouse back the moment you saw her? Surely, you knew I was waiting for you.” She
touched my knee again as she added, “I still am.”


I leapt to my feet. “Don’t.”


“Do not leave this room, Baran.”


I turned on Venetia. “Do you truly think you may command my
actions anymore?”


“I believe that you will stay because we cannot leave our
guest alone.” Venetia rose and crossed to Roderick, taking his arm. “We are
going to check on Madoc. Stay here.”


She pulled her mate from the room before anyone could react.
An efficient manipulator, as always. I would credit her that much. I didn’t
spare Celeste a glance as I turned on my heel intent on leaving the room. Only
a fool would remain with a Tigress on a hunt. I was not a fool.


A hand grabbed mine, and I looked down to meet Celeste’s
intent gaze. “You cannot mean to leave. What happened to your honor?”


I frowned before stating simply, “My honor is why I leave.”


Something flickered in her gaze and she threw her arms
around my neck. I caught her instinctively, thinking for the briefest second
that she had stumbled. That was my mistake. She kissed me square on the mouth.


I shoved her away from me with a snarl. “Did you hear
nothing? I am married. My wife is in this very house!”


Celeste dared to laugh although she was careful not to meet
my eyes. Still she purred, “Actually, the little mouse is running out the
door.”


I clenched my fists, shaking from the effort it took not to
shift forms. “You are a fool, especially if you think that I will permit your
antics.”


Storming from the room, I focused my mind on the task at
hand. I had to find Raina.
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The smell of blood teased her. Sweet combined with
bitter. Not a lot, not a deep wound, but shallow cuts that only allowed a hint
of blood to escape. Melaina swayed forward, nearly
leaping out of the tree and pouncing on the Leopardess loping through the snow,
leaving a single paw print stained with blood. The hunger called to her.
Despite feeding the night before, it called to her.


Ivar grasped her arm. “No.”


“Why? You fear a single Leopard now? One who is not even a
full blooded Therian and cannot offer a firm resistance to a single Vampyre?” Melaina hissed, “You
have grown cowardly in your old age.”


He backhanded her causing her to slam into the tree trunk.
“Don’t be foolish. I have a task for you, and you will come now to do it before
the Cats figure out we are here. It is not yet time.”
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Baran


 


Blood. The scent of Raina’s blood filled my nose,
stirring my Tiger, and bringing a snarl to my lips that revealed my fangs.
Racing through the darkened woods as a Tiger, I was grateful for my ability to
focus on tracking her. The mere fact that she had received an injury . . .


I growled softly as I once more recalled how pale Raina had
been at dinner. The way her eyes never shifted from Therian gold back to green
tinged hazel. The lack of expression on her face, even when she broke the
glass. All pointed to the fact that had we still been snared in the First Year
Rage when our control over the beast was tenuous at best, it likely would not
have been a glass that Raina had broken at dinner. Of course, if we had still
been subject to the First Year Rage, I doubted that even Venetia would have
dared to risk causing an utter loss of control by separating us.


A smaller body slammed into me, sending me staggering. The
snarl died on my lips as soon as her scent reached me. Raina was standing
there, her head lowered, ears flattened, and long tail lashing as she growled
wordlessly. I didn’t respond. I more than deserved it.


I lowered my head. “I know you are angry with me, but we
cannot linger out here. We need to return to the lodge.”


Raina snarled, “Paris? The River Seine?”


I grimaced. Why had that foolish Tigress ever brought Paris
up? “It wasn’t the way she made it sound. We were in Paris at the same time,
but we were not there together.” I huffed and looked around the woods, certain
I had heard a noise. The last thing I needed was for my personal life to be
even more exposed to outsiders. It was going to be difficult enough explaining
it to Raina. “We should continue this conversation inside where we have better
privacy.”


The Leopardess snarled at me again, but she turned and
limped back to the lodge. I followed, sparing the occasional glance over my
shoulder. I thought I had heard something, but the wind didn’t carry a scent.
Perhaps it was nothing. Still, I wanted Raina back inside.


I shifted back to my mortal form as soon as I reached the
back deck, but Raina remained a Leopard until I opened the kitchen door for
her. Once she shifted back, I carefully took her injured hand and uncurled her
fingers so I could better examine the cuts. Shallow enough that they would
probably heal within the next day, which was still longer than it would have
taken had she been a pureblood Therian. They would have been gone or nearly so
by now. Food and rest, that is what she needed.


I opened the refrigerator and immediately chose the round
tray filled with three stacks of small sandwiches, each stack four rows deep of
twelve sandwiches. Those would do, especially since Raina had barely touched
her food at dinner. I also picked up the roll of bandages and an unopened jar
of ointment that had been left on the counter. Roderick’s doing, no doubt. He
alone in this household seemed to respect the fact that Raina and I were
married.


After adding a thermos of coffee to the mix, I nodded to
Raina. She hadn’t said a word since we entered the lodge. Voluntary silence was
most often a sign of Raina’s displeasure or hurt. It seemed I had much to make
amends for if I wanted her to stay past dawn.


Upon returning to our room, I was surprised to see a set of
photo albums stacked neatly on the end of the bed. I glanced at Raina, but she
was already watching me with eyes that were still Therian gold. Setting my own
burdens down, I quickly moved both the coffee thermos and the bandages to the
nightstand before I turned to Raina. I held out the jar of ointment. “Will you
let me help you?”


“Are you stalling to come up with a good explanation?”


“No.” I was more relieved than I cared to show when she
finally approached and perched on the edge of the bed. Unscrewing the top of
the jar, I wasted no time in applying the ointment to her injured hand. As I
did so, I murmured quietly, “We were not in Paris together. I was in the Old
World on assignment. It was immediately after the debacle with Eteri and
Dietrich so believe me when I say I had no interest in female company at the
time. Venetia and Roderick were also in Paris. I was obligated to offer my
greetings to them because my commanding officer had attached me to the embassy.
Venetia took the opportunity to remind me of how much she favored bringing
Celeste into the bloodline and when I refused to accede to a betrothal, she
then informed Celeste of my routes. Honor dictated that women receive an escort
through the city at night, and several times I was the one obligated to provide
Celeste escort.”


“And the kiss?”


“Never should have happened. I should have realized she was
only attempting to get close enough to me to pull that stunt instead of
assuming it was as innocent as her stumbling.”


Raina huffed. “I have great difficulty believing that floozy
has any innocent motives behind her actions.”


I nodded as I put down the jar of ointment and grabbed the
bandages instead. Wrapping her hand, I couldn’t help noticing that she was far
calmer than I had expected. “I’m sorry, Raina. Tonight should not have happened
this way. I wasn’t able to figure out a way to fix it for you. I failed you,
and then I let myself be trapped by Celeste.”


Raina grasped my hand with her free one and squeezed. “I’m
still not happy, but I am more angry with that Tigress than with you. I do need
to know one thing.”


“Anything.”


“Are there any more women in your past who are going to pop
up out of the woodwork and kiss you in front of me? Because I’m going to start
clawing if this doesn’t stop.”


I tied off the bandage and picked up her free hand. I ran my
thumb over her wedding band as I met her golden gaze. “I promise. There are no
more females with the deluded idea that I ever belonged to them.” Bringing her
hand up, I pressed a kiss to her fingers and murmured, “I have never belonged
to any female other than you and you alone.”


I leaned forward, meaning to kiss her, but Raina immediately
leaned back. “No kisses from me when her lipstick is still in your scruff. I’m
forgiving, but not that much.”


A sigh escaped me, but I still obeyed. By the time I returned
from scrubbing every last trace of Celeste’s unwelcome advances from my skin,
Raina had slipped off her shoes and was looking through a photo album. She
looked up at me with a smile. “You were a cute cub. Even if your parents did
put you in a dress.”


“Christening gown,” I muttered. “It was nineteen-fourteen,
what did you expect to see?” I paused and then turned back to her. “Where did
those come from?”


“Roderick found them for me. I had questions about the early
years.”


I eyed the photo albums. I didn’t know any had survived. I
thought Venetia had destroyed them all.


“Why would she do that?”


I stiffened as I realized I had spoken my last thought
aloud. Ignoring the question and the ghosts it would unearth, I pointed to the
tray of sandwiches. “You need to eat.”


Raina pursed her lips and then tilted her head to the side.
“If I start eating, will you come look at these with me?”


“That is a terrible bargain. You need to eat. I do not need
to look at those albums.”


Raina raised both eyebrows. “Afraid I’ll find pictures of
you and Celeste?”


I shook my head. “Don’t be ridiculous. There are none to be
found.”


She hummed and said nothing more. She also didn’t start
eating. Instead, she continued looking through the album. Stubborn woman. I
suppressed a sigh as I picked up the tray and then sat next to Raina. I didn’t
look at the album as I lifted the lid, and then held the tray in front of
Raina’s nose until she finally took one of the little sandwiches.
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Raina


 


I pulled a tintype from the album. The man who looked
back at me was almost the same as my Tiger, but he was too old and I had seen
his face in the picture of a small Therian family where the father had been
looking at his young cub with pride shining through his very stance. Baran’s
father, Badir Demirci,
looked up at me now. He shared the same dark hair and tanned skin as his son.
Even their bearing was similar, broad shoulders filling the uniform he wore
with confidence. “He looks like you. Your Aita.”


“Clearly, you mean I look like him.”


“It works both ways, TDS,” I murmured as I selected another
sandwich. We had been sitting here for the better part of an hour. I was only
just beginning to think about changing, but I didn’t want to let go of this
chance to look at Baran’s cubhood.


“Was your father old enough to have portraits? My Aita has a number of portraits, mainly because his cousin
was an artist and she insisted on painting him.” I grinned. “I think you
definitely inherited your Tall, Dark, and Handsome looks from your aita. Where was he from?”


“His father was a military leader in the Ottoman Empire. His
mother was Welsh, she came from one of the stubborn families that refused to
flee their ancestral territory during the Great Purge.”


I hummed at that revelation. “Apparently being in the
military also runs in the Demirci line. Family
tradition?”


Finishing my sandwich, I picked up another one that I told
myself was to please the Tiger. Okay, fine, I was still a little hungry. And, I
wanted my cuts to heal faster. Food and rest were the best medicine. I nudged
Baran when he still didn’t respond. “Baran, I didn’t tease that much. You can
tell me if being in the military is an expected Demirci
family tradition. I won’t even raise a huge fuss forbidding such a fate for our
cubs. You just can’t force them in . . . especially if they rightly choose
Trackers like their ama.”


There was still no response from the grumpy Tigger. Really?
I nibbled on my sandwich as I glanced up at him, then I tensed. The sandwich
turned to sawdust in my mouth as I stared at my husband. The TDS had his eyes
closed, even turned his face away from me . . . or perhaps the photo album.
There was a hint of a grimace around his mouth, almost as though he were in
pain. “Baran? What’s wrong?”


The grimace vanished as though there had never been a flaw
in his solemn expression. He still wouldn’t look at me, though, as he responded
gruffly. “It is nothing.”


“Baran, I don’t believe that this is just nothing.” I
touched his arm only for him to pull away from my touch. “Baran. What is
wrong?”


“I told you. Nothing.”


He was lying. He was acting like he had when we first met,
only worse. I could almost see him putting his defenses in place and blocking
me out even as he sealed in his emotions. Before I could say anything else, he
got to his feet. He set the tray down on the bed and muttered, “Something is
going on outside. I am going to check it out.”


“What? Now?” I protested instinctively. I twisted around to
look at him as he strode across the room. “At least, let me go with you.”


The TDS shook his head. “That is unnecessary. I’ll be back.
Stay here.”


“Baran,” I called after him, feeling more than a little
desperate. Not to mention utterly confused. It was a relief when he didn’t just
ignore me like I had half feared he would. But when he turned slightly in the
doorway, I decided not to press the topic just yet. Something wasn’t right. I
knew that, but I didn’t know enough to understand what was going on and I . . .
I was afraid of driving him away. The same fear was what kept me rooted in
place on the bed instead of chasing after him.


When he raised an eyebrow in silent query, I offered a faint
smile. I was still praying he would change his mind or at least offer me some
sign that I hadn’t done something wrong. Forcing a lightness I didn’t feel into
my voice, I said, “Make sure you run away if that leech makes a reappearance.”


He didn’t even grin at my joke. Only offered a curt nod
before he vanished out the door. Yes, it was a rather pathetic and bad joke,
and he could have at least shown a hint of amusement. But there was nothing,
absolutely nothing. It was like we had stepped back a year in time, more
actually, and gone back to our very first hunt together. When Baran was so
stern and serious and suspected me of being Fringe.


I didn’t understand this change. My gaze fell on the photo
album still lying in my lap. The inescapable feeling that I had made a terrible
mistake swept over me. Even though I didn’t understand it, somehow talking
about his father had chased Baran away.


I carefully put the album away, and then finished my
sandwich. I covered the tray and resolved to return it to the kitchen. After that,
I was going to make sure the TDS was actually protected from that leech.
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Chapter Eleven


 


 


Baran


 


She thought I was running away, avoiding her. But, that
was only partially true. I was avoiding the reminders of my past . . . of the
shame I still carried and fought so hard to keep from surfacing. I didn’t want
her to know this shame. I didn’t want to see the change it would bring to the
way she looked at me.


Forcing away the thoughts and their disruptive emotions, I
was almost grateful when I walked out on the back deck in time to see Madoc
leap down from the roof. I growled under my breath. Now what was the fool
doing? “Madoc.”


My younger half-brother hunched his shoulders before
squaring them once more as he swung around to face me. The heavy scent of
exasperation filled the air as he growled, “Do you truly have nothing better to
do than play warden?”


I ignored the jibe. “Where are you going? To meet the friend
you claim was smoking the ‘nip? Or maybe you’re going to help the reeves search
for the missing transients?”


Madoc scoffed. “Like the reeves would accept my help when
you’re around. No one cares about the loners who’ve been disappearing. If you
had paid any attention to the news, you would know the only ones disappearing are
the unwanted. Loners or Elves and Elf-born travelling on their own.” A hint of
chagrin appeared in his expression as he added, “No one cares about the
unwanted.”


The chagrin vanished as he shrugged, rolling his shoulders
and swinging his arms, before he stated with a mix of disinterest and disdain,
“Maybe a Wendigo got to them, though. You should like that. From everything
I’ve heard, you’re very good at killing Wendigoes
now.” He backed up a few steps, waving dismissively. “Don’t worry. I’m sure the
reeves won’t wait much longer before inviting the vaunted General Baran to
sweep in to rescue them from their incompetence.”


I folded my arms over my chest and refused to rise to the
bait. In truth, I had been too distracted with fending off Celeste’s unwelcome
attention to pay much attention to the conversation with my mother beyond the
comment regarding the disappearances. Despite the fact that I had been forced
to sit between them as I struggled against running from the room in search of
Raina. I had made a mistake in that regard.


“Where are you going, Madoc?” I asked again, this time a
growl creeping into my words. “Do you know anything about the disappearances?”


“Why would I tell you anything? You aren’t my father, and
you certainly aren’t my keeper.” Madoc tugged on his leather jacket as he added
snidely, “If you really don’t have anything else to do tonight other than
bother me, you and your little mongrel bride must not have a fairytale marriage
after all. Or are you just trying to get rid of me so you can rendezvous with
Celeste? From what I saw, you seem to prefer her kisses to those of your little
Leopard.”


I hit him hard. The tiger in me roared for more, for a
better recompense from the fool who dared to insult my mate. Madoc surged to
his feet shifting into his half-form. I raised my fists instinctively, but
didn’t shift as the movement caused the lingering hints of Raina’s perfume to
tease my nose. She would only be miserable if I fought with Madoc again and
sank us both even further in Venetia’s disapproval. After the span of a
heartbeat, I lowered my hands and forced my fingers to uncurl as I stepped
back. “I’m not going to fight you, Madoc. However, I am going to give you a
warning. If you had anything to do with these disappearances or have chosen to
make your bed with the Fringe, then you should know that I will find out and I
will not permit our kinship, however tenuous that may be, to stand in the way
of justice and honor.”


Madoc shifted back into his mortal form. He glared at me as
he snapped, “Tell Celeste I said hello. Oh, and Raina, too.”


He stormed off swearing under his breath. I watched him
reach his truck and get in. The truck’s engine roared to life and Madoc sped
down the long winding drive. I didn’t go inside at once. I didn’t want Raina to
know that I had confronted Madoc again. Or what he had said about her.


Taking a deep breath, I chose to thank the Creator that the
First Year Rage no longer clouded my thoughts to the point that I lacked all my
control. I would not have stopped at merely punching Madoc once if I had still
been subject to the Rage. Not unless Raina was right at my side and even then
there had been times when she had struggled to help me control the tiger’s
instincts. Although her influence had improved as our relationship improved.


I stayed out on the deck for another ten minutes before I
felt I could return to Raina without her immediately deciding something was
wrong. I had only just entered the main area of the lodge when Venetia called
down to me from the head of the main staircase. “Baran. A word in private, if
you please.”


As politely worded as her chilly summons was, I knew better
than to imagine that I would be able to ignore her. I moved to the base of the
stairs as she came down and followed when she led the way to her personal
study. I pushed the door to as Venetia went behind her large desk. Every paper
and folder was in precise order leaving a large square of open space in front
of her when she sat. Venetia placed her folded hands in that space as she
watched me with cool eyes. “Baran, I must say that I am very disappointed in
your behavior these past two days. You have fought with your brother, even
going so far as to strike him, more than once. And even worse, you have been
insufferably rude to our guest.”


I folded my arms over my chest, not looking away from
Venetia. I let the tiger peek out at her as I stated, “That is an interesting
accusation. For I was under the impression that I had disappointed you simply
by marrying Raina. Or, is it the fact that I, the reminder of your past, still
live that disappoints you most of all?”


The Tigress’ cold haughtiness faded into something indecipherable
before she was forced to look away, yielding the challenge. Yet her tone
remained cool and distant when she finally replied, “Of course, your marriage
disappoints me. Why should it not? I have brought a number of suitable mates to
your attention over the years, and you refused to have anything to do with
them. Even Celeste. And yes, she was always my favorite of the choices because
her breeding is impeccable, which made her a worthy mate to the last scion of
the House of Demirci.”


Disgust rose and with it the Tiger’s ire as hot words
strained to be released. I didn’t pay any mind to the need for decorum as my
tone sharpened. “I never cared for any of those women. They were never the type
of woman I could trust. And Celeste . . . Celeste repels me. Her breeding is of no consequence when she lacks any
true character. She threw herself at me tonight, I am a married man, and yet
she still did it. You act as though I have lost something in refusing your
choices, Venetia. In truth, I lost nothing.”


“You lost all sense of honor and family pride,” Venetia
snapped. “You judge others so harshly as though you are above all Therians.
When you brought dishonor to your legacy? That girl is not suited to being your
mate. She is rash and careless. She doesn’t care about decorum or being
Therian. She will never be the sort of wife appropriate for a general. She is
certainly not the appropriate mate for you. I could name others who would be
more suitable if you insisted in introducing a non-Tiger to the bloodline. One
of the dragon princes’ broods, perhaps.”


“I lost nothing,” I insisted stubbornly. Anger rose but I
used it to grow colder, to keep a weakness from being detected, as I added
bluntly, “I could never trust a woman like Celeste. If she throws herself so
readily at a married man, what would have happened if I had married her and she
decided she desired someone better and more apt to gain a high status position
than a lowly soldier?”


Venetia’s mask of cold disapproval cracked. She paled as my
words settled heavily between us.
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Raina


 


I held my breath as the tension grew between the two
Tigers following Baran’s cold analysis of Celeste’s character. They were so
focused on each other that I still hadn’t been noticed. I also hadn’t pushed
the door open wide enough to see inside. Even though I really wanted to at
first.


Venetia finally broke the silence. Hugging an iceberg while
wearing a bikini would have been warmer than her voice when she spoke. “None of
that changes the fact that you chose poorly.”


“Raina was chosen for me. Therefore, someone must disagree
with you,” came Baran’s equally cold retort.


I backed away from the door, not wanting my presence to make
things worse. Or even cause irreparable damage. My heart twisted with the
knowledge that every word Venetia had spat about my inappropriateness as a wife
had been aimed at hurting Baran. And, he was already hurting or else he never
would have made that cold observation about Venetia wanting him dead so she
could start anew. I didn’t understand what was going on and that really
bothered me.


Lost in my thoughts as I struggled to make sense of what I
had heard and utterly failing, I was almost surprised that I even made it back
to our room without mishap. I pulled the second photo album out and looked
through it. Baran must have been in his teens when these were taken. A smile
pulled at my lips, curving them without permission, as I found a picture of
Baran in the midst of a gangly growth spurt, wearing formal court attire . . .
including a coat with tails and a high top grasped in one hand. Then, I turned
the page and paused on the picture of my Tiger when he was a young recruit. He
couldn’t have been more than sixteen, maybe even a little younger, but he
looked so proud as he stood next to his father. Baran was in formal recruit
dress, a dark colored military tunic (probably blue based on my aita’s portraits) with black trousers, and there was a
lightness around him that told me he was happy and proud and oh so confident. Badir stood in his formal military dress, the same as his
son’s as far as coloring, but with gold braid stretching across his front to
encircle the double row of gold buttons and gold epaulettes on his shoulders.
He rested one hand on his son’s right shoulder, every inch the proud father.


I looked again at Baran’s face. He showed his emotions
freely in that picture. But now . . . He could be so closed off, so guarded. He
was even worse right now than he had been since our first breakthrough in
February. I drew a shaky breath as the truth hit me harder than any Ursa could hope to . . . Baran had only closed himself off
after I told him we could come see Venetia for Thanksgiving.


Venetia . . . I felt ill as everything that had happened,
everything I had seen and heard, suddenly made horrible sense. Venetia had done
something to hurt Baran, to wound his spirit to the point that he reacted by
treating his own mother as a near stranger. Baran’s words from earlier came
back to me. He had said Venetia betrayed his father. But surely that was tinged
with the hurt of a young man who didn’t understand his mother remarrying soon
after his father’s death. There were no more pictures of Baran and his parents
after the picture with his father. But I didn’t know for sure how old Baran had
been when he lost his father. He had never told me, and I had refused to look
it up because I wanted so much for Baran to be the one to reveal his past. I
had thought he would start trusting me enough to open up to me. When he was
ready.


Now, I was starting to regret not digging further. I closed
the photo album and put it with the other one. Confusion and guilt gnawed at me
as I found my phone and dialed a number. I didn’t remember the time difference
until after Ama answered, “Raina, what is wrong?”


I dropped down on the bed and lowered my head. “I messed up,
Ama. Baran and I are at his mother’s, and it is such
a disaster. He has been so guarded and so completely closed himself off from me
that I know . . . I know I made a huge mistake by accepting the invitation
without talking to him first. I just . . . I thought it was going to be a good
thing. It should have been a good thing, right? But, it’s hurting him. I know
it is hurting him. And, I don’t know what to do now.”


“Wait, wait, slow down. Did you say you have gone to
Venetia’s?”


“Yes.” I sighed heavily and studied my bandaged hand. “I, of
course, managed to insult her from the moment we met because I called her ‘Mrs.
Demirci’ because I didn’t know she had remarried. I
don’t understand what is going on here. Ama, you and Aita knew Baran’s father, yes? Do you know what happened
when Venetia remarried, that Baran would feel so betrayed by it I mean? I know
that it’s unusual, but I can’t figure out why this decision hurt him so much. I
want to help him, to make it better, but I don’t know how. Is there anything
you can tell me?”


There was a long silence. Long enough that I almost thought
she might have fallen asleep. Then Ama’s quiet voice
asked, “You didn’t know Venetia had remarried before you arrived?”


“No. Baran didn’t feel it was necessary information.” I
shook my head. “I don’t know, Ama. Roderick seems
decent so I don’t understand why Baran is closed off about this matter.”


“I see.” There was another long pause and then Ama sighed. “Raina, I am afraid this is a problem I cannot
help you work out. You need to talk to Baran about it. He is the only one who
knows the whole story and his reasons. Aita and I
never knew more than a few portions of the matter.”


“Well, that’s distinctly unhelpful.”


My mother laughed softly. “Talk to your husband, Raina. I
love you. Now good night.”


That wasn’t the answer I wanted. However, I knew better than
to try to argue with her. She wasn’t going to let me solve things the easy way.
“Good night, Ama. Love you too.”


The phone clicked in my ear, and I knew she had hung up. I
stowed my phone again and moved to look out the window. The forest appeared so
peaceful. I wished that peace was inside the Tigers’ den. I wished I knew what
to do to bring that peace inside.


Arms wrapped around me and the sterile scent of Baran’s
practiced impassiveness encircled me. The guard on his scent didn’t ease even
when he kissed my cheek and buried his nose in the crook of my neck. I sniffled
in spite of my best efforts to stay utterly calm as I reached up to run my
fingers through his hair. At least I wasn’t actually crying. I hated crying.
Still I could hear the sorrow in my own voice as I broke the silence. “I am so
sorry, Baran. I didn’t mean to hurt you by insisting we come here. If I had
known that things were so bad you were avoiding contact with your mother, I
never would have accepted the invitation. If I had known it was only going to
hurt you, I would have refused.”


The TDS tightened his grip on me and then he kissed my neck.
His breath tickled as he brushed my hair up to expose my right ear and
whispered, “This was never your fault. You did not know.”


I wanted to apologize more, but he would only stay
standoffish if I did. I knew him that well. I had to find a way to reach him,
to convince him that I was not going to judge him harshly if we discussed the
past. I touched the chain around my neck. My charm necklace. I had never told
him the stories behind the charms. “Maybe you would be amenable to a trade,
TDS.”


Baran harrumphed. “Every time you propose a trade, you try
to convince me to do something ridiculous like wearing that horrible tourist
shirt of the Beast of Bray Road.”


“I do not,” I protested, fighting back a smile. I still
hadn’t succeeded in getting him to put on the Beast of Bray Road shirt. But, it
was only a matter of time. And, taking all his other shirts away. “I wasn’t
going to suggest something ridiculous this time. Just a simple trade of
stories.”


“No.” Baran released his hold on me only to undo my zipper.
“Go get ready for bed.”


“Wait a minute, this conversation isn’t over. You could at
least hear my suggestion out.” I turned to look at him as he reached past me to
draw the curtains together. Not like anyone was out there spying. I peered up
at him. “Come on, Tiger, please. It’s very simple.”


Baran sighed. He looked rather put upon as he grumbled, “You
want to trade stories. Of what?”


I pulled my charm necklace out. “I’ll tell you the story
behind any charm of your choice.”


“In exchange for what?”


I took a deep breath. “In exchange for you telling me about
your father, Badir.”


What little expression had crept back into my mate’s face
vanished. He shook his head. “No.”


“Baran, I’m sorry.” I touched his arm before he completely
walked away as I added, “I just thought . . . I wanted to know about him
because I think you inherited far more than your looks and height from him.
But, you don’t have to talk about it.”


This time I didn’t wait for him to decide to answer.
Instead, I kissed his cheek before I went to get ready for bed. He was pacing
the room when I emerged from the bathroom and wouldn’t look at me. I suppressed
a sigh as regret and chagrin rose to the fore. Well done, Raina, you’ve only
made things worse. When will you learn to shut up before speaking?


I touched my charm necklace as I climbed into bed. The gold
two inch tall sitting leopard, the copper ash leaf, simple gold cross, large
antique seal ring, and my newest addition, a pre-persecution charm depicting a
Tiger head with determined orange eyes with a Leopard beneath his chin, emerald
eyes gazing up at him fondly and both Beasts’ necks were encircled with a band
of pearl with the word Cariad etched
into it. Rubbing my fingers over the Tiger and Leopard, I spoke softly, “Do you
know that Cariad is my favorite of
these charms? When you gave it to me on our anniversary, I thought it was
gorgeous. You picked something so . . . open when you chose the charm that said
Beloved. I loved everything that said
to me about us, about what you believe about us.”


