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"Doctor Fox said you've got a private practice going, is that
true?" Beth asked while crunching on a mouthful of granola.


"Yeah, it's only been official for about a month though and I've
seen a few patients. It'll pick up in time." I sipped my coffee while
leaning against the front desk. Beth continued munching on her midnight snack.


Returning to work after the tumultuous trip to Ireland shoved me
back into a comfortable routine. With the practice in its infancy, the
part-time work at Stormhill didn't seem like much. Now that our mate bonds were
solid, my mates seemed less bothered by it as well. Two pulsing tendrils
attached to my soul, with me always.


"Think you'll still work here once you get your own patients?"
Beth pressed.


"Maybe. Probably. I'll have to see how it goes."


The emergency department remained quiet for the majority of my
shift. So much so that I kidnapped a resident for a brief wound care lesson.


"Dr. Twofeathers, I've finished," said the nervous voice
of the newbie.


"You can call me Shawnee, you know." I broke away from
Beth and joined Dr. Nylar in the exam room. "How'd she do, Dagmar?"


"Oh, just wonderful, my dear. It's feeling better," she
said, wiggling her bandaged foot.


"I'm glad it's less painful." I smiled at the sweet
elderly woman and checked the work of the resident while she stood by in
fear-ridden silence. I turned to Dr. Nylar and signed off on Dagmar's chart. "Nice
work. She's ready for discharge. Have you ever discharged a patient?"


"Oh goodie-gums." Dagmar began packing her knick-knacks
into her purse.


"Um…no, I…I don't think so," the resident stammered.


"Review the chart, document your work, and make follow-up
recommendations for Dagmar to visit her primary care doctor. All right?" I
closed the chart and looked between the women.


"Yess'm," said Dagmar then clapped her hands
affectionately. "Chin up there, deary. I'm not fragile."


"Okay," Dr. Nylar responded, offering a weak smile.


"You've scared her to wits. She isn't so intimidating, deary."
Dagmar swung her legs off the side of the bed, quite abruptly, then slid into a
set of slippers awaiting her feet.


"I'm not intimidating at all." I smiled and locked my
elbow with Dagmar's, guiding her to stand.


"Now we've silenced her, the poor dear." While we chatted,
Dr. Nylar continued to look on with doe-wide eyes. I laughed softly and helped
the patient into a wheelchair.


"Dr. Nylar will find her voice soon enough. She's been a
resident for, how long now?" I glanced over at the young doctor.


"Um…three weeks."


"Oh! Fresh." Dagmar cackled and slapped her knee. "I'm
ready. Set me free."


"You're on your way." I handed the chart to Dr. Nylar
and nodded to the wheelchair. "Her family is in the waiting room. She can
hang out there while you do the discharge. If you have any questions, I'll be
in my office looking rather bored."


"Okay," she said, though this time a hint of a laugh met
her words. Dagmar clapped and pointed toward the door, whistling a happy tune. I
hope I'm as cheerful as she is when I'm eighty.


 


I spent the next hour of my shift in the shared office flipping
through some of the patient reports from the past few weeks. Nothing unusual,
thankfully. I partially expected more random puncture wounds, bloodless deaths,
or eviscerated necks. After the pack took care of Izzy a few months ago, all of
the strange arrivals seemed to stop. One young vamp caused all that chaos in
wolf-protected territory. Hank must've been seething.


The office phone rang and I picked it up.


"There's a woman here to see you," Beth's voice erupted
from the receiver.


"A patient?"


"No. A woman asking for you," the flattened tone in Beth's
voice had me worried.


"I'll be right there."


Save for the night shift nurses and a few roaming security guards,
not much seemed to be going on. Dagmar was our only patient of the night and
she was now gone. I joined Beth at the front desk. She still had the receiver
in her hand as she stared at the woman a few feet away.


"What are you doing?" I asked her.


"What? Oh…" She hung up the phone. "She says her
name is Ileana." Beth nodded toward the petite woman seated by herself in
the waiting room. A puffy white ski jacket made her seem even smaller. I left the
desk and joined the stranger.


"Can I help you?"


"Hmm…" The woman stood. Her mousey-brown hair tumbled
over her jacket as she moved. "It's good to see you again. I've been
waiting for you."


"For me? I'm sorry, do I know you?" My brow furrowed as
I wracked my brain trying to place her. Had she been a patient before? Was she
a member of the Sept?


"Not yet." Ileana took a step toward me, looking me up
and down once before slipping her hands into her jacket pockets. "You owe me
something."


"What?" I shook my head. The woman, now an uncomfortable
foot away from me, stood at least an inch shorter. Her focus remained on my ID
badge.


"Doctor Twofeathers." A smile curled her
copper-tinted lips. "You owe me a childe." The stranger
dragged out the "I" sound as if she'd stolen it from the drawl of a
southerner.


"A child?" Something tugged at the center of my stomach.
A lurch of apprehension. Something was wrong, off about this woman. Ileana
lifted her gaze to mine. Her nearly translucent violet-gray eyes snared mine
into a stare that glued my feet to the floor. Someone screamed in my head, my
sight tunneled and it finally hit me. Move. My thoughts shouted. Move,
now! I obeyed and in a simultaneous motion, ripped myself from the gaze and
stepped back. "You're a goddamn leech. Get out of here," I demanded,
keeping my voice as low as possible. I trained my gaze on the collar of her
jacket, my hands balled into tight fists. Don't look at her. Don't look.
My legs twitched with eagerness, ready to run but I knew it would be futile. In
a hospital filled with vulnerable humans, my calmness meant their safety.


"Very good," she spat. "I am Vampire. And you owe
me a childe."


"I owe you nothing. Leave." I clenched my teeth,
frantically searching inward to summon my pack.


"You gave the order. You are indebted to me—" Ileana
took a step closer but paused mid-phrase at the exact moment I sensed the
growing presence of my mates. "I will return." Ileana's gaze flicked
toward the entrance. She turned on her heel and exited without another word. The
image of darkness swallowing her white jacket as she disappeared into the night
imprinted itself in my mind.


 


"Doctor T," Beth's panic-stricken voice shook me from
the stupor. "We've got a gunshot wound coming in. Two minutes."


"Shit, okay." I took a few deep breaths. "Notify
the OR and get a crash team ready."


"Got it."


Doctor Nylar bolted down the hall nearly crashing into me while
holding her pager in her hand. Her dilated pupils darkened her normally blue
eyes.


"Just relax and follow my directions. We'll get through it,"
I reassured her as I tossed on the yellow gown over my scrubs.


"Ah!" Someone cried out from behind us, both Dr. Nylar
and I spun around just in time to see one of the nurses running to the entrance
of the emergency room. A man stumbled in holding his neck. Blood spattered the
floor around him as he collapsed into the waiting arms of the nurse.


"Doctor Twofeathers!" the nurse shouted. "We need a
gurney!"


"Go." I ushered the sprinting technicians toward the
man. Together we lifted him onto the gurney and raced him into a room.


"We've got a spurter!" A male tech called out as a gush
of fresh blood spewed from the wound. 


I smashed a handful of gauze against his throat, only then noting
that his entire neck and shoulder had been ripped away.


"This is not our gunshot. Where'd he come from?" With
pressure on the wound, staff rushed around me to hook the man up to monitors.


"No idea. He walked in this way."


"He's completely blown out."


"Torn is more like it."


"I'm surprised he walked anywhere."


"His pressure's dropping."


With my focus on the man, there was no telling who said what but
it didn't matter. We were losing him quickly. "Nylar, hold pressure here."
The resident stepped in and I ducked under an IV bag to shout out more orders. "Get
two units of O-neg ready and notify the OR of an arrival."


"He's crashing!"


I shoved my way through another batch of arms and began chest
compressions. Monitors screamed warnings through the ER.


"Our bus is here!" Beth nearly screamed over the
commotion.


"Nylar, take over compressions. We've got to stop the bleed."
I swung myself under the end of the gurney with unprecedented agility. There
was no time for running in circles.


"Prep the paddles."


Nylar took over compressions while a nurse bagged the man. I slid
my fingers into the gaping wound, feeling around for the source of the bleed.
It was too messy, too shredded to see anything. That's when it happened, my
palm began to burn with the familiar sear of a spontaneous heal. I slapped the
bloody towels on top of my gloved hand in hope of stifling the indigo glow that
would undoubtedly follow. 


This time something different happened. 


Slippery flesh wriggled beneath my fingertips, reminding me a worm
on a hook, and then something snapped together like an elastic band. What
the hell? Please don't glow, please don't glow. I yanked my hand away just
in time to interrupt a full heal. I could explain an artery repair, but there
was no way I could explain the miraculous healing of a ripped out throat. "Got
it," I called out for a cover.


"He's stabilizing," Dr. Nylar called out and stopped
compressions. The nurse continued artificial respiration for the man a bit
longer until his pulse and breathing restored.


"Clean him up and get him to the OR. Nylar, you stay with
this." I rolled off the soiled gloves and gown with the help of one of the
nurses who pulled another set of coveralls on me right after.


As soon as my footfalls neared the entrance, EMTs burst through
the door with the next patient. A woman straddled the gurney, holding a thick
patch of blood-soaked dressing to the man's chest.


"What happ—" My words fell away when I caught sight of an
orangeish-red blur rush in the door behind the party of first responders.
Vanessa stood, wide-eyed but steady, under the flashing EXIT sign. Her gaze met
mine briefly before I was forced to pull away.


"Gunshot wound to the chest. Self-inflicted," a
medium-build police officer answered me as he followed the gurney and me into
the next room. Two of the nurses who assisted in the previous emergency joined
me. "His name is John."


The man on the table blinked his eyes sluggishly as he focused on
the bright lights above us. He looked at me, his face covered in blood.


"John, my name is Shawnee. Can you tell me what happened?"
I went about my usual script, attempting to engage the patient to keep him
conscious. He moved his mouth but said nothing. The EMT rolled off the gurney
as we lifted John onto the exam table.


"Pulse is stable," said a female nurse as she continued
to hook him up to the monitors. With only the two nurses in the room, moving
around was much easier. I lifted the dressing to inspect the injury. In the
center of his torn t-shirt, blood seeped from a circular wound.


"It looks like it angled toward his shoulder. We need to turn
him to check for an exit." On my count, we lifted the patient who groaned
feebly. Sure enough, he had a corresponding hole just above his scapula. I felt
around the wound to assure the bullet fragments hadn't remained. My finger
slipped clean around it. "Let's get him to the OR. Justin, can you tell
the police that the bullet passed through? They'll want to retrieve it."


"Sure, Doc."


"Hey John, you're going to be all right. We're going to fix
you up, okay?" I moved up beside the man while the nurse, Sara, covered
the entry wound. John looked at me; his deep brown eyes shimmered under the
florescent lights as a single tear streaked down the side of his face. He
watched me, a silent plea for… I don't know what, lingered somewhere in his
stare. 


This man didn't want to be okay. 


I patted his hand and he gave my fingertips a squeeze. "We'll
get you some help." At that, he closed his eyes and his breathing seemed
to steady.


I stepped away and the charge nurse followed me. "He'll need a full psych eval and a hold after that.
Full one-to-one." I rolled off the gloves and tossed them into the
biohazard bin as the nurses continued to prep John.


"He got lucky," she commented.


"I'm not sure he thinks so."


"Sad."


"Yeah."


With that, she returned to tend to the patient while I removed the
second bloody gown of the night. Both patients stabilized and moved on to their
next phases of treatment as I mopped the blood off my sneakers. My scrubs hadn't
fared much better.


"You're bloody," Beth's voice pulled me from my thoughts
as I returned to the nurses' station. "Done saving lives for the moment?"


When I looked up, Beth sat in her usual chair and beside her sat
Vanessa, perched precariously on Beth's desk with her legs crossed at the
ankles. In her black skinny jeans, ballet flats, and barely-there sweater, her
appearance made for a stark contrast to the blues worn by the rest of us. I'd
forgotten that she turned up in the middle of a double crisis but the
excitement of her presence sent a rush of heat to my face.


"I'm done for now," I answered Beth and moved toward
Vanessa, stopping a few steps away when I remembered my condition. "What
are you doing here, baby?"


"You called me." She lifted her chin in greeting, though
her gaze lingered on the splotch of blood smeared on the side of my pants.


"I…um." Had I? I almost forgot the reason why.


"Baby? Hang on a second here." Beth dropped her
feet down from the desk and sat forward.


"I…er, need to change." I looked between them. A smirk
met my lips at Beth's response. "I'll be right back. Want a tour?" I cocked
a brow at Vanessa. There was no way I was going to leave her alone with Beth
knowing the onslaught of prying questions that would follow.


"Mhmm." Vanessa slipped from the desk and followed me,
offering Beth a sugary-sweet smile. Beth stared after us, her mouth hanging half-open.
Sometimes she reminded me very much of Xany. I led Vanessa back to my office
and left her standing in the doorway.


"I'll be right back, okay? I can't walk around contaminated.
Don't leave." I blew her a kiss and bound toward the locker room. 


"I won't." She grinned a bit menacingly. Oh brother.


After a quick wash and a new set of scrubs, I made my way back to
the office. With everything that had happened tonight, my brief encounter with
the leech seemed to pale in comparison.


Vanessa sat perched on my desk not unlike she had on Beth's. I
wondered, humorously, if she had a thing against chairs. The door clicked shut
behind me and I finally offered her a proper greeting. She wrapped her arms
around me as I kissed her, a light purr rising from her chest.


"That was pretty impressive. I've never seen you do that
before." She broke the kiss, her hands resting on my waist.


"Do what? Work?" I laughed softly.


"Save humans."


"Well… they are at a slight disadvantage to the rest
of us. Figured I'd do a bit of good."


"You do a lot of good," she said, kissing me again right
after.