I gazed up at the ceiling wondering if this was doing any
good at all. I didn’t dare risk looking at him even as I heard his steps slow
briefly, and my skin prickled with the awareness of his gaze. I hesitated only
a moment before I continued talking in the same soft, low tone as before. “I
love you, Baran. I just want to understand you too. I won’t ask any more
questions. I know you have all your reasons lined up for why you don’t talk
about your past and that’s okay. You don’t even need to tell me those, okay?
Just . . . Try not to spend the whole night pacing. It’s bad for your blood
pressure.”


Silence was the only answer. I closed my eyes admitting defeat.
Being stubborn now would only drive a wedge between us, and I would do anything
to keep that from happening again.


I had almost fallen asleep when the TDS finally crawled into
bed with me. His fingers closed around mine, where they still grasped the charm,
gently caressing against my skin and bumping over my wedding band as his warm
presence settled next to me. Then he rumbled in my ear, “What is it you want to
know about Badir Demirci?”


I opened my eyes to look into the golden eyes almost glowing
in the darkened room. “What do you remember most about your aita?”


Baran looked away from me, but didn’t leave. A small
victory. I rolled onto my side and draped my arm over his waist as I leaned my
head against his shoulder. The TDS stiffened but then forcibly relaxed as he
leaned back against the pillows. His fingers brushed over my shoulder in an
absentminded pattern as he broke his silence. “My father was the truest
follower of the Therian Way and of Yeshua that I ever witnessed. He was far
better at it than me. He was a man of honor and wholly devoted to his family,
loving us even when we no longer deserved it.”


He paused, fingers still tracing patterns across my skin,
and then added in a soft rumble, “He taught me everything, Raina. That is what
I remember. My father taught me everything he knew about following the Therian
Way and about being an honorable man, an honorable Therian. If I act without
honor, it would be the same as spitting on his memory.”


I tightened my grip on the TDS. Poor Tiger. No wonder he was
so straight laced about the rules. I tilted my head up and kissed his chin
ignoring the tickle from his scruff. “Your aita did a
very good job, then.”
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Chapter Twelve


 


 


Baran


 


Raina’s soft laughter drew me into the kitchen. We had
discussed the matter of leaving and, while my mate had offered the option, I
could not yet bring myself to leave. Leaving now would not only signal weakness
to Venetia, but also disappoint Raina. She still clung to the hope that she
could win over the Tigress. Since it was important to her, I was willing to
wait. For Raina’s sake. We only had another day to survive until Thanksgiving,
and then we would leave the following morning.


I struggled to keep a frown from appearing when I entered
the kitchen to find Raina chattering at Roderick. Roderick noticed my entrance
and nodded. “Good morning, Baran. Raina was just enlightening me about some of
the challenges her brother, Connor, faces as ambassador to England. Not much
seems to have changed since I was last in London.”


“You alone could judge that accurately,” I acknowledged as
politely as I could. “The New World concerns me far more than the Old.”


There was a pause and then Roderick nodded. “That is understandable,
of course.”


 Unwilling to continue the conversation, I quickly
walked past him to the refrigerator. However, I was not swift enough to avoid
the sharp glance my mate cast at me from where she was preparing cinnamon
rolls. To my chagrin, she was right. I was being more rude than polite to
Roderick. And, I couldn’t bring myself to be friendly to the man.


Neither my mother nor my half-brother had made their
presence known yet, and I wondered if Madoc had even returned from wherever he
ran off to last night. I glanced at Roderick as he cooked sausage, bacon, and
ham. If he knew where his son was going off to, perhaps I would need to speak
to him beyond what courtesy required. But only as was necessary to obtain
pertinent information. I glanced at the older Tiger once again. Maybe it would
be better to have Raina talk to him since she was already getting along with
him.


Raina bumped her hip into me as she put the cinnamon rolls
in the oven. “Come on, TDS. We’re having an informal breakfast this morning, and
we’re going to watch a movie.”


“No Christmas movies on the day before Thanksgiving,” I
warned. Not that she would be very likely to listen.


The little pest of a Leopardess beamed at me. “Thank you for
the reminder, dear.” She turned to Roderick and asked, “Do you have the channel
that shows all those Christmas movies? Starting at the beginning of November?”


“I do not know. We don’t make a habit of watching Christmas
movies.” Roderick looked over his shoulder at Raina and a slight grin appeared
as he added, “Especially before Thanksgiving.”


I cleared my throat, uncomfortable with the similarity to my
mother’s household. I reminded myself that most people preferred to celebrate
their holidays in the proper order. Raina was the exception, not the rule. Still,
I followed her into the living room leaving Roderick in the kitchen. My mate
had already claimed the remote when I reached her side. She turned the
television on and grimaced as the Therian News Network appeared on the screen.


Taking the remote from her, I took a seat on the couch and
turned the volume up as the screen announced a special broadcast. Two news
anchors looked into the camera, their expressions grave. A picture of an olive
skinned woman with dark hair and equally dark eyes flashed on the screen in
their place. Not a Therian, and her ears weren’t pointed enough to be a
pureblood Elf. I was aware of the others joining us as the picture vanished and
the older anchor spoke, his voice solemn. “Now for an announcement from our
sister network dedicated to the paranormal community at large. The security
company, Weard Enterprises, has released an announcement for all Therians to be
on the lookout for a fugitive from the West Coast. Lauren Hope is a rogue
Spotter who fled authorities a little under four weeks ago due to . . .”


He abruptly trailed off as he inclined his head and raised a
hand to the transmitter nestled in his ear. The older anchor’s already grave
expression grew even more serious as he pronounced, “Breaking news from
Washington D.C. is that the House convened a special vote yesterday. The
proposed Elven Heritage Registration Act put forth by Senator Cunningham has
passed.”


There were hisses from Venetia and Celeste while Madoc and
Roderick both growled low in their throats. Raina, on the other hand, was
absolutely silent as she sat on my lap wrapping her right arm around my neck. I
turned up the volume as the anchor continued, “Again, the proposed Elven
Heritage Registration Act has passed the House and is to be sent to the Senate.
Senator Cunningham also announced that a special vote will be convened for this
bill. It is set to begin next week when Congress reconvenes after the holiday
weekend. While we do not have any further information at this time, it is
believed that King Caderyn will release an official
statement over the weekend addressing how Therians are to respond to the bill.
Until then all Therians, pureblood and Elf-born, are urged to use caution and
avoid spending prolonged amounts of time in areas with a heavy human population.
Several experts will join us in the upcoming hour to discuss ways in which you
can keep your family safe and what changes may be made to the Therian way of
life should this bill pass the Senate and be signed into law.”
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Madoc could hardly concentrate on the broadcast as he
watched the little Leopardess. He was surprised when his brother allowed her to
sit on his lap, but now she was running her fingers through his hair. He kept
expecting the paragon of the Therian Way to stop her or to at least scold, but
he just allowed it. Other than his hand resting on his mate’s hip, Baran might
as well have been reading a report without so much as noticing there was a
pretty girl in his lap. It was definitely not how Madoc would have treated any
beautiful woman in the same position. But, his brother always placed decorum
first.


His gaze strayed to where Celeste was casting a poisonous
glare at the two, and he almost chuckled. Of course, if Baran felt his honor
was being threatened, he might be persuaded to be a little more open toward his
mate. The report changed, and Madoc heard a word that had only been whispered
to him by Charlie in a crowded bar—Vampyre.


Wrenching his gaze from the paragon and his mate, Madoc
stared at the television. The pretty Dhole with perfect chocolate brown curls
brushing her shoulders looked a little pale despite her makeup and natural tan
as she said, “According to a spokesperson from the Trackers, the rumors of a Vampyre clutch making its way to the New World have been
confirmed. It is believed that the clutch is operating within the bounds of New
York City. However, until the clutch has been eliminated, all travelers are
advised not to trust anyone after dark attempting to hitchhike. Likewise,
families are cautioned against inviting strangers into their homes for a meal
or for shelter.”


A frisson of shock skittered down Madoc’s spine. So, Charlie
hadn’t been full of drink after all when he claimed Vampyres
were coming. He glanced around the room, but no one seemed to notice him. For
once, he was all right with being overlooked. He resisted the urge to swipe
nervously at his brow. Vampyres . . .


Baran grumbled, “They are going to cause a panic by giving
such an announcement during the holiday season when Therians have traditionally
opened their homes to travelers.”


“Caderyn must have decided it was
worth the risk and is operating on the better safe than sorry principle,” his
mate responded as she continued combing her fingers through his hair. “I would
be far more worried about the possibility that someone will decide to take
matters into their own hands and play vigilante by trying to kill the Senator
in an attempt to stop the bill from making it through to the final stages. That
is the kind of attention we cannot afford.”


“Everly Carroll might be able to talk President Grey Wolf
out of signing the bill into law. If only because of the damage it threatens to
do to the Elven-Human Alliance,” his father interjected. “I’ve seen Everly work
for well over a century. If anyone can stop the bill using human politics, it
will be that Vulpine.”


“It would be less of a risk to just kill off the Senator and
his key supporters,” Madoc scoffed. He didn’t know why the words escaped. He
hadn’t intended to do so but, as all eyes turned to him, he couldn’t bring
himself to apologize. His father gave him a look that made Madoc regret his
thoughtless words even more, but then he saw Baran’s disapproval and he quickly
raised his chin in mute defiance. He still couldn’t meet Baran’s eyes to offer
a challenge, but he met the Leopard’s.


She raised a slender eyebrow. “That is exactly what I’m
talking about, thank you. Killing Cunningham won’t stop his bill. It will just
turn him into a martyr. One that could expose our race if a Therian loses his
head and attacks Cunningham in Beast form. Or even half-form. Then, it will not
be solely the Therians who want the responsible party’s hide nailed to a wall.
There will be a line.” Her phone buzzed, and she glanced at the screen then
sighed. “Matahari. Sorry, I have to take this. Excuse
me.”


Madoc watched her get up and leave the room. She was high
enough up the food chain in the Trackers to receive calls from the Supreme
Commander. Maybe she wasn’t the flighty featherbrain he had originally assumed.
He didn’t want to be impressed with the Leopardess, not when she so willingly
defended his brother. He glanced back at Baran and wondered if he should
mention Charlie.


No. Why would the great General Baran listen to his younger
brother? He barely tolerated him. Besides, just because Charlie said there
could be Vampyres in the New World again, it didn’t
mean he was directly involved in the matter. Madoc hesitated, then slipped out
of the room as the others continued watching the news. He needed to make a
phone call of his own.
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Baran


 


Raina had closed herself in our room for the better part
of two hours, and she didn’t seem likely to emerge soon. When I brought her
breakfast, she muted her phone long enough to murmur an apology. It seemed Matahari shared Raina’s concerns about a potential
assassination attempt. Knowing Trackers valued their security even if they
didn’t always take the same precautions a military officer would, I left Raina
alone.


Instead, I roamed the grounds searching for some sign of my
wayward brother. Madoc’s comments had raised my concerns that he was going to
do something even more foolhardy than usual. And, he had disappeared
immediately after Raina got her first phone call. He had not even returned for
breakfast.


“Baran.”


I stopped at the call and emerged from the woods to find
Rodrick standing next to his idling truck. My step-father nodded to me. “I’ve
received a call from the reeves to come and see something. The captain I spoke
with refused to tell me what, however, which is . . . concerning. I hoped you
would accompany me since your experience as a soldier would be appreciated.”


I offered a curt nod and then got into the truck. As we
drove away from the lodge, I muttered, “I had almost forgotten you were a
magistrate now.”


Roderick shrugged. “While I do not miss the turmoil of being
an ambassador, I could not completely retire from making myself somewhat useful.
Maine is fairly quiet, but when the reeves call me in and refuse to share
information before my arrival . . . it usually indicates a disturbing find.”


“You are worried Shadowed Creatures have come down from
Canada.”


It was not a question, but he still nodded. “It would not be
the first time. Although since the migrations are in off years, I had hoped
such an occurrence would not happen this year.” He paused and glanced at me. “I
also wanted to have an opportunity to speak with you alone.”


I stiffened. My voice was cold when I finally broke my
silence. “Why?”


“I am concerned about Madoc.”


I huffed as irritation pulled at me sending my Tiger closer
to the surface. “You should be. I warned you and Venetia both that this would
happen.”


To my surprise and slight disappointment, Roderick did not
take the bait. The Tiger stirred restlessly before I silenced him. I was not
going to lose control over this, over Madoc. My step-father drummed his fingers
against the steering wheel as we wove through the
forest. “You are correct. Venetia and I handled Madoc poorly and caused a
problem. I have attempted to fix it, especially after last summer’s incident
with the troll baiting in the canals, but I fear it has been too little, too
late.”


“There are some who would have arrested Madoc as soon as he
uttered those words this morning. Because he would be deemed a threat to the
safety of the Therian people.” I paused and then added in low voice just tinged
with a growl, “He walks the edge of a knife, Roderick. No one will be able to
help him if he continues on this path.”


Roderick said nothing. Most likely because there was nothing
he could say if he didn’t wish to agree with me.


We drove in silence for a good twenty minutes before he
spoke up once more. “I was surprised you brought your mate.”


That riled the Tiger and I didn’t attempt to soften my words
as I growled, “Surprised or disappointed like Venetia?”


“Surprised, but pleasantly so,” came the mild reply.
Roderick glanced at me as he added, “I like Raina. She has the sort of spirit
and zest for life that you have always needed in a mate. And, she is extremely
loyal.”


I bit back a snarl as I coldly demanded, “Just how did you
discover that fact?”


Roderick shrugged. “It was painfully obvious at our first
meeting that you dropped that kitten into this house thoroughly unprepared for
what she would face. She did not even know about me.”


“I didn’t expect we would stay long enough for that
information to be necessary,” I grumbled.


My step-father chose to ignore my interjection and neither
his scent nor his mild expression changed as he continued, “Despite all of
that, Raina has not mentioned it in conversation. Nor has she ever said
anything negative about you for putting her in such an awkward position. She
merely got her feet under her and ran with the situation as best she could. I
admire that quality.” A faint smile appeared as he added, “She also has been
able to keep the peace with Venetia without permitting her to walk over her. I
love your mother, Baran, but we both know how she treats anyone who is
incapable of having a backbone.”


I turned my snarl into a grimace since I could not
completely vanquish it. “She has deserved far better treatment than she’s
received so far.”


“You are correct.” Roderick’s ready agreement did not do
anything for my temper as he continued, “However, Venetia is not going to let
go of the testing period easily. It is a tradition, after all, and one might
say that you cheated in not bringing Raina to be tested before you married
her.”


I refused to comment on the matter. The testing period was
an old tradition. One that had died out amongst most of the Clans except for
Clan Felidae, and only the Tiger and Lion branches truly adhered to it much. Even
that varied by the family. Testing my mate’s suitability after I had already
been married to her for a year was foolishness. It was merely a flimsy excuse
for Venetia’s poor treatment of her.


The Tiger stirred, and I barely kept from snarling as the memories
of how Venetia had gone out of her way to slight my mate rose to the fore. I
needed to change the subject before it grated too much on my temper for me to
remain calm and objective. I shifted in my seat as I looked out at the snowy
woods. “What Shadowed Creatures have you had in the past?”
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Chapter Thirteen


 


 


Raina


 


I picked at the bandages around my hand as I listened to
the Eastern Seaboard commanders arguing. Once again, Jason was getting his
whiskers in a knot over territory and demanding everyone apply for permission
to cross into D.C., and I suppressed a sigh along with the urge to make a
comment about the Jackal’s ridiculous paranoia toward his fellow commanders.
Saying anything at this point would only get me in trouble with Matahari, and I did not want to earn her wrath over the
holiday season. Or any season for that matter. A glance at the wall clock
attested to the fact that I had been trapped in phone calls all morning. My
stomach growled. I wondered why the TDS wasn’t already making his way in with
lunch. He would be almost as welcome as the food.


I rolled my eyes as Matahari
finally silenced the arguing. The Tigress’ business-like tone never varied as
she addressed the conference call. “I am aware that this crisis has not fallen
at a convenient time. A number of you are away from your territories. However,
the commanders closest to the known site of disaster were either already there
or cut their holiday short in order to respond. For which I wish to thank you.
I know it is difficult to leave your families at such a time. Now for those of
you who are unable to return to your commands, ensure your people are prepared
should the clutch breach containment or, Creator forbid, another clutch be
discovered.”


The call finally concluded, but I still couldn’t escape for
lunch. I had one more call of my own to make. As soon as the call went through,
I started talking. “Omar, you are aware of the news announcement this morning?”


“Yes, Commander. I was expecting you to pull up, not call.”


I rolled my eyes. The Wolverine was never one to mince words
when he had an opinion. “Well, I would but I’m in Maine, the practically Canada
part of Maine to be exact. I’ve been in contact with Matahari.
At the moment, the Eastern Seaboard Trackers are tasked with preparing for a
containment breach. This takes priority over any and all other assignments or
warrants. We, on the other hand, have the additional assignment of ensuring
that we don’t have a vigilante problem cropping up because of everyone’s not so
favorite senator. Stopping potential vigilantes and the Vampyre
task force trump everything. I don’t have a private mez
I can use to make the appropriate calls, so guess what?”


Omar heaved a put upon sigh. “Can’t Lena do it? The Vulpine
loves small talk.”


Wolverines. They could be worse than Tigers when it came to
being stubborn, which was why he was in my field office and not someone else’s.
I kept my tone light as I countered, “I don’t need the small talk approach. I
need the Omar approach.”


There was a pause, then the Wolverine chuckled. “I
understand, Commander. You want me to go after the usual favorites?”


“Them. But, I also want you to add a couple new names. The
ones I usually handle. This is too important to not check with them as well.
You know where to find the list?”


“Yes, Commander, in your desk. Under all the mess.”


Another similarity Omar shared with my Tiger. Unnecessary
complaints on my organized chaos method of record keeping. “Don’t bump anything
this time. It took me a month to fix my system after the last time.”


“Of course not, Commander.”


A slight feeling of relief filled me. Maybe I could make it
through this holiday unscathed after all. “Thanks for the help, Omar. Oh and
happy Thanksgiving eve.”


“That’s not a real thing,” came the gruff mutter before he
hung up on me without so much as a goodbye.


I smiled as I lowered the phone. What the Wolverine lacked
in manners, he more than made up for when it came to making some of our
informants talk. Omar’s tenacity certainly did a credit to Wolverines
everywhere. Loved my people . . . well, except maybe the new kid because I was
still hoping to send him to a different commander. Maybe Jason. Wouldn’t that
Jackal just love having a Jaguar on his team?


For a brief moment, I imagined the conniption Jason would
have if I sent the new kid to him. Almost immediately I shook my head. Nah,
that was a little too evil. Even for the tin soldier who somehow fell in with
the Trackers. Dismissing the idea, I turned to go find my Tiger only to stop in
my tracks. All amusement fled as the Leopard in me tried to bare her fangs in a
warning hiss. But, I kept my cool as I met the interloper’s golden gaze.
“Celeste, did you get lost?”


The Tigress actually had the audacity to peer down her nose
at me like I was the intruder. “No, but I was wondering where Baran has gone. I
would ask you if you knew, but it is clear that the two of you only exchange
information when dictated.” She made a show of looking around the room and then
added with a saccharine smile that never reached her eyes, “You are not
packed.”


I spread my hands wide. “Imagine that.”


The Tigress peeked out at me, turning golden eyes predatory,
as she purred, “You are not wanted and you spent so much time hiding, I thought
you were perhaps summoned away as well. That should have been a reason to pack
your bags, if the one were not enough.”


“I work with competent people, babysitting isn’t required.”
I flashed an insincere smile at her. “Of course, you know what that means.
Baran and I can stay the holiday just as we planned. Wonderful, isn’t it?”


She didn’t even do me the courtesy of looking in my general
direction as she stalked over to the dresser and picked up my perfume bottle. I
resisted listening to the Leopard’s instinct that we should take some good
sized bites out of her pelt to prove we weren’t to be dismissed. Baran needed
me to be better than a petty catfight. No matter how much temporary
satisfaction it would bring to knock the Tigress off her high horse. Celeste
spritzed my perfume into the air, releasing the scent of cinnamon and vanilla,
and gave a delicate sneeze. Oh, please.


Still I kept my expression pleasant instead of rolling my
eyes or snarling as she waved her hand through the air. She wasn’t nearly as
courteous as she wrinkled her nose. “Cinnamon is such a strong spice; I can
hardly imagine how anyone around you tolerates it. Of course, such strength
must no doubt be required to conceal the stench of your blood.”


Again with the blood insults. Ugh. I would ask her for a
little more originality, but it would probably be too much of a strain. I
smiled at her. “Baran likes it just fine. He’s allergic to most of the stronger
flower scents . . . such as orchids. Something you already know of course.
Otherwise, you wouldn’t have switched from orchid to apple blossoms.” I showed
her my teeth as I added, “Although I don’t think apple blossoms really suit
you. Moly might help, though.”


The Tigress’ pale skin flushed and her Beast ghosted over
her face. I pretended not to notice her reaction. After all, moly was used in
wards for a reason. To repel. I walked toward her to carefully herd her toward
the door. “Now, I wouldn’t want to keep you from anything important. However, I
would caution you against hunting those who have already been claimed.”


Celeste sniffed, her ruffled composure smoothing before my
eyes, as she reached up to touch her dyed platinum blonde hair. When she
finally deigned to look at me, her lips barely turned up. “Mmm,
one should remember that men claimed through their sense of duty rarely
tolerate the net for long before they find a way to slip free. I would have
thought that last night’s encounter more than sufficiently proved that fact to
even one as young and inexperienced as you.”


I ignored the jab. “Like I said, wouldn’t want you to miss
anything important. I hear that keeping to a routine can help with the feelings
of desperation.”


What can I say? I said I was going to ignore her jab, never
said I wouldn’t make one of my own. Certain Therians required the sharper side
of the tongue to get the message.


And, based on the way she glared at me, Celeste understood
that side of my tongue just fine. She flounced through the door, which I
resisted slamming in her wake. Instead, I calmly and gently closed it behind me
as I went in search of lunch. And, my Tiger.
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Chapter Fourteen


 


 


Baran


 


The reeves were stationed on the border of Allagash. A nondescript building that was no doubt
reinforced with thick plates of steel between the walls as security measures
against Therians, in particular. Roderick and I were met at the door by a
nervous smelling Jackal. He ran a thin hand over his shaved head as we walked
down the hall. “Thank you for coming, Magistrate.” Golden eyes flicked to me
and then he added, “I didn’t know you were bringing a visitor.”


“This is General Baran from the Shenandoah outpost. My
step-son. He agreed to accompany me after you called.” Roderick nodded to the
Jackal. “So tell me, Paul. Why did you call me down here?”


A whining cackle escaped the man. Nervousness rolled off him
in a cloud that nearly made me choke. I growled softly. “You’re not answering.
What did you find? Wendigo? Victim of a Wendigo? Or did you call us down here
as part of some ploy?”


“What? No!” The man rubbed the back of his neck even as he
edged away from me, hiding behind Roderick. “No, it is not a ploy. It is merely
. . .” He trailed off, shaking his head. “This body is . . . It is wrong.”


I exchanged a look with Roderick. A sense of dread settled
over me. Roderick seemed to feel the same as he took the Jackal by the upper
arm and propelled him forward. “Show us. Now.”


We walked down three flights of stairs before emerging into
a hall that led to a sealed room. The air was cooler in that room, and I could
smell sterile medical equipment, cleansers, and the lingering stench of death.
The coroner, a nervous looking Tigress, was standing back from the only covered
table. The only one with a body. She only moved toward the table when Roderick
demanded once more to see the body. She reached out with trembling hands to
pull down the sheet.


I almost stepped back at the sight before me. The body was
desiccated. A Therian in partial half-form, his head that of a cougar but the
rest of him human. His mouth was open in a snarl. I had not known it was even
possible for Therians to be killed in such a way that their other forms were
preserved over the natural mortal form. The only time I witnessed such a
freezing was in February when the failed assassin was taken through the veil
around Isamnion. Never before or since that time, and
never outside of the protection of Elfhome.


I cleared my throat. “Who is he?”


“We do not know,” Paul said quietly. “We believe he is a
loner. There are no missing men from the local area, none matching his
description at least.”


I realized something was missing from the assorted scents in
the room. But that should have been impossible unless . . . I stepped up to the
table and leaned over the body, inhaling carefully. I snarled instinctively at
the abnormal lack of scent. I had heard of it, read about it in the histories,
stories that one’s scent could be stolen. It didn’t seem likely that a loner
had easy access to the herbal mix the Fringe had gained access to that vanished
a person’s scent or changed a Therian’s scent into that of a human. It was too
far and too random to believe. However, the stories attested to one other
possibility. “Did you find bite marks?”


“At his neck and wrists,” the coroner answered softly. “I
had to contact my mentor to confirm, but this attack can only have been
committed by one creature. A Vampyre.”


“When did you find him? Where?”


“Four hours past,” Paul answered. He turned to Roderick and
added, “It took nearly two hours to get the body out of the isolated patch of
wilderness where my man found him and to bring it here without gaining any
unwanted attention.”


I suppressed a growl. Depending on the dump site’s location,
the Vampyre could still be hiding near Allagash or . . . closing in on Frost family territory.
“Show us where the body was found.”
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Raina


 


The TDS had disappeared on me. Again. Since Roderick was
also gone along with a vehicle, I was torn between hoping the two were together
and really really hoping that Baran wasn’t doing
anything . . . mean. Because it actually hadn’t escaped my notice that Baran
seemed torn between ignoring Roderick’s existence and a lot of simmering
resentment mixed with disapproval. Of course, the TDS would argue that he would
never do anything mean because it wasn’t in keeping with the Therian Way.


As much as Baran’s strict adherence to all the rules
sometimes rubbed my fur the wrong way, I had to admit that knowing how he felt
about the Way meant I could worry a little less about him getting into trouble.
No, wait, I should take that back. I don’t worry about the trouble he lands in
because he’s doing something wrong. I worry about the trouble he could land in
because he expects everyone around him to strive to adhere to the Way just as
much as he does. People who don’t meet his expectations and who aren’t Fringe
don’t seem to compute well with Baran’s brain, which was part of the reason we
had so much trouble getting along the right way in the beginning of our
marriage.


The whiff of Tiger mixed with perfumes drew me from my thoughts,
and I grimaced. Celeste and Venetia. I didn’t wait for the Tigresses to notice
me. Instead, I spun on my heel and hurried away as fast as I could without
making a sound. Thank the Creator that Elf-born were even lighter on their feet
than pureblood Therians . . . well, this Elf-born was anyway.


Escaping outside, I blew out a white cloud and rubbed my
arms. It was probably a good thing that Baran wasn’t here because he would have
fussed at me for not grabbing a coat before going outside. Refusing to be
forced back inside by something as silly as slightly cooler temperatures, I
picked my way down the shoveled path leading to the garage. I heard metal
clinking against metal as I peeked inside the slightly open door. Madoc was
crouched next to a motorcycle, tinkering with it.


I slipped into the garage and asked, “Trying to convert it
into a snowmobile?”


A soft chuckle answered. Madoc glanced over his shoulder and
flashed a winning smile. “No need since we have those too, little Leopard. You
know, for the times when we can’t or don’t want to wander through the woods in
our Beast forms.” The smile turned into a smirk as he added, “Tigers aren’t
exactly the local fauna for the forests of Maine, you know.”


I grinned back at him, once more struck by the thought that
Madoc and my brothers were very similar. Even if he was more reckless . . . I
liked him in spite of himself. The Tiger stood up and then carefully covered
the motorcycle back up before he strode to the far corner of the garage where a
line of snowmobiles sat. He gestured to them with a careless flip of the wrist
as he turned golden eyes on me. “So, sister, do you want to see something a
little more interesting than this oversized chalet?”


I hesitated only a moment before nodding. “All right. Let me
grab my coat, and we can go see this fascinating whatever it is.”


Madoc chuckled. “I’ll start the engine.”


Sometimes the best way to figure out your enemy was to make
friends with their friends. Not that I considered my mother-in-law the enemy .
. . not really. I was trying to win her over, after all, and making friends
with Madoc would probably give me more of a fighting chance to win Venetia’s
approval. Or at least make it where she didn’t completely hate me.


Bundled in my good grey wool coat, I hurried back out of the
lodge to find Madoc already sitting on a snowmobile, engine idling. He handed
me a helmet with goggles. “Ready?”


“Of course,” I chirped. “How far are we going?” I asked as I
settled behind him.


“I promise we won’t sneak across the border.”


Madoc didn’t say anything else as we pulled away from the
driveway. We left the road behind in favor of a smaller trail with a fresh
layer of powdered snow dusting the packed down snow. After roughly twenty
minutes, Madoc stopped the snowmobile. He turned off the engine and hopped off
the machine. Yanking his helmet off, he grinned at me with a challenge gleaming
in his eyes. “Keep up if you can, little Leopard.”


I pulled off my helmet as my brother-in-law shifted into a
Tiger. He wasn’t as large as Baran, definitely more along the size of a modern
Bengal Tiger than Baran’s more ancient line produced. The tip of his tail
twitched as his golden eyes gleamed up at her. “Well? Come on and try to keep
up.”


Definitely reminded me of my brothers. I laughed softly as I
got off the snowmobile. My Leopard stirred at the challenge the Tiger issued. I
took a step toward him intending to transform into my Beast mid-leap. Yes, I
know showing off. Sometimes it was necessary to keep Tigers from carrying too
high an opinion of themselves.


Then a group of Therians in half-form broke through the
brush not thirty yards from our position. Two Tigers along with several
Cougars. The wind was blowing in the wrong direction for me to pick out their
scents easily, but Madoc shifted back into his mortal form as soon as they
appeared. He stood slightly in front of me, and I caught a hint of unease in
his scent before it vanished as he spoke. “Charlie, Simon, what are you doing
here? You’re in House Frost’s territory, you know.”


The comment seemed innocent enough, but I didn’t let my
guard down as the other males laughed. They didn’t shift form either. Although
that might have been because none of them were wearing more than jeans or
shorts. Young Therian males were really dumb sometimes. One of the Tigers waved
a furry hand. “Come on, Madoc, no need to act like we’re strangers. We don’t
have any challenges to issue, you know that. We were just hunting some barghests, but then we caught your scent and wanted to see
if you want in on the fun.”


I had been wondering about trying to close the distance just
to see if I could smell any ‘nip on them, but that statement completely
distracted me. A frown appeared as I peeked over Madoc’s shoulder. “Barghests? Here? They should be up north prowling the ice
packs and picking fights with polar bears and dire wolves by now.”


Everyone’s attention shifted to me. Stupid, Raina, you know
better. I couldn’t help wishing the Tiger in front of me was Baran and not his
little brother. But, I refused to show any sign of unease as the men studied
me. The Tiger who had been doing all the talking never looked away from me even
as he asked, “Who’s your pretty friend, Madoc? A new girlfriend perhaps?”


The other Tiger sniffed the air and muttered, “Elf-born.”


Madoc shifted his weight before answering in a quiet tone,
“She’s my sister-in-law, Simon. Just showing her around the family territory.”


Simon, the seeming leader of the group, tilted his head as
he studied me with renewed interest. “So, you’re the one.” He bared his fangs
in a sort of smile. “I am astonished to meet the woman who would actually dare
to marry the granite carved paragon of the Therian way.”


My Leopard reacted strongly to the snide remark against her
mate, and it took all of my willpower to keep from snarling at the Tiger.
Before I could trust myself to say anything, however, Madoc nudged my arm. His
focus was still on the group as he nodded. “We had best head back. The
pre-holiday dinner is of utmost importance to my mother, and I’m sure she has a
list of tasks for us both. Simon, Charlie, good luck on your hunt.”


They didn’t say anything in response. They just watched as
we retreated to the snowmobile. Madoc was already starting the engine as I
secured my helmet. The sense of being hunted swept over me, but I didn’t look
over my shoulder until after we started back down the trail. As we rounded the
turn in the trail, I was able to look back without it being interpreted as a
sign of weakness. The two Tigers were standing in the middle of the trail watching
us until the trees hid us from view. 


I didn’t bother to say anything until we were back to the
lodge. Madoc stopped the snowmobile in front of the back deck and let me off. I
took off the helmet and ran my hand over my hair, smoothing it back down. Watching
him out of the corner of my eye, I asked, “Are your friends always that creepy
or was this a special occasion?”


Madoc offered a quick laugh, but it didn’t ring true. He
shrugged his shoulders. “Don’t read too much into it, little Leopard. They’re a
bunch of bachelors who are rarely graced with the presence of beautiful women.
They just didn’t know how to behave around you.”


I didn’t believe him. But, I chose not to confront him. Not
until I had time to think about the encounter and had a better grasp of what my
own instincts were telling me. Something was off about the whole thing, and it
wasn’t due to jitters.
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The dump site was an isolated patch of wilderness nearly an
hour and a half southwest from the town. We had resorted to using our Beast
forms to reach the area and even now I prowled the outskirts of the site. The
body had been left in a pile of brushwood and probably would have been missed
had the reeve on patrol not stumbled over it. In the literal sense.


I did not catch any hints of decay. However, I did find
faint impressions left in the snow that veered in a southeasterly direction. I
didn’t like any of it. It was too neat, too convenient. Still, I was unwilling
to commit myself to a full hunt without better information.


Returning to where Roderick and Paul were waiting, I growled
softly. “The creature has laid a trail southeast.”


“It is unlikely that a single Vampyre
would dare tread closer to town or toward larger groups of Therians.” Roderick
pawed at the snow as he continued, “It would require a decent sized clutch to
make such an act anything but suicide for the creature. There is no evidence of
a clutch here.”


“So you say,” I acknowledged grudgingly. Yet, I could not
keep from speaking my thoughts. “You asked me to come with you because of my
experience as a soldier. Based on that experience, I can tell you that the
presence of a scout this far north could indicate the clutch in New York City
has escaped containment. Or that another clutch has found its way to the New
World without revealing its presence until now. Neither option is very
comforting, but they are the most accurate.”


“I agree,” Roderick stated simply. “However, as magistrate,
I cannot and will not cause a panic without further proof to confirm either
theory. At the moment, we know there is a solitary Vampyre
in the region. If it is a scout, then it seems to be returning south.” He
turned his attention to the Jackal. “Paul, have the reeves pass out a
cautionary warning to anyone found travelling after dark or alone.”


I did not say anything else. It was clear that Roderick
would not take further action despite my misgivings. And, I had no basis to
intervene with the local magistrate’s decisions unless there was a proven
immediate threat requiring military action. However, I would put a call in to
Carter to alert him to the change in circumstance. He would likely dispatch
some soldiers to hunt the Vampyre.


I would also inform Raina of what had transpired. Perhaps
she would see something I did not and, more importantly, she would not be
caught unawares should anything happen. I could only pray that my concerns were
unnecessary.
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Chapter Fifteen


 


 


Raina


 


“Raina, would you join me?”


Well, this was either going to go well or very poorly. I
hung my coat on a free hook and then walked into the kitchen to see what my
mother-in-law wanted. The ever so slightly petty side of me that was tired of
being forced to play nice with a woman who had taken great pains in doing her
best to both drive a wedge between my Tiger and me as well as throw my Tiger to
a shark of a Tigress considered turning around and leaving again. But that
would mean letting her win. If I walked out now, it would be no better than
turning tail and fleeing the Tigers’ den as soon as we realized Venetia wasn’t
going to play fair.


Steeling myself for whatever attack she might launch, I
plastered a smile across my face as I entered the kitchen. Venetia wasn’t even
looking at me. The Tigress was up to her elbows in a turkey, one of ten set out
in an orderly line on the massive island in the center of the kitchen. The
sight did make me wonder if the TDS got his penchant for wanting everything
neatly in its “proper” place from his mother. However, I didn’t think I was
going to mention that to either Tiger. Call me crazy, but somehow I didn’t
think either of them would be very appreciative of anyone finding similarities
between them.


I decided the best way to appease the Tigress, who had yet
to acknowledge my presence, was to help with the food. I wasn’t quite bold
enough to start working on the turkey line, but I walked to the other side of
the island and began on the side dishes starting with cutting potatoes and
squash into cubes. It didn’t take long for Venetia to suddenly break her
silence. “I have great hopes for Madoc.”


I glanced at her, but she still seemed preoccupied with the
turkey she was slowly preparing. “You do?”


It might not have been the right thing to say, but Venetia
didn’t even acknowledge I had spoken as she continued, “He has the potential to
rise higher than his father. He is to become an ambassador.”


I bit back a laugh at the idea of Madoc being an ambassador.
He could speak with a silver tongue, no doubt, but he didn’t strike me as the
type of Therian who wanted to be an ambassador. It didn’t matter how skillfully
you could spin a tale if you didn’t want to deal with the amount of work
required to tread the lines between cultures and societies. Therians had
learned fast that they needed willing ambassadors if they wanted to make it
through diplomatic negotiations without them dissolving into a round of flying
fur and bared claws. Especially for the members of Clan Felidae. The only clan
who seemed to always enjoy the perilous task of being a diplomat was Clan
Vulpine, and those Foxes simply enjoyed the game of employing their wiles on
anyone and everyone.


“I have not seen him around Haven,” I mused. If Madoc was
truly destined to be an ambassador, then he should’ve already been making a
name for himself among the junior ranks in Haven. Or my brothers would have
mentioned his name to me. They had encountered enough of the young bloods
jockeying for diplomatic stations in their time that I knew about a good
portion of them.


“That is because he is still benefiting from his father’s
training,” she pronounced. “But mark my words, before the new year is half
used, Madoc’s name will be well known throughout Haven and not solely as the
son of Roderick Frost. Roderick was the most superior of all the ambassadors to
England since before the Fourth War. I expect Madoc will follow in his steps
quickly enough, and one day he will even earn a seat on the king’s council. Something
offered to Roderick by the former king. Unfortunately, Caderyn
has not yet seen fit to offer the same honor to him. Despite the fact that he
has permitted far too many . . . mixed representatives a voice in the council.
Perhaps that is why he clings so stubbornly to the foolish notion of these
peace marriages.”


I kept my mouth shut despite the way the Tigress’ lip curled
as though she had smelled a foul rot when she mentioned the peace marriages.
The thought of mentioning how fulfilling peace marriages were the epitome of
following tradition since she liked the old traditions so much flew through my
brain. But, I resisted. Venetia was cracking bones in the second turkey . . . I
didn’t want to be next on the menu. Eaten by one’s mother-in-law would be a
terrible and rather undignified way to die.


She didn’t seem to need my input in the conversation anyway
as she continued on, “It is a pity that Genevieve was not able to come here. A
family gathering is not complete without both my children present, especially
now that there are cubs. Such lovely cubs too. No one could doubt their proud
heritage as purebred Tigers even if Genevieve’s husband has been banished to
practically Elvish territory.”


I was beginning to get the idea that my mother-in-law didn’t
like Elves or Leopards. Apparently, everything was a slight in her eyes. I
repressed a sigh at the thought. How was I supposed to make nice with her and
get her to like me enough that she wouldn’t be so harsh toward Baran? She
didn’t just hate the fact I was Elf-born, she didn’t even like my branch. Made
me wonder what she would have done if I had been born into a clan other than
Felidae . . . Poison?


No, that wouldn’t necessarily happen. I hoped. Great, now
Baran had me being paranoid. Speaking of the suspicious minded TDS, I almost
cut myself as I realized Venetia had only referred to both her children. Not all of her children. Trying to tell myself I
was imagining things, I dared to interject, “But you must be glad that Baran
was able to come since he had to leave his outpost and all.”


Venetia’s golden gaze flashed to me for the barest moment.
Cool iciness greeted me with just a touch of annoyance flaring in her scent
before she murmured, “After ignoring my summons for the better part of two
years.”


I had nothing to say to that, and Venetia resumed talking
about Madoc and Genevieve. Only Madoc and Genevieve. I studied her as my mind
filled with questions I didn’t dare ask. How much pain must she have felt at
the loss of Badir that she couldn’t even bring herself
to truly acknowledge the most prominent reminder of her first marriage? It must
have been awful.


A frisson of sympathy surged through me as I suppressed a
shudder at the thought of losing Baran. I had come far too close to losing him
twice this year already. My brain offered up the memory of the aftermath of his
fight with the Wendigoes, of him nearly dying from
the toxic wounds they had dealt him. My leopard stirred anxiously at the
memory, and I was forced to tamp down on a hiss.


Yes, I could believe that Venetia’s pain over the loss of Badir had driven her to be so cold. At the same time, I
knew with every fiber of my being that same cold distance was what hurt Baran
so badly. Badly enough that he wouldn’t even tell his wife that his mother was
alive and well. And, that he would still feel harsh toward his mother’s second
husband. Baran would deny it from here to Avalon, but I had no doubt the
harshness sprang from his own desire to protect himself from further hurt.


My poor TDS. His poor mother. It seemed I had married into a
family of Tigers who were not very good at expressing their feelings.
Especially not when it concerned personal pain and loss. Instead, they each
practiced a way of masking it. Venetia with her coldness, and Baran with his
impassivity. It was infuriating to feel so helpless. I wished I knew what to do
to make things better for Baran, for his whole family.


“I thought I heard you in here, Venetia.”


All desire to help emotionally challenged Tigers vanished as
I watched the uppity Tigress sweep into the kitchen. She didn’t even deign to
look in my direction, much less acknowledge my existence. Venetia who had
ignored me for the most part not only looked Celeste directly in the eyes but
she even smiled at her. Just rub some lemon juice in the cut . . .


I kept my face still and scent as impassive as I could
manage as Venetia cooed, “Celeste, I thought you were resting. Is everything
well? Are you hungry? Our main supper won’t be ready for some hours yet, but I
could make you a few lobster rolls.”


Celeste shook her head, smiling. “Your offer is kind as
always, Venetia, but I can wait for the marvelous supper you’ve planned. I was
just thinking it was such a pity that your daughter won’t be here. You must
miss her so very much.”


“Oh yes. Roderick misses Genevieve and her cubs
particularly. It’s a shame they fell ill or else you would have had the chance
to meet them all. I’m certain her cubs would adore you as an aunt.”


It was a good thing I wasn’t eating or drinking anything
because I would have choked to death. With Celeste and Venetia applauding all
the while. I forced the dark thought away even as I wanted to gag at Celeste’s
saccharine tone as she gave a little laugh and said, “I would be delighted to
be given the honor.”


Then, why don’t you
marry Madoc? He’s the unattached one in the family. I kept my eyes on the
potatoes I was mashing, forcing my leopard to be still even as she stirred in
anger at the thought of another interloping female trying to steal my Tiger.
Pity, I couldn’t say I wasn’t imaging a certain Tigress’ face in the pulverized
potatoes.


“Raina!”


I looked up, forcing back a snap of my own, as I met
Venetia’s gaze. All hints of warmth and approval had vanished as she eyed me
with icy disdain. “We are serving lobsters, crab cakes, and oyster stew for
tonight’s meal. Will you be able to cook those?”


“Yes, of course,” I answered with far more polite diplomacy
than Baran probably thought I could ever exhibit as I forced a quick smile.


Venetia nodded regally. “Good.” She turned back to Celeste
and warmed perceptibly. “Come, let us choose the perfect dress for you. You
will take his breath away.”


If that floozy was aiming at my mate, I would be taking away
her breath. A soft growl escaped me
as I kept pounding the potatoes. After another few minutes of mashing the
potatoes within an inch of their existence, I forced myself to stop before they
were unusable. I took several deep breaths to quell my temper and shushed my
leopard’s suggestion of enjoying a true fight with the Tigress hunting my mate.
We knew he wasn’t going to respond. This was all a lost cause on Celeste’s
part. Extremely irritating, but a lost cause.


As I moved onto the next task for preparing supper, I knew I
needed to do my best to hurry. The odds of the Tigresses coming back at any
time before the food had to be ready and on the table were so poor as to not
even be laughable. They had set me up quite smoothly. If I didn’t get this
finished before Baran showed back up from wherever he had vanished . . . Well,
let’s just say I had concerns about his temper.


Last thing this family needed was a quarrel over my
preparing the food for tonight’s meal. I glanced over my shoulder at the line
of turkeys waiting to be prepared. Oh, right. It also seemed I had been left
with the questionable honor of preparing the meal for Thanksgiving as well. Ten
turkeys. By the Creator, that was going to take a while to cook. And, I
couldn’t forget the crab cakes. Or the lobsters. Or oyster stew.


Maybe I should check my phone to make sure I still remembered
the proper way to cook all that seafood. I had a feeling that Tigers who lived
in Maine would be extremely picky about their seafood preparation. Crab cakes
should be easy enough. I opened the storage chest and grimaced at the sight of
both live lobsters and crabs scuttling around. Greaaaat.
Should’ve been a Jaguar. Or a Tiger.
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The sight of Madoc standing in the snow banks behind the
house as we pulled up in the front only heightened the tension between Roderick
and myself that had developed since we left the site of the body’s discovery. I
still did not understand or appreciate his overly cautious approach to the
signs of a confirmed Vampyre presence in his
territory. Unless he did not fully believe his own words about his son not
being involved in Fringe activities.


As much as part of me itched to confront my brother on his
activities, to force the truth out of him, I knew it would only end in a fight.
Something I wouldn’t do to Raina. Not again. Only two more days.


I kept my peace saying nothing to Roderick as he diverted
his path away from the front walk toward his son. No doubt he intended to warn
Madoc against further provoking me. Or rather, my suspicions that my brother
was up to no good and had managed to fall into an even worse crowd of peers
than in the past.


“I know Madoc has made
foolish choices in the past. He has made decisions that disappointed both of
us, Baran. However, despite your brother’s penchant for acting out, he is not
stupid. He wouldn’t involve himself with the Fringe.”


Roderick’s words from when we first began the drive back to
the lodge whispered through my thoughts once more. I cast a skeptical glance
toward where father and son now walked briskly toward the vehicle, no doubt
seeking privacy. I had not been able to hide my skepticism as well as I ought
to have earlier. Given Madoc’s penchant for flaunting edicts of the Way such as
when he recklessly endangered others by baiting trolls in the canals of the
Barrier.


I shook my head. Pulling my pocket watch from my coat, I
checked the time. It was twenty minutes after five. No doubt the evening meal
would be ready by six o’clock precisely. Venetia insisted on timeliness.
Always.


After one last glance toward the vehicle containing Roderick
and Madoc, I headed inside the lodge. I needed to find Raina. I could only hope
that the little pest had managed to keep from further offending Venetia.
Although it would not necessarily be her fault should my mother take further
offense. Her very existence and appearance in my life was reason enough for
offense in Venetia’s eyes.


“Baran.”


I paused midway up the stairs leading to my room at the low
call. For a moment I was tempted to ignore it. However, that would have been .
. . unwise. Instead, I reluctantly went back down the stairs and entered one of
the family rooms.


Somehow, it was no surprise when I was greeted solely by the
sight and scent of two Tigresses. Venetia sat with elegantly regal posture on
one of the large couches, her silk chiffon dress of icy blue and perfectly
coifed blonde hair pinned in an elegant chignon further conveying the image of
an icy empress. Celeste, on the other hand, looked more like a bride dressed in
a close fitting white dress whose lace overlay gathered in a formal train. Her
pale blonde hair had been styled in loose ringlets that didn’t quite brush the
tops of her shoulders. The scent of apple blossoms hung thick in the air, and I
sneezed.


Turning my attention away from the ever present annoyance of
my mother’s guest, I focused on Venetia. “Ready for the dinner already?”


A thin smile curved her lips without ever touching her
golden eyes as she dipped her head slightly. “Of course. I wished to enjoy more
conversations with Celeste about her experience in properly run Therian
households. It is so pleasant to discuss things with a woman of your generation
and one who has been properly trained.”


I folded my arms over my chest as I ignored the barb. “I am
surprised that you are not overseeing the meal yourself.”


Venetia’s eyes left mine for a moment, but her icy smile
remained in place. “The help seems to have everything in hand.”


Celeste giggled suddenly, then she rose to her feet and
sashayed toward me. She reached out to rest her fingers lightly on my folded
arms before I stepped away from her. It did nothing to deter her smile or the
gleam of a hunting predator in her eyes as she looked me over. “My dear Baran,
I was hoping you would join us early. Although,” her gaze swept over me once
more, “perhaps you aren’t perfectly ready for the meal. Would you like some
advice on which outfit you should wear? I would be delighted to lend my
expertise.”


I met her smile with cold impassivity. Any sort of reaction
would give this Tigress ammunition to use against me, and I didn’t trust
Venetia not to do the same. “That won’t be necessary. I know how to dress for
Venetia’s table.” Turning to present the back of my shoulders to her, I focused
on my mother once more. “Venetia, where is Raina? I had hoped to find the two
of you . . . sharing each other’s company.”


A cold laugh escaped Venetia. Her golden eyes met mine with
cool disdain shimmering in their depths and tainting her scent with
brittleness. “The little half-breed is . . . making some use of herself.
Perhaps she has wandered though. Have you checked a hotel in town? Or wherever
these Trackers and half-breeds take themselves when they finally realize they
are not welcome.”


I stared at her unwilling to break eye contact with her. Her
Tiger ghosted across her face before she grimaced as she conceded defeat and
dropped her gaze. It took more effort than I cared to admit to keep from
growling at the two women when I next spoke. “I ask again. Where is Raina?”


A whisper of movement behind me and the faded scent of
cinnamon and vanilla tickled my nose despite the overwhelming apple blossoms
and new scents of meat. I turned to see Raina, her hair falling out of her
braid and flour dusting her right temple. She looked . . . tired.


Before I could utter a single word, she moved slightly
around me. She addressed Venetia with more politeness than the Tigress
warranted. “The last of the turkeys is ready for tomorrow. And, tonight’s
dinner should be ready to serve by six.”


My mother dipped her head. “Very good.” She immediately
turned to Celeste and held out a hand to her. “Come, Celeste, let’s allow Baran
to change into more appropriate attire for the evening meal. Why don’t you tell
me of your parents? How are they enjoying Italy?”


“They are currently in Rome. The Colosseum is apparently
hosting certain fighting exhibitions.”


I grabbed Raina’s hand and tugged her out of the room as the
two Tigresses settled down to their gossip once more. I barely waited until we
reached the stairs before I whispered, “I thought Venetia had hired help.”


“Well, it was more of a pressgang experience than a hiring situation,”
Raina replied. She glanced up at me and tightened her grip on my hand even as I
started to turn. “Don’t. Please.” When I glared down at her, her expression
softened and she patted my chest before tugging at my collar. “Trying to be a
barnacle, remember? And, I had it perfectly under control. It just took a
little longer than I had planned.”


“How long?”


She squinted at me then shrugged. “Maybe four or so hours?
Maybe five. It doesn’t matter.”


“They left you alone to handle an entire meal for five
hours?”


“Shh, keep your voice down.” Raina
glanced back the way we had come, then tugged on my hand before letting go as
she started climbing the stairs once more. “Come on, we need to change. And,
like I said, it wasn’t a big deal. I had it all totally under control. I made
two meals, thank you. Meet the challenge, be the barnacle.”


An unwanted laugh slipped free before I caught myself. “You
are nonsense.”


“That sentence was nonsense, TDS,” she murmured. She waited
at the top of the stairs for me to regain her side once more, then slipped her
arm through mine. “Besides, being up to my elbows in turkeys meant I had a very
good reason to avoid my brother’s irate phone call.”


“Which brother?”


She poked me in the side. “The Emperor, of course.” She
flicked a strand of copper colored hair back. “He thinks I broke one of the
cardinal rules of Kemp, which is a ridiculous overreaction. Not that he’ll
admit it any time soon.”


“Cardinal rules of Kemp?” I repeated, following her into the
room.


I had no idea what she was talking about now. Only it would
not surprise me that Raina and her siblings would have some nonsensical set of
rules . . . in fact, I would be genuinely shocked to find she actually followed
those rules.


Raina ignored me, however, as she walked over to the
wardrobe and withdrew two dresses. “I noticed that Celeste is determined to be
a bride.”


“Are you going to throw red wine on her?”


My cheeky little mouse of a Leopardess grinned at me. “Of
course not, dear. That would be uncivil. Not to mention more suited for a soap
opera. I thought I would demonstrate the joys of color.” She raised the two
dresses, then held one of them to her. “What do you think? Red?”


The red chiffon with its slightly flaring skirt was the same
hue as a dark red rose. Perfect complement to Raina’s green tinged hazel eyes
and her copper colored hair as well as her fair skin. “A redhead in red. Bold
and memorable.”


Raina’s smile widened to show teeth as she studied her
reflection in the mirror. “And, Venetia would hate it?”


“Most likely.” My gaze fell on the second dress. “She’d
probably hate the black one more.”


She lowered the red gown and raised the black one. “Perhaps,
something more dramatic yet understated, hmm?”


“You’re breathtaking in both of them,” I stated honestly. My
gaze drifted to the smear of flour decorating her temple and I added, “Although
you should hurry if we’re to be back downstairs on time.”


My mate lowered the dress and gave me a look I couldn’t
interpret before she murmured, “I am almost tempted to risk the Tigress’ wrath
and keep you up here with me tonight.”


I grinned in response. “If that’s your desire, I will gladly
cooperate.”


Raina shook her head even as she laughed. “Don’t tempt me,
Tigger. I might actually follow through.”


Distracting myself from my own tempting thoughts, I focused
on changing my shirt for a fresh black one. The shower was still running as I
finished buttoning the sleeves. “We could leave in the morning.”


“We are not admitting defeat, TDS,” Raina called back in a
low voice. “We are going to have a pleasant family Thanksgiving, if it kills
me.”


“That is what I am trying to avoid,” I grumbled.


“No leaving ahead of schedule.” She paused as her phone
started ringing. “Who’s calling?”


“It says the Emperor.”


“Answer it would you? I’ll be out in just a few minutes.”


I didn’t want to end our previous conversation, not until I
convinced her to see sense and remove herself from the toxic environment of
this Tiger’s den. However, I did not wish to provoke a fight either. Knowing I
had no choice in the matter, I answered the phone. “Constantine.”


My wife’s second eldest brother growled. “Where’s Raina?
That brat has broken the cardinal Kemp rule!”


“I did no such thing,” Raina called through the still closed
bathroom door.


I glanced from the door to the phone. Leopards. “What is
that rule?”


“Never betray family,” my mate answered.


“No. The cardinal Kemp rule is that we do not tell on each
other to Ama,” came the curt disagreement.


Raina opened the bathroom door with one towel wrapped around
her and using another to dry her hair. She rolled her eyes at me as she
retorted, “I didn’t break that rule.”


“You most certainly did.”


Another roll of her eyes, but she made no effort to take the
phone from me as she continued rubbing her hair. “Oh please. It’s all your
fault anyway. Aita called me about why I wasn’t at
home and I had to explain to him my reasons and since your abrupt departure was
a key factor, I had no choice but to mention it to Aita.”


“Why aren’t you at home?”


“I’m in Maine.”


“Why?”


“To have a family Thanksgiving, naturally.”


“Why would you go to Maine for a family Thanksgiving? It
would make more sense to drag your Tiger across the ocean to join the rest of
the family.”


Raina let out an exasperated sigh. “I have family other than
you guys now.”