"I didn't expect to see you here tonight." I stroked her
cheek with my thumb, smiling at the healthy glow she carried once again. The
last few months nearly destroyed her. Happiness filled me as I focused on our
mate bond throbbing steadily beside Mal's. Our invisible links perceived only
by its sharers.


"We felt you summon. Caden said you were okay, and so did Mal
but I couldn't just leave it at that. Not after feeling your need."


"I wouldn't expect anything less of you, now would I?" I
smiled and she tilted her head, a playful grin spread across her ruby lips.


"What happened?"


"I…don't really know, actually. A leech showed up in the ER
acting all leechy and a few minutes later a guy walks in with a torn out
throat. We've definitely still got a vampire problem, even with Izzy gone."


"Where there's one there's more." She closed her eyes,
pressing her lips to my forehead. "When can you go home?"


"What time is it?"


"Almost two."


"Another hour or so."


"That's too long." She sighed, running her fingertips up
and down my back.


"Eons." I laughed softly and pulled her into a hug. I
was still getting used to our full mate bond. Sharing a connection with Vanessa
was nothing like sharing one with Mal. His bond offered a steady flow of
confidence, love, possession, nature, and stability. Vanessa's flooded me with her
need for connection, affection, and closeness that sometimes filled me with
mouth-watering desire. Nothing quenched it until we were together again. Alone
or with others present, it didn't matter. As long as we were within reach,
peace existed. I wondered if her cat magic affected our bond differently than
with my wolven mate. I couldn't be certain. The only thing I knew for sure was
that I held two mate bonds, each equally unique and powerful. In my life, love
had never filled me like it had now. I had no holes inside me, my heart didn't
ache. For the first time, I knew completeness.


"What will happen to the guy who shot himself?" she
asked, leaning back to meet my gaze.


"We'll get him medically stable and then some psychiatric
help." I watched her expression soften slightly as I brushed my thumb over
her bottom lip.


"Does it bother you, seeing something like that?"


"Yeah," I said after a significant hesitation. No doctor
wants to admit their humanity. But I wasn't in the business of lying to my
loved ones. At least not anymore.


"I'm sorry you have to see these things." Her level of
genuine sympathy hit me hard.


"I'm sorry you had to see certain things, too." I nipped
her chin. "But I have you and Mal to make me feel better about everything."


"Two mate bonds."


"Yep. Two." I grinned. "I'm super special."
Vanessa laughed and gave my rear a squeeze.


"Very."


The final hour in the emergency department passed in a whirl of
sharing information with the doctor who followed my shift and signing off on
charts. Vanessa stayed by the nurse's station with Beth and avoided answering
any direct questions with nothing more than sheer cadence. Part of me wondered
if Beth was simply enthralled by Vanessa's sharp presence or if Vanessa
magically manipulated the situation. I couldn't be sure on either facet.


I returned to them after checking on my last admission, and dropped
the paperwork in the outbox. Beth perked when she saw me, a smile spread across
her lips as if she had been waiting for this moment all along.


"So, how'd you two meet?"


"In school." Vanessa peered over my shoulder at the
prescription I slipped into the last chart. I flicked her in the elbow for
being nosey.


"What happened to Mal?" Beth directed her question at
me.


"He's at home," I stated matter-of-factly and slipped
off my lab coat. "Doctor Fox is here, Ness. We can get going."


"Wait! I'm not done asking questions. You always do this to
me," whined Beth.


"She's worse than Xany," Vanessa said as she hopped from
her perch and held her hand to me.


"Doctor T says that, too. I have to meet this Xany person."
Beth dropped back into her seat with a huff.


"Doctor T." Vanessa snickered as I took her hand,
giving it a sharp squeeze for teasing me.


"You'll meet her someday I'm sure. See you Saturday." I
waved to Beth over my shoulder as Vanessa led me outside to bend back home.
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"Is Beth a Breeder?" Vanessa asked as we dropped in
beside the kitchen table. I held onto her to steady myself. Bending still made
my head spin. A light glow from the hearth had the cabin melting into wavy
shadows and flickering golden light.


"No. Well, actually, I don't know for sure but I don't think
so."


"She and Xany in a room together might start a war."


"Or the most epic friendship ever. You can never tell."
I laughed softly and tugged her over to the sofa. She sat first and tugged me
into her lap.


"Where's Mal?" she asked.


"You're asking me with your super Changer senses? I think in
the shower. He's not asleep. Caden and Xany are though."


"They were having at it for about ten hours," she
commented, shifting me in her lap so that I was straddling her thighs. Normally,
I'd rush home to shower but the bloody mess forced me to shower at work and put
on fresh scrubs. Not to mention that Mal beat me to it.


"Knowing you, I'd say that was an exaggeration. Knowing them,
there's a high possibility of truth." I draped my arms over her shoulders,
relaxing in our closeness. Our link seemed to sigh, emitting a soft fluttering
sensation in the center of my body. Vanessa caressed my hips and thighs while
purring quietly. My bond with Mal seemed eerily calm when I focused on it, as
if he had shut it down some. It made me slightly worried that I'd missed
something or upset him.


"What's the matter?" Her voice was soft beneath the
purrs.


"Huh?"


"Something changed, what's wrong?"


"Oh…Mal's bond feels funny."


"He was quiet before I left. I just thought it was because of
the summon. Or the racket. Xany shouts so much."


"Don't remind me." I rolled my eyes playfully and
Vanessa laughed. "What happened here when I summoned the pack?"


"Caden came out of the bedroom at the same time Mal and I
came into the kitchen. Caden said the call ended quickly like when you have a
panic attack. They could tell you were fine but I wanted to see for myself. Ana
came inside as well but she followed me to the hospital."


"She did?" I raised my brows at the revelation. "I
didn't see her."


"She stayed outside."


"Maybe she saw the leech."


"Can you sense her?"


"She's asleep." I nodded. "If she saw the leech, I
doubt she'd be asleep."


"Unless she killed it."


"Oh. Yeah. That's true." I laughed softly considering
this. My mother surely wouldn't let a vampire wander in our territory for long
if she could help it.


"How'd you know that it was a leech?" Vanessa's hands
slid up the front of my scrubs and tugged at the camisole I wore beneath until
it lifted as well. She rested her hand on my stomach, her fingers pressing
rhythmically in a kneading-like fashion. Cats.


"Her eyes. When she looked at me I felt the thrall and broke
it." I relaxed under her touch. The crackling fire was the only sound in
the room, save for the soft purrs.


The door to the bathroom opened with a sharp click and I looked
over Vanessa's shoulder when Mal came down the hall. His damp hair hung loosely
about his shoulders. Our bond gave a sharp tug and something swirled in my
stomach like a foreign anxiety that didn't belong to me.


"What's wrong?" I asked him the same thing Vanessa asked
me.


"We need to talk."


"Um… yeah, of course." I looked between him and Vanessa.
She let me go and I stood. "Is everything okay?"


"We just need to talk."


That was probably the worst thing he had ever said to me. My
insides twisted with nervousness and a sense of foreboding, which seemed alien
in the presence of my mates. Vanessa turned to watch us but Mal avoided looking
at her. What the hell is going on?


"In private," he added, glancing at Vanessa then back to
me. She didn't seem to mind his behavior as she sprawled out on the sofa.


"All right." I made my way over to him. He led me down
the hall and into his bedroom, closing the door behind us. "You're scaring
me a little."


"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to." He sat down on the edge
of the bed, leaning his elbows on his knees and hunching forward. My heart
thundered in my chest. Mal seemed fully distraught and I hadn't the faintest
idea what had upset him. I sat beside him, turning to face him but he kept his
eyes on the floor.


"Did something happen?"


"No. Yes and no." He shook his head. "I wasn't sure
until now."


"What? Are you going to be a teen mom or something? C'mon,
Mal, you're freaking me out and so is the mate bond you squeezed down so tight
that I can only feel your worry." My words came out more pressured than I
intended. Mal smirked a bit at my sarcasm. It seemed to break his posture at
least. He turned to face me now, taking both of my hands in his.


"I'm sorry. It's hard to explain."


"Well… good. I think." I squeezed his hands. "Just
tell me."


"When we were in Ireland, something changed."


"A lot changed."


"I mean, between you and me." He sighed. I about hurled
at that point.


"It sounds like you're breaking up with me. Mates can't do
that, you know."


"Are you always funny when you're freaked out?"


"Yes, now get on with it already before I die." I
pinched his hand.


"Our bond, it changed."


"It feels the same to me…"


"Just listen." He returned my pinch. "I followed
you and Vanessa to the beach like I said I would. I hung back some but I knew
the exact moment you had sex and your second mate bond formed."


"That doesn't seem unusual though, Mal. Everything changed in
that moment. And then Dugan. He nearly ruined it." I shook my head.


"Yes but something more changed that day. Something happened
to our bond... I don't know the word for it. Shifted? Reattached?
Something changed inside me, too. And now…" He took a deep breath. "I
don't just feel you."


I stared at him for a painfully long time, trying to understand
what he was trying to say. He watched me, his hazel eyes shimmering under the
glow of the bedside lamp.


"Am I sending you more pictures or something?"


"No, no." He shook his head. "I feel you as I
always have. But I feel Vanessa, too. It's not as strong. But she's there. At
first I just thought it was all the time we'd been spending in close quarters,
but I can sense her in a way… as if she was part of the pack. Which she is,
essentially, but there's something there inside me that sits beside our mate
bond. It's Vanessa. Caden doesn't sense her in our ranks as part of the pack.
It's only me." He breathed out the last part. I opened my mouth to say
something, anything to help soothe him but I couldn't think of a reply. He
continued, "Today when you summoned us, that's what confirmed it. I could
sense Vanessa. We could sense each other as if she and I were pack."


"But… Mal, this isn't a bad thing, is it? Does she know there's
a connection?"


"I don't think so. She's used to having a hundred or more
pride bonds. It might feel the same, or she just assumes it's part of the mate
bond. Shawnee… I'm not supposed to feel cats." His gaze
locked on mine, as if I was supposed to share in this panic.


"I'm not supposed to carry two mate bonds, but I do.
This can't be a bad thing, Mal. Maybe it's not a pack bond but like… a
secondary bond, a side-effect of me holding both." I rubbed my thumbs over
the back of his hands. This was the most upset I'd ever seen him. It worried me
more than anything else.


"Maybe. Yeah, maybe it's that."


"Why are you so worried?" I let go of his hands to
caress his face. "You can still feel me just fine, right?"


"Yes." He turned his head and kissed my wrist.


"Good. Me too. And stop squeezing things, by the way, I like
feeling all of you." I hugged him firmly and he reciprocated with just as
much squeezing.


"I didn't want Vanessa to sense it and tell you first."


"She didn't say anything about feeling you. She might just be
used to sensing a lot of people that way." I sat in his lap and stroked
his bare chest, his muscles twitched under the light caress.


"You're probably right." He hugged me again, burying his
face in my hair.


"Er…Do you feel us differently now when we…"


"Yeah." He chuckled. "That's how I noticed first.
It used to be that I could tell you were enjoying yourself and happy. Now, I
can feel both of you like that. It's stronger."


"Shit, Mal, maybe this is unusual. Have you asked Mom
about it?"


"You're the only person I talked to about this. It affects
the three of us."


"We should talk to Vanessa…"


"You're not upset about this?"


"No, Mal. I'm connected to both of you. It seems natural that
you two would share at least something. You're separate species. As separate as
it comes. I would be torn to pieces over having to choose who to be with at
what times. This way, we're all safe together. And we can share each other's
happiness."


"What if something goes wrong?"


"I don't think Gaia creates Two-Spirit people to have it go
wrong." I gave his hair a tug. "Speaking of which. My healing ability
seems to have changed or advanced, too. Tonight I directed a heal to reattach
an artery, and then interrupted it so that it didn't heal everything. I mean,
all of this happened spontaneously without my doing it, but it still seems
evolved."


"Maybe everything is changing…"


"Maybe all of this goes together. Evolving gifts, evolving
bonds," I said, hoping to relieve him from at least some of his concern. "So
were Caden and Xany really making sex noises all day long?"


"I wouldn't doubt it. When those two get together it's like
rabbits." He placed his hands on my hips when I stood in front of him. He
gave my scrubs pants a yank of frustration. "I hate the feel of these.
They're so stiff."


"Do they remind you of terrible shots and bent over coughing?"
I laughed a bit and he tugged my pants off, tossing them across the room.


"And screaming pagers." He growled and nipped my stomach
as he jerked my scrub top over my head.


"Don't remind me." I ran my fingers through his hair. He
held me in place for a moment as some of the tension left his shoulders.
Without saying a word, he lifted me and in a practiced roll, dropped both of us
down on the bed pillows. Mal held me from behind in a tight, possessive
embrace. Our bodies melted together as small puffs of his breath met my
shoulder. I stroked his arms as thoughts of his predicament ran through my
mind. Our mate bond, although still somewhat constricted, told me that this
wasn't over. His concern was real and this fueled my doubts. What if something
went wrong? The problem was that I couldn't think of anything.
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"So that's it?" Xany's voice chirped out the question as
her lesson in first aid came to a close.


"That's it. Now you know basic first aid. Next is teaching
you stitches. Even if you say—"


"Ewww." Xany scrunched up her face.


"Exactly."


Vanessa snickered at us while she lounged on top of the exam table
in the clinic. Xany and I had made it a habit to work together every day. She
expressed a desire to gain medical knowledge and I agreed that it was a good
idea. My mom and I wouldn't always be around in an emergency. Now, we had Xany
and Vanessa as back up. With Mal off on a much needed run, and Caden over at
Hank's, it was as good a time as any to learn.


"Can you teach me without it being on your body?"
Xany lifted a brow at me and patted my knee, the last place she watched me
stitch.


"Yes." I laughed softly.