“I thought you said his sister lives in Tennessee?”


“She does live there. I’m visiting the other in-laws.”


There was a sudden pause in the conversation, then her
brother asked in a strangled voice, “I thought you said he sprang fully formed
out of the ground when a copy of the Way touched it?”


I raised an eyebrow at Raina who grinned at me. “I know. I’m
disappointed in the legend being proved false too. But, what can a girl do?”
She glanced at the clock on the wall and grimaced. “Look, Emperor, I am telling
you that only Aita called. Ama
wasn’t on the call so I did not tattle on you.”


“You managed it by proxy.”


Raina laughed. “Proxy doesn’t count, you dork. You and
Connor established that Ama learning about things by
proxy doesn’t count as breaking the cardinal rules because it’s Ama. She knows everything about everyone all the time. The
youngers and I can only follow in your paw prints, big brother. Therefore if
you have something against proxy discoveries, which we all know is at times
inevitable depending upon the situation and circumstances, then you need to
take it up with Connor.”


Her brother huffed. “And have Ama
learn about the cardinal rules of Kemp? Never.”


“Then I guess you’ll just have to suffer in silence, won’t
you?” Raina asked with a teasing lilt in her voice.


Her brother was silent for a long moment. “Brat.”


The phone clicked, and I set it back on the bed before
turning my attention back to Raina. I looked her over slowly before scratching
at my scruff. “You go downstairs like that, Raina, and my mother will ban you
from the entire state of Maine.”


Raina laughed again. “Don’t worry. I promise not to go
downstairs without being appropriately dressed. TDS . . .” She paused then
continued, “Since you’re already appropriate, would you mind going down to the
kitchen? To check on the food. Just make sure there aren’t any last minute
disasters. Please?”


I nodded. “All right. But, you’ll need to hurry.”


“Is being late a crime in this house?”


She was smiling as she said it, but I couldn’t return the
gesture as I shook my head. “No. It is merely unforgivable.”


Her smile vanished, and she walked back into the bathroom.
“I’ll be down in a couple of minutes. Be nice to your family, Baran.”


“I’ll be nice to you,” I promised.


She rolled her eyes at me and didn’t argue as she closed the
door once more. “Behave yourself, Tigger,” she called as I left. I was not the
one whose behavior she needed to worry over.


I had almost reached the kitchen and could hear someone
moving around when Venetia called my name. I paused, torn between the temptation
to ignore her under the excuse of fulfilling Raina’s request and putting a halt
to whatever malicious mischief Venetia intended next. She called my name again
in the same cool voice as before. I knew it would soon turn to icy fury and
most likely aimed at Raina.


Knowing I had little choice, I went to find Venetia. She and
Celeste were still in the family room and Madoc had joined them. He wore his
dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up and the top two buttons undone as he
slouched against the mantle of the lit fireplace. As soon as he noticed me, he
smirked. I folded my arms over my chest as I held his gaze until he was forced
to look down, his smirk replaced by a scowl.


Only then did I turn my attention to the women. Celeste
still wore the hungry gaze of a predator as she rose to her feet and slowly
approached me. “Baran, we were just having a lovely conversation.”


Madoc chuckled. “Of course, we were. Mother, perhaps you
should enlighten Baran as to the topic. Your feelings toward the little kitten
Baran brought into your home.”


I glanced from my younger brother to Venetia. She would not
meet my eyes, didn’t offer a true challenge, yet there was a tinge of triumph
in her scent as she stated coldly, “My feelings are no doubt irrelevant to your
brother. However, it must be said. She is inappropriate in both manner and
speech. She cannot even pretend to hide her emotions when appropriate or as
needed. Instead, she blithely goes through life not caring who she insults with
her . . . her devil may care toying with the rules of propriety. She cares
nothing for decorum. Nothing for your status as a general, much less what the Demirci name means.” Venetia paused, nostrils flaring
slightly, as she fixed her disapproving gaze on me. “I have made many calls
regarding this woman. Nothing good is said about her.” She looked away once
more, adding, “Though perhaps I should make allowances given her bloodline.”


It took all of my self-control to keep from snarling at her.
Madoc continued to smirk at me. Then, my fool of a younger brother dared to
speak. “Perhaps we should be asking an even more relevant question. When are
you going to bid the little mistoa to go back to her
kin?”


My blood ran cold even as my tiger stirred angrily at the
implied insult. To tell Raina to go back to her kin was how Therians offered a
divorce. Tradition dictated that divorces could be finalized by one half of the
mated pair instructing the other to return to their kin thrice and their
acceptance of the words. There were times when divorces went through the
courts, but most often when it happened it was according to tradition. And, it
was a disgrace. Divorce was permitted by the edicts in cases of abuse and other
contentious matters . . . such as infidelity. But it was not meant to be given
lightly, especially not in peace marriages.


I settled a stern look on my brother first, then on Venetia
herself as the words escaped me in a clipped tone, “I do not intend to do so.
At any time. Now or in the future. I am committed to both my marriage and my
mate.”


The scent of apple blossoms enveloped me as Celeste moved
closer, once more resting her hand on my arm, as her eyes glinted up at me and
her lips curved in a slight smile. “You are a man of great honor. However, I
cannot help wondering if your mate is similarly committed. She is a Tracker
after all. Trackers care nothing for duty. I have even heard they are little
better than the Wild Hunt the Elves indulged in once upon a time.”


“I have heard similar tales,” Venetia interjected. “She
cannot feel much loyalty to you. It would go against the grain of the type of .
. . independence the Trackers prefer for their ranks.”


I raised a finger as I growled low in my throat. “Watch your
words carefully, Venetia.”


She narrowed her eyes in response. “Remember that I am your
mother. You only married this . . . kitten out of a sense of duty because the
king commanded you to do so.”


My lips pressed together in a thin line as I bit back a hot
retort.


“Well?” She arched an elegant eyebrow. “Do you deny that is
the reason you married Raina Kemp? Because your king commanded you to do so and
not because you had any sort of
feelings for the young Leopardess.”


“I do not deny it.” I held her gaze as I added quietly,
“This marriage was arranged because I agreed to a peace marriage, and Raina was
chosen for me. The king commanded, and we both obeyed.”


“She must’ve swooned over such a proposal, all that talk of
duty and the king’s command,” Madoc interjected.


I ground my teeth together, working my jaw, as I bit back
the harsh words I wanted to hurl at the impudent youngster. “I never proposed
to her. We were formally introduced, and then we married the next day as per
the king’s wishes. We were merely one of many couples to do so that week.”


Celeste drew in a sharp breath and took a quick step back.
Stark disapproval rolled over Venetia’s face as the younger Tigress asked, “Do
you truly mean to say that you permitted your marriage to have such an
inauspicious beginning as being part of the circus called the Week of
Weddings?”


I kept my gaze on Venetia as I stated simply, “I followed my
duty and obeyed my king. It would have been dishonorable to defy either when I
accepted the responsibility of committing myself to a peace marriage.”


A touch to my arm pulled my attention back to Celeste. She
gave her head a careful shake causing her curls to shiver. “Why would you do
such a thing when you have always had your pick of women?”


Pulling away from her, I stated gruffly, “I had my reasons
for choosing this path.”


Venetia rose to her feet with silent grace, her expression
unreadable, as she shrugged a shoulder. “I suppose we can only admire your
devotion to duty . . . even when it means feigning the same devotion to the
bride duty chose for you.”


“You are out of line.” The words came out low and harsh.


Yet, it did not stop her. Venetia let out a cold, mirthless
laugh. “Do not pretend with me. You are still my son. I know you too well to
believe that you fell anything for this girl. A woman who is so very different
from you, who is so free spirited as to play with the edicts of the Way as
pleases her. No. I cannot believe that one such as she could ever earn more
than the grudging devotion rooted solely in your sense of duty . . . your sense
of honor.” She shook her head. “No, I could sooner believe a match with a
dragon for you.”


Madoc’s chuckle broke the tension in the air. He pushed off
the mantle as he rubbed his hands together. “The mighty General Baran paired to
a dragon. Now that would be a different story all together, wouldn’t it? Pity
the dragons prefer to have nothing to do with the rest of us shifters. They
value their bloodlines even more highly than you do, Mother.”


I bared my teeth at him and any rebuke I could offer was
silenced by the appearance of Roderick in the doorway. He studied the room for
a moment before crossing to Venetia and kissing her cheek. “Dinner has been set
on the table. Shall we?”


I didn’t miss the way Venetia cut a knowing look in my
direction before she inclined her head and accepted Roderick’s proffered arm.
Nor did I miss the smug satisfaction that crossed Madoc’s face. Even Celeste
failed to hide her satisfaction at my silence. All of it infuriated me and
agitated my tiger into struggling away from my control. I spun on my heel
putting my back to the room even as I felt the Tiger ghost across my face.


Marching away from them was one of the most difficult things
I had done in over two decades. I caught a whiff of Raina’s cinnamon and vanilla
perfume that only grew stronger as I approached the formal dining room. I
entered the room only to stop short at the sight of her. The black sheath dress
flattered her curves with the lace overlay sleeves falling just short of her
wrists while the sweetheart neckline left her shoulders bare. Her copper
colored hair hung loose down her back while still covering the tips of her
ears. I couldn’t help admiring her as she turned from setting the last of the
silverware in its proper place.


Dramatic yet understated was what she had called the dress
earlier. But on her . . . On Raina, the dress was elegance and refinement. The
black provided a perfect canvas for one to admire her fair skin and copper
hair. Her green tinged hazel eyes seemed brighter as she smiled at me. 


I returned her smile until Venetia’s comments whispered
through my thoughts again. My tiger stirred once more as my smile dropped. The
others entered the room behind me, and I crossed to Raina’s side then pulled
out a chair for her.


Raina’s smile had faded and a flicker of concern entered her
eyes even though her perfume kept the emotion from being detected in her scent.
I ignored the unvoiced question as I took her hand and urged her to take her
seat.


“Baran, Celeste is to sit beside you.”


“No.” 


“Baran,” Raina spoke softly, but I only shook my head at
her. Venetia’s words had stung due to their truth. I was tired of allowing the
Tigress the upper hand.


“Take your seat, Raina,” I instructed gruffly. She studied
me a breath longer before sitting in the chair. I immediately pulled out the
one between her and where Venetia would sit and took my own place at the table.


“Baran,” came the clipped call.


I looked up to find Venetia glaring down at me. She pursed
her lips before stating icily, “Celeste is to be your dinner companion.”


“No.” I glanced past her to the others and noted that
Roderick had already instructed Madoc to take his own seat before pulling out
Venetia’s chair. Only Venetia and Celeste still remained in place, their eyes
fixed on me. “My companion is my wife as it should be. There is nothing more to
be said on the matter.”


“As this is my house, tradition dictates that I seat my
guests as suited. Celeste is better suited.”


A low growl escaped me as I shoved to my feet. “That’s
enough.”


“I agree,” Roderick interjected. “Venetia, the dinner will
get cold. Shall we begin before such a tragedy occurs?”


Venetia inclined her head the tiniest amount, then allowed
her husband to seat her while Celeste availed herself of Madoc’s services. A
thick tension settled over the table. Not even the food’s aroma was enough to
coat the bitter scent. The minutes ticked by with exaggerated sluggishness
until Raina cleared her throat. She glanced from me to Roderick as she broke
the silence. “Where did the two of you vanish to this afternoon?”


Roderick looked . . . thankful for her efforts. “The reeves
summoned me and Baran was kind enough to accompany me into town.”


“Reeves?” Venetia echoed. “What did they need that couldn’t
wait until after the holiday?”


Roderick glanced at me, and I gave a curt nod. The
information needed to be shared. He nodded in response before answering, “They
found a body and, as magistrate, my presence was required.”


Venetia set down her fork as she fixed her husband with a
cool look. “The reeves have found bodies before and not needed your presence.
Why should this be different?”


“The body was different, my dear. It was the right thing for
them to do to call me,” Roderick said patiently.


“Why take Baran?” Venetia did not so much as grace me with
her attention. “Maine is not within his territory after all, and we wouldn’t
want him to overstep duty’s bounds.”


I glared at her and a growl roughened my voice as I
interrupted, “The body was desiccated. We did not know it at the time of
Roderick’s invitation, however, it was a good thing that I accompanied him. It
was faster than waiting for another military representative to arrive in town.
This Therian was killed in the midst of shifting, and the body was stuck
between forms. Something that does not happen.”


Raina stiffened beside me, but Celeste was the one who
spoke. She gave a little laugh as she sipped her wine. “All this fuss? Over a
body that displays unusual signs? Are they certain that this wasn’t some sort
of prank?”


I stared at her for a long moment before I shook my head.
“This was no prank. There could be only one culprit behind such a body. A Vampyre.”


Madoc’s smirk had vanished entirely, and he turned to his
father. A thread of seriousness wove into his voice as he asked, “A clutch
here? I thought they were trapped in New York.”


“That is likely still the case,” Roderick stated quietly. “I
do not think this scout who managed to slip by the net around New York will
cause further trouble. Most likely the scout is already retreating. Perhaps
they’ve crossed the border into Canada already.”


I frowned at him. “That is a reckless assumption.” Raina
touched my leg, but I ignored it as I turned my frown on the others. “We cannot
assume that this was a Vampyre scout traveling alone.
To do so is both reckless and foolish. Better to assume that where there is one
Vampyre we can expect to find more.”


Roderick shifted his weight, his gaze serious, yet he didn’t
frown or permit even a hint of a growl as he countered, “The odds of two
clutches appearing in the New World at the same time and with one going
undetected are highly improbable. I would even say it is more likely to have
another Wendigo smuggled into the human’s capital. Perhaps such a thing might
have been possible when you were a cub, Baran, but no longer. Our people work
too hard to prevent such a situation from occurring, not only Therians and the
Elves, but these firms who work between our peoples and the humans, Halliman’s
on the West Coast, Carith & Krall in Mississippi,
and even Weard Enterprises in Chicago. They all fight to protect our shared
secrets from the humans.”


“A pity Weard doesn’t play well with Trackers in Chicago,”
Raina interjected before I could control my irritation enough to speak without
roaring. “Of course, there was some damage done by the current commander’s
predecessor that caused Weard to pull away a few years ago. The new commander
hasn’t had time to reach out to them again.” She glanced at me, then quickly
fixed her attention on Roderick. “Have you much experience fighting Vampyres?”


“None. However, I know the stories.” Roderick’s eyes
flickered toward Venetia as he added softly, “I learned them from a good
friend.”


“I don’t suppose you would be able to consult your source
for more information,” Raina asked.


“No.” Roderick’s gaze roamed from my mother to myself. “My .
. . friend died shortly after the Fourth War.”


I stiffened. How dare he mention a friendship he lost the
rights to years past?


Venetia cleared her throat delicately. “Well then, it sounds
to me as though Roderick has the matter well in hand. He will tell us if
there’s any need to be concerned.”


Roderick nodded at her words. “Yes. As I said, I do not
think this is more than a scout passing through. However, until the reeves
determine the creature’s absence from our woods, none of us should go anywhere
alone at night. As a precaution.” His gaze landed on Madoc as he added, “Am I
understood?”


I shoved back from the table leaving most of the food on my
plate untouched. Madoc gave a careless answer, but I didn’t caution him. He
wouldn’t listen to me. He wouldn’t even listen to his parents. Why should I
have ever been surprised when his own father refused to listen to sense?


Storming from the room, I barely noticed the soft footfalls
behind me. A hand brushed against mine, and I whirled baring my teeth in a
snarl. The snarl died as Raina raised both eyebrows at me. “What just happened?
You almost attacked your own step-father.”


“Don’t call him that.” I stepped away only to change
direction and step in close once more as I pointed in the direction of the
formal dining room. “They’re fools. They’re reckless. They won’t listen.”


“I can’t imagine why they wouldn’t want to listen to a
grouchy growly Tiger,” Raina deadpanned. “What is going on with you tonight? I
told you this was just a challenge by Venetia, which I was passing with flying
colors by the way. But you . . .”


She shoved her hair back as she lowered her voice to a
barely heard whisper. “I don’t know what happened while I was upstairs, but you
were out of bounds. And, apparently, on the verge of fighting everyone in that
room except for me. And you went after Roderick, which I don’t understand
because he’s been the nicest one here. What’s wrong?”


I stared down at her for a long moment. She would never
understand. I stepped back from her as I ground out, “Nothing is wrong.”


Raina tsked. “Don’t be insulting.
I can smell the lie in that, Baran.” Her hand rested on my arm for a brief
second before she pulled back. “All right. I am going to go help with the
cleanup. I will join you in our room when I’m done.” She turned to leave and
paused to look at me over her shoulder. “Maybe you should shower away some of
those emotions.”
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Chapter Sixteen


 


 


Raina


 


Why did Tigers have to be so complicated? And
exasperating? Exasperatingly complicated! The dish I was rinsing clunked
against the side of the sink before I corrected my hold. Fortunately, I didn’t chip
it. I could only imagine what my mother-in-law would do to me if I chipped one
of her dishes.


I wished I had one of those Tigers in here to question on
what had happened to make the TDS so very irritable. Even for him, his
reactions were bad. I suppressed a sigh. There were far too many Tigers in this
lodge.


“Raina, I wasn’t expecting to find you,” Roderick’s voice
came from behind me.


“Thought you would be trying to placate the general.” Madoc paused
and a hint of mockery entered his voice as he added, “Unless of course he
considers you a blight too. Being an undisciplined Tracker, that is.”


I glanced over my shoulder in time to see Roderick’s
censuring look toward his son, but I only rolled my eyes. “Is that the best you
can do? I would have expected something more along the lines of my being a mistoa or a Leopard.” I glanced back down at the shallow
bowl in my hands before musing, “Still not sure which one is the bigger sin.”


“Oh being a mistoa, I assure you,”
Madoc stated cheerfully as he reached across to pluck the bowl from my grip.
“I’ll dry.”


A low laugh escaped me as I flicked soapy water at him. “And
here I thought Tigers just love to play in the water.”


Madoc grinned at me as he set aside the bowl and leaned his
hip against the counter. “Trust me. If the sink were actually big enough to
accommodate the beast, I would be in there in a heartbeat.”


I blinked at him. Shaking my head, I rinsed the next dish.
“Tigers are crazy.”


The two tigers filled the kitchen with their laughter. Like
I said, Tigers are the most insane of the Felidae clan. Followed by Jaguars.
Neither of them knew how to properly cat if they kept playing in any body of
water they deemed large enough. It just wasn’t . . . normal.


We set up a system for the rest of the dishes. I washed,
Madoc dried, and Roderick put them away. Which was probably for the best since
I didn’t have a clue where most of them were supposed to go. I didn’t know
where Venetia and Celeste had slinked off to but I was crossing my fingers that
they were doing something other than continuing to collude against Baran and
me.


“How long have you been with the Trackers?”


I glanced at Madoc before focusing on the sudsy pot in my
hands. “August will mark my tenth anniversary. I joined right before I turned
seventeen.”


“Ever consider doing anything else?”


A low chuckle escaped me. “I almost followed my father’s
steps in joining the military. However, it was not a very good . . . fit, shall
we say?”


“How so?”


Meeting Madoc’s questioning eyes, I offered a faint smile.
“I don’t like being told what to do. Trackers offer the most freedom on an
individual level.”


“Ever consider going private?”


My brow furrowed as I considered his question. “Like the
reeves?”


“Or Weard’s hunters.”


I shook my head almost immediately. “Oh no, I’m too much of
a homebody. If I were to work outside of the Therians, I’d be more likely to
offer my services as liaison to one of the PR firms. Like Carith
& Krall.”


“You’d work for the dragons?”


A small grin popped into being as I handed him the pot.
“You’d think dragons and Therians would get along better. Seeing as how we’re
all shifters. But yes, I would if it meant I could stay close to my family. I’m
a homebody at heart even with my need for independence.”


Madoc shook his head. However, he surprised me by not
launching into a rant against the dragons like a good chunk of Therians in our
age group would have in his place. Instead, he looked rather thoughtful as he
dried the pot. “How long do Tracker recruits stay under close supervision?”


“Depends on the recruit.”


“Do you get your choice of posts if you’re not a commander?”


“Depends on the situation and the recruit.” I paused, then
added, “If you know someone among the commanders who’s willing to put his or
her hide on the line, you could get special placement instead of being placed
where the next available body is needed. But such decisions lie in Matahari’s hands and that Tigress doesn’t move anyone
without need or reason. She wants her people to be sharp and willing to do what
we must to keep our people safe and fulfill our tasks. However, she mostly
interacts with the commanders. Then, we tell our people what needs to be done.”


Madoc looked down at his hands and a slow grin spread across
his face as he laughed. Amusement’s warm scent peppered the air. “I thought you
didn’t like being told what to do.”


“I don’t.” I waited until he was looking at me before
continuing cheerfully, “That’s why I’m a commander. So I can tell everyone else
what needs to be done.”


“Trackers care if you come into the service a little later
in life?”


“Nope. I know of several Trackers who came to join us after
serving a couple of decades in the military. They promise they far prefer the
Tracker life to the stripes.”


Roderick turned from where he had been putting away dishes
and eyed his son with an indecipherable look. “Since when have you been
interested in the Trackers, Madoc?”


Madoc shrugged as he suddenly found the delicate gold
pattern on the rim of the china bowl I’d handed him to be absolutely
fascinating. Maybe he found secret Fae instructions . . . I glanced over.
Nothing that looked Elvish to me. Or one of the other Fae dialects. More’s the
pity.


“Madoc?” his father prompted.


A heavy sigh escaped the Tiger to my right before a carefree
smirk once more graced his lips. He offered a slight shrug. “I was merely
curious. The military life was never me after all. Not when the mighty and
infallible Baran has already made his mark there.”


Roderick looked rather torn almost as if he didn’t know
whether to comfort or reprimand. He pursed his lips then murmured, “The Creator
granted many talents among all because everyone is not meant to follow the same
paths. Not even among brothers.”


As he turned his back to put another dish away, I noticed
Madoc making a face. Whether it was his father’s words, which were somewhat of
a platitude or the fact that Roderick had called Madoc and Baran brothers, I
couldn’t say. Although the two brothers did seem to share the same disgust for
being named as relatives. Did I mention Tigers were weird? Or specifically the Demirci and Frost Tigers in this case.


Madoc noticed me watching, and he suddenly leaned toward me.
A smirk appeared even as a hint of challenge crept into his golden eyes. “You
realize you are far too pretty to spend your days behind a desk, yes?”


I scoffed, “Must be why I never sit behind a desk unless
forced.”


Reaching into the sink to unplug the drain, I kept one eye
on the Tiger. Madoc sidled a little closer, but wasn’t dumb enough to try to
touch me. Still he cocked his head as the smirk grew into a toothy grin. “Maybe
I should take you for another run through the woods. Elves like to run, right?
I bet you enchant— Hey!”


He spluttered, and I laughed as I sprayed him again with the
water hose. “Down boy.” Despite my laughter, I let the Leopard peek out at him
as I continued, “You wouldn’t want a reputation for flirting with married women,
now would you?”


Madoc shook his now soaked shirt as he glared at me. “You
sprayed me with the water hose!”


I smirked. “Thought Tigers love water. You did mention
wanting to get in the sink. Figured you needed cooling off.”


Roderick’s quiet chuckles joined my laughter while Madoc
continued shaking his shirt. Then, the mez tucked
into the far corner of the kitchen crackled to life and Venetia’s cool tones
filtered over to us. “Roderick, come join me in the parlor.”


The mez’s blue light faded before
Roderick could even have the chance to step into range and respond. He put the
last of the bowls away and nodded to the two of us. His gaze lingered on his
son, however. “Madoc, I would suggest you conduct yourself with care. Raina
doesn’t seem like a woman who would hesitate to put you in your place should
you step out of line again.”


I smirked when both Tigers glanced at me. Roderick left as I
finished rinsing out the sink. As I put the hose away, Madoc broke his silence.
However, he kept his voice low as though he were afraid to be overheard as he
asked me the last thing I expected. “Do you think the Trackers might accept
me?”


Chewing over my answer, I took my time putting the hose back
and then wiping down the counter surrounding the sink. Crumpling the hand towel,
I studied Madoc for a long moment. He looked . . . sincere. No hint of the
smirk remained and even his golden eyes were serious, if intense. I shrugged a
shoulder. “The good thing about Trackers is also the bad thing. They will
accept just about anyone who applies to them. Ethics . . . are not always as
strictly enforced as perhaps they should be, unless a recruit does something
monumental enough to get kicked out of training.”


I folded the hand towel and set it on the counter before I
continued, “It’s part of the reason those in the military don’t tend to think
highly of us. Trackers are very often . . . fluid with rules and regulations.
They do exist contrary to what our military critics would have you believe, but
a regimented adherence . . .” I shook my hand. “Not really our thing.” I paused
and quietly said, “If you wish, I can put in a good word for you.”


His head came up and his eyes widened while surprise
skittered through his scent. He stepped toward me, opening his mouth, and I was
ninety-nine . . . well okay more like sixty percent certain that he was going
to take me up on that offer. Then he stopped short and took a large step back,
bumping into the island behind him and shaking his head. A bitter laugh escaped
him as his eyes clouded with . . . self-recrimination. “Not even the Trackers
would be crazy enough to accept me. I’m too much trouble.”


“Who says?”


A mirthless smirk briefly twisted his lips. “My big brother
for one.”


I couldn’t help the little laugh that escaped. “So? Baran
says I’m too much trouble too. But, I still keep him around.”


Madoc snorted. “Then, you are truly insane.”


Another chuckle escaped before I grew serious. “It’s Baran.
We might need to read between the lines a lot to get what he’s trying to
communicate underneath the regurgitation of edicts and regulations, but he’s
not nearly as cold and strict as rumor would paint him.”


“Well, you have to say that because you’re his mate.”


I couldn’t help the grin or my rising amusement. Although I
did manage to keep from laughing as I walked by him to check the turkeys for
tomorrow. “I don’t know about that. I could probably win the uncharitable
thoughts toward Baran competition, especially when the TDS has riled me to the
point where my fondest desire is to wrap my hands around his throat and squeeze
until he stops quoting edicts at me.”


Closing the refrigerator door, I turned in time to see
Madoc’s widening grin. His gaze dipped to my hands. “Can you even get your
hands around his neck?”


“Not really, which is why I settled for bloodying his nose
once.” I smirked as he barked a laugh then grew serious once more. “Look, I
know Baran is . . . difficult to relate to sometimes, especially with his
ridiculously hard-nosed adherence to every single little rule and edict beyond
the most important and relevant ones. But he is a good man, and I do love him.
In spite of the TDS sometimes, but I do love him.” I smoothed the lace overlay
of my dress as I added softly, “And, I made him work for it. He had to earn it.
He had to prove to me that I would be safe loving him, which took him forever
by the way. But he did, and so I do.”


To my surprise, there was no snarky remark about my
questionable choice of loves. There was no scoffing. No dismissal of my words.
Instead, Madoc stared at me as though he were . . . lost or perhaps looking for
something. “How did Baran manage to do that? I didn’t think him capable of
love. It is an emotion, and the mighty General Baran doesn’t display those
unless its disappointment over breaking one of his precious edicts.”


“He feels more than you seem to realize, Madoc. More than he
easily shows.”


I paused as I considered my answer then a smile pulled at my
lips as I stated, “Baran proved that I could trust him not to abandon me when I
needed him most. Believe me when I say that trust goes a long way in
demonstrating love.”
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Baran


 


My breath came in pants as I entered the bedroom. Sweat trickled
down my back and threatened to sting my eyes before I swiped it away. After
changing out of my dress shirt and pants into track pants, I had slipped into
the gym to rid myself of the frustrations that had my Tiger itching to force a
change. I had pounded the punching bag until the seams burst. Twice.