Xany giggled but her ringing phone interrupted the moment. "Hey
Gavy. Uh huh. Yep." She chattered on and took a seat at the desk. 


I made my way over to Vanessa and she smiled at me, sprawling
herself out on the table. The smile melted from her lips and she met my gaze. "I
feel sick."


"What? Do you really?"


"Mhmm." She coughed a pretty dreadful imitation of a
cough. "Can you help me, Doctor T?"


"Oh you're terrible." I laughed and swatted her arm. "You
had me going there for a minute."


"Help me." She grinned and tugged at the stethoscope
around my neck. I decided to play along.


"Well, we better make sure your heart and breathing are okay,"
I said, slipping the earpieces of the stethoscope on and pressing the diaphragm
to her chest just beneath the neck of her shirt. Vanessa smiled at me as I listened
to the steady beat of her heart and clear breathing. A sudden onslaught of
purring met the stethoscope and I started, though remained in place. I had
always believed the purrs came from her chest but it seemed to originate from
her neck and throat area. I lost myself for a moment until she spoke.


"What are you doing?" her words mixed with laughter.
Through the stethoscope, it sounded loud and bizarre.


"Just listening to your purrs." I removed the headpiece
and placed it around my neck again.


"Is it different?"


"Yes, a bit." Without much thinking, I pressed along her
abdomen the way I would do for any patient. The behavior so routine that I
almost forgot it wasn't necessary.


"Lower," she whispered.


"You're very naughty." I grinned and leaned over the table
to kiss her. She gripped the stethoscope and used it to keep me close to her.


A sudden clang and crash broke our kiss, followed by a sprinkling
of water. Vanessa hissed and pulled me away from the source of the commotion.


"Gavy!" Xany shouted. Gavin appeared standing ankle-deep
in the sink.


"Xany, your guide-ship needs a bit of work," he said,
jumping out of the sink and landing with catlike grace on the floor.


"Hush up." Xany giggled. "It worked good enough."
She bounced over and hugged him. Vanessa sat up on the table and wrapped her
arms around me, her chin at rest on my shoulder. Our mate bond gave a hiccup
and I could tell right away she wasn't all that happy to see her brother.


"Good enough for a right mess, ay?" Gavin returned her
hug and turned his attention in our direction. "Hey Vinnie, Shawnee."


"Hi Gavin," I said, stroking Vanessa's arms. She didn't
address him but he lifted his chin to her and I assumed she returned the
gesture.


"Welcome to America." Xany grinned, gesturing around
her.


"Ahh, America. Where I am officially an illegal immigrant."


"I don't think it counts if you haven't actually immigrated.
Bending isn't immigrating." Xany nodded as if her words were facts. Gavin
shrugged and hopped up to sit on the desk.


"Sounds good to me. How's everyone?" he asked. Xany took
a seat in the chair and propped her feet up beside him.


"We're all good, Gavy. How's the Pride?" Xany asked,
nudging him with her foot. "Wanna stay for dinner?"


"Sure. The Pride is a'right. Jarleth is back to his strong self.
Though he carries a fair bit of guilt at times." Gavin lifted his gaze to
Vanessa who remained over my shoulder.


"How's Erin doing?" I asked.


"Well. She's living at Kat's for now and she's learning."


"That's good. I'm happy to hear that things are better,"
I told Gavin. 


Vanessa moved out from behind me and slid off the table. She ran
her fingers through her hair and walked out of the clinic back toward the main
room.


"She's upset," Xany offered though I didn't need her to
tell me what she picked up on from Vanessa anymore. Our link told me that she wasn't
ready to hear about the Pride.


"Why?" Gavin looked between us. "Everything is good
again."


"Sometimes it's not that easy to be okay with things again,"
I said and set my stethoscope down on the table.


"It was a right mess." Gavin shook his head.


"Yeah. I'm not sure she'll be going back anytime soon."
I pushed myself up sitting on the exam table. I could sense Vanessa's
closeness. She wouldn't go far but I knew she needed a minute to herself, at
least for now.


"Why not?" Xany said quizzically.


"Her Alpha pretty much betrayed her, Xee. They knew that
Dugan tormented her and others. And yet Jarleth didn't do much to handle it
until it got out of control."


"Maybe he saw some good in Dugan at one time and thought he
could change him," Xany challenged.


"Perhaps. But at what cost."


"True. But that's her family at some point she needs to
forgive them," Xany said as she pinched Gavin's leg with her toes. "Right,
Gavy?"


"Right. I think she will in time. She made quite a show of it
in the end." He swatted Xany's foot away. "The message was pretty
clear."


"What Message? How did I miss that?" Xany looked between
us.


"After she killed Dugan," said Gavin, in typical
cat-fashion, he didn't elaborate much. I nodded as images of Vanessa, covered
in blood, lifting Dugan's head as a display to the Pride, ran through my mind.


"And?" Xany looked at Gavin awaiting the rest of his
answer.


"Full sentences, Gavin." I smirked at him. "You can
do it."


"Hush up." Gavin made a gesture as if to throw something
at me. "At the end of the battle. Remember when the Pride all bowed to
her?"


"Of course. It was like she was some queen or something.
Walking around with her prize." Xany nodded.


"She was the queen, in a way. Or the most dominant. Even more
so than the Leader. The entire Pride offered her their loyalty and she turned
them down. That's a pretty big deal for us." Gavin leaned back on the desk
as light purrs emanated from him.


"Kind of like when Caden turned down leading his father's pack.
That was a pretty big deal, too, from what I understand." I looked to Xany
to see if she agreed.


"Caden had a good reason to. His dad's a real prick. He was
so unfair with the Breeders." Xany frowned at the thought.


"Unfair how?" Gavin asked. "I think Vanessa had
reasons of her own."


"Having a feral as a Leader might pose problems of its own."
I wondered how Vanessa would take it if she heard this conversation. Our mate
bond thrummed steadily in the center of my chest.


"His father felt as though Breeders were nothing more than
baby-making machines. He even punished a couple of the same sex 'cause they
couldn't produce kids." Xany glanced up at Gavin. "They should have
protected Vanessa instead of turning the other cheek." Xany nodded.


"That's what I thought, too. And Kat, and the others who
supported her. Which was pretty much everyone who knelt before her. Jarleth
wouldn't listen. I never understood his soft spot for Dugan. He made everyone
miserable and afraid. And you heard his ideologies. He was mad." Gavin's
cheeks reddened with leftover resentment.


"Mad, but not tainted." I nodded my agreement to both of
them.


"It's okay now, Gavy." Xany patted his arm. "Ness
has a family now and we all would die to protect her."


I smiled hearing Xany's declaration. It warmed my insides and a
surge of affection for her raced through me. Vanessa was family, pack family.
And mine. Which reminded me…


"You're both from big packs. Have you ever met anyone who was
Two-Spirit?" I looked between them as Mal's concern for what he
experienced as of late forced its way to the front of my mind.


"Ugh. Don't remind me." Xany groaned. "Double
spirited? nope. The closest I've ever come to spirits is the weird lady who Mal
took me too when I was attacked."


"Uh… what's a Two-Spirit?" Gavin looked between us.


"It's where one person carries two mates. One mate isn't
enough to fill them so they need another." Xany glanced at me as if asking
if she was right.


"Pretty much, without getting too 'Anadaya' about it.
Two-Spirit people are said to have a male and female part of their spirits. So
we can hold two mate bonds." I shrugged a bit, trying not to be too
concerned about it.


"Oh. No, never heard of anything like that. I reckon cats are
pretty everything-spirit." He chuckled.


"Better watch it Nee. I'll tell Meanie that you're
calling her names again." Xany snickered.


"She'll have at me for it anyway, I'm sure." I smiled at
the thought. Mom and I had plans to go on a hike tomorrow evening when a heavy
snowfall was set to arrive.


"You bet. Why don't you just ask your mom about it?"
Xany lifted a brow at me.


"I will. I better go check on my mate."


"She's fine, NeeNee. I'm sure you know that. Besides we haven't
had any time to scheme about things." Xany grinned and wagged her brows at
me.


Xany had a point and it made me laugh. "She's fine. I just
feel bad talking about things having to do with her life when she's not
present."


"Or unless we're planning to kip off her enemy." Gavin
perked up.


"She's got another enemy?" Xany eyes brightened.


"No." Gavin laughed. "But that was our last scheme."


"What's to scheme about now?" I laughed at the two
troublemakers.


"It was fun, too. Did you see how I decked him with that
skillet?" Xany jumped up and gestured as if swinging a baseball bat at
Gavin. "Wham! And down he went." Xany giggled like a kid with
a bowl full of candy.


"And what about Miss Thing over there carrying around
that silver dagger?" Gavin's jovialness matched Xany's intensity. "Where'd
you get that?"


"No idea." I laughed at the two of them. "It shows
up when it wants."


"Sweet little thing, too. It has the same mark as Nee does."


"You mean her glyph?"


"Have you seen it? Show him, Nee." Xany stood up and
tried to lift my sleeve.


"I've seen it." Gavin continued to laugh at us. "I
walked in on her in the shower once when I was a kid. And then once on her and
Vinnie."


"Walked in on us doing what, exactly?" I narrowed
my eyes at him.


"That's 'cause she takes such long damn showers," Xany
mused.


"Endless showers." Gavin snickered. "Oh you
know, naked girly things."


"You're such a liar, Gavin." I laughed, shaking my head.
"We didn't do anything like that back then."


"I beg to differ, lass," he continued his teasing.


"Are you sure, NeeNee? I mean you have forgotten a lot of
stuff from back then." Xany arched a playful brow at me.


"I… um." I shook my head. "Vanessa would have told
me if we had sex before we well… had sex. Don't you think?"


"No, I don't reckon she would." Gavin shook his head.


I looked between them, my mouth half hanging open. Xany giggled. "Look Gavy, you tongue tied her."


"Hush up, you." I pointed at Xany threateningly. What I
was threatening, I had no clue. "I'm going to ask her."


"Like she's going to tell you. Like she told you about all
that other stuff?" Xany arched a brow at me again.


"She'll tell me if I ask…"


"I bet she won't," Gavin chimed in again.


"I'm with Gavin on this one."


"What do I win when she gives in and tells me?" I glanced
between them.


"Gavy here will cook you two an authentic Irish meal."
Xany nodded.


"Boiled potatoes. Mmmm." He snickered.


"Stop that. Kat always makes good food, not just that. I'm
in," I said, lifting a brow at the two of them.


"And what do we get when she doesn't tell you?"
Gavin looked at Xany, rubbing his hands together as if saying, we better
make this good.


"You have to spend a full twelve hours with us without your
mates around." Xany looked at Gavin and shrugged.


"Doing what?" I looked between them. "Planning our
next takeover?"


"Hmm, yes, this could work. Any bad guys that need two fine
Breeders and a submissive?" Gavin tapped his lip in a gesture that clearly
mimicked Xany's.


"I don't know. We dusted the last bad guy a couple months
ago. And that was a girl," said Xany.


"A girl?" Gavin glanced between us. "Dugan was a
guy."


"Before him." I startled suddenly remembering my
encounter with Ileana. "Did Caden tell you what I told him about the leech
that came into the E.R.?"


"Seriously, I swear that man keeps too much from me. You
think she came looking for Izzy?" Xany asked now that I had her full attention.


"Wait, wait. There are vampires around here?"
Gavin's big blue eyes nearly bugged out of his head.


"It's a recent problem," I answered him first. "I
don't know what she wanted. She read my name off my ID badge and tried to be
intimidating saying I owed her something. She disappeared as soon as I summoned
the pack. She probably sensed Vanessa and my mom outside."


"Who does she think she is coming here and making demands?"
Xany tilted her head. "And why didn't you tell me?"


"It's what leeches do. They try to manipulate." I
shrugged. "If there's one place vamps show up it's in emergency rooms. In Wyoming,
we had a handful a week. Sometimes they'll feed off someone and while staff is
busy, they'll steal the blood bags. It's pretty awful."


"Why do you know this stuff?" Gavin gawked at me, then
looked at Xany. "Why does she know this?"


"Cause she's a doctor, duh." Xany giggled.


"Well I know that, I mean about all the dark ones."
Gavin continued to stare at me.


"It's part of the territory, Gavin. Doctors are sometimes the
frontlines for supernatural stuff. Hospitals were the first places infected by
the Andrus after they took some corporations." It didn't seem out of the
norm for me, but I guess, in the larger scheme of things, I knew more than I
should. I had my reasons after all.


"Again, you know way too much." He shook his head. "The
Andrus isn't as strong in Ireland."


"There's not as many werespecies there. And the packs and
prides are really large which makes them difficult to infiltrate," I said,
fighting the urge to bite my tongue. I realized I was only making matters worse
by continuing to blather on.


"Well, bloody hell."


"I know, she's great isn't she." Xany grinned at me,
sending a heated rush to my cheeks. I cleared my throat and drew my eyes away.


"Let's go see what Vanessa says, hmm?" I said. 


Xany grabbed Gavin by the arm, tugging him to stand. "After you." She giggled as she hooked an arm on
Gavin's.


I shook my head and led them into the main room where Vanessa sat
on the sofa. A fire burned in the hearth but there was no way that she'd
started it. Mal was still on his run so it could only be one other. Xany
plopped down in Caden's chair.


"Mom's home," I said, and took a seat beside Vanessa.
She turned and draped her legs over my lap. I raked my nails along her jeans,
making a scratchy noise on purpose. A smile warmed her expression and she
swatted my hand. "What are you doing in here, baby?"


"Just waiting."


"Shawnee's got something to ask you, Vinnie." Gavin
dropped down on the carpet, pulling Xany down beside him.


"Go ahead, NeeNee. Ask her." Xany waved her hand at me
encouragingly.


"What are they up to?" Vanessa asked.


"What are you all up to?" My mother's voice rang
out from the kitchen where she appeared from the window. I opened my mouth to
speak then heard Mom and decided against it.


"Er…"


"Shenanigans, Ana. And lots of 'em." Gavin lifted his
chin to her in greeting. To my surprise, she returned it with a smile.


"It is never any doubt," Mom said.


"We're waiting to see if Nessa will tell Nee if they had sex
before they hooked up." Xany giggled mischievously.


"Xany!"


"My ears are too old for this, yes?" She lifted a brow
at me, amber eyes meeting their mirror and I all about choked. How was I
supposed to answer that?


"You're never too old to have sex. Just wait. Some hot old
guy is gonna show up for you." Xany nodded enthusiastically.


"Xany!" I shouted for a second time. Vanessa
laughed heartily, more at my embarrassment than anything else. 


"What? It's true."


"My days of 'old hot guys' are over, Loud One." Mom
chuckled, and set a pot on the stove to simmer.


"You say that now but just you wait and see."


"Hope still has you. This is what I like to see." She
blew us a kiss. "There is elk to fetch." And she disappeared.


"Ask her already, Nee, geesh. We got things to scheme."


"You scared off my mom successfully." I laughed softly,
though couldn't help but wonder what she meant by hope "still has you."
Had she lost hope? That didn't seem like her after all she's been through.


"Are you asking me sex questions?" Vanessa pulled me
from my thoughts.


"Gavin said he walked in on you and me doing 'naked girly
things' when we visited Ireland in college. Is that true?" I patted her
leg.


"No." She turned her attention to Gavin and hissed. "You
never walked in on anything. I could smell your snooping sticky-fingered boy
face a mile away."


"That's not answering the question at all, Vinnie. Foul!"
Gavin hissed right back.


"Nope. The question was, did you and Nee do sexy time before
you got all mated up?" Xany continued to press.


"Yes." Vanessa grinned. Even I picked up on the foul
that time.


"Xany! You're not asking her properly." Gavin's juvenile
frustration shone through in that moment. I couldn't help laughing because he
was right.


"Would you people stop yelling at me!" Xany huffed out
her own frustration. "Vanessa, did you and Shawnee have sex any time
before you came to Utah? Better? Geesh."


"Only Gavin is yelling because he's five."
Vanessa hissed then looked at me. "Is that what you want to know?"


"Shut it, Vinnie, and answer. C'mon, I got something riding
on this." He looked around and then to Xany. "What was the bet again?"


"Twelve hours alone with two females." Xany giggled.


"Yeah. I said that we didn't but Gavin said we did. Did we?"
I turned my attention fully to my mate. Was I setting us up for some conflict
with this?


"At my parents or at school?"


"Not counting us messing around while drunk and disorderly in
the presence of other people buying us alcohol if we did stuff or whatever. I
remember some of that," I admitted, waving her off. "And not counting
when I was in the room while you had visitors."


"Why?" She looked between us, her expression rather
still save for a slight wrinkle in her brow. That answered the question for me,
but I waited to see if Gavin or Xany noticed it.


"Because I've said so already. I walked in on you two."
Gavin flopped onto the carpet dramatically.


I waited for what seemed like ages. Vanessa remained untelling,
her eyes fixed on Gavin. Our bond told me she was a little angry with him. She
glanced at Xany awaiting her response.


"See I told you she wouldn't tell you, Nee. So we win."


"Did we?" I asked Vanessa, this time more for our sake
than theirs. She watched me, her eyes searching my expression first.


"Yes," was all she offered. It didn't surprise me
really, though I wished I remembered.


"When?"


"The time you let me take away your scars," her voice
sounded far away as if she was lost in our memory, but our mate bond trembled
inside me, like it remembered something that I didn't.


"Did Gavin walk in?"


"No, he's a snaky liar." She curled her lip and glared
at him before returning her gaze to me. "It was only once. Just once."


"Hey." Gavin leaned up on his elbows. "Am not."


I took a deep breath and rubbed my hands over her legs. Something
felt heavy in that moment. Not the bad kind of heavy but the affirming kind. I
smiled at her and her cheeks tinged the faintest pink.


"You'll have to tell me about it some time." I leaned
over and kissed her. She held me in it longer than I expected, and ran her
thumb over my cheek where one of my worst scars used to be. She nodded her
response and smiled.


"We still win 'cause she didn't answer when you first asked.
We get you for twelve hours." Xany high-fived Gavin.


"Twelve hours for what?" Vanessa frowned at them as the
terms of the bet came to light. Xany smirked.


"Anything we want."


"Like what?" Vanessa pressed.


"I'm sure I can think of something." Xany wagged her
brows taunting Vanessa.


"No." A snarl met her words and her eyes trained on
Xany.


"Stop that." I swatted her knee. "She's baiting you
again, Vanessa."


"Girl fight." Gavin sat up with his elbows on his knees and
chin on his hand as if ready for a great show.


"You're just as bad, you Irish-Brit-brat." I threw a
pillow at him and he let it hit him in the face, his posture unwavering.


Just as Xany was about to retaliate, Mal stumbled through the
front door covered in things I would normally see on an operating table. Blood,
bits of tissue, and a thick bone in his hand that I was sure he'd use to carve
another knife. Still closed off from me and without a word, he made his way
past us and down the hallway.


Vanessa looked at me and I slouched a bit on the sofa. Maybe I
should be more concerned about this secondary connection he was experiencing.
He had never ignored me before, blood or no blood. I couldn't help but wonder
if his squeezing down our bond was damaging it in some way.


"Why is he so upset?" Vanessa asked me.


"We'll talk to him about it together." My answer wasn't
a very helpful one. I looked at Xany to see if she would comment. After all, he
was her brother and she was an empath.


"Did you guys have a fight or something?" Xany shook her
head. "No cause you two aren't upset. The vamp maybe?"


"Dude is stoked," Gavin commented, picking up the pillow
I hauled at him and putting it behind his head. He sprawled out by the fire
like he owned the place. I never quite understood the ease at which weretigers
adjusted.


"We've never had a fight." I glanced down the hall after
Mal and sighed. "I doubt it. He knew I was okay and I summoned everyone
when I needed to."


"He's been avoiding me like he used to." Vanessa toyed
with my fingers as I gave her stomach a pat.


"Did you do something to him, Nessa? Reject him in some way?"
Xany's voice hinted on concern.


Vanessa shook her head. She went to say something but instead,
shut down further. Our connection told me she was hurt by his actions in a way
I hadn't expected. I had to say something, it just wasn't right for either of
them.


"Can you sense him, baby? Like as part of the Pride or
something?" I squeezed her knee so that she'd look at me again.


"Not part of the Pride. I sense him regularly," she
said.


"Regularly as opposed to decaff-edly?" Gavin's snarky
remark had her hissing again. 


Xany swatted him. "Be nice. This is bad."


"Stop that. My god, you two are just as bad as Xany and Mal."
I shook my head.


"Wait, you're saying that you feel Mal?" Xany tilted her
head, her gaze fixed on Vanessa.


"Of course, why?" Vanessa looked between all of us as if
we were the ones who had said something unusual. "I feel him through
Shawnee."


"Whoa. You got a three-way going? If you feel him then he
must be feeling you and Shawnee at the same time. That's gotta be confusing as hell."
Xany stared at me as if she expected me to validate this. I nodded.


"How long have you been sensing him, baby?" My heart
fluttered a bit and I focused inward, pressing hard against my bond with Mal,
urging it open. I wanted him to sense some of this or at least pop in my head
so I could tell him what Vanessa said. Maybe if he knew, it wouldn't be so bad.


"Since we've been mates. Is he mad about that?" She
looked at me a bit pleadingly. I don't think I've ever seen her care so much
about what anyone thought of her or about her. It made sense though. She and
Mal grew exponentially closer during our trip to Ireland.


"Wolves aren't made for more than one mate then you add a cat
mate, and on top of that both mates are females. No wonder the poor boy's closed
off. You've put him in an overload of basically everything." Xany
gestured wildly as if saying, "duh."


"We're not mates. I've only one mate bond." Concern
flooded Vanessa's features and her fear shot through me like ice in my veins.


"Our bond is fine, baby. Easy." I rubbed the center of
my chest. Mal hadn't responded to my outreach but I couldn't help wondering if
he noticed it anyway.


"Ness, the way he thinks is that whatever is Shawnee's, is
his and he will love and protect that with his life, so in a sense he's mated
with both of you. It's not a bad thing. He's just got to get rewired to
get a grip on it," said Xany in a matter-of-fact kind of way.


Vanessa held her breath and looked at me. A shimmer of something
met her emerald eyes. Her posture stilled and expression flattened. In the
past, I would have begged her to not shut down and to keep talking but now, I
didn't just understand her panic, I felt it. She looked the same to me
as she always had, but feeling it was a different story. Had she always freaked
out inside like this? If so, she hid it pretty well.


"You don't want anything else to go wrong, I know, baby. I
know." I tugged her hands toward me and a second later, she wrapped her
arms around me in a tight embrace. For the first time, I think I was able to
understand exactly what she wanted me to.


"Make him talk. If he talks it out, he always fixes whatever's
wrong." Xany nudged Gavin. "Come on, Gavy, I'll show you to Ana's
room."


"But I'm not a hot old guy." Gavin stood, his
eyes on his sister. His joke didn't diminish his worry in the least. I nodded
to him and kept a hold on Vanessa. 


She didn't move, just allowed me to hold her. Mal hadn't responded
to my urging, so I did the one thing I knew he couldn't resist; I called to his
wolf.


"Hot, yes. Old, no. Besides, Ana sleeps outside. Now come on."
Xany tugged him toward the bedroom.


Mal came from down the hall, dripping wet with only a soggy towel
around his waist.


"Bad girl. I was trying to get the bits out of my hair."
Mal stood there in all his glory, raking his fingers through his hair and picking
out nasty pieces to toss into the fire. I could feel that the bond between us
had cracked open more than before. The worry that slowly seeped out had now
lessened along with his confusion.


"I'm sorry. It was important." I paused a moment to look
him over. It had been a while, hadn't it? I shook my head at myself. "She
feels you, too." Vanessa leaned back now that Mal was in the room, as if
everything suddenly seemed less bad. She nibbled at her thumbnail until I
swatted her hand away. "Tla."


For the first time in days, Mal gazed at Vanessa. Tension seemed
to slip from him as his shoulders relaxed. He walked over and stood next to the
sofa looking down at her.


"May I?" He nodded his head toward the spot beside her.


She nodded and I watched the two of them. For the first time, the
bonds inside me raged. Bashing and lashing against one another, leaving me with
a sense of hyper awareness. Every time they touched, it mirrored a connecting
moment between Mal and Vanessa. A gaze, a gesture. It was almost as if our
links were finally content. Had we really been so separate over the past month
since our return? When I thought about it, the answer was a definite yes.
Spending every other night in different bedrooms, interrupted by brief moments
in the clinic or a shift at the hospital. Until now, I hadn't realized how
close that thatched-roof cottage brought the three of us. 


Mal took a seat on the other side of Vanessa, sandwiching her
between us. 


"How does it feel?"


"How does what?" she asked him, each word soft and
deliberate. Her words didn't answer him, but her posture sure did. She ceased
picking at her nails, her foot stroking my inner thigh as a light purr returned
to her chest. "I like it better when you don't ignore me."


"I'm sorry." He reached out and squeezed her arm. "How
do I feel in you through her?"


She seemed to think about it, patting his hand lightly while she
did. The bonds inside me, which my mind imagined as red and green, settled to a
comfortable flutter beside each other as if they'd been waiting to rest.


"Like a friend." Vanessa's answer, although simple,
meant a lot. At least to me. I smiled at the two of them because what's better
than having my mates be great friends?


"You feel warm and at times rumbly." Mal was still
holding back on the bonds but I could sense more of his openness squeezing
through the cracks.


Vanessa snickered a bit and her whole body relaxed above me. She
smiled at him and drew her gaze to me as if saying, "Okay, everything is
fixed now." I laughed softly at the two of them.


"I'm sorry I didn't take your worry more seriously, Mal. I
didn't realize how big a thing this could be, for all of us," I said,
offering up my sincerity. I never intended to shut him down, or have him pull
away. That hurt more than anything. "We may not be three ferals hold up in
a cottage anymore, but our connection to each other is as important as ever. I'm
the hub of that. I haven't learned yet what it means to be Two-Spirit or the
impact it may have on both of you."


"No more bad things for now," said Vanessa. I had to
agree with her there. The last thing I wanted was more turmoil in our
relationships.


"But I thought bad was sexy." Mal grinned,
setting all of us at ease with a wave of shared laughter.
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"Sometimes I forget that you're real," I said to my
mother as we hiked up the slope beside the river. Heavy snow fell around us
though not enough to limit our view. The lake, partially frozen over, sat to
our left.


"Realness is relative, Dodi." Mom glanced over her
shoulder at me. She wore a thick wrap of fur-covered skins around her shoulders
almost like a cloak. It looked well-worn and useful, if something could look useful
anyway.


"Two decades wishing you were in my life can do that I guess."
I pulled Mal's jacket tighter around me and braced myself against a tree when
the path declined. Mom held her hand out and I took it just in time as my boots
slid beneath me. "How are you not slipping about?"


"Moccasins are better." She chuckled and tugged me into
a rough embrace, tucking me beneath her furs. "We will rest here for a
while, yes?"


"Yes, please." We stopped beside a small clearing.  A
thin blanket of snow covered the ground but not enough to draw too much
disdain. Mom led me to an area with a circle of stones. She gathered up a few
dry branches from under a group of pines.


"You remember how to build a fire, Dodi?" she asked,
crouching beside the stones.