Raina was nowhere in the room, which meant she was likely
still downstairs. I could only hope that Venetia didn’t choose to heap further
abuse on her in my absence. The tiger stirred at the mere thought, and I forced
myself to keep walking. Shutting the bathroom door behind me, I moved to stand
in front of the sink. Grasping the cool stone, I bowed my head as I drew more
panting breaths in a vain attempt to regain my shaken control.


Instead of helping still my thoughts, my workout had only
drummed Venetia’s taunts into my brain. Over and over, her words about how I
had married out of duty and cared for Raina solely out of honor hammered at me
harder than I could hit the punching bag. I pushed away from the sink with a
hoarse growl. I needed to get out of this poisonous pit.


Even the hot water running over my muscles and steam filling
my nostrils weren’t enough of a distraction to escape those haunting words. The
worst part, the part that truly haunted me even now, was that they had been
right. I had long referred to my marriage to Raina as my duty. Enough so that
when she had struggled to trust me, struggled to even believe me sincere in my
feelings for her, as recently as our hunt for the Beast of Bray Road in May, it
had been because of my habit of referring to duty first when I discussed our
marriage or even thought about what I should do for my mate.


A snarl curled my lips as I slammed the side of my fist
against the slick wall. They were right, and I hated every ounce of it. Always,
it had been easier for me to allow my awareness of duty and honor to supersede
emotions. Emotions were . . . messy. They were complicated, and I did not
easily demonstrate my deepest emotions even toward Raina. It was far easier to
fall back on duty, on my honor, than to express something as . . . nebulous and
unruly as feelings. And, I had nearly lost Raina because of it.


I slammed my fist against the wall again, muttering a curse
under my breath. I went completely still, hand still braced against the cool
stone tile, as I realized the bedroom door had opened and light steps were now
moving around the room. When Raina didn’t come in to force a conversation,
however, some of tension tightening my shoulders eased and I lowered my head.


Raina understood my penchants for actions over words better
now. I knew that. She did not know the reasons why beyond it being my nature.
However, I had no desire to revisit old wounds and past shames to examine the
root of my motivation. I ran a hand over my face, trying to clear my head.
Raina understood that while our marriage was founded on duty and honor, it was
no longer all that bound me to her. And, that was all that mattered.


I needed to escape Venetia’s influence. The chill she
harbored was too easily caught and reflected. For a brief moment, I considered
insisting that we leave at first light. Raina would not forgive me for at least
a month if I did that, though. We would have to wait a little longer.


By the time I dried off and changed into my boxers, I had
made up my mind about a change to our travel plans. Raina would protest, but I
would convince her it was for the best. I opened the room to darkness and the
heavy scent of vanilla and cinnamon. The perfume sat so thick in the air that I
immediately began sneezing and coughing. My eyes watered even as I realized she
wasn’t sitting up for me. Instead, she was in bed, completely shrouded by the
covers, even over her head.


I coughed again as I turned off the bathroom light. “Raina.”


She didn’t reply and I started to frown before I recalled
the weariness in her eyes I had spied a few times before dinner was served. If
Venetia and Celeste had left her to do all the cooking and preparation for
dinner, and I suspected tomorrow’s meal as well, then it was no true wonder
that she was exhausted.


A sense of weariness tugged at me even as I coughed once
more. Normally, Raina’s perfume did not trouble me like other perfumes unless
we were in close spaces like her little car. Nose still filled with her perfume,
I resisted the urge to grumble as I made my way to the other side of the bed.


The wide expanse between us as I settled under the covers
did not bother me. Raina would move closer as the night wore on. She always
did, no matter how far away she started the night. I glanced at her covered
shape and reached out to touch her back. I could barely feel her heat through
the thick comforter. “Raina. We leave as soon as Thanksgiving dinner is over. Vampyres or not, I refuse to remain another night in this place.
It’s more suited to be a den of vipers than of Tigers. The only reason we
remain through the meal is for your sake since I know you would not have us
leave before then.”


When she didn’t respond or even twitch, I removed my hand
and covered my eyes with my forearm. I sighed heavily then murmured, “Sleep
well, Cariad.”


It felt as though I had only closed my eyes for a few
moments before I felt the bed move and then Raina’s hands rested on my chest.
Raina’s perfume blinded my nose again. Before I could even lower my arm, she
was kissing me. I returned her kiss with equal fervor. Fervor that withered
away as my hand came down to cup the back of her
head. Instead of feeling a braid, my fingers met with loose ringlets that
barely brushed across the base of the woman’s neck.


Horror, fury, and sickening shame twisted in my gut as I
opened my eyes just as a beam of moonlight filtered into the room, highlighting
pale blonde hair. Celeste. She smiled, victory gleaming in her golden eyes, as
she dared to stroke my cheek and press another kiss to my lips. “I knew you
needed only a little persuasion to forget that mistoa
kitten, Baran.”


A snarl broke free as I captured her wandering hands in a
firm grip and tossed her from the bed. Half the covers went with her as surprise
kept her from landing gracefully on her feet. Instead, she stumbled and fell to
a half sitting position. The straps of her silk nightgown slid down her
shoulders, barely leaving her decent. A small mercy.


I leapt from the bed, snarling, “Get out!”


Celeste looked frightened for the briefest moment before she
dared to laugh. “Baran,” she cooed as she held a hand out to me.


A roar burst past my quivering lips. She wanted me to betray
my wife, my marriage, like I was no better than— Never!


I lunged forward, grasping the proffered hand by the wrist
and pulling Celeste to her feet. Without hesitation, I pulled her along after
me, snarling as words failed to push their way past my rage. Another snarl
escalated into a roar as I yanked the Tigress toward the door. “Get out!”


“Baran, you know you have always wanted me,” Celeste
protested. “This is an opportunity—”


“No!” I spun to face her still keeping my grip on her wrist.
“No,” I hissed. “I have never wanted you. And, I will not permit you to make a
mockery of my marriage. I will not be forced into adultery.” I leaned in closer
as I lowered my voice even further despite the snarl vibrating my words and
said, “If I find you in this house in the morning, you will regret ever knowing
the Demirci or Frost families.” I swung my arm to
propel her toward the door, releasing my grip to let her stumble there on her
own. “Now get out.”


The woman dared to pause in the doorway, attempting a
coquettish look even as temper flickered in her golden eyes. “Don’t do
something you regret, Baran.”


“Leave now!” I
roared, stepping toward her and allowing the Tiger to ghost across my face.


Celeste finally seemed to regain some of her senses as she paled
and stumbled into the hall before fleeing. I slammed the door on the sound of
her skittering steps with a final snarl. A blast of cold air against my back
made me spin. I stopped cold. Raina still clad in the black dress from earlier
stood in front of the now open window as she adjusted the curtains.


Fury’s hot flames doused faster than if water had been
tossed on them. My shoulders dropped and I could barely look at my mate, much
less meet her gaze, as shame unfurled its sickening
tendrils once more. I could smell it filling the clearing air to replace the
thick cloud of perfume and burning anger.


“How much did you see?” I asked in a ragged whisper.


“Enough.”


I closed my eyes at the word. How would she ever understand?
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Chapter Seventeen


 


 


Raina


 


Baran ran his hands through his hair as he paced the
length of the room in front of the bed. The amount of shame and stress filling
the room smelled like burnt candle wax mixed with pungent peppers. I could
almost taste it. My nose itched, but I ignored it. The cold wind had cleared
the room of my perfume and hot anger before I closed the window once more and
took care of pulling the last of the sheets from the bed.


I glanced at the Tiger before my attention was drawn once
more to the bedroom door. My Leopard stirred, whispering words of revenge
toward the Tigress who had dared attempt to steal away her mate. She would love
nothing more than to go and leave some claw work in the Tigress’ striped hide.
My irritation rose before I caught myself. I pushed the Leopardess back, but it
was too late.


Baran’s steps had slowed while the scent of burnt candle wax
and pungent peppers grew even stronger. He ran his hands through his hair once
more. “Raina, I—” He cut himself off with a low growl that reverberated through
the bedroom. He still had his back to me, and I could see the tension radiating
through his stance. Honestly, I was a little surprised he hadn’t shifted forms
by now.


Concern for him pulled past the anger toward Celeste, and I
carefully approached him. However, he yanked away from me the moment by my
fingers brushed against his back. “Pulling away from me is not the solution,
Baran,” I murmured.


He acted as though I had never even spoken as he paced a
little further before spinning to face me. The tiger peeked out of his eyes
making them glow in the faint light from the table lamp. A muscle twitched in
his cheek as he visibly struggled to form words. My worry for his state of mind
grew stronger as I tried to judge whether I’d be able to keep him from tearing
through the lodge on a rampage induced by provoked honor. It shouldn’t have
been such an issue without the First Year Rage giving his tiger more strength,
but Baran was . . . very unbending on matters of honor.


I stepped toward him, closing the distance between us, even
though I didn’t try to touch him just yet. A growl roughened his voice as he
finally rasped, “It was not . . . Nothing happened. I did not know she was in
here. I thought, I assumed it was you. The perfume . . .” He trailed off with a
low snarl. “It is no excuse! I know! I should have . . . I should have paid
more attention. I swear before the Creator and Yeshua that I did not know it
was her! I would not have an affair. I would not . . . I will never dally with other women.”


He stopped and closed his eyes as the Tiger ghosted across
his face. His hands curled into fists that shook with the fervor of his
emotions. When I brushed against his left hand, his eyes snapped open and he
drew a ragged breath. The scent of burnt candle wax and pungent peppers was
thick between us now as he made a noise somewhere between a growl and a groan.
He shook his head. “I abhor adultery. Women like Celeste who have abandoned all
honor and care nothing for the sacred bonds of marriage repel me. It is not
solely because such behavior flies directly in the face of the edicts of the
Therian Way. My . . .” He cut himself off, his glowing eyes glancing away from
me, before he took a deep breath and spoke in a hoarse whisper, “I have
witnessed the pain caused by adultery. My own mother betrayed my father by
pursuing another man, and she did not give a moment’s thought to the fact that
he was my father’s friend.”


I stumbled back a step as the TDS’ statement hit me. Venetia
and . . . Roderick. My eyes widened as everything, every interaction between
Baran and his mother, slid into place. It also explained why he didn’t truly
like Roderick, despite Roderick seeming to be a perfectly decent Tiger.


When I pulled myself out of my own racing thoughts, I realized
that Baran had moved. He sat on the edge of the mattress, elbows propped on his
knees and head held in his hands. Knowing the TDS, he was likely regretting
letting that skeleton out of the closet. It meant I had to handle him
carefully.


I perched on the edge of the mattress next to him, and then
placed a hand on his shoulder. Tension still rolled off him in waves and the
scent of shame mixed with stress hadn’t lessened, but he didn’t pull away so
that was an improvement. Sliding my hand across his hot skin until I reached
the nape of his neck, I started stroking his hair.


After several minutes, he breathed a shaky sigh and lowered
his hands slightly. “In my cubhood, I thought my parents were devoted to each
other even though my father was always the more open of the two. Then . . . I
was the one who discovered the affair. I was sixteen and had just come home
from a training camp for military recruits. My best friend at the time wasn’t
around to join me in our usual larks so I went back to our den early. I had
heard a noise coming from my . . . from Venetia’s favorite room in the house. I
went to check on her and found her in the embrace of a man who was most
certainly not my father.”


He paused for a long moment before continuing, “I went into
a rage, certain she was being attacked, and I attacked him. I don’t even
remember the attack, only that I had forced him to defend himself. When I came
back to myself it was because both of my parents had grabbed me and forced a
shift back to mortal form. As I lay between them, bleeding from my own wounds,
my father watched Venetia with such sorrow that if I had any energy left I
would have gladly attacked her. But he never accused. He only asked her why she
didn’t come to him with the truth about the shift in her affections. As though
she deserved such . . . consideration. When she attempted to defend herself by
claiming I was never meant to find out, he countered that she never meant for
him to find out . . .”


Baran shook his head even though he still wouldn’t look at
me. “Instead of acting with the full accordance of the edicts, he asked her if
it would make her happy to leave. She told him that her heart had never been in
their marriage. I saw the pain those words caused him, but he still didn’t lash
out at her. What he told her has long haunted me. He said, ‘I will not keep you
with me if you will not be happy because I love you too much to knowingly
inflict unhappiness on you.’ And then he told her to go back to her kin. The
last thing she ever said to my father was that it would be better for all if he
kept me. Then, she went to fawn over her wounded lover and help him out of the
room, leaving us behind.”


“What did Roderick say?” I asked softly even as I kept
combing through his hair.


“He apologized to my father. As though that excused his
actions.” Baran abruptly sat up, running a hand over his face before he added
wearily, “Venetia’s departure broke my father’s heart. Her betrayal killed him,
and all because she was not content to remain a commandant’s wife since she
desired the prestige of moving through the higher social circles. I hated
Venetia for years and even now I’ve never been able to completely forgive her
for killing my father.” He got to his feet before murmuring, “And because of
her, I swore to never do such a thing to my own mate should I ever marry.”
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Baran


 


My entire body tensed as though expecting a blow before I
made myself turn around to look at Raina. She still sat on the edge of the bare
mattress and was watching me with . . . compassion. She jumped to her feet and
wrapped her arms around me, not even caring for the fact that I didn’t return
the gesture. If anything, her grip only tightened. “I am so sorry you had to go
through that, Baran. It wasn’t fair to you.”


When she still clung to me, I reluctantly returned her
embrace. I kissed the top of her head and rested my cheek against her hair.
“You shouldn’t have this reaction.”


“No?”


“No,” I responded firmly even as my hold on her tightened.
“You should be . . . furious. Disgusted. Asking me to let you go.”


Raina tsked, and I felt her flick
a finger against my side before she resumed her hug. “And you should know by
now that I’m not inclined to quit just because something’s hard.” She pulled
back a little so she could look up at me. Her green tinged hazel eyes were
completely filled with Therian gold. Her lips twitched up into a faint smile
before she leaned up and kissed me. “You are still mine, TDS. Skeletons in the
family closet and all.”


I loosened my hold in order to cup her chin. “I’m sorry I
allowed her to trick me.”


Raina’s eyebrows rose. “I could smell how thick she sprayed
my perfume. I wouldn’t have been able to smell her out if I hadn’t seen her in
the room. And, more importantly I saw you. I heard you.” She reached up,
wrapping her fingers around my wrist, as her gaze softened. “And, I know
you.”  She pressed her lips against my palm, then patted my wrist.


As much as I didn’t want Raina to be angry or hurt by my
mistake, somehow it still felt . . . wrong when she didn’t treat me
differently. Especially, when she learned of my sordid family secret. As
important as loyalty was to her, she should have been just as appalled as I had
been if not worse. Yet, she never said a word even after hunting down fresh
linens and helping me remake the bed. She hummed
when she changed for bed . . . although she did decide to wear one of my
dress shirts.


I frowned at her as she settled in next to me, pressing
close. “Why are you so accepting of this? You should be angry with me. Or at
least having second thoughts about marrying into such a sorry family.”


Raina rolled her eyes. “I told you that your family
skeletons don’t bother me. Everyone has them, TDS.”


“Not like this.”


“No, they have skeletons like Fringe friendly relatives or
some such.” Raina pushed up on her elbow as she added, “As a matter of fact,
the Kemp family has some skeletons that could easily top yours.”


“Now that I find difficult to believe,” I grumbled. “Your
father’s reputation is flawless.”


“Except for being in a peace marriage,” she countered drily.
A smile curved her lips as she continued brightly, “I’m sure Aita would be glad to hear you hold his reputation in such
high regard. However, the Kemp family still has a rather nasty skeleton. My
father’s cousin was married to the Beast of Gévaudan.”


I stared at her for a long moment. The Beast of Gévaudun was one of the black marks against Therians,
especially when he had killed indiscriminately and nearly exposed the survival
of shifters in the Old World after the Great Purge. The Beast had been a Lupine
and had escaped justice for years until one of the dragon princes had grown
weary of waiting on the Therians or Elves to act. He had personally hunted down
the Beast several years after the human king of France declared the Beast
destroyed, a clever bit of glamour worked by one of the Fae to pull the humans’
attention away. “Your father’s cousin?”


She nodded. “Technically, she’s an aunt since Aita’s parents raised her as their own daughter. Which some
might argue made it worse.” Raina suddenly grinned at me. “Now, admit it. Being
connected to a Lupine who went on an embarrassingly successful murder spree is soooo much worse than anything you’ve got in your family
closet.”


When I didn’t respond, she poked me in the cheek. “Come on,
TDS,” she murmured in a sing-song voice, “you know it’s true. Just admit it. My
family skeleton is the worst.”


I caught her hand before she could poke me again. “Raina,
it’s different.”


“How?”


I scowled and she smirked. “I win!”


“It is not a competition,” I grumbled.


Raina leaned over to kiss my jaw, then patted my chest.
“It’s okay, Tigger. You’re not too contaminated by the Beast being tied to my
family tree or that my aunt decided to marry a Lupine.” She wrinkled her nose.
“Although why she liked him enough to marry him is beyond me. Well, no, the
story is that was her rebellion against status quo. Felidae can hardly rebel
more than by marrying into the Lupine or Canidae clans, after all.”


I caught her hand, pressing it flat against my sternum. “It
is not a laughing matter,” I reminded her gruffly.


“Of course not, Baran.” Her gaze was surprisingly serious
even with the shadows softening her features. “But our family’s mistakes are
not ours to carry. We make plenty of our own and don’t need to add that weight
to the lot. We make our own honor and our own regrets. We do not need to pay
for the sins of our families. You were little more than a child yourself when
all this happened. Do not blame yourself for the mistakes made by adults. They
are not your responsibility. If anyone has ever told you otherwise, then they
are wrong.”


The fierceness in her voice surprised me even as it . . .
warmed me. I pulled her down next to me and rested my forehead against hers.
Inhaling her scent did far more to soothe me than anything else had this night,
reminding me that I could trust her. “I don’t like dwelling on Christmas
because my father died Christmas morning of ’45.”


Raina’s fingers moved through my hair even as her voice
softened considerably as she whispered, “We don’t have to do many Christmas
things if it will make it easier on you.”


Despite her tendency to avoid rules and regulations, she was
one of the kindest women I had ever met. I murmured, “It’s been . . . over
seventy years now. Perhaps, I have been . . . too eager to avoid sentiment.” I
pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Something that we should mend together.”


Raina gave a soft laugh as she wrapped her arms around my
neck. But, she didn’t pull away from my kisses. “Sentiment can be fun.”


“So I’m learning.”
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Chapter Eighteen


 


 


Raina


 


Baran was still sprawled across the bed, completely dead
to the world, when I slipped out of our room early Thanksgiving morning. I was
pretty sure the mix of stress and then unshouldering a pack of family skeletons
were to blame. As much as it worried me to see him in such a state, I was
grateful it had wrung him out enough to ensure he wasn’t going to be underfoot
for what I was about to do. I was going to have enough issues without adding
Baran into the line of fire.


There was a fresh scent trail for me to follow as soon as I
entered the main area of the lodge, and my Leopard stirred as I identified both
Venetia and Celeste’s scents. I could almost feel her sharpening her claws to
the point I had to glance down to make sure my hands hadn’t partially shifted.
They hadn’t. Yet.


I stepped into a room that smelled strongly of Venetia’s
coldness. Celeste was with her, each of them sitting on a little settee with
hot tea steaming in their cups. Venetia looked up sharply at my entrance, and
her eyes narrowed as the cool smile vanished. “I believe you’ve gotten lost.”
Her gaze flicked over my attire of a simple verdant green tunic and dark jeans
before she added, “You are most certainly underdressed.”


I ignored her in favor of focusing on the interloper who had
done so much damage. I squared my shoulders as I met Celeste’s smirking gaze.
“Get out,” I hissed.


“What an impertinent mistoa!’
Venetia exclaimed as she lowered her tea cup completely. “I will not have you
speak to my guest like that.”


“She doesn’t deserve to be your guest,” I snapped. My lips
quivered as a snarl fought to escape. “Tell her what you’ve been doing,
Celeste. It wasn’t enough that you have ignored the fact that Baran is married.
It wasn’t enough for you to kiss him like he was yours to kiss. Last night you
went too far. Tell her how you tried to seduce my husband after he had already
told you no. Repeatedly.”


Celeste dared to sneer at me as she countered, “He only said
no the once because we knew you were eavesdropping on him.”


“Lies,” I snapped. “I’ve met some brazen women, but you take
the cake! Do you have any self-respect at all?” A scoff escaped me before I
shook my head. “No, it’s obvious you don’t because what self-respecting woman
is going to stoop to chasing a married man? And then when Baran rejected you,
you actually tried to seduce him by using my
perfume to cover your scent and fool him into thinking you were me. You are a
desperate and sad example of a woman. If you had not done so much damage last
night, I could almost pity you because clearly you have no concept of love for
another person and certainly not for yourself.”


The Tigress had climbed to her feet as I talked, then she
sniffed and sank back down onto the settee. Still the tea cup rattled in the
saucer when she picked it up. “I acted only as I was instructed to do by
Venetia.”


Venetia’s sharp inhale was the only warning before her
frosty voice intruded once more. Only this time I wasn’t the one on the
receiving end of her icy disapproval. “That is not true. I told you that you
needed to show Baran what he had given up with this foolish decision to agree
to a peace marriage. I never told you to attempt seduction. I wanted you to
make him reconsider his choices in life. Attempting to seduce Baran could only end
in failure.”


It took every inch of willpower I possessed not to make a
snide remark about how Venetia herself had guaranteed such a thing. Celeste
glared at the older Tigress. “I did what you told me to do. How this mutt of a
Leopard managed to sink her claws into him when he can feel nothing is beyond
me. She is the one who is the blight on your family’s proud heritage. Not me!”


“Enough!” Veneita set her tea cup
aside, rose to her feet, and held her clasped hands in front of her stomach as
she looked down her nose at Celeste. “That is quite enough. Celeste, it seems I
misjudged your ability to use sense in this matter. It is daylight, and the Vampyre scout is likely far from here by now so you may
leave safely.”


Celeste no longer pretended at composure. I ducked as she
hurled her tea cup at me. As the china shattered against the wall, she leapt to
her feet and stormed out the door. She paused only once to hiss a vulgar name
at me before sweeping out of the room and closing the door with a hard slam.


As soon as the echo faded, I looked up to find Venetia
glaring daggers at me. It seemed our conversation wasn’t over. I raised my chin
in stubborn defiance. Good. There was still plenty I wanted to say to my
mother-in-law.
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Madoc looked up from his inspection of one of the snow
mobiles at the sound of a slamming door. Bristling anger struck him in the face
like a prickly porcupine before he saw Celeste storming down the snowy path,
her carry bag in one hand. He frowned at the sight, then quickly smoothed it
away as he called her name. When she stopped to look back at him, he smiled.
“Celeste, where are you going?” His gaze dropped to her bag before he shoved
his hands in his jacket pockets and jogged over to her. “I thought you were to
stay through tomorrow at the earliest.”


“I have had enough hospitality. I am going home.”


“I can bring the truck around and give you a ride into
town,” he offered.


She shook her head. Her eyes cut toward the lodge once more
and a frown pulled at her pretty mouth. “No. I will walk.”


Madoc stuck to her side as she resumed walking. The thoughts
of the Vampyre, and the possibility it could still be
in the woods plagued him. His father’s warning from the afternoon before echoed
through his mind. ‘We Tigers are strong,
but a recently fed Vampyre can be more than a single
Tiger can handle no matter his training.’ And Celeste . . . She was hardly
a fighter.


He drew a breath and then lightly touched her elbow. “I wish
you would let me drive you. It will be faster.”


“No.”


“All right, I know when I’m beaten,” he replied glibly.


Yet, he still kept pace with her. They walked down the
winding drive before Celeste stopped on the edge of the road. She turned and
studied him. “Are you offering to help me to spite Baran?”


“No. I can be a gentleman on occasion.” Madoc winked at her.
“Does this mean that you’ll let me give you a ride?”


Celeste smiled, then she managed to surprise him as she
grasped him by his jacket and pressed a kiss against his lips. For one brief
moment, he let himself enjoy the kiss. But, sense reared its ugly head and he
remembered who was kissing him . . . Not some pretty female he had met while
dancing or who would be happy with a couple dates before parting amicably. This
was the purebred pedigreed Tigress his mother had handpicked for Baran . . .
who had been tossed over for a little half-breed Leopardess.


Madoc shoved Celeste back. “No.”


The tiger ghosted across her delicate features before she
scoffed. “You are just like your brother. Neither of you know how good I could
be to you.”


He frowned at her words, but a truck pulled to a stop before
he could demand an answer. Charlie and Simon hung out either widow, their gazes
fixed on Celeste as she smoothed her hands over her silver sweater dress. She
hadn’t cared enough to put on a coat and now it was clearly working to her
advantage since neither Tiger could tear his attention away from her.


Madoc watched as Celeste smiled at them, but she
instinctively approached Simon over his cousin. “Hello boys. I don’t suppose
you could give me a ride out of these woods, could you? I need to get back to
civilization.”


Simon looked her over with a slowness that made Madoc want to
protest his manners, but Celeste seemed to preen at his lingering gaze. Simon
nodded and slugged Charlie in the arm. “Get the door for her. We’ll give you a
ride anywhere you want, sweetheart.”


Charlie almost fell on his face in his attempt to get out of
the truck. He never even acknowledged Madoc’s existence as he scrambled to help
Celeste with her bag and then to slide into the truck. As soon as Charlie got
back in and slammed the door, Celeste leaned against Simon and whispered
something before she smiled at Charlie. The cousins looked utterly smitten
before Simon pulled a quick U-turn and started driving away.


Madoc stared after the truck until it vanished around the
bend and behind the tree line. He shook his head. Celeste must have had some
special charm because he had never seen Simon so distracted since Charlie first
introduced him to the older Tiger. Charlie’s distraction was less awe inspiring
since he liked anything female and breathing that so much as glanced at him.
Whatever they had risked coming near the lodge for must not have been pressing.
Not if they drove off without so much as a word to him.
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Raina


 


“How dare you.”


I raised both eyebrows in response to the Tigress’ icy
words. Propping my hands on my hips, I didn’t bother to hide my growing
irritation with the woman. “Are you seriously going to try to turn this on me?
Like I did something wrong?”


Venetia’s nostrils flared slightly as her voice somehow grew
even frostier as she replied, “You have done more wrong here and in Baran’s
life than I can begin to count. To make it worse, you have brought ruin and
shame on my family with your ill breeding and even poorer manners. Celeste may
have been out of bounds, but clearly she believed this little farce of
affection as little as I did or else she would not have taken the risk.”


“You are a terrible judge of character,” I retorted.


“Divorce Baran. It is a simple manner. Even in peace
marriages, it occurs.”


I stared into her unblinking eyes for a long moment. “You’re
serious.” An incredulous laugh slipped free as I shook my head. “You are
absurd. And to think that I have been trying so hard to make a good impression
on you because you are Baran’s mother, and I didn’t want to be the source of
conflict during the holiday because that’s not what family gatherings are
supposed to involve. At least, they don’t in my family. But now?”


I gave another laugh, this one tinged more with bitterness,
as I brushed my hair out of my face. “And I can’t even tell you why I’ve done
that, tried so hard, now that I know the truth about everything and have seen
how you treat your own son. I just can’t explain why I’ve put so much effort
into it.”


Venetia’s hands were still clasped in front of her, but her
knuckles were whitening as her golden eyes bore into me. “You know nothing
about which you speak. Your lack of knowledge has been attested to by both you
and my son from the moment you arrived with your first insult as a greeting.”


“Yes, well, mea culpa.” I took
half a step toward her, raising a hand to point at her, as I continued,
“Believe me, I won’t make the mistake of honoring you with the Demirci name ever again. Especially because I know the
truth. The whole messy truth. Baran told me all of it last night.”


Venetia paled, and her hand rose to her throat. “No. He
would not.”


“Not normally,” I conceded easily enough before I scowled at
her. “Last night wasn’t normal. He only told me because he was desperate for me
to believe that he could never be like his mother.” Venetia flinched, but I
didn’t pause as the words came faster. “You should be ashamed and not for what
you did to Badir, that’s over and done, but for what
you have done to your eldest son. He’s done what he is supposed to as the
eldest son. He followed the edicts, and you should be thanking the Creator that
he is such a stringent adherer to all the edicts of the Way. Otherwise, Baran
would likely have absolutely nothing to do with you or your children with
Roderick because your behavior certainly doesn’t bring to mind warm images of
maternal love.”


I shook my head, barely keeping a trembling snarl out of my
voice, as I continued, “Baran is one of the most honorable men I have ever met.
Yet, you have spent this week and even years acting as though he doesn’t exist
unless you want something from him. Mothers aren’t supposed to choose
favorites. They aren’t supposed to shun one child and elevate the others. And,
you only want to use him. We’ve been married over a year, and you only reached
out to him now because you had it in your mind that Thanksgiving was the
perfect time to try to force Baran to divorce his wife because you don’t think
I’m good enough.”


I glared at her as the words came out faster. “Well, I have
news for you. I might not be a pureblood Therian and definitely not a Tiger,
but I am from an honorable family. Maybe Baran and I never would have married
under different circumstances. We wouldn’t have taken the time to look beyond
the obvious surface differences in our temperaments. But, we are married. We are committed to our vows and to each other. And, I will be damned
before I let anyone come in and tear our marriage apart because we have worked
too hard and shed too much blood to get where we are. Baran almost died in
February!”


I stopped, the words catching in my throat as memories shook
me. I took a shaky breath and continued in a fierce whisper, “He almost died.
And, I am not going to stand by and watch his own mother hurt him now. We may
not always get along or agree on things. Creator knows, we have our fights. But
none of that gives anyone the right to sweep in and
attempt to break up our marriage, not even you. And, you know what else? Baran
can be ridiculously insufferable, and I would happily throttle him during those
times when he is more concerned about rules and protocols than going with one’s
gut instinct about what’s right but he is mine.
It is part of what makes him Baran, and he is mine. You had better believe that
I am going to fight anyone who tries to hurt him.”


Venetia stood as still as an ice sculpture. Her anger carried
the icy bite of a winter blizzard, but I didn’t care. My own anger burned hot
and fierce as I stared down the woman who had helped inflict so many wounds on
my Tiger and not just during this horrible holiday. My voice shook with an
unvoiced growl as I added, “No one deserves to come home and have their mother
tell them that they are not good enough for her love. And that is exactly what
you have been telling Baran since the moment you told Badir
to keep him.” Venetia flinched, but I really didn’t care. “You know what else,
Venetia? I am so grateful you made that choice because it breaks my heart to
even consider how cold and unfeeling Baran would have turned out if he hadn’t
had his father to balance out the damage you left in your wake.”


Venetia dropped to sit on the settee, but I didn’t stick
around for her to gain her voice. If she even so much as breathed something
against Baran, I probably wouldn’t be able to keep the Leopard from following
through on her desire to poke holes in certain Tiger pelts. Spinning on my
heel, I hurried out of the room without another glance at the Tigress.


I was almost to the stairs leading to the guest wing and
Baran when I almost collided with Roderick. The older man immediately raised
his hands in a placating manner. I realized I had hissed at him. I was so tired
of being surrounded by Tigers. One was more than enough for me. Clearing my
throat, I offered a polite nod. “Baran and I won’t be staying for Thanksgiving
dinner after all. We’ve had an upsetting time dealing with Celeste, and I think
it will be better for Baran if we go home now.”


Roderick’s gaze flicked from my face to the direction I had
come from before returning to me. He dipped his head. “I understand.”


“Good.”


I moved around him only to pause when he called after me.
When I looked back, he wore a rather chagrined expression. “I made many
mistakes when I met Venetia. I let my infatuation with her override both my
good sense and my honor. People suffered because I wasn’t strong enough to
resist and . . . I wish I could change how the past unfolded.”


“Everyone has moments we’d like to erase. While our actions
are long past, we still must live with their scars and consequences no matter
the mercies of the Creator.” I paused before adding, “It is how we choose to
handle those scars and consequences that define us in the present.”
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Chapter Nineteen


 


 


Baran


 


Raina was zipping up her bag when I came out of the
bathroom. Her perfume was much lighter than usual, allowing me to easily pick
out the sharp agitation mixed with a warm and fierce protectiveness. I eyed the
bags on the bed and the open wardrobe that was devoid of all clothing. “What
happened to staying for dinner?”


My mate shook her head. She had pinned her braid up to
expose her slightly pointed ears and was already moving as she picked up her
wool coat. Therian gold eyes considered me before her lips firmed. “We are
done. This holiday . . .” she trailed off with an exasperated expression
crossing her face. “I never meant for this to be so . . . horrible, and I have
had enough of toxic Tigers. We’re going home.”


Reaching out, I caught her by the hand before she could
shrug into her coat. I waited until she was looking up at me to speak. “I don’t
blame you. Nothing that has happened over the last three days has been your
fault.”


Raina’s lips twisted into a bitter smile. “Well other than
my saying yes to Venetia’s trap of an invitation, which is the only reason we
are even here.” She pulled her hand free before I could say anything else and
shrugged into her coat. She offered another quick smile that didn’t reach her
eyes as she spoke with forced cheer, “Now hurry up and get your coat. And, your
bag. Otherwise, I’ll get it and what would it look like if a Tigger couldn’t
even carry his own bag, hmm?”


A chuckle escaped me as I pulled her into a quick embrace
and kissed the tip of her ear. Then, I grabbed my bag and coat and willingly
followed her out of the room.


No one came to see us off or to attempt to stop us as we
walked through the lodge to the garage. I could hear the faint murmurs of a
conversation between Venetia and Roderick, which had to mean a door was open to
lessen the dampening effects of Therian-built walls, but didn’t care enough to
attempt to eavesdrop. Madoc was nowhere to be seen and, more importantly,
neither was Celeste. Although her scent was fairly fresh in the front entry of the
lodge. I pitied the next male she decided to hunt since she acknowledged no
bond as sacred.


Dawn painted the horizon with a rosy light as we loaded the
SUV and escaped the lodge. However, there was a silence in the vehicle that
only grew heavier the longer I drove. I glanced over at my mate to find she was
staring out the window with her elbow propped up as she tapped at her bottom
lip. “What is it?”


“Hmm?” Raina glanced over at me. “What do you mean?”


I raised an eyebrow at her. “Raina, you are being quiet.”


A faint smile curved her pink lips. “And, here I thought you
liked me best when I’m quiet.”


I snorted. I knew better than to agree with that statement.
“I know the difference between your silences, Mouse. This silence is the one
that always accompanies a puzzle that worries at you. So tell me what it is
because I do not want to drive back to Virginia with this . . . silence. It is
the wrong kind.”


“I can’t believe you’re labeling and overanalyzing my
silences.”


“Raina.”


She sighed as she lowered her hand. “All right, fine. It’s
just . . . Why have you been so hard on Roderick?”


I scowled at her. “That should be obvious.”


Raina shook her head. “No, you need to use your words and
explain it to me.”


My grip tightened on the steering wheel for half a moment
before I abruptly stopped the SUV. Normally, I wouldn’t have stopped in the
middle of the road. However, we were still on the private road that led from
the lodge to the main thoroughfare and I wasn’t going to be able to concentrate
on driving with this topic.


Twisting to face her completely, I worked hard to keep from
growling at my mate. “He knew. He was my father’s friend and he knew that
Venetia was married from the moment they were introduced. And while she had
absolutely no business seeking for a lover, no matter how unhappy she made
herself in marriage, Roderick is the one who should have resisted Venetia’s
charms since she pursued him.” I took a steadying breath before adding harshly,
“I resisted Eteri. An older Tiger like Roderick should have been able to do the
same.”


Raina’s expression softened, and she reached out to caress
the back of my hand. “Have you ever considered that part or even a big chunk of
the reason you were able to resist Eteri, that the idea of cheating on your
best friend was so repugnant to you was because
of Roderick and Venetia’s failings?”


I yanked my hand away and turned to stare out the windshield
once more. Gritting my teeth, I ground out, “Don’t compare me to them.”


Raina immediately raised her hand. “I’m not. I promise you
that I am not saying you are like them.” She paused as she tilted her head.
“Well, other than you being rather reserved, which is somewhat like Venetia
when you’re being honest about it.”


She waved her hand dismissively when a low growl rumbled in
my chest. “Yes, I know. Not allowed to mention it. But Baran, my point is the
thing you consider most shameful about your past is what the Creator used to
give you the strength and motivation to refuse a similar testing.”


I huffed before grumbling, “I didn’t know Him very well at
that particular time.”


“He knew you.” Raina leaned across the center console and
kissed my cheek. “Don’t discount the hard lessons due to their pain. We never
need to speak of it again, but it is only right you credit those lessons too.”


I cleared my throat. This openness about something as
difficult as Venetia and Roderick’s roles in my past was . . . uncomfortable. I
turned on the radio as I started driving again. Raina’s soft giggle reached my
ears, but she didn’t say anything as classical music filled the former silence.
Her silence was far better this time as well.


We rounded the bend only for me to slam on the brakes as a
shifted Tiger bounded across the road directly in front of us.


“Baran, was that—?”


“Madoc,” I confirmed without waiting for her to finish. For
a moment, I let the engine idle. Madoc hadn’t even slowed as he crossed in
front of us. His striped pelt had already vanished into the snow laden woods on
the other side of the road. He was an adult now and more than capable of making
his own mistakes.


I hesitated a moment longer, then shifted the SUV into park
and turned off the engine. I had made a promise to my father the night before
he died. I promised that I would obey the edicts and fulfill my
responsibilities as the eldest son of Venetia . . . including looking out for
any other cubs she might have in time. It was almost forty years before I
needed to start keeping that promise, when Madoc was born, but . . . I wasn’t
going to break my word, not to my father.


Raina was already out of the vehicle when I rounded the
front. We exchanged a glance and then I nodded. Shifting into our Beast forms,
we quickly followed in Madoc’s wake.


What was he doing out here?
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Raina


 


I bounded along in the wake of my Tiger, taking advantage
of the fact that his heavier weight and bigger build allowed him to further
stamp down the snow where Madoc had already charged through. There was a strong
scent of worry mixed in with Madoc’s trail. Something that peaked my interest.


Baran’s stride slowed abruptly, and I bounced into his
haunches before sliding around, purposefully brushing along his right side, to
see what was going on now. Baran’s attention was fixed on the Tiger who was sniffing
at a snow bank, lips pulled back and muzzle wrinkled as he focused on tasting
the air. One ear twitched and then the Tiger whirled to face us.


For a moment I wondered if Madoc would try to run or even
fight. Then his shoulders relaxed and he hung his head. His tail twitched
before he picked his way back toward us. “I think we might have a problem.”


“And what is that?” Baran demanded.


I would have nipped him for being rude but . . .  Well,
at this rate, it was a miracle he was even speaking without growling or roaring
at his younger brother.


Madoc must have had similar thoughts since he flicked his
ears flat against his skull before raising them once more. “Celeste left the
lodge about an hour ago. She refused to let me give her a ride into town and instead
caught a ride with . . . some friends of mine. But, they never made it into
town. They abandoned the truck on an offshoot trail. Something’s not right
about it and . . . I’m worried there were injuries or that Celeste got herself
lost since she’s not from around here.”


There was something more to his story. Something he wasn’t
telling, but I decided not to press. As much as it curdled my stomach to have
to interact with that . . . woman again, it was the right thing to do. Baran,
however, didn’t respond right away as he stared down his brother. The size
difference between them was almost laughable. Baran was bigger, longer, and
bulkier than Madoc. Most definitely of a more ancient strand of Tigers. And, I
felt even smaller than usual as Baran’s . . . greatness was emphasized.


And, my paws were cold.


Bumping into Baran, I managed to gain the attention of both Tigers.
Eesh, it was enough to make my Leopard want to climb
a tree to get some height advantage. I resolutely ignored the urge as I focused
on my mate. “We came this far. We can hardly turn back now.”


Baran dipped his head slightly. Then, he turned his attention
back on his brother. “What do we need to know?”


“She’s traveling with a group of Cougars . . . and two
Tigers.”


I felt Baran stiffen next to me. “Edmund?”


Madoc shook his head. “No. Edmund is out of the New World
for the winter. He’s busy breaking hearts in Africa.”


“All right.” Baran sniffed the air and turned his attention
west. “This way.”


“But it’s old,” Madoc pointed out.


“Follow the old trails until you find something fresher,” I
chirped. “That’s almost a Tracker thing to do, TDS.”


Narrowed golden eyes considered me briefly before Baran
huffed. “Don’t be insulting.”


“Whatever you say, Stripes,” I teased.


He was already moving, though, leaving Madoc and me to trail
after him.


We followed the old trail until my whiskers were completely
frosted. We paused at a fork where two faint game trails split off from each
other, and I took the opportunity to duck my head and rub my whiskers against
the fur on the inside of my foreleg. Much better. Now, I could focus.


Baran was scowling as he swung his head from one side of the
fork to the other, his own whiskers frost covered and bristling.


Madoc edged up beside him then quietly said, “We have to
search both. Neither one has a fresher scent.”


When Baran glanced at me, I gave a curt nod. “We don’t have
a choice. I’ll go with Madoc. And,” I considered a moment before poking a paw
toward the left hand trail, “we’ll take this one.”


The TDS wasn’t very happy with me. I could tell by the way
his glare was attempting to melt the snow off my fur. However, he managed to
sound only a little growly when he grumbled, “All right.” His attention shifted
to his brother and the growl was a bit more pronounced as he said, “Make sure
you watch her back.”


Madoc raised his head a little higher and a strain of
earnest sincerity flitted through his voice as he replied, “I will. I promise.”


For once I was absolutely certain the rebellious little
brother was completely sincere. Maybe he was more like Baran than either of
them would ever admit. I tucked my head beneath Baran’s chin, stretching my
neck to do so. “Be safe, TDS.”


“Watch your back.”


Madoc and I followed the stale scents for another twenty
minutes before we reached another fork in the trail. Both sides smelled of
Cougar and it was maybe a few hours old. I tested the air again and looked over
at Madoc. “I’ll take this one. You go that way. If we don’t find anything
hinting at Celeste in twenty minutes, we double back and meet here. You good?”


Madoc twitched his tail. “Baran isn’t going to like us
splitting up.”


I held back a laugh. “I promise not to feed you to the
Tiger. Now, go. I’ll be just fine.”


I didn’t wait for him to decide whether he believed me.
Setting off down the trail, I picked a faster pace. The Cougars’ scent remained
about the same, not stale but not very fresh either. Just when I was about to
turn back, however, I caught a whiff of apple blossoms. Celeste.


“Celeste?”


There was no answer. However, given the fact that I had
chewed on her and gotten her kicked out of the lodge by Venetia, it was
entirely possible the Tigress was choosing spite over sense. Creator save me
from stubborn Tigers.


Despite the temptation to turn back and send Madoc for her
so Baran and I could leave, I followed her scent further down the trail. I
really should be more selfish. About fifteen minutes passed before I emerged
into a narrower clearing where a cave mouth was shadowed by low hanging
evergreens. Maybe she was in there.


“Celeste?”


There was no answer, and I didn’t particularly want to go
hunting for a sulky Tigress in a cave. “Celeste?”


The scent of apple blossoms and Tiger abruptly grew
stronger. She was behind me. I started to turn only to get slammed in my side.
Hands tugged on my fur, and I snarled. Then, a sharp pain pricked the top of my
shoulder. Oh no!
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Chapter Twenty


 


 


Baran


 


I slowed my pace as I approached a patch of snow that had
been churned underfoot. A sneeze shook me as my nose was assaulted by the
stringent scents of moly and nepetia. The area reeked
of it. I sneezed again and again as I skirted the area.


My lips peeled back in a silent snarl. Blasted nepetia. Bane of my existence. How anyone would willingly
use it remained a mystery to me.


I coughed and sneezed once more before I was able to escape
the senses muddying cloud. There were marks in the snow leading away from the
churned up area. A struggle, and someone had lost. Then, they were dragged
away. Taking care not to breathe too deeply, I followed the drag marks into a
patch of tangled bushes. A good place to hide a cache . . . or a kill.


Pushing my head through the branches, I paused as I was met
with the sight of a second desiccated body in as many days. A low growl rumbled
in my chest as I recognized the impractical silver sweater dress and black
leather boots. Celeste.


Straining forward, I put my nose as close to her head as I
could manage and sniffed carefully. My eyes widened as I yanked my head back
through the branches. No scent.


Which could only mean that a Vampyre
was now walking the woods wearing Celeste’s scent. Raina. She and Madoc would
have no idea. They could be walking straight into a trap.


I spun, nearly tripping over my paws in my haste, and
bounded back up the trail. I ran through the nepetia
and moly soaked patch, but didn’t allow myself to stumble despite the
irritation plaguing my eyes and nose. I had to find them. Before it was too
late.


The roar of an angry Tiger cut through still winter morning.
I slid to a halt and scrambled to run in the direction of the roar, ignoring
the path in favor of cutting a straight line through the woods. I knew my
brother’s roar well enough. I could only pray that Raina was still with him.
Never did I wish for Lee’s locator device more than at this moment. At least I
would be able to track Raina and know for certain if I was closing in on her.


Snarls and growls erupted, disturbing the birds into taking
flight. I broke through the trees to see two Cougars leaping on Madoc. Combined
they were able to bring him down despite the way he clawed and bit at the one
attacking his head and throat.


I charged in, ears flat against my skull, and leapt. I
swatted the first Cougar away sending him spinning in the snow, then I turned
on the second. His claws had sunk deep into Madoc’s haunch and left bloody
furrows when he attempted to defend himself. I snarled as I leapt once more,
directly onto the Cougar’s back. Bones cracked between my jaws and beneath the
weight of my paws.


Dropping the incapacitated Cougar, I spun to face the first
cougar only to find Madoc standing over him. Broken neck. Mine suffered both
broken neck and back. Both Cougars would be harmless for the next week or so.
Unless the nepetia stink clinging to them meant they
had overindulged recently and slowed their healing abilities even further. In
any case, the reeves would be able to fetch them. Madoc was breathing heavily
and blood dotted the snow around him, but he seemed able enough. I scowled at
him. “Where is Raina?”


Madoc panted, “I don’t know. We split up when the trail
forked. These two found me before I could turn back.” He paused, ears flicking
and whiskers twitching, before adding, “This is a game trail. I don’t usually
travel it, but there’s a cave near the end. Sometimes large predators stop in
there.”


“Show me.”


For once Madoc didn’t argue or put up a fight. Despite his
injuries, he was able to keep up a good pace. We charged through the woods,
silent and ready for the next fight. We burst through the trees, and I caught
the whiff of apple blossoms and Tiger then cinnamon and vanilla.


Dread bit me as I raised my head in time to see Raina
collapse beneath a female Vampyre. Curly brown hair
haloed around her blocking my view of what she was doing though I could easily
guess. The tang of bittersweet blood flooded the air.


I roared as I charged forward. Rearing up on my hind legs, I
put all of my strength behind my strike as I swiped at the Vampyre.
She shrieked in rage as she flew through the air to land in a snow drift. Raina
had shifted from beast to mortal at some point during the attack. She lay
sprawled on her front, her copper colored hair falling out of her braided bun.
Blood stained her coat collar and the sight was enough to send me into a rage.


Another roar burst free as I crouched over her, shielding
her with my body, and fixed my gaze on the female Vampyre.
She climbed free of the snow drift and brushed back the mess of curls on her
head. Her skin was unnaturally pale and slightly tinged with green. Her eyes
were so black as to make her pupils vanish, however, and bright blood stained
her mouth.


Madoc moved to flank me, but his attention was directed
toward the cave. I snarled at the Vampyre, then
allowed it to die as a slow clap filled the air. Even the echoes were mocking
in nature. Five lanky men who shared the female’s corpse coloring moved to the
mouth of the cave though they did not step out into the sunlight. Then, four
more men stepped out of the woods. Two Tigers in half-form and two cougars also
in half-form. Fringe traitors.


One of the Tigers was clapping in a slow, mocking rhythm. He
bared his fangs in a sharp display. “I must congratulate you, Madoc. You have
truly achieved the impossible. I didn’t know you had it in you, the guts to
move beyond bellyaching and actually bring the
General Baran into our waiting arms.” His gaze flicked down to Raina’s limp
form and he added, “And to bring his pest of a mate along too. That is most
worthy. My superiors will welcome you with open arms. The elimination of these
two will go far in pleasing the one who guides us. He has been most displeased
with their habit of spoiling his plans to bring our people into greatness once
more.”


I glared at Madoc. “What have you done?”


Madoc shook his head, eyes round with apparent dismay. “No.
I didn’t know they were . . . Fringe.”


The de facto leader of the nest barked a laugh. “You knew.
Or at least suspected. Didn’t he, Charlie?”


The other Tiger nodded. “You acted all suspicious until you
found out we just wanted surveillance on the general. Then, you couldn’t help
us fast enough. Simon was right to send me after you.”


“Charlie, you’re supposed to be my friend.”


The leader, Simon, spoke again. “Don’t play the wounded cub
now, Madoc. After all, you deserve the credit for what you have done. That’s
all you wanted right? To stand out from under the great General Baran’s shadow?
And so you took all those surveillance photos of him and his little mutt of a
mate, then passed them along to me and Charlie like a good traitor.” His fangs
gleamed as he added, “You were the perfect target. No one else who nurses a
grudge against the good general would have been able to get close enough
without rousing the Tiger’s suspicions. Now, we can remove the two most
troublesome thorns in the Fringe’s collective paw.”


“Just in time too,” Charlie chimed in. “Simon just finished
brokering the deal with our Vampyre friends. They’re
going to kill the senator from Illinois before he ruins everything.”


I eyed the ten of them. Despite their boasts, the Fringe had
yet to show any lapse of attention toward us. There wasn’t an easy way to break
free of their trap. Not with Raina still limp and unmoving. I could hear her
raspy breaths or else I would be even more worried.


“The Vampyres made a deal?” I
asked. “At what cost?”


“Merely the lives of as many Elves as we can provide them to
feast on and add to their ranks,” Simon spoke dismissively. “It will go far to
thinning out the ranks of Auberon’s blind followers. And whatever humans they
care to dine on in the interim.”


He could have been speaking of his plans for the week for
all the care he allowed as those words to drop from his lips. I stared at him.
“Making deals with Vampyres is a fool’s choice. There
is more power behind our sheltered existence than Auberon or Caderyn alone. Do you think the others will accept such a
reckless move and allow it to go unchallenged? Or have you forgotten that while
the humans were responsible for the Great Purge, it was others like us who
purged those species who endangered the secrecy of our existence? Only a fool
imagines he can avoid the consequences of such recklessness.”


One of the Vampyre males with lank
brown hair and gaunt hungry features gave a dry chuckle. “Your honor should not
bear such consequences, General.” His thick accent attested to an Eastern
European or Russian origin. What he was before he became a Vampyre
was a puzzle I didn’t care to unlock as he stated, “I don’t believe you will
need to worry about what the rest of the paranormals decide to do to the
Therians for their aggressions. Those who join us will be sheltered as
arranged. However . . . Your reputation as Therians will not suffer. For you
will not be here to see. After all, we Vampyres have
gained new strength in our transformation, and we are stronger than Therians
when the numbers are, how you say, even.”


Two of the males leaped forward in their eagerness only to
shriek and fall back, cradling their hands. The stench of burnt rotten flesh
filled the air before the wind swept it away. The female tsked
and muttered with an Irish lilt. “What fools can you be?”


I shifted into my half-form and scooped Raina into my arms.
Her eyes opened slightly, allowing me to glimpse dilated pupils that left only
a thin ring of iris. I swallowed a curse as I shifted her in my hold. I snarled
at Madoc, “Stay behind me.” Then, I turned my attention on the enemy. “If you
value your lives, you won’t attack us again.”


The Vampyre who had spoken with
the thick accent chuckled. “You have until sundown. And then . . .” He bared
his teeth in a wide smile that showed off his pointed fangs. “Well, I have hope
Tigers will prove more challenging than Cougars.”


I started backing up, legs occasionally brushing against Madoc’s
lean body as he stuck close behind me. I didn’t dare turn until the forest
completely swallowed the sight of the clearing, the cave, and its occupants.
Only then did I turn my back. Clutching Raina tighter against my chest, I
started to run. We had to get back to the lodge.
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Melaina licked the last of the
Elf-born’s blood from her lips savoring the bite of
bittersweet blood against her tongue. She could feel the mongrel moving further
away, but her bite hadn’t lasted long enough for her to hear what she did or to
compel her to obedience. Not yet at least. The Therians were posturing in front
of the cave as Simon shouted at Ivar. “You let them go! Why?”


“Because. It will be . . . entertaining,” Ivar explained
with a slow predatory smile.


“Entertaining? You should be working with us to plan how to
get to the senator before he goes into the human capital for this special
vote.”


Ivar glanced up at the early morning sky and shrugged a bony
shoulder. “I have changed my mind. I will kill this Senator Cunningham, but not
yet.” After a second glance at the sky, he added, “I want to see what chaos
happens when the bill is passed. Your master is not the one I’m most focused on
pleasing after all.”


Melaina smirked and carefully
circled around to put herself at Simon’s back. He cursed loudly and rather
uncreatively before sputtering, “You cannot do this! The bargain was struck!”


“But not with you,” she cooed, eyes flicking to the sky. “We
came across with the aid of the Minos Guild, not with your precious Fringe, and
then your leader dared to send a group of cubs to treat with us when he
should’ve met us himself.”


Simon’s stance stiffened, but he kept his attention fixed on
Ivar. His mistake. “Our leader doesn’t condescend to meet with you. Not until
you’ve kept your end of the bargain.”


Ivar smirked. “An unfortunate decision, truly.”


Melaina nodded. “We have helped
topple Therian emperors before and we shall feast on Therian flesh before sundown.
We need our strength after all.”


Finally, the sun slid behind the clouds. Melaina
hissed in delight as she leapt on Simon’s back. Burying her hand in his hair,
she yanked his head to one side and sank her fangs into the soft skin beneath
the corner of his jaw, piercing his carotid. The other Therians were too
shocked to fight before her compatriots subdued them with an initial bite and
then dragged them into the shadows of the cave. A fight was coming that night,
and they would be stronger than even four Tigers and a half-snared mongrel
could hope to handle.


 


 


ΘΘΘΘΘΘ


 


 












Chapter Twenty-One


 


 


Raina


 


I sat with one arm propped on the dining room table as I
rested my head in my hand. I didn’t remember anything after the Vampyre dropped me in the woods. Somehow we were back in
the lodge, and it was almost three hours until dark would fall again. I woke up
to Baran’s terse shouts at his family about Madoc betraying them all to both Vampyres and Fringe.


Tigers were overly complicated.


I rubbed my forehead wearily as I struggled to shake off the
lingering lethargy. The point where my neck met my left shoulder ached horribly
and was padded with gauze. The scent of cooking meat made my mouth water and
perked my leopard up somewhat.


A plate piled high with turkey slices suddenly appeared in
front of me, and I glanced up in time to see it was Venetia who backed away.
The brief thought that it might be poisoned didn’t last as the leopard reacted
to food. As I started tucking into the meat, Madoc reappeared with Roderick. He
looked . . . unsettled. Baran snarled at him. “Of all the stupid things you
have ever done, this is the worst. It will take a miracle to keep us all from
losing our lives. Six Vampyres, and their leader was
clear that they would come for us by sundown. Three hours.”