"Of course. You taught me that." I helped her gather
wood as she pulled flint and tinder out from one of the pouches at her hip. She
handed it to me and I got to work. Mom watched me as I set everything about and
struck the flint. It took a few tries before the fire sparked. She helped me
stoke it and in no time, we had a growing fire. Mom laid out a deerskin blanket
on the ground and sat. I joined her and she opened her cloak to drape over my
shoulders. "Where do you get all these supplies? A special hide away in a
tree?"


"Yes." She chuckled, rubbing my shoulder when I
shivered. "I keep things in many places. It is safest that way."


When we were alone like this, outdoors and focused, images of our
reservation pack flooded my mind. I blinked away some of the uncomfortable
memories, but allowed the nostalgia of my childhood with my mother to linger.


"You are filled with many thoughts," she commented.


"Vanessa always says that, too."


"Your cat speaks the truth. What are you remembering?"
She pressed her lips to my forehead as if checking for a fever. I knew she was
just making sure I wasn't freezing to death. The fire leapt as it grew and the
snow around us began to melt.


"The rez and stuff. We lived outside a lot back then."


"It is our way of life, Dodi. Our small houses, although
offering some safety, are not as fulfilling as the earth itself."


"You speak like a prophet. How come I don't speak like a
prophet?" I looked to her, offering a smile and she returned such. Her
eyes shimmered with the reflection of the fire.


"I am no prophet, and you learned English and Cherokee at the
same time. Mine had moons in between." Without warning, she pulled the
elastic band out of my hair that held my ponytail.


"Hey. What was that for?" I shook out my hair to get the
bumps out.


"Much better." She grinned as she stretched out her
legs, crossing them at the ankles. I laughed and leaned against her. For a while,
we sat quietly. The warmth of her body heat under the furs offered more comfort
than the fire. "How is it being Two-Spirit?"


"Tricky. Mal and Vanessa have some sort of connection now as
well. Is that normal?" I looked up at her as she took my hand in hers, for
no other reason it seemed other than to remain connected.


"Yes. Two-Spirit bonds connect the family unit. You have
combined the magics of two species. It will be most strange for Mal who is used
to wolf habits." Although she said very little, it pretty much verified
everything we had assumed. Xany seemed to know the most, logically speaking.
Vanessa didn't seem bothered by her connection to Mal. Although he seemed to settle
down some after our talk yesterday, our bond still wasn't fully relaxed. He needed
time and that was all I could give him.


"Yeah, that pretty much sums it all up."


"O-s-dv." Good, she said, patting my hand.


"Vanessa's bond is a lot different than Mal's. My connection
with Mal is solid, free-flowing, riddled with safety and possession. We are the
same." I took a moment to focus in on Mal. As if he could sense me, he
sent pulses of affection through the bond, warming my insides where my mother
and the fire couldn't reach.


"And with Vanessa?" A smile met her expression when she
asked.


"There's the same fluidity, safety, and possession but there's
also a longing. A desire that just having the bond alone doesn't fulfill. It's
an ache, and it kills me sometimes." I gripped my jacket when I focused on
Vanessa's bond. It cried out to me as if saying, "come to me, hold me,
love me." If I focused in on it for too long, I found myself craving the
same. "When we're together, both bonds are content and strong. Any
distance is painful from Vanessa. Extended distance is painful with Mal. Does
that make sense?"


"Yes, Dodi. It is how it should be. Mate bonds are living
connections that have needs."


"And Mal and Vanessa. What kind of bond do they have? Xany
said it's another mate bond but they disagree."


"Can you sense their connection?"


"No." I shook my head. "But they both feel it.
Vanessa said it feels like a friend. Mal didn't elaborate much."


"Interspecies bonds are rare. When they occur, they are
powerful. It is simple and complex together. You are a circle together. The
energy will flow between the three of you always. Even in death. Three ferals
of different species, different upbringing, together as one. See now, Dodi?"
She cupped my chin in her hand. "You mustn't worry so. Mal will learn his
new bond, Vanessa will become secure in hers."


"I sure hope so. Always is a long time." A soft
smile curved my lips under her affection. What would I do without her? How did
I survive this far without her? "Gv-ge-yu-hi, Mom. You know that,
right?"


"And I love you, Dodi. I do not need to know it. I feel it."
She brought my hand up for a kiss.


"Did your mate bond with my father break when he died?"
I asked as her words echoed in my mind, "Always. Even in death."


"Mate bonds are for always, Dodi. Even in death," she
repeated.


"So you still feel him?" My stomach lurched a bit. Mom
didn't answer right away. Instead, she lifted a stick and gave the fire a poke.
She set the stick down and remained silent. "Mom?"


"You ask difficult questions, Dodi."


"There's only one of two answers for that question. Yes or
no." I turned to face her now that the fire warmed me up. Her furs still
around both of us. "Do you feel him?"


"Tla," she said, glancing to the fire then back
to me.


"But you said mate bonds are for always." A surge of
anxiety raced through me, pressing heavily on my chest. The thought of not
being able to sense either of my mates in life or death scared me.


"They are."


"But…" What wasn't she saying? "I think you've
been spending too much time with Kat which has got you answering me like a cat."


"Tla, Katherine is busy rebuilding her pride."
She seemed to jump at the chance of a subject change. I knew that tactic pretty
well. So, I pulled a Xany.


"So why don't you feel him anymore if mate bonds are forever?"


"Dodi, you are stubborn as a mule." She gave my hair a
hearty tug.


"Ow!" I laughed and shoved her hand. "That hurt,
what the heck."


"You have learned much from Loud One."


"Yes, because you're keeping something from me." I
huffed like Xany though this time on purpose.


"Some things are better without being known." She shook
her head.


"Not really. I'd rather you not feel him or be connected to
him at all." I looked over her shoulder as the snow lightened to a flurry.
Whenever it snowed, the world seemed quieter and still as if the very act of
breathing would disturb it.


"Do not fear, Dodi," she spoke which drew my attention
back to her. "He is not my mate."


"Wait… what?"


"Viktor is not my mate. But we were wed."


"Mom, are you kidding me?" I rolled to my knees in front
of her. "But I thought…I... what... he." I babbled and she grabbed my
hands to slow me down. My heart thundered in my chest.


"Times were different then, marriages were without choice. He
is not my mate." She squeezed my hands.


"Did you love him?" I sat back on my heels. Why did I
know so little about her life? About my father?


"In the beginning, we had a mutual affection for a short
while. That is love in one form but not the love you ask about. Sit." She
nodded toward the blanket and I steadied myself enough to sit cross-legged
facing her.


"I… don't even know what to say. I'm sorry I made you talk
about this, Mom. Maybe I should let Xany be the pushy one instead."


"You ask good questions, Dodi."


"Have I upset you? How come you never look upset?" I
took a few deep breaths to calm myself.


"I am not upset." She patted my hands again, drawing her
eyes away from me briefly and watching something over my shoulder. A smile
spread across her lips, meeting her eyes before she looked back at me. I turned
around but saw nothing.


"What'd you see?"


"Spirits visit often here."


I took a deep breath and forced myself to settle down. My mother
was an enigma and so were her spirits. "Good spirits?"


"Yes. This one is particularly good. A bobcat young one who
died on the mountain many years ago." Had she ever spoken so directly about
her spirits before? Maybe our extended alone time had both of us feeling more
comfortable talking about our internal worlds. I bit my lip as a burning
question rose to my tongue.


"Do you ever see his spirit?"


"Viktor? Tla." She shook her head. "Tainted
Ones do not get such privilege."


"I couldn't bear it if he was still allowed to walk the
earth, no matter what form he was in." I closed my eyes, shaking off the
thought of running into my father's ghost.


"Your cat saw to his death. Gaia saw to his departure. The
spirit world saw to his containment."


"Good." I moved closer to her again, resting my head on
her shoulder. The nature of our conversation had fatigue tugging at my heels,
pulling me down and fighting the urge to sleep. Mom wrapped her arms around me,
tucking me beneath her furs again. We remained there as the snow once again
fell heavily around us. The fire had difficulty keeping its height.


"I am sorry, Shawnee, for not protecting you from him,"
she said, her voice a steady breath but I felt the tension in her shoulders
while she said it. Speaking my name was the most jarring part of her apology.


"I know, Mom. I'm sorry I didn't protect you from the
Andrus." The words tumbled out before I could put proper thought to them.


"We are both apologizing for things that belong in Gaia's
hands, not ours."


"That's why we're so alike." I smiled up at her and she
chuckled.


"Yes, Dodi. We are much alike."
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"You're all driving me crazy with the pack bonds, mate bonds,
parent bonds, weird interspecies bonds. I'm not the federal reserve ya know,"
Caden called out as he entered the cabin. "But I am the pizza man,
so ya'll figure that out." He set down four pizza boxes on the table and
grinned, clearly amused by his own antics.


I couldn't help but laugh hearing his grand entrance. He'd spent
the better part of two days in heavy discussions with Hank about our ongoing
vampire issues. Mal chuckled as he sat by the fire, carving the bone he had
salvaged.


"Let's have Chinese tomorrow night, TB." Xany sorted
through the different kinds of pizza. 


"Sounds good to me, precious." Caden kissed her swiftly
as he set down a stack of paper plates.


"It's my fault, Caden. I got everyone all worked up today,"
I admitted. It was the truth after all. The only person I hadn't upset today
was Xany, but there was still time.


"There's always drama with you, NeeNee." Xany giggled as
she filled her plate with pizza.


"I told you I was too much to deal with." I smirked at her
and turned to my mates. Vanessa sprawled across the carpet a bit away from Mal
and I stepped over them with as much caution as possible. I half expected
Vanessa to trip me just so she would have to save me afterward. "What kind
do you two bums want?"


"Are you fetching for us?" Vanessa grinned. "Our
shared Breeder."


"Oh yes. I'm melting into all the old school stereotypical
gender roles. I'll fetch your pizza right after I whelp the cubs, and darn the
socks." I gave Vanessa a nudge with my foot for being naughty.


"Gavin was here today?" Caden asked Xany, his nostrils
flared which meant he picked up his scent.


"I'm good, love." Mal said.


"Are you sure? I can cut up some of the fresh elk you brought
home and toss it on top of a slice," I offered. Mal nodded his head at me.


"Can you put salmon on mine?" Vanessa continued to grin
up at me, her fingers twitching as if she resisted the urge to swipe at my
foot. I stepped closer to Mal and gave her a playful warning glare.


"Tla, you're spoiled enough." She pouted at me. "And
besides, Caden got an anchovy pie like he always does."


"Yay," she said, and settled back into a contented purr.



I went to the kitchen and plated up some pizza for Vanessa and
then for myself, setting the plate on her stomach on my way back. Mal had
ceased carving the bone and I helped myself to his lap. He placed his hands on
my outer thighs and rested his chin on my shoulder. My body seemed to dissolve
into his, as if the closeness soothed something for us both. Vanessa sat up
beside us and ate her fishy pizza while we listened to Xany and Caden.


"He's taking a shower." Xany piped before taking a bite.


"Vanessa okay with him here?" Caden helped himself to a
slice piled high with all kinds of meat. He poured out some soda and handed
Xany a glass first.


"Nee says Nessa and Gavy are just like Mal and I." Xany
giggled.


"Oh dear Gaia, save me now." Caden flopped back in his
chair dramatically. Which looked rather odd for someone of his girth.


"It all seems good as long as they don't talk about the Pride."


"Understandable." Caden finished the last bite of his
food. "Hank's concerned about the vampire activity."


"We got it covered." Xany grinned.


"And just what have you got covered?" Caden lifted a
brow at her.


"Shawnee will be the bait and I'll shoot it with my crossbow."
Xany puffed up her chest.


"You're banned from crossbows," I reminded her, trying
not to grin too much.


"I've been practicing. Don't worry I won't hit you."


"Anyone see any flaws in this plan?" Caden looked over
at everyone. "Anyone at all?" The way he seemed to weave humor in and
out of his every word had me laughing once again. I heard Mal chuckle again in
my ear and Vanessa snickered.


"Yes. She thought it up," Mal said from over my
shoulder. I laughed but when Xany shot me a glare, I settled on a impish smile.


"Sounds like a plan to me," Gavin said as he appeared
from down the hall. He wore his usual jeans and that's it pretty much. As he
walked past Caden, he clapped him on the shoulder. "This pack would've
fallen in a heap without your provisions, mate." Gavin grinned and helped
himself to a slice.


"See? Someone agrees." Xany glanced past me to Mal. Her
eyes narrowed then her mouth hung open before suddenly snapping shut with a
huff. I could hear Mal chuckling again and turned slightly so that I could see
him.


"What are you up to back there?"


"Who me?" He smirked.


"Yes you." I kissed his smirk and set my empty plate
down on the stone hearth.


"Not a thing, honestly."


"This room is filled with siblings." I turned in his lap
more now so that I could rest my head on his shoulder. It seemed like ages
since we'd been together like this. Sometimes hours felt like days when we were
apart and with our bond still tense, it seemed like longer.


Gavin grabbed a second slice then joined Vanessa on the carpet.
She glanced at him then returned her attention to Xany and Caden. Gavin gave
her a sharp nudge to which Vanessa returned with an even sharper one.


"It's good to have it filled like this," Mal's voice
soft against my ear.


"I know. It feels…" I took a deep breath, searching for
the right word. "Strong."


"Like home."


He met my gaze as I looked up at him. I never really understood
what home meant before, not like this. "Is that what I feel?"


"Yes." He kissed my cheek.


"I like it." My face flushed under his gesture as I
toyed with the buttons of his shirt.


"It looks good on you." Mal smiled down at me.


"Gv-ge-yu-hi," I whispered.


"Love you, too."


"You two are ghastly." Gavin gawked at us but
Vanessa swatted him upside the head and went off on a string of Gaelic that was
clearly some sort of reprimand.


"Hey! A'right, a'right!" Gavin hissed and ducked a
second bat.


"Hmm… whoever said they're like you and Mal was correct."
Caden nodded at Xany.