“Baran,” I murmured as I closed my eyes against the growing
headache. “Stop growling.”


There was a sudden silence, and then I felt Baran gently
caress my cheek. When I opened my eyes, he was crouched next to my chair. “We
should get you out of here.”


“Why haven’t we moved already?”


All four Tigers grimaced. Then, Roderick spoke up. “Someone
sabotaged all the vehicles. Even the snow mobiles. Wires cut, spark plugs
missing, even on your SUV. We believe it happened while we were focused on
tending your wound. There’s no way out, except on foot.”


A small groan escaped me. “Great. They want a fight bad
enough to pin us down.”


Baran looked grimmer than usual as he offered a curt nod.
“Precisely.”


I glanced from him to the plate. “I think we should all eat
turkey.” I picked up a slice and popped it into my mouth.


The TDS must have been worried still because he didn’t protest
and scold. Instead, he pressed a kiss against the side of my head before rising
to his feet. A moment later, we all froze as the sound of an engine intruded
faintly. Baran left the room at just under a true run with Roderick following
close on his heels.


I swallowed the turkey that was suddenly as dry as sawdust
sitting on my tongue and forced myself to straighten in my chair. A tense
silence fell over the room until I caught the scent of the newcomer. I laughed
softly and leapt to my feet only to sway before I hurried to the doorway just
as he came through. I grinned and threw an arm around his neck. “Constantine! I
thought you would be in Lisbon by now.”


My brother returned my hug and pulled back to give me a wry
smile. “Aita called me. Said I needed to get off the
boat and make sure you stayed out of trouble with the Vampyres.”


“Well, that ship has sailed.” I reached up to tug on his
shoulder length reddish brown hair, then eyed his scruff. “Are you trying to be
the roguish pirate or just the vagabond down the road?”


Constantine’s hazel eyes finally lit with true humor as he
snorted. “Neither. I am clearly the lovable knave of a highwayman who has come
to save the day for the unfortunate rookies.”


“Oh please!” I rolled my eyes at him. “You aren’t even a
part of the main quest. At best, you’re a side quest that distracts from the
main goal. At worst, you’re the annoying character who only shows up to be a
hazard to yourself.”


“I am not!”


I nodded solemnly. “Why do you think no one wants you to
play video games with them? You’re a nuisance character.”


Constantine’s eyes laughed at me even as he sniffed. “Takes
one to know one.” He brushed my hair back and frowned at the gauze pad. “Which
one of us is a hazard again?”


I swatted his hand away. “Still you.”


Baran cleared his throat. “Raina.”


A glance around the room proved all four Tigers were
watching the Emperor and me with varying degrees of bemusement. Tigers. They
were so odd about humor, sometimes. Something else Baran seemed to share with
his relatives. When the TDS nodded toward the table, I rolled my eyes and
tugged on the Emperor’s black trench coat. As much as I wanted to tease him for
his fashion choices again, I was extremely mature and refrained. “Come on,
let’s run down the basics of Vampyre fighting.”


Once we all sat around the table, with Baran and Constantine
on either side of me, I snacked on a piece of turkey. Happily, it no longer
tasted like sawdust, yay me. Then, I exchanged a glance with the Emperor. He
tilted his head toward me and I knew he wanted me to start, which was just
typical. “Okay, the first thing to understand about Vampyre
fighting is to understand the Vampyre,” I quoted
Titus, the uptight Tracker trainer who had put my group through the prep work
before allowing us to catch the scent of death that hung over a Vampyre. “None of the Lorekeepers
have ever been able to share the true origin of the Vampyres.
The only thing every tale agrees on is that they first originated in Greece and
Mesopotamia, and that everyone worked together to eliminate their clutches.
Then, at least one escaped the original purge and that was when everyone
learned the creature was able to spread its condition through its bite. No
other paranormal species has this capability. However, thank the Creator, the Vampyric bite can only transform a full-blooded Elf or Fae.
If a paranormal species doesn’t fall under the Seelie or Unseelie courts, then
they cannot be made into Vampyres. They’re just
susceptible to being enthralled.”


“Like what the Lamia do to the men they don’t kill
outright,” Madoc interjected.


Constantine nodded. “The belief is that the Lamia and Vampyres share a common ancestor, but no one has ever gone
to interview the queen on how her species came into being. Vampyres
were stamped out in the New World, but there are a few stubborn strongholds
where clutches still exist in the Old World particularly around Eastern Europe
and a few places in Greece. There’s a particular group of paranormals who like
to collect rare and deadly specimens. They’re called the Minos Guild, and
they’ve helped smuggle more than a few Fringe out of our traps as well. They
have some sort of base in the Mediterranean, but no one has been able to find
it to eliminate them.”


“They feed off the blood and life spirit of their victims,”
I interjected. “And, Therians in particular are favorite prey because our blood
can restore strength to a weakened Vampyre and make a
fit one even stronger. If the Vampyre in question is
relatively young, under thirty or so years undead, and has recently drained a
Therian, then he is able to walk in sunlight for between one and four hours
depending on the strength of sunlight exposure.”


“That is why the female was able to attack you,” Baran
stated grimly. “Why she remained outside the cave when the males were driven
back.”


I nodded. “Makes sense from what you’ve told me. The reason
you need to know all of this is because you need to understand exactly what
they want to do. They don’t want to transform you. It’s impossible for them to
do so. But they can turn you into a snack or, worse, a thrall compelled to obey
the voice of the Vampyre who bit you.”


Madoc’s gaze dropped to the gauze on the curve of my neck.
“Should we be worried about you?”


“I’m fine, thanks.”


Roderick stirred in his chair. “What will stop them?”


I kicked Constantine in the shin, and he leveled a glare at
me. I just raised my eyebrows at him. This was his area of expertise, after
all. He sighed and stole the last turkey piece off my plate ignoring my
outraged gasp. “They can be repelled or destroyed in a couple of ways. You can
defend against a Vampyric attack by smearing garlic
on the lentils of all doors and windows in the house. Holy ground will repel
them.”


“What about holy symbols?” Madoc asked, looking ever so
slightly uncomfortable. He probably wasn’t on the best speaking terms with
Yeshua, if I had to take a guess.


“No,” Constantine said with a shake of his head. “Or rather
it takes great and unwavering faith for a symbol like the cross to have a
significant impact on Vampyres. Holy water can burn Vampyres, though, if only in small amounts. If a Vampyre somehow fell into a vat of holy water, then he
would be destroyed. However, even the use of a weapon doused in holy water
won’t kill a Vampyre unless the heart is pierced.”


The Emperor paused a moment before adding, “A stake through
the heart works, but only if it’s carved from aspen or rowan. It’s better if
there’s bands of blessed steel that have been imbued with mercury. But even so,
there is only one way to permanently destroy the creatures. Decapitation and
then burning, which can include full exposure to the sun.” Constantine drummed
his fingers against the table, a look of disgust twisting his features. “They
are a rather resilient blight upon creation.”


“Where are we to find these tools? We don’t have a vat of
holy water or the sort of stakes you describe.” Roderick frowned slightly as he
added, “And we’ve only your vehicle at the moment that works.”


Madoc propped both elbows on the table before he muttered,
“It would be much easier if the books and movies were correct about Vampyres being easily killed by any sort of sharp stick. Or
a shovel to the head.”


Constantine slid his chair back and got to his feet. He
rubbed his hands together, looking far too eager, as he proudly declared, “I
brought a bag filled with Vampyre killing tools. The
clutches in Greece have been rather ambitious so I’ve become a bit of an expert
at slaying the pests.”
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Baran


 


I took Raina by the elbow as she stood once more. Her
coloring was still too pale for my liking and if I were completely honest, the
Tiger wouldn’t settle until I initiated some sort of contact. Venetia had gone
to the kitchen, and Raina’s brother was bringing his kit inside. Roderick had
left to make a mez call to the reeves and anyone else
who might be able to help. Even though we all knew help would never arrive in
time. We would need to hold out until morning on our own.


Raina leaned into my hold and murmured, “You are worrying
too much, TDS.”


“I am worrying the appropriate amount,” I countered.


Her green tinged hazel eyes gleamed with amusement even as
fondness warmed her scent. She raised her chin in invitation, but before I
could act a voice intruded. “Baran.”


Turning my attention to Madoc, I didn’t try to hide my
frown. “What is it?”


To my surprise, he didn’t bristle or attempt to go on the
attack. Instead, he ducked his head and rubbed the back of his neck. He looked
. . . sheepish. It was a rather ill-fitting look for a Tiger. Madoc cleared his
throat and raised his eyes as he spoke softly. “I’m sorry. You asked me to
watch her back, and I failed. And . . . I didn’t know Charlie and Simon had
actually acted on their insane plan. I thought the Vampyres
were just another rumor Charlie was spilling because he’d had too much to
drink.”


“And the surveillance photos?” I asked gruffly. “You didn’t
know they were meant to be surveillance?”


Madoc grimaced while Raina went still. “You were spying on
Baran?”


Madoc’s cheeks turned a dull red. “And you. For a little
while. Just until Baran caught me snapping pictures of you dancing at a party.
I thought . . . I have no excuse for my behavior, but I assumed it would be
harmless. Give them an idea of when you could best be approached to air their
grievances. Or to find a little harmless blackmail.”


“Harmless blackmail is a nonexistent oxymoron,” Raina
snapped. She pointed a quivering finger at him as she hissed, “If we didn’t
need everyone to be in excellent fighting shape, I would bite you here and
now.”


She glared at him and then pulled out of my hold to stalk
out of the room.


“Raina, where are you going?”


“To help the Emperor Vampyre-proof
this monster of a house.” 
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Raina


 


I smeared the garlic paste against the bottom lentil of a
window, wrinkling my nose against a sneeze. At the sound of steps behind me, I
simply held out the bowl with the garlic paste. “There’s two more windows to
go.”


The Emperor took the bowl from me, and I grabbed the vial of
holy water to sprinkle on top. His dry chuckle rolled over me. “That’s not how
it’s supposed to go.”


“They don’t cancel each other out, do they?”


“No.”


I smirked at him. “Then stop trying to boss me around,
Emperor.”


Constantine chuckled as he made his way to one of the
remaining windows. We worked in silence. Although I did notice that he also
sprinkled holy water on top. Score for me. I wiped my hands clean and stated
with forced cheer, “That’s the last of it. Now, we just wait for the Vampyres to show.”


“I wanted to apologize.” Constantine’s abrupt statement
froze me mid-step. I watched him closely as he scratched at his scraggly excuse
of a beard. “I didn’t . . . I should have had the courage to face my own sister
and her husband no matter my difficulties with Amaryllis.”


“She’s an idiot for tossing you over,” I stated bluntly as I
crossed my arms over my chest.


A wry smile quirked his lips. “Thank you for the vote of
confidence.” Then, he gave me a sad look. “But, we were having difficulties
last Christmas. When I saw you and Baran make your peace marriage work, it gave
me hope that Amaryllis and I still had a chance. I thought if we just made it
to the altar, everything would be all right. But she kept delaying the wedding
and then . . . Last week I caught her with another man, a pureblood. She told
me I had made her feel trapped into obligating to the wedding, but she couldn’t
force her feelings.”


Walking over to him, I wrapped him in a hug. “I know it
hurts, and I’m still inclined to scratch her eyes out if I meet her anytime
soon, but you never know. Someone better who will love you for you even if
you’re a kooky side character can find you now.”


Constantine chuckled as he returned my hug. “When did you
get so wise, darling?”


I laughed. “Easy. I’m the oldest daughter and that
automatically makes me ages more mature and wise compared to you.” I paused
then added in a deadpan, “And, Baran requires a wisdom upgrade for proper
handling.”


The Emperor laughed out loud. Slinging his arm around my
shoulders, he steered me toward the door. “Come on, darling, let’s join the
Tigers for dinner.”


“But, it’s almost sundown.”


He shrugged. “The Vampyres will
wait a few more hours. It’s part of their game. They want to get us on high
alert and wear us down that way before attacking. Which is why it’s time for
food.”


I nodded. “Let’s show them how it’s done.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two


 


 


Baran


 


More than three hours crawled by after we finished eating
Thanksgiving dinner. My entire body was strained from listening for any hint of
the Vampyres’ approach, and it took everything to
keep from pacing the entire time. Raina stuck close to my side, something I was
grateful for even though I couldn’t bring myself to break the uneasy silence.
The irrational fear that I would somehow miss the first sign of attack if I
dared to speak held me mute.


Raina abruptly straightened from where she was leaning
against the far wall of the main living area. Her gaze fixed on the southern
bank of windows. “I can feel her hunger.”


Constantine cast a wary glance at his sister’s face. “Is she
calling to you?”


She didn’t answer right away, and her attention never
wavered from the windows. I stepped toward her, hand wrapping around her arm as
a precaution. “Raina?”


She raised her free hand and pointed toward the window to
the far right side. “She’s out there. I can feel her hunger. Her . . .
amusement.”


“Amusement?” Constantine echoed, a flicker of concern
appearing in his eyes as they changed to Therian gold. “Not anger?”


“No. Only amusement and hunger.”


Her brother swore under his breath. He waved to the others.
“Come on. Stick close to the fire pit and stay away from the windows and
doors.” His gaze flicked to Raina and he added, “Especially you. Whatever you
do, don’t speak an invitation.”


Raina scowled and swatted his arm. “I’m fine. It just
surprised me.”


I still kept a hand on her arm as a precaution even as I
assessed the windows. Garlic and holy water had been slathered along the
lentils inside and out. I shifted my grip on a steel bound stake of rowan.
Raina’s focus had returned to the bay of windows, but she hadn’t attempted to
approach them. Creator willing, that meant she was not under the Vampyre’s sway after all.


Two tense minutes slowly ticked by, and then the sound of
breaking glass filled the room. I pushed Raina out of the way just as a cascade
of snow and shattered glass rained down on Venetia and myself. The stake was
nearly knocked from my grip as a wiry body slammed down on me with enough force
to drive me to the ground. A roar burst free as I rolled free of the Vampyre’s grasp. I stabbed the stake toward him, but he
dodged it.


I could hear Roderick’s roar of challenge when Venetia
screamed, “Enter all!”


More bodies dropped through the broken skylight. I snarled
and shifted my arm to gain claw-tipped fingers, then swiped at the first Vampyre. He dodged once more but when I attempted to ram
the stake between his ribs, another Vampyre latched
onto my arm. As I struggled to shake him off, I caught sight of two more Vampyres kneeling over Venetia. They were feeding.


She struggled weakly in their grasp, but couldn’t break
free. They had already drained too much of her strength. I roared and nearly
broke free of one Vampyre only for his fellow to
lunge forward and grab my other arm. They tried to force me down, but I stood
firm. The only thing they were doing successfully was keeping me from reaching
Venetia.


Where was Roderick? Where was Madoc?


A high pitched snarl filled the air, and then a Leopard
landed on the back of one of the Vampyres. She clawed
at his neck and shoulders, breaking the skin. Sluggish black colored blood
slowly welled in the cuts as he jerked away. She leapt from the first Vampyre to the second forcibly bowling him over and away
from my mother.


Raina whirled to face them, fangs exposed as her muzzle
wrinkled, and she hissed. “Cowards. Come and fight!”


I strained to break the Vampyres’
hold on my arms. I snarled and growled as I pulled against their grips. I
couldn’t break loose, but their feet started to slide as I staggered forward
one step then two. One of them hissed, “Ivar, Franco, help us!”


“You are stronger than a single Therian,” came the accented
reply.


Roderick was grappling with another Vampyre
although he had shifted into his half-form to do so. The female Vampyre had yet to appear, and Constantine was also in
half-form fighting with one of the males while Raina still baited one of the Vampyres that had been feeding on Venetia. There were too
many Vampyres in the room. I bit back a curse as I
realized there were two more male Vampyres than what
I had counted at the cave. Another set of sinewy arms wrapped around my neck
halting my forward progress. I felt fangs scrape against my neck.


Madoc lunged through the air, teeth and claws sinking into
the torso of the Vampyre clinging to my right arm.
The force of his leap was enough to pull all five of us down into a tangle. I
shifted into half-form and grasped one of the stakes. Twisting around, I
stabbed up through the nearest Vampyre’s ribcage. The
creature gagged as the stake caught its heart.


I roared in defiance as I grabbed another stake and knocked
the second Vampyre to the floor, and then rammed the
stake through his ribs with enough force that it was pinned to the floor.


Madoc was still fighting the third Vampyre.
He slammed a heavy paw against the Vampyre’s head and
it twisted at an unnatural angle as a sickening crack filled the air.


“Look out!”


I wasn’t certain who had shouted, but it was too late. The Vampyre with lank brown hair was already on top of Madoc. A
fiendish smile pulled at his thin lips, revealing bloodied fangs, as he swung
his clenched fists into Madoc’s right back leg. The audible snap of bone was
nearly buried beneath Madoc’s anguished roar.


I charged despite a lack of stakes, but I wasn’t quite fast
enough. The Vampyre, Ivar, broke Madoc’s other back
leg sending him to the floor. I tackled the Vampyre
away from him. Ivar pulled free, not caring at all that my claws raked long
furrows down his arms, slicing through the thin material of his shirt and
drawing sluggish blackened blood to the surface. He smelled . . . rotten. Like
a carcass that had nearly decomposed. He struck at me, jagged fingernails
scraping through my fur, but I managed to pull back before he could open a
wound. Baring my own fangs, I circled him. I needed an opening.
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Raina


 


‘Come to me.
Surrender. My bite is sweet.’


I glared at the curly haired Vampyre.
“Get out of my head,” I growled as I lowered my head and flattened my ears
against my skull. My tail lashed in irritation as I watched the female saunter
closer.


I backed up warily as she sauntered closer, hand
outstretched. There was something sinister in the lyrical way she spoke, no,
she was almost singing. “Come now. Don’t be shy. Why fight? Why?”


I couldn’t see her ears but there was something about her,
the faint hint of greenish undertone to her pale skin. And, the lyrical voice.
My hackles rose, and I spit a hiss. “You were a Banshee!” One of the few
members of the Unseelie Court of old who had always been able to walk among
humans and even made themselves valuable among the Seelie Court. Their voices
were their greatest weapons.


She gave me a sharp smile and opened her mouth.


My breath caught in my chest. I couldn’t let her sing. If
she hadn’t lost the Banshee signature gift, she could easily incapacitate us
all. My back paw nudged against a canvas bag.


I didn’t dare glance at it even as a plan started forming.
It would be risky but . . . I didn’t have any other options. I backed up a
little further, making a show of shaking my head and muttering under my breath
about not listening. The Banshee turned Vampyre
seemed to lose interest in singing as I felt her hunger sharpen. Good girl.
That’s it. Just keep believing you actually have me ensnared.


She rushed at me just as my front right paw nudged the
canvas bag. I shifted into my mortal form and grabbed a vial out of the bag.
She screeched, the sound ringing out painfully enough that I couldn’t help a
shriek of my own, as the holy water burned the exposed skin of her face and
neck. I felt something trickling out of my ear, but ignored it as I snatched up
a stake and lunged forward. I stabbed her in the heart, and then wrenched her
head around to break her neck.


As she collapsed, I grabbed another stake and staggered
toward Constantine. He saw me coming and twisted. The action forced the Vampyre to expose his back and I rammed the stake through
his ribs, aiming for the heart.


Constantine’s opponent fell to the floor, and he jumped over
the body to reach me. His lips were moving, but I couldn’t hear anything over
the obnoxious ringing in my ears. Looking over his shoulder, I realized Baran
was still fighting one Vampyre while Roderick fought
another. Then, two more Vampyres lunged at Baran’s
back.


I tripped and fell as my balance was thrown off in my
attempt to dash forward. Constantine grabbed me, but I was too focused on
Baran. Madoc was in mortal form as he knocked Baran to the left. The closest Vampyre’s fangs sank into the meat of his shoulder.


Constantine hurled a vial of holy water at the second Vampyre. It broke on contact, and the Vampyre
pulled back . . . mouth opening in a clear shriek as the water burned his skin.
I could barely hear him above the ringing in my ears. I lurched forward
grabbing up more stakes.


Baran wrestled the Vampyre he had
been fighting away from Madoc’s limp body while Constantine threw another vial
of holy water at Madoc’s attacker. Then, he caught the stake I tossed him and
used it to end the creature’s miserable existence. Sheer stubbornness carried
me to them. I forced Baran’s name past my lips even though I could only sense
the vibrations of my call. I tossed him a stake before turning my attention to
the Vampyre still writhing on the ground, clawing at
his burned skin. I gave a wordless shout of rage as I took the last stake in
both hands and slammed it into the Vampyre’s chest.


Baran’s opponent dropped, throat gaping an ugly wound that
bubbled brackish blood. And, then, the TDS finished the Vampyre
off with a stake through the heart. I staggered, panting, as I looked around
the room. Eight Vampyres were strewn about the floor.
Madoc and Venetia were lying immobile and unconscious. Roderick was leaning
against the side of the fire pit with blood covering his shirt.


I stumbled again as the ringing in my ears continued and
then finally sank to the ground, dropping my head. It was over. And, we were
actually still alive.


 


 


ΘΘΘΘΘΘ


 


 












Chapter
Twenty-Three


 


 


Raina


 


I walked outside and nearly gagged at the scent of
burning garbage. In spite of the vertigo and nausea plaguing me due to my burst
eardrums, I persisted in joining Baran and Constantine where they stood in the
large backyard. Baran scowled at my appearance, but I happily ignored that as I
walked up to him. Leaning against him, I turned my attention to the reeves who
were tossing the last of the Vampyres onto the
massive bonfire they had built under the Emperor’s supervision. Other reeves
and military personnel were swarming through the woods hunting for any other Vampyres.


One of the military officers stomped over to us and snapped
a salute. The scent of Ursa was strong in the air
even though he currently maintained his mortal form. Grizzly if I had to guess
at his specific branch. He spoke in a low gravelly voice as he glanced over at
Constantine and me before focusing on Baran. “General Baran, I am Commandant
Osborn. General Carter sent me ahead with reinforcements when we received word
of the distress call put out by Magistrate Roderick Frost late yesterday. The
bodies have been destroyed, but my men have found a cave containing the drained
bodies of both Therians, including several Elf-born, and transient humans. They
are being transported to the morgue that serves the Therian community as we
speak.”


Baran gave a curt nod. “Very good. What of the mechanics to
repair our vehicles?”


“They will be here before sundown, sir.” The commandant’s
gaze flicked to me and he sniffed before rumbling, “Should I ask the Elves to
send one of their own healers?”


“No, one of the medics accompanying you will suffice.
Continue with your duties, Commandant.”


After Commandant Osborn saluted and marched off to bark more
orders at his people, Baran glanced down at me. “Why haven’t you seen a medic?”


“Venetia, Madoc, and even Roderick needed their attention
more.” I glared rather pointedly at his bloodied wrists and added, “You need
their attention too.”


“Raina, you faced a corrupted Banshee and she was able to
shatter your eardrums. You couldn’t hear anything six hours ago.”


I shrugged, but didn’t admit that I was still having
difficulty hearing anyone who wasn’t a rumbling baritone or bass (so basically
anyone not Baran or the Ursa). “I’ll let the medics
help me if you agree to get those bites disinfected and wrapped. Vampyre wounds may not turn septic like those inflicted by
a Wendigo, but they still need to be cleaned.”


Baran nodded. “Come on. Before you keel over.”


The ringing in my ears and vertigo were coming back with a
vengeance so I didn’t bother to protest his description. I certainly felt like
I was going to keel over at any second. Holidays with in-laws were a lot harder
than I ever imagined.
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Baran


 


I paced around the SUV while one of the mechanics Osborn
found yesterday stood nervously to one side. “Safe to drive long distances?”


The Dhole gave a nervous little yip before she dipped her
head. “Yes, General. Replaced the spark plugs and the brake lines, and triple
checked the steering myself. The vehicle is completely sound. You shouldn’t
have any trouble even if you decided to drive to Florida.”


“Good.” I nodded to her. “Thank you.”


She snapped a quick salute. “Welcome, Sir.”


Ready to leave Maine far behind, I hurried back inside the
lodge. The bags were still packed and Raina’s convalescence was progressing
well. In the two days since the attack, she had been alternating between
sleeping and eating to encourage her healing along faster. My own wrists were
nearly fully healed. Madoc had regained consciousness yesterday although his
broken legs were still in the process of mending. Only Venetia remained
comatose due to the severity of her blood loss.


I passed several reeves and military personnel in the main
area of the lodge as they studied the map for the continued grid search. Carter
had yet to arrive, but his instructions were clear. The search would not be
disbanded until we were certain we had hunted the last of the Vampyre clutches down.


My foot had only just settled on the bottom of the stair
case when Roderick called to me. Despite my innate reluctance to interact with
him, I went to him rather than forcing a conversation in the open. I followed
him into the family wing until he opened the door to a sitting room that
smelled strongly of both his and Venetia’s scents. I hesitated and he quietly
said, “Venetia is awake and she is asking for you. Since you are still here, I
had hoped you would see her.”


Years of ill feelings, of anger over her betrayal, struck me
with such strength that I almost staggered. I almost walked away. But then the
edicts of respecting one’s parents and obeying when it did not contradict the
Way whispered through my mind. That alone made me grit my teeth and step over
the threshold. Roderick did not follow and closed the door behind me.


Moving slowly, I opened the bedroom door and stepped inside.
Everything was silver and white. The same cool colors I remembered Venetia had
decorated rooms she used with when I was a cub. It was . . . suiting for her.
Venetia lay in bed propped against pillows. Her face had been turned away from
the door when I stepped in, then she looked over at me. She still looked
deathly pale and her face was gaunt, while the bones in her hands and arms
seemed to stand out far more than usual even with the bandages wrapped around
her wrists and the base of her neck. “Baran,” her voice was cool and steady as
I approached.


“I am glad to see you are recovering,” I replied.


She sniffed, but said nothing at first. Then she tsked. “You have married the most impudent Therian alive.”
I opened my mouth to defend my mate, but stopped when Venetia raised her
fingers. “However, I am forced to admit that Raina is . . . good for you.
Though the Creator alone knows why that is. It makes no sense at all to me.”


“Raina is . . . a very unique woman,” I responded carefully.


Venetia closed her eyes and drew a deep breath before
opening them once more. She looked more at my chin than my eyes as she stated
softly, “I wish to apologize for Celeste. Her behavior . . . I did not know
that she meant to play at being a trollop. That was not why I brought her
here.”


“No. You merely brought her here to aid you in your quest to
end my marriage.”


Venetia grimaced. “Yes, that is true. I thought . . . When I
discovered your marriage was one of those brokered peace marriages I was
appalled. When I learned who they had chosen for you, I was certain that it was
one of unhappiness. Her reputation paints her so differently from you and it is
an accurate one. I was angry that you decided to marry an Elf-born and one who
wasn’t even a Tiger. However . . . I was wrong. Raina . . .”


A wry smile twisted her pale lips as she gave a rueful
laugh. “She dared to face me and chew me out for being a terrible mother to
you. She was so angry that I would attempt to separate the two of you and it
wasn’t even her wounded pride. She was angry with me for your sake. I am glad
she cares for you. However . . . However, I cannot help thinking that if I had
handled things differently, handled you differently, then you would not have
felt so compelled to desert the thought of love and making your own choice of
mate by allowing a committee to select your future bride.”


I remained silent for a long moment. Venetia had impacted my
choices and yet . . . I shrugged. “What was damaging was still used for good. Had
I acted differently, chosen differently, then I never would have married Raina.
Creator knows I need her.”


Venetia looked skeptical, but she slowly nodded rather than
arguing. “I know you are to leave soon.”


“Within the hour,” I confirmed.


“Then, I bid you farewell.”