"I disagree." Xany smacked Caden on the arm.


"Now you're in trouble, Gavin." I tried not to laugh at
his predicament. Vanessa turned her nose up at him and set her empty plate
aside, returning to her usual loll on the carpet. "Shoot, I've got to go
to work soon."


"I'll take ya, Nee." Xany quipped.


"I reckon you can't drive, ay, Xany?" Gavin chimed in.


"That's right so I guess you'll have to drive us Gavin."


"I'm an alien!"


"Well, right you are then." Caden raised his glass and
saluted Gavin as if calling oneself an alien was a normal occurrence.


"It's okay. Just don't get us pulled over and it will be
fine." Xany giggled.


"Someone spiked your drinks perhaps," said Caden. "Don't
drink and drive."


"If I didn't know you people, I'd say I was having some sort
of drug dream with the antics of you all." I looked between them. "Please
proceed."


Vanessa laughed. "Better than television."


"And besides, Mal's taking her to work tonight. Right, bro?"
Caden nodded at Mal.


"I don't know. I think I might like to see how this all turns
out." Mal laughed.


"They'll end up in jail, or kidnapped. Gavin's got the luck
of Xany," Vanessa commented. She moved closer to Mal and me and placed her
hand on my thigh, her fingertips brushing Mal's hand.


"That's Nee who gets kidnapped I just shoot people."


"Like the Alpha." Vanessa snickered.


"Wait… you shot your Alpha?" Gavin looked between Xany
and Caden.


"It was an accident I swear."


"Right through the arm with an arrow." Caden
demonstrated the injury followed by the yanking of the arrow through his arm.


"Blimey." Gavin stared at Xany for a moment then
perked up. "Let's see it then, the crossbow."


"C'mon." Xany waved him over and led him down the hall
to the linen closet. Caden remained in the kitchen, quietly observant.


Vanessa broke away from listening to the others and turned her
attention to me. Our mate bond floundered inside me and I watched her. Her eyes
searched mine, she didn't speak yet, but she didn't have to. The message was
clear: stay. Kneading fingers pressed against my thigh.


"I'm sorry," I told her, my voice soft. It nearly broke
my insides to actually experience her desperation and the anxiety over our
pending separation. I glanced between my mates. Vanessa's bond flowed through
me open and strong. Mal's remained steadied. I was beginning to dislike the shutdown
nature of it. It hurt in a way and had me overwhelmed with a sense of sudden isolation.



Mal placed his hand on Vanessa's wrist giving it light squeeze.
She drew her gaze from me to him. They shared a silent moment of understanding,
it seemed, and the bonds inside me mimicked the connection, bumping into each
other creating a soothing sensation like swallowing a gulp of hot cocoa. Soft
purrs escaped Vanessa with an increased intensity. Our momentary triple
connection had our energies swirling, overcoming me with a sense of rightness.


"Mom said it's supposed to be this way," the words
slipped from my lips before I had time to think about it.


"What, love?"


"That me being Two-Spirit is supposed to make you two feel
each other. It connects our family, and the magics of two species." I took
a deep breath. I wasn't sure if what I said would help or hinder the situation,
but I couldn't go on much longer without all of Mal. "That it would be
more difficult for wolves than cats."


"Why?" Vanessa looked at Mal when she asked but I
answered before he could.


"Wolves aren't used to more than one really close bond. Mom
said so anyway."


Mal's facial features smoothed out and his forehead appeared less
tense as if he took in everything I said and stored it somewhere to ponder later.
He met my gaze, and I caught the slight tilt of his head. I had his full
attention for the first time in weeks.


"Weretigers only carry one mate bond, too." Vanessa's
brow furrowed.


"Yes, but your pride bonds are much closer and much more
personal than pack bonds. Pack bonds are convenient and almost like an acquaintance
at times. Only the Alpha gets the full force of it." I glanced at Caden
who offered me a firm nod.


"It would be easier if pride bonds were that way,"
Vanessa muttered.


"You say that now, baby, but things have changed there for
you. It was different before that. They were your closest connections in life,
right?"


"Yeah, I guess so."


"Yeah," I mimicked her tone and gave her hand a
squeeze. "It's something for all of us to think about."


"You have to go to work." Her lips curled into a slight
pout, plumping her bottom lip in a way that tempted me to nibble it.


"I know. But I'll be home soon after." I leaned across
Mal and kissed her. She stroked my cheek, keeping me in the kiss. The heat of
Mal's breath found its way to my neck; his lips seared my skin and sent a jolt
of excitement through my core. I never experienced both of them at the same
time in this way and the thought of more had me flushed. I broke the
kiss and Vanessa grinned, biting her bottom lip. "See what she does?"
My voice sounded breathy as I looked to Mal. "Right before I have to leave
she gets me worked up. I think it's a ploy."


"Of course it is." Mal's pupils dilated in the brief
moment my gaze left his, a smirk tugged the corner of his mouth as his hand
found its way back to my thigh. "And it works." He lifted a brow at
me and squeezed my leg.


Vanessa leaned back on her elbows; a smile tainted her ruby lips.
She won.


"Stop that." I swatted both of them at the same time,
Vanessa on the knee and Mal's hand. "I have to go and you're both
torturing me."


Vanessa drew her gaze from me to Mal and grinned. She twitched her
nose once, and her brows flicked upward. He tilted his head, then nodded
faintly. His grin nearly matched hers. What was going on here? Mal
understanding Vanessa's cat language when I didn't? Maybe that was her
intention. Either way, something changed in our connection. Mal's link to me
opened ever so slightly, and Vanessa's fluttered with playfulness and delight.


Something had changed. Mal was right. I couldn't put my
finger on it just yet but at least now, I had a clue or two. Maybe Xany and I
had some scheming to do after all.
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"That junkie is here again." One of the nurses
approached the desk where I sat reviewing the charts from the previous shift.


"Excuse me?" I looked up, closing the top file.


"That kid who shows up here once a week or so looking for
painkillers."


"His name's Oliver. He's been showing up a lot over the past
month." Beth chimed in from over my shoulder.


"I've never met him before." My chair rolled backward as
I stood. Beth caught it with her foot.


"First time for everything. I've put him in room two. Give
him a few narcs and send him on his way." The nurse, whose name I hadn't
bothered to learn mostly because of her attitude, handed me the chart.


"He might require more than that. Like an exam, and maybe
even some compassion." She stared at me when I spoke the latter. "I
think I'll start there." Beth grinned at me before I walked off.


Oliver sat on the table, an average-looking twenty-something, with
his arms draped over his stomach. Shivers wracked his body and he looked about
ready to puke. A nurse named James entered the room a step behind me. I
wondered if the rude nurse asked him to.


"Hi Oliver, I'm Shawnee. Do you need a bucket?" I
grabbed one of the kidney dishes from the table and held it to him. Oliver took
it but didn't vomit.


"I threw everything up already." His teeth chattered
when he spoke. Part of me wondered if he was in opiate withdrawal.


"All right. Keep hold of it anyway." He nodded and kept his
eyes averted. "What's going on today, Oliver?"


"My stomach hurts. I keep getting sick." Oliver glanced
at me. "I don't have insurance."


"Let's not worry about insurance right now, okay? I'd like to
take a look. Can you lie back on the table?" He obliged but when he moved,
he kept his arm crossed over his stomach. "How long has your stomach been
hurting?" James took Oliver's blood pressure and pulse while I talked with
the patient, he watched me closely for some reason. I wondered if he was
annoyed or interested, I couldn't tell.


"About a month," he said, a heavy grunt mixed in with
his words when he finally got himself lying flat. "It's worse."


"I can see that. Let's have a look." As I lifted his
shirt, he held his breath as if expecting me to stab him. His abdomen, although
toned evenly for the most part, seemed distended on one side.


"I'm gonna die." He spoke through a heavy breath before
I even touched him, his face screwed up in pain.


"You're not gonna die, kid." I pressed lightly on his
stomach, first on the less swollen side. He flinched anyway. As I moved closer,
he punched the table. James jumped back, his widened eyes trained on me.


"Start him on fluids and order an x-ray," I told James. "He
needs to be admitted."


"Got it," he said, though looked a bit startled as he
stepped out. 


"You're not giving me pills and sending me off?" Oliver's
voice sounded winded after I stopped torturing him with the exam.


"No. I'm concerned you have an intestinal obstruction. We'll
need the scan to be sure." I took a moment to listen to his bowel sounds
through my stethoscope. Very little sound met my ears save for an occasional high-pitched
squeal.


"What? Is that bad?" He leaned up, his eyes met mine for
the first time as I removed the stethoscope from my ears.


"It can be if untreated. I'm going to admit you for
treatment. It can require surgery but we won't know that until the scan.
Oliver…" I turned to face him. James returned and began hooking him up to
an IV line. "I have to ask you an important question, be straight with me,
all right?"


"Yeah. Okay. What?" He flinched. "Ow, man. Shit."
Oliver snarled at James then looked back to me.


"Sorry," James muttered.


"Do you use drugs of any kind?"


"No, well. Yeah, pot. But that's it. And I drink but it's
been a while." Oliver relaxed once the IV line was in.


"No heroin or painkillers?"


"Heroin? No. Nothing like that. I just took what I got
here. Not like it helped any." He took a deep breath, his brow still
tightly narrowed. I hated that he didn't get the proper treatment and now his
condition worsened. Part of me really wanted to just heal him right there. Part
of me wanted to heal everyone.


I admitted Oliver to the medical floor and within the hour, he was
off for his x-ray. It was only a matter of time before I got the call that he
would be going into surgery. He was in the OR before my shift even ended.


"What's wrong?" Beth asked me as I hung up the phone.


"That kid could've died. His stomach was completely
bloated. Who treated him first?" I angrily flipped through the chart then
usurped Beth's computer to look up Oliver on the electronic record.


"No idea." Beth looked on over my shoulder. "That's
another of the part-timers."


"Ridiculous." I stood, my anger getting the better of
me. "Next time someone labels a patient a junkie without examining
them better hope they've got really good malpractice insurance," I said at
the top of my voice. A few of the nurses and techs looked at me like I was
nuts. The rude nurse tore her eyes away and stalked down the hall. I found
myself stalking down a different hall and back to my office, shutting the door
with a bang.


My heart pounded in my ears as every bit of my upper body tensed. Get
a grip, Shawnee. I wanted nothing more than to punch something. Or
someone. Reminding myself that I was at work, and an alleged professional,
I took to opening the window instead. The tiny corner panel on the glass tilted
outward and allowed a crisp breeze to flitter over my face. I sighed, leaning back
against the wall and closed my eyes.


Silence met my ears once I calmed down. While I thought about it,
I questioned the force of my anger. Was it really that big a deal? Yes.
But that's not usually how I felt after tearing a coworker a new one. Usually,
the verbal recourse was enough. This time, I wanted to hurt someone. What the
hell?


Are you finished having a fit yet? Mal's
teasing voice interrupted my thoughts. I opened my eyes to make sure he was
telepathing me and hadn't appeared in the room.


For now. I exhaled as the sound of him soothed me.


Good. For a second there I was ready for some serious ass-kicking. He
had to be grinning. The image of his wry smile flashed through my mind.


Don't tease me, I'm fragile. I smiled, loving that our
playful banter returned. Are you at the hospital?


No. I was out on a run, sensed your rage and moved close enough to
reach you. What happened? Our bond isn't usually this pliant when you're at
work. 


I got angry at people not doing their job. A kid almost died
because they thought he was a junkie instead of sick. Talking
to him helped calm me down more than anything. I've missed you. Stop
squeezing our bond when I'm home.


It's been strange. I'm sorry. His voice seemed to
sigh.


There's no apology needed, Mal. I understand that you and your
wolf are struggling with Vanessa's added connection. It will just take time.


I'm willing to be patient.


Good. His words brought a smile to my lips. I'll see you in a few
hours.


Behave.


I laughed at his final word. Having spent the better part of our
conversation with my eyes closed, imagining him in front of me seemed to do the
trick. I glanced out the window and saw little more than my own reflection
silhouetted by the desk lamp behind me. Is that really me? The last time
I gave myself a full once-over, Xany had forced it from me in a teaching
moment. If I looked different then, now my appearance seemed even more jarring.
To me anyway. You look like your mother. And I certainly did. A younger
version, but very similar. I liked that, being compared to someone so strong.


A white blur appeared in the center of the window, the image
sharpening as it grew nearer. I leaned in for a closer look. At first, I couldn't
tell if the white came from the center of my chest or from outside. With my
nose an inch from the glass, two hands slammed against the window. I shrieked
and flung myself backward, stumbling over a chair to land on the floor in a
heap. My eyes never left the window. The hands remained, sliding downward as
the striking image of Ileana's face appeared between her hands, bright and
smiling as if she had just greeted a long-lost friend. She tilted her head,
violet eyes reflecting like a dogs in the light from the office. Her mouth
opened and she blew on the frigid window. Vampires don't have breath. In
the fog, she wrote two words, her finger squeaking against the glass with each
stroke:


 


ONE CHILDE


 











[bookmark: _Toc439541273]Chapter Seven


 


Vanessa picked me up from work that night. My quietness had her
worried as we bended into the kitchen, her hand tucked in mine. What did I see
in that window? Was I hallucinating? Vampires don't, or can't, breathe.


"What are you thinking so much about?"


"Vampires." I inhaled and let go of her hand. "Can
they breathe?"


"No. Well, they can pretend to breathe in order to blend in.
But breathing isn't necessary." She watched me as I took a seat at the
kitchen table. Xany and Caden were asleep, as usual, and Mal was in the shower
probably washing off after another good hunt. "Why?" she added.


"Just thinking about that leech that showed up the other day."
I shook my head and knew I needed to change my tune or risk being exposed as a
loon. "Is Gavin still here?"


"He went home yesterday. Are you hungry?"


"A little."


"I'll fry up some elk." Mal's voice boomed in the quiet
of the house. "I left some out."


"I'd like that." I smiled at him when he kissed my
cheek. "I'll go shower in the meantime."


"Don't take ages." Vanessa flicked my elbow as I passed
her. I laughed and headed down the hall.


I showered in haste and tried to push images of the leech from my
mind. Good thing it was a second's worth of fear or I would've alerted my mates
to my vision. Maybe my anger had fueled it in some way. Mal said our bond was
pretty rigid while I was at work, maybe the same stood for Vanessa. Luckily, I
hadn't sent either of them images.


"Smells good in here," I said as I stepped out of the
bedroom wearing a set of Mal's pajama bottoms and T-shirt.


"Vanessa fried up some potatoes and onions for you, too."
Mal used a wooden spatula to push around the searing meat in the frying pan.


"Thanks, baby." I joined them and set the table. "I've
got you two on my nocturnal schedule."


"Sunlight is overrated." Mal chuckled and plated up the
meat and Vanessa added the potatoes. I poured each of us something to drink and
we sat down together to eat. Mal ate much less than usual as a result of his
hunt, and Vanessa seemed to enjoy the non-seafood meal.


"I didn't know you cooked much, Red." Mal nodded toward
the potatoes on his plate.


"My mom cooks a lot and I used to fix things for Shawnee."


"She did. I would've settled on cereal for every meal at
home. Or hospital food at work."


"Caden's the one who got me to eat prepared food. He's happy
with take-out every day." Mal chuckled at the thought.


"Me too, probably." I smiled at him and enjoyed the
steady flow of energy our mate bonds offered. For the first time in a while,
the green and red of their links pulsed equally. I finished my plate and
brought it to the sink. "Has Mom been around today?"


"Yeah. She and Xany were putting together little pouches of
stuff." Vanessa handed me her empty plate when I held out my hand for it.
Mal followed suit.


"I'm seeing a few patients here tomorrow. Imogene is bringing
Cote for his school physical and two others that I haven't met. I'm not sure if
they're humans." I loaded the contents of the sink into the dishwasher
then rejoined them at the table.


"At least you'll be home." Vanessa leaned back in her
chair as soft purrs filled the air around us. I smiled at her contentment.


"Are you thinking of going back to teaching dance, Red? It's
been awhile." Mal chugged the last bit of his iced tea.


"Maybe. I dunno." She shrugged.


"You don't have to, baby. But what's got you questioning it?
You've taught dance since forever." I patted her thigh, and she smiled.


"I like being here."


"Uh huh, and?"


"And I don't want to hear about the Pride stuff. Caroline
will ask questions."


"Well, when you go back, I'll go with you and you can play
the quiet cat game and I'll answer for you. It's a Breeder's job, right?"
I lifted my brows at her. Mal laughed along with me while Vanessa snickered and
nodded. "Whenever you feel ready."


"Okay." She leaned forward and nuzzled my cheek with her
forehead, placing a soft kiss on my neck.


"Good." I ran my fingers through her hair and watched as
a shiver ran down her spine. From over her shoulder, Mal's eyes wandered over
me before catching my gaze. He sat a bit forward, leaning his elbow on the
table.


"Let's go to bed," Vanessa whispered, her words hot on
my neck.


"You go first." I leaned back, pressing my forehead
against hers. "I'll meet you there." Our connection gave an excited
lurch and she let go of me. I watched her saunter down the hall, biting my lip
as I turned to Mal. He laughed at me and tugged me over to him.


"Do you look at me like that when my back is turned?"


"Probably." I laughed and hugged him tight. He kissed my
neck and shoulder, then returned my embrace.


"Good thing."


"See you in the morning."


"Gv-ge-yu-hi." He kissed me rather fiercely after
he spoke, holding me in it longer than our usual goodnight kisses. When he ended
it, I found myself gasping.


"Love you, too."


I glanced over my shoulder at Mal as I walked down the hall; he
wagged his brows at me and grinned. I wasn't sure which one of us was more
obvious.


In my bedroom, Vanessa stood by the window looking out at the
snowfall under the motion-detecting flood light. A moment later, the light went
out.


"Is something moving out there?" I asked as I shut the
door, she pulled the curtains closed.


"The light went back on, but I think the snow did it."
She turned to me and held out her arms. I stepped in front of her and laced my
fingers behind her neck, toying with her hair. The bedside lamp brought an
orange glow to the room, darkening her features and accentuating her
cheekbones.


"It's been snowing a lot." I commented, kissing her chin
then making my way to her lips. She kissed me, tentatively at first as if we'd
never done this before. It made me smile and she leaned back, nibbling my
bottom lip.


"What's funny?" she asked, leaning her forehead against
mine.


"You always kiss me so carefully at first, like it's brand
new." I stroked her cheek, running my fingers down the side of her neck
only to rest my hand between her breasts at the point where our connection
seemed strongest.


"It is." She grinned and her sweater began to fade under
my hand.


"Hey, put that back on." I leaned back. "How am I
ever supposed to undress you when your clothes always disappear?"


Vanessa laughed, letting her arms fall from my shoulders to my
waist keeping me locked in our embrace. Her sweater reappeared and she grinned.
"Okay."


Unbeknownst to Vanessa, I didn't start there. Instead, I took hold
of the waist of her jeans and popped the button, unzipping them at the same
moment I kissed her. Her fingers dug into my hips as I broke the kiss to slide
her pants down her legs and then tugged them away as she stepped out. I gripped
her panties with a single finger, tugging them down while kissing her lower
abdomen. Dropping to my knees along the way, I fought the urge to delve deeper.
A heavy breath escaped her and she gripped my hair, I didn't want to give in to
her need just yet. I stood again, running my fingers gingerly up her sides to
lift her sweater over her head. Her hair dropped down over her shoulders as I
tossed the sweater aside. Our mate bond swelled, throbbing with her desire. My
knees trembled with the intensity of it.


Our tongues danced as I spun us around and backed her up toward
the bed. When her legs hit, our lips parted. Her breath in fleeting puffs, she
gripped the waistband of my pants giving them a greedy tug. With a nibble on
her lip for distraction, I pried her hand off and gave her shoulders a light
shove. Understanding the gesture, she dropped back on the bed in a submissive
posture. Her hair draped the pillow, a single tendril curled around her pert
nipple. I watched her there before me, burning the image of her porcelain skin,
ruby lips, and glistening heat, into my mind. Just looking at her laying there
had my lower half quivering with an arousal that almost threatened my sanity. I
dropped above her, holding myself up on all fours. She watched me, eyes
blazing, mate bond searing. Her hands dropped back on the pillows above her
head as I crawled up her body, flicking my tongue up her center, ending at her
chin. My knee pressed between her thighs as I caught her in another kiss. 


Vanessa's body arched as I rubbed her with my knee. Our tongues
mingled feverishly. Out of breath, she cried my name in a rich, hungry growl. I
love when she does that. She reached for me and I laced my fingers with
hers to press them back into the pillows. I kissed her neck and made my way
down to her breasts, licking and flicking my tongue over her nipples. So
beautiful and vivacious. She sucked in a breath, squeezing my hands tight
enough to pop my knuckles. She let me go and gripped the spokes of the
headboard, bending her legs at the knee tempting me with her spicy scent. I
continued to move down her body, kissing around her navel and pausing just
above her heat.


Our mate bond thrashed inside me, driving my movement and
dampening my core. I raked my nails down her stomach at the same time that I
pressed my tongue to her folds. She squirmed beneath me, calling out my name
again and lifting herself to me. I gripped her rear pulling her to me, then
took her the way she'd been craving. Sucking her sensitive nub had her moaning,
and two fingers inside had her rolling her hips. I devoured her in the way she
wanted, the way she always wanted.


Beads of sweat formed along her skin. I thrusted in and out of
her, sucking on her sweet folds. Tension froze her body and stilled her
breathing. She clenched my fingers as her orgasm sent a rush of something
through me like a trail of fire-laden gasoline that ended with an explosion of
my own. My body responded to her and I collapsed on top of her. 


Both of us remained in a heap of heavy panting. The temperature in
the room seemed to soar so I tore off my shirt. Vanessa rolled me to lie beside
her and I placed my head on her shoulder. Heavy purrs rattled her torso and I
kissed her chin. She wrapped her arm around me and stroked my back, sending goose
bumps over my skin. I traced my finger along her stomach then around her
nipples, eventually settling on massaging her breasts. At first, she let me do
it, then she started and nudged my hand away.


"Sorry, did I squeeze too hard?" I peeked up at her. She
shook her head and went back to purring. A soft smile curved her lips.


"Take off." She flicked the waist of my pants. I
wriggled my way out of them and she helped pull them off. Afterward, she lifted
my leg and draped it over hers. We lay there, entangled as our bond fluttered
happily as if pleased with our union. An hour past, at least, as I drifted in
and out of sleep. Vanessa's lips met my forehead and I peeked up at her. "You're
enough," she said, her words soft. I wasn't sure if she meant for me to
hear it or not.


"Hmm?"


"It's never felt like this before."


"What hasn't?" I leaned up on my elbow now. If she was
in the mood to talk, I would join her. Sometimes those moments seemed so rare.


"Sex."


"Is that a good thing?"


"Yes." She laughed a bit. "It's an amazing thing,
Shawnee."


"Do you like it too much?" I grinned, remembering the
time she tried to smother herself with a pillow rather than let herself get too
into it.


"No such thing." She nipped my cheek and hugged me to
her. "I love you."


"I love you, too, baby." A thought struck me and I
wagged my brows at her. "Are you ever going to tell me about the time you
healed my scars?"


"Maybe." She smiled at me then closed her eyes.


"How about right now?"


"Hmmm. No." Her smile broadened.


"Why not?"


"I'm happy."


"Are you gonna tell me when you're not happy?"


"No." She laughed now, turning on her side and pulling
the blanket over us. Her eyes remained closed as she pulled me close to her,
burying her face against my neck. "Sleep now, Shawnee."


"But I want to know." I closed my eyes as her purring deepened,
how could I resist such a hypnotic lull.


"I'll tell you about it sometime," her voice softened as
the hand of sleep dragged her down further.


"Promise."


"I promise."
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Imogene arrived early the next morning with Cote in tow. Xany
fixed breakfast for everyone and, after last night, I was famished. Mal kept
sneaking in playful glances from across the table but refused to give into my
edging for telepathy. I like his games. In her usual cat-like manner,
Vanessa slept in.


"Are you ready, Cote?" I looked down at the little boy,
who eagerly hopped from his seat and took my hand. Mom and Imogene chatted
behind us on the way to the clinic.


"You gonna be magicking me?" He looked up at me, his
brown eyes twinkling.


"Is any part of you broken or hurting?"


"Nope."


"Any booboos?"


"Nope."


"Any scrapes?"


"On my knee!" He gasped and jumped up and down. I
laughed and lifted him up onto the exam table.


"All right, let's see then." Cote rolled up the leg of
his jeans and showed me the almost-healed scrape. "Wow, that looks pretty
scrape-y. How'd you get it?"


"Fell down when Henry spinned me." Cote used his hands
to demonstrate the swinging motion.


"Ahh, that sounds pretty serious." I grinned at him. "Okay,
I'll heal it up but first we gotta check you out for school, okay?"


"Yeah." He scrunched up his nose.


"Does he really need all those immunizations?" Imogene
looked down at the school form, a frown curling her lips. Mom leaned against
the desk, looking over her shoulder. I could tell she wasn't any happier.


"No. I can sign off that he had them, but I won't administer
them. Breeders don't need shots, but the school records have to show it."
I urged Cote to lie down on the exam table. He did and put his arms behind his
head as if sunbathing. I love this kid. He's a character.


"What happens to Breeder children who don't have a doctor
like you?" Gene asked.


"They get the shots anyway. Didn't your other children?"
I pressed around on Cote's belly, which only made him giggle and squirm. I
listened to his heart and lungs for good measure. He was as healthy as a
Breeder is meant to be.


"They got them even though I didn't want it. They called me a
crazy anti-immunization parent and planned to blame the next Polio epidemic on
me. So I caved." Gene looked at Ana for her input.


"Standard vaccines will not harm them," said Mom. I
nodded my agreement.


"All right, munchkin. Now let's see how big you are." I
made to lift Cote from the table but he pushed my hand away.


"I can do it," he said and jumped down. "Then we
magic my scrape."


"You bet." I chuckled and ushered him over to the scale
to measure his weight and height. Like nearly all Breeder children, he was the
epitome of average.


"How is Hank?" Mom asked. I wondered if she meant for
the small talk to distract from Imogene's worry.


"He's stressed about the vampire situation. After we handled
the rogue young one, he expected it to stop. It did for a while until Shawnee's
report from the hospital," she answered. Mom's strategy seemed to work.


"It is not unusual. Bodies and injuries end up there first."
Mom nodded in my direction.


"Hank said the same. He's got a few eyes on the hospital
since the new report," Gene said.


"He does?" I glanced over at her as Cote climbed back up
on the table, rolling up his jeans again.


"Indeed. It's necessary for now."


"Did they see anything last night?" The image of Ileana's
face in the window sent a ripe wave of anxiety through me. Cote watched me, his
eyes eager for my "magic." I returned my attention to him and he
swung his leg.


"Okay, ready go!" He gasped with the excitement the idea
of my glowing hands brought him.


"Nothing last night." Imogene peeked over my shoulder. "You
don't really have to do it, Shawnee, he'll survive."


"Mom!" Cote whined.


"It's all right, it won't take much. Ready?" I lifted my
eyebrows at him.


"Go!"


I laughed and placed one hand over his knee. The heal took less
than a second to rise, the indigo swirled beneath my palm and wiped away his
scrape. It didn't last long, but it was enough to humor him.