I surprised myself by taking her hand in mine as I gazed
down at her. “May the Creator grant you swift healing . . . Mother.” I
hesitated half a breath before adding gruffly, “We will likely be required to
endure seeing each other more often because Raina has these ideas about how
often families should get together. She will likely insist on visiting again .
. . if we are welcome.”


Venetia squeezed my hand. “I will welcome you both.”


Uncertain of how to feel at her change of heart, I merely bowed
my head before taking my leave. Roderick gave me a grateful smile as he carried
a tray of fresh broth that smelled of venison into the room. I hurried down the
hall only to pause as I caught Madoc’s scent. Against my growing urge to
escape, I forced myself to walk into Madoc’s room. The door was open and a
medic was checking Madoc’s legs. Despite her youth and relatively pretty
features, my brother wasn’t flirting. I glanced at his face again to be sure he
was conscious. He was. Perhaps his injuries were more severe than I had been
told.


I cleared my throat as the medic looked up. She smiled.
“General, your brother’s bones are healing nicely now he’s been able to eat
more. It may take the full week for them to finish mending, but I don’t
anticipate any complications.” She pulled the bedding up to his waist and
nodded to us both. “I’ll let you two talk while I fetch your next meal, Madoc.”


“Thank you,” he called after her. When she was gone, he
turned wary eyes on me. “Am I to be arrested?”


“No. You were a victim of poor friends. Not particularly
wise, but not against the edicts.” I tapped my fingers against my thigh before
I added gruffly, “I wanted to clarify something. You’re an idiot. Have been for
a long time. However, I realize that I have been hard on you, maybe too much
so, and that contributed to some of your poor decisions. But, Madoc, I was hard
on you because I saw your potential. It was beyond frustrating to watch you act
with recklessness when you could be better.”


Madoc stared at me as though shocked I wasn’t chewing him
out. His brow furrowed. “You’re the paragon of the Therian Way. Always perfect,
always doing what’s required of you. I thought you hated me.”


I shook my head. “No. I don’t hate you. You are my brother,
and I care for you even when you act like an idiot. What I would like to see is
you making something more out of yourself than a restless rebel without a
cause.”


Madoc’s expression fell as he muttered, “I will never be a
good soldier.”


I chuckled. “You would have to be willing to take orders.
No, you would be about as good a soldier as Raina. Utter chaos would plague the
ranks with you two.”


“I quite agree,” Raina chirped with far too much
cheerfulness as she sauntered into the room, hands stuck in her coat pockets.
She grinned at me and then at Madoc as she drew out a card with the Tracker
emblem of a paw inside a laurel wreath on one side. She had scribbled something
on the other side, but I only caught a glimpse as she set it on Madoc’s bedside
table. “My number as well as that of a very good friend of mine who happens to
be a recruiter for us wild and undisciplined Trackers. If you ever decide to
join, call Hondo. He’ll get you sorted.”


Madoc stared at her in surprise before picking up the card.
“Thanks. You’re not so bad for a Leopard.”


Raina grinned, then her attention was drawn to the far
corner of the room. “Are those troll tusks? Cool! I always wanted to get a set
but my brothers sat on me when I tried in my rebellious teens to sneak into the
Barrier.”


I frowned at her while Madoc had the grace to flush. Neither
of us cared for the reminder of the events that led to his acquisition of those
tusks. Raina ignored us both as she smiled up at me. “Bags are in the car, TDS.
You can drive.”


“You aren’t allowed to drive right now,” I reminded her.
“Why are you so cheerful?”


Raina’s grin grew as she giggled. “Constantine is in trouble
with Ama. She’s yelling at him right now and blaming
him for us running into Vampyres over Thanksgiving
because he bailed on our plans. It’s always great when Ama
is yelling at someone else.”


I shook my head at her, but Madoc finally cracked a smile.
Raina beamed at him. “Next time we’re taking pictures with those tusks. It will
annoy my older brothers so much. Take care of yourself, Madoc.” She turned back
to me and patted my arm. “Hurry up, TDS, we have places to go.”


As Raina sashayed out of the room, I turned my attention
back to my younger brother. I put out my hand. When he took it, I gave his hand
a firm shake. “Stay out of trouble, Madoc.”


“What do you think about me joining the Trackers?”


I didn’t hesitate at all in my response. “They would be a
good fit for you.”


 


ΘΘΘΘΘΘ


 


She stood beside him, feeling his fury roll off him in
hot waves that made her beast yearn to hide, as they both watched the
television screen. The video had been playing all day. Senator Ulysses Hewett
Cunningham lunging toward a young pregnant Elf who had just been kissed goodbye
by her husband. His security team and several Elves prying him away while
others held back the husband, preventing him from shifting to defend his mate
before the video cut off.


A reporter’s image appeared as the video shrank and moved to
the upper right hand corner of the screen. He was one of theirs, a Vulpine, but
he hid his true feelings well as he spoke. “Senator Cunningham’s attack on an
Elven mother-to-be the morning after Thanksgiving is being pronounced by his
staff as a nervous breakdown, but his party as well as President Grey Wolf and
Vice President Carroll are denouncing him for revealing his true prejudices in
a despicable act. The latest reports have confirmed that the Senate has not
only cancelled the special vote on the registration act but also shelved the
bill. In addition, Senator Cunningham has officially announced his resignation.
The now former senator will face criminal charges for the attack.”


The sound of shattering glass drowned out the reporter as
her mate hurled his whiskey glass against the wall. She took a quick step back
before catching herself. Fleeing never ended well for her, and she wanted to be
able to move come morning. He spat a curse. “Another plan falls to pieces!”


“There is still Odin’s part,” she offered.


Her head went back and she fought to keep her beast from
pushing forward as her cheek throbbed from the force of his slap. When she met
his blazing golden eyes, he sneered. “Odin’s Vampyres
have been confirmed destroyed. Without even managing to quietly assassinate
Baran and his half-breed mate.”


She raised her hand, but did not dare to touch him. She
didn’t want him to break her arm again. “I will come up with another plan. One
that no amount of incompetence can possibly foil. It will merely take time.”


As fast as the rage had appeared, it vanished. His mouth
twisted with a smile as a cruel light entered his eyes. He reached out and
stroked her bruised cheek with the backs of his fingers and then tapped her
chin. “No, my pet. I think it is time I took matters into my own hands. Time
will be needed, yes, but I shall create a plan that not even a Seer will know
is coming. And, Baran will no longer be able to escape unscathed.”


“Therians pride themselves on not using the services of
Seers,” she murmured.


“A weakness to be exploited for certain,” he agreed.


She hesitated before daring to ask, “Does this mean you
intend to contact the Hunter?”


Her mate’s smile sent fear skittering down her spine. “The
details will not be your concern, my dear. The Hunter and I have an agreement
in place and that is all you need know.” He touched her bruised cheek once
more, pressing down hard and making her whimper, as he murmured, “One way or
another, I will see all who stand against me fall. And, General Baran Demirci will be among the first.”


 


ΘΘΘΘΘΘ


 


Raina


 


The radio crackled as Baran put it on a news station.
“Paranormals everywhere breathe a sigh of relief as the holiday weekend ends
with news that the Vampyre clutches attempting to
invade New York City as well as a splinter group attempting to establish a
foothold in Maine were caught and eliminated by the combined forces of Therian
and Elvish military troops as well as Trackers and reeves. Representatives of
the Therians and the Elves have confirmed that the situation has been resolved
in such a manner that Halliman’s will not be required to step in to ensure
humanity remains unaware of non-ambassadorial species’ continued existence.
Also, experts believe the matter will mostly likely not be an issue discussed
at the annual Yule meeting between Seelie and Unseelie Courts at Yellowstone
National Park next month.”


I turned off the radio just as Baran exited the highway. My
curiosity rose as he pulled into the parking lot of a cute little bed and
breakfast with attached restaurant. We were still in upper New York, though. “I
thought you weren’t going to stop until we got home.”


Baran shrugged. “I wanted to show you something.”


“What?”


The TDS didn’t answer. After we had eaten dinner in the
restaurant, he managed to surprise me further by unloading our bags and leading
me up to a large bedroom. The bed and breakfast was run by two Vulpines, so the walls were perfectly soundproof against
Therian and Elvish hearing. The bedroom itself was practically a suite with a
huge attached bathroom and a stone bath that was almost large enough for Baran
in beast form. A fire crackled in the massive stone fireplace that took up the
wall opposite the bed, and there was a nest of cushions in front of it just
waiting to be used. How cozy.


Baran came up behind me and wrapped his arms around me. He
pressed a kiss to my cheek. “This is what I wanted to show you.”


“A very charming bed and breakfast meant for Therians?”


His chuckle vibrated through his chest. “No. This is how I
prefer to spend my holidays. Alone with my mate.”


I grinned even as I felt my cheeks grow warm. “You do
realize that was a moment when you should’ve said I’m your wonderful mate.”


“I don’t think you’re wonderful,” he deadpanned.


I stomped on his foot. “Ooo you
fib!” I teased.


Baran chuckled again. “And you’re a brat.” Then, he stole a
kiss.


I let him distract me for a while but as we relaxed in front
of the fire, I realized I still had a couple of burning questions for the TDS.
I wriggled in his hold so I could crane my neck back and study his face. He
glanced down at me and raised an eyebrow. I ignored the warm thrill that move
shot through me and forced myself to focus. “I like this.”


“Good.”


“But, I do have a question for you.”


Baran huffed. “No, I have not injured my head recently.”


I couldn’t help laughing. “That actually wasn’t my
question.” I sobered up a little as I recalled my question and quietly said,
“You don’t have to tell me anything. But, I have to ask. Why did you decide to
sign up for the peace marriages? I mean, I didn’t have a choice as the oldest
daughter of my parents’ peace marriage, but you’ve never really struck me as
the type to easily hand over life decisions to someone else. So what made you
do it?”


I felt his chest rise and fall beneath my back as a sigh
ruffled my hair. His hold around me tightened slightly before he finally
responded. “Normally, I wouldn’t have. It took me a long time to reach the
point where I did so. And, I did it because if I submitted to a peace marriage,
then I would not be required to choose for love. If I did not love, I could
never be harmed by my mate’s inevitable betrayal as my father was betrayed by
Venetia.” He paused and a rueful strain entered his tone as he added, “I have had
. . . difficulty trusting women after all I endured with Venetia and Eteri.”


“You have a problem trusting women?” I repeated with a touch
more sarcasm than I probably should’ve allowed. “Never.”


“Raina.”


I grimaced. “Sorry.”


He smirked at me. “You are not in the least.”


My lips twitched with a traitorous smile. “Okay, maybe not.”


He raised the eyebrow again.


“All right, you win. Definitely not.” I hesitated, my smile
fading a little, before I dared to ask, “Now that you’ve been stuck with me for
a bit over a year?”


Baran’s smirk reappeared. “I am . . . grateful I chose a
peace marriage. I did it to protect myself, to prevent vulnerability, and then
you became my mate and . . .” The smirk turned a touch self-mocking as he shook
his head. “It is said the Creator laughs when we tell Him our plans. In this
case, it must be true because you are far too impertinent and irrepressible to
accept my plan for a civil but distant marriage with no engagement of our
hearts.”


“Which means?”


He grinned at me as he shifted his hold on me so we were now
face to face. “I love you, Raina Demirci.”


“Good answer, TDS.” I barely had the chance to return his
smile before he kissed me. The kiss deepened as I wrapped my arms around his
neck. Thank the Creator for unanswered
prayers . . . and Tigers.
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Note from the
Author


 


 


My heartfelt thanks goes out to everyone who has encouraged
me to push on with Baran and Raina’s sometimes rocky, often complicated
journey. Especially as I needed time to peel back more layers from the Tiger.
Special thanks goes out to you, the readers, who have taken the time to join
Baran and Raina on their journey. I hope you have enjoyed it!


This story was a complicated beast to get written. It also
took much longer than I had ever planned. This happened for a couple different
reasons. I really struggled with getting this story written at first, partially
because I was digging down into Baran’s past and his painful family roots but
also I was simply struggling with story itself. Then a lot of unpleasant
upheaval happened in my life during 2017 and 2018 that made it so it was too
difficult to fight the Tiger at the same time. As you may know, I took a break
and began working on two new series, a fairytale retellings series and a new
urban fantasy/paranormal romantic thriller. About six months ago, I realized
that new UF series and TTW could fit together like two sides of a puzzle. This
really unlocked Tiger’s Strength for
me and that is why you will see mentions of this larger world in this book,
which coincides with the time gap between the first two books in the Rogue Spotter series.


I want to thank you, the readers, for waiting so patiently
for me to be able to get this book out. It took longer than planned but I hope
that you’ll agree the wait was worth it. My goal for 2019 is to finish The
Therian Way series as well as several others. While waiting for the next book,
I encourage you to pick up the Rogue
Spotter series because there will be some more crossover between the two.
Raina’s already invaded Rogue Spotter,
not that we could expect anything else from her.


Baran and Raina’s journey continues in Book Four of the
Therian Way: Leopard’s Test. It is
expected to release around the end of June. If this is your first time reading The Therian Way, I encourage you to pick
up the first book in the series, Leopard’s
Heart and/or the prequel novellas, Tiger’s
Shadow and Tiger’s Paw, available
on Kindle and in print.


My favorite author-related meme on Facebook would have to be
the one that says, “Feed an author! Write a review!” Reviews can be an author’s
lifeline. I love hearing what readers think about my stories, my characters,
and anything else you care to mention. If you enjoyed Tiger’s Strength, please
consider taking the time to leave a review on Amazon and/or Goodreads.


If you would like to connect with me and be the first to
learn about book updates, sales, and behind the scenes peeks, sign up for my newsletter and/or join my readers group
on Facebook, Readers
of Kimberly A. Rogers!


Thank you!


 


Until our next meeting,


Kimberly A. Rogers












Glossary


 


 


Races


 


 


Therians


 


A race of shapeshifters who possess three forms—Mortal
(pureblood Therians are identical in appearance to humans save for their gold
eyes), Half-form (upright anthropomorphic versions of their beast), and Beast
(larger than average animals). They have an extended lifespan stretching up to
fifteen hundred years for some (longer in the case of Elf-born Therians) and
age slowly after they reach their mid-twenties. Their society is bound by the
code of life known as the Therian Way. The North American Therians are ruled by
a single king although the Therian Council aids him in the government of their
people. They remain fairly insular from other paranormal species except for the
Elves under Auberon.


 


Key Characters


 


Baran Demirci — Clan
Felidae, Tiger Branch. Pureblood Therian. General of the Shenandoah Valley
Outpost. Former Roaming Commandant. Married to Raina.


Caderyn — Clan Felidae,
Leopard Branch. Pureblood Therian. King of the North American Therians. Older
brother of Shamus.


Conrad Kemp — Clan Felidae, Leopard Branch.
Pureblood Therian. Current member of the Therian Council, former military.
Married to Bellephoebe, father of six children
including Raina.


Constantine Kemp — Clan Felidae, Leopard Branch.
Elf-born Therian. North American Therian ambassador to Greece. Son of Conrad
Kemp and Bellephoebe. Second eldest brother of Raina.
Known as “the Emperor.”


Dietrich — Pureblood Therian. Former friend of
Baran Demirci. Married to Eteri.


Eteri — Clan Vulpine. Elf-born Therian. Works as
an Elven expert on behavior and terrorism. Serves as a liaison to human news
outlets and directs human attention away from Therians. Old acquaintance of
Baran. Married to Dietrich.


Everly Carrol — Clan Vulpine. Pureblood Therian. Serves
undercover as the human Vice President of the United States of America.


Madoc Frost — Clan Felidae, Tiger Branch.
Pureblood Therian. Younger brother of Baran.


Matahari — Clan Felidae,
Tiger Branch. Pureblood Therian. Supreme Commander of the Trackers.


Raina Demirci née Kemp —
Clan Felidae, Leopard Branch. Elf-born Therian. Tracker Commander. Daughter of
Conrad Kemp and Bellephoebe. Married to Baran.


Roderick Frost — Clan Felidae, Tiger Branch.
Pureblood Therian. Magistrate for Northern Maine, former North American Therian
ambassador to Britian. Married to Venetia, father of
Madoc and Genevieve. Stepfather of Baran.


Shamus — Clan Felidae, Leopard Branch. Pureblood
Therian. High General of the Therian military. Former Supreme Commander of the
Trackers. Younger brother of Caderyn.


Venetia Frost — Clan Felidae, Tiger Branch.
Pureblood Therian. Widow of Badir Demirci.
Married to Roderick, mother of Baran, Madoc, and Genevieve.


 


Elves


 


Also known as the Alpi or Fae.
They are a long-lived people with some elders living past three thousand years.
They age very slowly once they reach maturity and will at times intermarry with
Therians and other paranormal species. Most of their people are known as High
Elves to the paranormal community outside of the Therians. The Elven kingdom in
the Americas is known as Fortriu and exists under the
rule of Auberon and Titania, leaders of the Seelie Court. They have treaties in
place with both Therians and Humans in order to preserve their function as the
main face of the ambassadorial species of the paranormal community.


 


Key Characters


 


Amiras — Chief Watcher
of Isamnion. Does not support the Elven-Therian
alliance.


Auberon — King of the Elves of Fortriu
(also called ‘Lord’ by his people). Ally to both Therian and Human governments
even though he prefers not to be drawn into Therian politics. Married to
Titania.


Bellephoebe — Cousin of
Titania. Married to Conrad Kemp of the Therians, mother of six children
including Raina.


Cicero — Elven Ambassador to the human government,
stationed in Washington D.C. Reluctantly supports the Elven-Therian Alliance
but does not approve of the practice of peace marriages between the two races.
Old friend of Bellephoebe.


Titania — Queen of the Elves of Fortriu (also called ‘Lady’ by her people). Supportive of
the Elven-Therian Alliance. Married to Auberon. Cousin of Bellephoebe
and godmother of Raina.


 


Humans


 


Short-lived compared to Elves and Therians. The American
government has a treaty in place with the Elves of Fortriu.
However, they remain in the dark regarding the existence of Therians and many
other paranormal species. The past persecution of paranormal species by humans
drove the Therians into hiding and no attempts have been made to reinitiate
contact between the two races. Instead, Humans are unaware that many of their
political figures have been Therians. Despite the treaty with the Elves/Fae,
there are some factions who are beginning to push for a separation of the two
races.


 


Key Characters


 


Henry Grey Wolf — President of the United States
of America in the second year of his first term. Member of the First Nations.
Supportive of the Elven-Human Alliance.


Lisa Truscott — Recently appointed Secretary of
Elven-Human Affairs. Supportive of the Elven-Human Alliance. Elf-struck with Auberon.


Richard Farrow — Secretary of Defense. Ambiguous
on the matter of the Elven-Human Alliance, but for now cautiously supportive.


Ulysses Hewett Cunningham — Senator from Illinois.
Strongly opposed to the Elven-Human Alliance. Actively seeking to repeal the
Shadowed Lands Protection Act as a stepping stone to revoking the Elven-Human
Alliance. 


 


Shadowed
Creatures


 


Inherently corrupt creatures who cannot be controlled or
tamed. Best defined as monsters and their legends still live on in human
folktales although most are no longer considered real. Their populations are
monitored through the combined factions of the paranormal community at large
but the Therians usually handle incidents in the Americas. Primarily found in
the Shadowed Lands.


 


Barghests — Large,
broad-chested black canines with glowing red eyes.


Trolls — Hulking creatures that stand anywhere
from seven to thirteen feet in height with leathery grey skin. Troll bulls have
short curved tusks. Juveniles like to live under bridges.


Waheelas — American hyena similar in size to the
African Spotted Hyena. Its spotted coat and the stiff mane running down its
spine are reminiscent of its African cousin, but the fur is long and shaggy by
contrast.


Wendigoes — Emaciated
anthropomorphic jackals that stand between six and seven feet in height and are
usually covered in short grey fur. Driven by an insatiable hunger and prefer to
eat their victims alive. Old World Wendigoes were
deified as the Egyptian god Anubis but later eradicated. New World Wendigoes flourish and even other Shadowed Creatures
including trolls avoid them. Their saliva is septic to the point of being
venomous and they are one of the few creatures deadly to Therians since they
leave slow-healing wounds and their saliva often makes the wounds septic even
for a Therian immune system.
















 


 


Places


 


 


The Den — National headquarters for the Trackers. Located
in the Therian capital city of Haven.


Fortriu — Formal name
for the sovereign Elven Realm, Kingdom of the Seelie Court Fae established by
Auberon and Titania of the High Elves.


Haven — Capital of the Kingdom of the North
American Therians. Hidden in the Appalachians.


Hotel Cysger — Elven-run
hotel in Washington D.C. that serves as a sanctuary for Elves and Therians
travelling through and working in the city.


Isamnion — Capital of
the Elven kingdom of Fortriu. Home of Auberon and
Titania. Hidden in the Smokey Mountains.


The Post — National headquarters for the Therian
military. Located in the Therian capital city of Haven


Shadowed Lands — Large swath of territory running
through the center of North America except where Elven, Therian, and Human
settlements have been planted. Many other paranormal species, including
dragons, live or migrate through the territory but they are not monitored by
Therian authorities. Partially held in check by the barrier on the East Coast.
















 


 


Terms


 


 


General


Aita — Elvish for
‘dad/father’


Aitona — Elvish for
‘grandfather’


Ama — Elvish for
‘mom/mother’


Amona — Elvish for
‘grandmother’


The Barrier — System of fences and failsafe canals
that protect densely populated areas from infringement by Shadowed Creatures.
Partially completed, primarily protects the Eastern Seaboard and portions of
the West Coast. Can be crossed overland through sanctioned checkpoints.


Elf-struck — Condition where Humans are entranced
with Elves. Varies from broad fascination with the entire race to an intense
obsession-like focus on an individual Elf. Can lead to violent encounters with
perceived rivals for the Elf’s attention.


First Year Rage — Emotional state experienced by members
of Clan Felidae during the first year of marriage. They are prone to irrational
overreactions to perceived and real threats to their mate and the marriage
bond. The Beast’s instinctive reactions are more difficult to control during
this time frame and newlywed couples are expected to avoid situations that
might trigger the First Year Rage.


Fringe — A rebel movement among Therians that
supports casting off the Therian Way and asserting Therian domination over
Elves and humans primarily through violent methods.


Fringe-sympathizer — Any Therian who supports the Fringe
cause even if they do not necessarily support the movement’s methods.


Mezarium — More commonly
referred to as ‘mez’. Elvish organic holographic
device that uses soundwaves to form a blue visual picture of the person using
the device. Each device stores all mez footage ever
received by that device and cannot be hacked by human spy networks. The mez system connects to all Elven and Therian homes.
Generally not found in other paranormal communities, however.


Peace Marriage — Marriages between Elves and Therians.
They can be arranged, a love match, or both. All participants volunteer to be
among the peace marriage candidates with the exception of the firstborn son and
daughter of previous peace marriages who are bound to enter a peace marriage
with a pureblood Therian.


Rhai cudd — Elvish name for Therians, which means ‘hidden
one.’ Refers both to their hidden natures and their history of being one of the
hidden races.


Roaming Commandant — A Therian commandant not
attached to a specific military outpost. Instead, he or she roams the kingdom,
inspecting outposts and investigating violations as indicated by an outpost’s
mission failure or higher than average complaint rates, and then fixes the
problem. This can include a forcible removal of detracting personnel no matter
how high up the chain of command. Roaming commandants report directly to the
High General.


Roanoke Vanishing — Tracker name for the most
difficult type of vanishing. Person or family disappears without a trace or any
sign pointing to a trail for Trackers to follow in an attempt to locate the
victim or victims. Usually proves fatal to victims. Can also contribute to the
demise of Trackers assigned to work the vanishing.


Trackers — An elite independent organization of
Trackers who serve as the advance eyes and ears of the kingdom. They find
Therians and Elves alike, criminal and missing civilians. Occasionally work in
conjunction with the military but using a more lax system of regulations.
Sometimes will work with the paranormal community outside of the Therian and
Elven races, but these instances are extremely rare.


Week of Weddings — The week when King Caderyn ordered all peace marriages with both participants
of age to be fulfilled in the aftermath of the events of Tiger’s Paw.


 


Insults


 


Dark/Dim eyes — Aimed at Elves


Formless — Aimed at Elves


Glowbug — Aimed at Elves
and Elf-born


Grimms — Aimed at Elves


Leaf-ear — Aimed at Elves and Elf-born


Mistoa — Meaning
‘mixed’, a derogatory term for Elf-born


Norrishkau — Vulgar term
never used in polite company


Zikinbudr — Meaning
‘dirty-blood’, a derogatory term for Elf-born that results in immediate
eviction from the Trackers if used.


 












The Therian Way
Novella Series


 


Before Baran and
Raina were married, Baran fought to protect the Way no matter the cost . . .


 


Tiger’s Shadow


A Rogue Spotter
Universe Story


 


It’s not easy
having an older brother.


 


It’s worse when
your brother is General Baran, the paragon of the Therian Way. Madoc knows he
can’t live up to his brother’s reputation. Desperate to prove himself on his
own merit, he chases adventure and flirts with danger. But this time he might
have bitten off more trouble than even a Tiger can handle.


 


Sometimes the only
way out of the Tiger’s shadow is to rebel . . .


 


Available Now
















 


 


Tiger’s Paw


A Rogue Spotter
Universe Story


 


When secrecy is
vital to survive, the Therian Way offers balance.


 


The Fringe, a
militant group of discontented Therians, threaten to expose their race to
Mankind. A disaster that would bring the entire paranormal community down on
their people. It falls to General Baran to track down and remove the Fringe
Nest before time runs out. When he is forced to work with an irreverent
Leopardess, he suspects she is more than just an annoying distraction.


 


Who can he trust
when the fate of his people lies in the Tiger’s paw?


 


Available Now
















 


 


The Therian Way
Continues in


 


Leopard’s Test


 


It was supposed to
be an anniversary getaway, not another disaster.


 


Baran and Raina’s
anniversary trip is interrupted by a potential diplomatic nightmare when a
Therian assassin goes on a killing spree in the ambassadorial city of St
Augustine. Raina and Baran must join forces with dragons and Fae in order to
catch the Lion before he causes irreparable harm to the delicate alliances of
the paranormal community. Working with multiple agencies only grows trickier as
they race to save intended victims before it’s too late.


 


When a ghost from
Raina’s past reappears, however, she’s forced to find a way to pass the
Leopard’s test if she wants to keep her people from being drawn into a war.


 


Estimated Release
Date – June 24, 2019
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Can’t get enough
Clean Paranormal Romantic Suspense? Need more Urban Fantasy? Adventure?
Romance? Maybe a touch of snark?


 


If Wishes Were Curses
(The Steel City Genie Book 1) by Janeen Ippolito — A snarky urban fantasy
that’s Angel meets I Dream of Jeannie featuring a blue-collar
genie in over her head, a romantic subplot with a vegetarian vampire lawyer,
and gleeful send ups of many romantic fantasy tropes, plus a fantastic
otter-shifter.


 


Lawless (The Ironfire Legacy Book 1) by Janeen Ippolito — A dragon
felon, a forsaken prince, and a jaded airship captain walk into a city—and
everything explodes. Dragonshifter convict Kesia Ironfire has one goal: to
redeem herself as a soldier in the dragon-human war. A steampunk fantasy
adventure with a side of snark and quirky romance.


 


Rogue Spotter series
by Kimberly A. Rogers — A man who shouldn’t exist. A woman desperate to stay
hidden. Lauren Hope’s desire to stay away from danger is severely compromised
when she meets a man with a smoldering British accent and a dangerous secret.
The paranormal community will never be same when these two cross paths. The
world of The Therian Way expands beyond Therians and Elves with a supernatural
thriller filled with a clean slow-burn romance, humor, and fast-paced
adventure.
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