"Magic!" Cote squealed in delight and then threw his
arms around my neck. I laughed and hugged him tightly. My mother chuckled along
with us.


"Remember the one rule?"


"Never tell nobody about magic. Ever." He nodded
his head firmly and looked at his mother for reassurance.


"That's right, Cote."


"Does Isabelle get magic?"


"Is she hurt?" I queried.


"Nope."


"Then no magic." I rubbed his back when he hugged me
again. His unique level of affection warmed my heart in ways that words couldn't
express. I didn't understand why he liked me so much, I've only ever been
invasive to him and mildly entertaining.


"Am I the only one who getted it from you?" He leaned
back to look at me and I set him on my hip.


"In your family? Just you, kid."


"Cool." He grinned and looked at his mother.


"Come now, Cote-bug, time to go back home before Daddy loses
his mind." She chuckled and held her hand out to him. I kissed his cheek
and set him down.


"Will he find it later?" He took his mother's hand.


"Perhaps." Gene grinned and handed me the school paper.


I jotted down today's date for Cote's current vaccines, and
backdated for the boosters of infancy and toddlerhood. Mom kept watch, partly
out of interest but I got the nagging feeling she had something to ask me. I
signed off on the paper, marked it with the stamp that had my required registry
numbers and returned it to Imogene.


"There you go, Gene. Feel free to list me as the primary care
for all of the kids."


"Oh, you already are, Shawnee." She grinned. "Henry
will be in eventually for his college physical. That should be interesting."


"I'll stare at him and talk to him about safe sex. I think
that will be particularly comforting," I jested and both Gene and my
mother laughed. Cote was too busy playing with a rubber glove to take much note
of us.


I saw Gene to the door of the clinic then she and mom made plans
to have tea this evening. Even in the daytime, the winter chill didn't let up.
Mom shut the door behind her and joined me at the desk.


"Dodi?"


"Hmm?" I jotted down a few things in Cote's chart and
filed it in the locked cabinet.


"Why did you not scan him?"


"Scan him for what?"


"Anything. It is proper to do, just in case. Especially with
Breeders."


"Like an X-ray?" My brow furrowed while I listened to
her.


"Tla, tla, Dodi." She waved away my
suggestion of modern medical technology. "With your gift."


"Scan with my gift? How?"


She sat down on the desk, her hands folded in her lap. "Dodi,
I have not taught you enough."


"I didn't know I could scan. Like a full body scan?"


"Yes." She nodded toward the exam table. "I will
show you, come." I followed her over and she patted it. "Lie back."


"Me?"


"Yes. Do not look at me like that." She chuckled. "It
won't hurt."


"This is weird." I listened to her for no other reason
except for the fact that she was my mother. "I don't make it a practice to
end up on my own exam table."


"Good. Now watch." She placed her left hand over me, an
inch from my body, and slowly moved her hand upward beginning with my feet. I
tensed when she neared my stomach. What if she found something wrong? Something
that explained my infertility? I watched but her hand didn't lag, and she
continued to move. "You have a scar there."


"Yeah, I do."


"We cannot heal scars. That is only for—"


"Cats, I know." I took a deep breath. "You don't
feel anything else there?"


"Tla." She kept moving, over my neck and
shoulders, then awkwardly over my face. "Always use your left hand. It is
the hand that receives information. The right hand guides the heal."


"I've used them separately before."


"That is normal." She moved her hands down over my arms
then I suddenly sensed a warmth growing over my left wrist. Mom lifted it and
placed it on my stomach. "Here—"


"What are you doing?" Vanessa entered the clinic, her
eyes narrowed at the two of us as concern flooded our connection.


"She's teaching me to use my gift to scan for illness,
baby," I said but she remained unmoving. "I'm fine, I swear."


"Watch." Mom drew my attention back to the task. She
traced my left arm, an inch above my skin, and paused over my hand. Vanessa
stood beside her looking on, her lips pursed. Mom's left hand hovered over my
wrist, I sensed warmth from her the instant before the familiar indigo glow spiraled
from her palm in a slender line. "Did you hurt your wrist?"


"No, not at all. It feels fine."


"It is broken." Mom met my gaze, and lifted a brow.


"What?" Fury laced in with Vanessa's question.


"Broken?" I sat up a bit and examined my own hand. Sure
enough, I felt an unaligned bone on the side of it. "Shit."


"You have another three hours to go before you will feel it."
Mom removed her hand as Vanessa fluttered to the other side of the table. She
took my hand in hers, eyes darting about while she examined me herself. Her
tongue drew across her lips once and she looked up at my mother.


"How can you tell I have three hours left? Your gift picks up
that much, Mom?" I wasn't sure whether to freak out or be excited.


"Our gift does, Dodi. Yes, it is very specific. You
injured it about nine hours ago. What happened then?" Mom took my hand in
hers again as Vanessa reluctantly let go.


"Nine hours ago I was still at work. Two in the morning."
The answer hit me. "I tripped over a chair in my office." I nearly
shouted. "But it wasn't a bad fall at all."


"It doesn't matter, Dodi. Bones are bones." She caressed
my forearm from my elbow to fingertips. "Healing a Breeder injury before
it appears will force it to do so. You will feel it for a fleeting moment. Dull
but present. "


"I'll do it," Vanessa said as she squeezed my shoulder. "Let
me."


"Baby, she has to show me how to do this." I looked up
at her.


"Pain," she spoke through clenched teeth. Our mate bond
shuddered with a mix of anger and possessiveness that mimicked Mal's. I
wondered why he hadn't arrived in the room yet. Maybe my signals weren't
sending him anything. I wasn't distressed, after all. Could he sense Vanessa's
response? If so, what kept him at bay?


"It will be brief, Vanessa. This is very important," Mom
spoke to my mate, using her proper name for the first time it seemed. Vanessa
returned her gaze to mine.


"It's all right. I've had worse pain than a 'dull fleeting
moment.'" That didn't make her feel any better. "Go ahead, Mom."
Reluctantly, Vanessa nodded.


"Keep watch, Dodi." Mom held her right hand above my
wrist, the left below, sandwiching me in the same way I had done when I healed
Cote's broken wrist. The indigo surrounded me, though her glow was clearly defined
like tendrils of light weaving in and out. As promised, the pressure built and
I bit my lip. The swelling rose, as did the hint of a bruise, but as fast as it
came, it went, as did the pain. A sharp jab like a pinprick met my wrist as Mom's
indigo faded. She lifted my hand to show Vanessa. "Not terrible, no?"


"Not at all." I moved my wrist around. "Thanks,
Mom." Vanessa stroked my arm, though she remained quiet.


"Now it is your turn." Mom took a step back as I swung
my legs off the table. "Up you go." She nodded to Vanessa who stood
stock-still watching me. Our link had cooled down now that she wasn't as upset.
Mom cleared her throat.


"Who, me?" Vanessa seemed to startle out of her stare.


"Yes. She will work better with you than me."


"In what way?" I asked.


"You know her body best and her claws are sharper," Mom
said, nodding to Vanessa as she took the spot on the table for the second time
this week. Her thoughts seemed to be on the same track as mine because she
smiled. I gave her hair a tug and moved beside her.


"What do sharp claws have to do with it?" I asked.


"First, you will scan her and find nothing. She will then
give herself a scratch which you will find, yes?" Mom lifted a brow at
Vanessa.


"Yeah, okay." Vanessa nodded, her anger melted away now
that she was part of the demonstration.


"I don't want her to scratch herself, Mom…"


"She is a big cat. She can handle it." My mother gripped
my newly healed left hand in hers and tugged me toward Vanessa's feet. "Concentrate.
Feel for hot or cold spots." She drew her gaze to Vanessa. "If her
hand grows warm, report." Vanessa nodded and watched me. A shiver of
excitement moved through our bond and brought a smile to my lips. She was into
this, which made the idea of practicing on her much easier.


I had to admit, Mom's instructions were rather vague. I had no
idea how to scan using my gift let alone control spontaneous healing of humans.
Mom gripped the newly healed wrist and guided my hand over Vanessa's bare feet,
moving slowly up her body with my palm barely an inch from her skin. While I
focused as my mom suggested, reddish striations flashed in my mind's eye when I
hovered over her thigh. I yanked my hand away.


"Tla, Dodi. Stay." She shoved my hand back into
place. "What did you see?"


"Um… something red." Mom pressed my palm closer to
Vanessa. "Muscle. I saw her muscle?" I glanced at my mother,
Vanessa perked up as her amusement grew.


"Yes, strong and healthy muscle," she said. "Continue."


"Yes, Mommy." She gave me a pinch and I laughed softly
then continued to move my hand over Vanessa's thighs, sliding toward her
abdomen. At first, I sensed nothing unusual. The heat of her body seemed even
as if her spirit pulsed steadily. Just below her navel, the temperature changed
and a round ball of energy pressed against my palm. "She's warmer here.
But there's nothing to heal, I can tell that much." I continued moving up
her body as Mom's hand followed mine. She, too, paused over Vanessa's abdomen.
I made my way to the top of her head without feeling anything else unusual. I
messed up her hair for good measure and she laughed, swatting at me.


Mom's hand remained over Vanessa's stomach. Her brows narrowed and
Vanessa met her gaze. The two of them shared a silent stare until Mom spoke in
rolling sounds that I couldn't understand but recognized immediately.


Vanessa shot up and a growl rose in her chest as she grabbed my
mother's hand. To my surprise, my mother returned the gesture and dragged
Vanessa from the room. Our mate bond seized inside me and clamped down, sending
a sharp jolt to my gut like a firm punch.


Behind me, a knock sounded from the entryway to the clinic. By the
time I turned back around, Vanessa and Mom disappeared. What the hell is
going on? I rushed to the door and pulled it open, expecting it to be the
source of the disruption. Instead, I mild-mannered woman greeted me.


"Doctor Twofeathers?"


"Hi, yes. Welcome. Come in." I ushered the woman inside
after getting a hold of myself and restoring the polite version of my poker
face. "You're here about your son."


"Yes. I'm Wendy." She cleared her throat as she stepped
into the clinic. Behind her, an adolescent tawny-colored wolf jumped the
landing and skidded in the door between us. He slapped his paws clumsily on the
wood floor before regaining composure and sitting on his haunches, his ears
perked up as if trying to appear innocent. "Brandon," the
woman spat his name under her breath, reprimanding him for the rude entry. "I'm
sorry. He's…"


"Young. I understand." I crouched down beside the young
wolf. He sniffed my hand first, then my hair. I chuckled a bit. "How old
is he?" The woman closed the door and moved beside us.


"He's twelve. He had his Firsting last week. He hasn't
shifted back since." She sighed.


"He's feral-born then. And you saw him in human form just
that one time?" Brandon nearly knocked me over when he reared back and
placed both of his paws on my shoulders. All that radiated from him was the
playful energy of a happy cub. I ruffled his fur and played right back. Using
my height as an advantage, I swept him off his feet and had him pinned on his
side in no time. Wendy laughed and Brandon played dead. He let me win that one.


"Neither me nor my mate are feral. He won't talk to us about
shifting. It hurt him, it seemed. Is that normal?"


"What do you think, kid? Is it normal?" I looked down at
Brandon, he peeked one eye open at me then chuffed. Wendy chuckled because she
obviously understood his affirmation. "Can you shift for your mother,
please? You're freaking her out. Enough to bring you to a doctor. Changers don't
need doctors, do they?"


He shook his head and I sat back on my heels. I grabbed a sheet
from the drawer of the exam table and held it up to him. "C'mon then. We
just need to make sure you're all right." He rolled to his paws, knees and
elbows clunking on the wooden floor. He stood there, looking between us.


"Just do it, Brandon. If you can. Your father is worried
sick," Wendy pleaded with her son. Part of me wondered why this bothered
her so. Being one of two Changer parents, birthing a feral-born isn't that
unusual. I wondered what societal pressures had her so worried. Brandon looked
between us then took position behind the drape. I stood as I continued to hold
it for him, shielding him from his mother's watchful gaze.


Brandon began to shift. First, his fur shortened, his shoulders popped,
and cracked, his hips followed suit. A whine escaped him as his spine rolled
and straightened, yanking him into an upright position. The light brown muzzle
melted into the face of a fair-haired, smaller than average boy. He looked
between me and his mother, his eyebrows lifting in a gesture that said, "See?
I can do it."


"Good job. Did it hurt less this time?" I wrapped the
sheet around his middle. He looked at me like I was crazy but held onto it. He
nodded once, opened his mouth then frowned.


"Brandon," his mother said, her eyes a little teary. "Why
didn't you shift before?"


He opened his mouth again and continued to frown, looking up at me
and touching his throat.


"Ah, it's harder to communicate," I said. He nodded. I
felt around his neck and throat just in case something had gone wrong in his
shift. He let me examine him but my healing touch remained tucked away. "You'll
learn English quickly, but you need to give it a chance. Can you make a sound?"
I opened my mouth and made an "ah" sound for him to mimic. His shaggy
hair needed quite a trim. He shook it out of his eyes and attempted to mimic
the sound. It came out raspy and garbled. "There you go."


"So he's really all right?" Wendy asked the question
that I knew burned inside her.


"He's fine. It's going to take him a while to grow
comfortable with his new, far less useful form." I patted his shoulder and
ushered him toward his mother. His skin had the overheated temperature of Mal's.
This boy was also close to his wolf. "Go give your mother a hug, kid,
before she passes out from worry."


Brandon toddled over to his mother who embraced him readily. His
legs didn't obey him in the same manner his voice hadn't.


"Brandon, spend one hour a day in human form. That's my
treatment recommendation, all right?"


He lifted his lip at me but nodded. Wendy gave him a flick on the
ear for the attitude. I couldn't help but laugh a bit.


"Give him a few weeks. If he's still struggling, let me know.
Shifting gets easier, Brandon, the more you practice."


"Thank you, Doctor Twofeathers."


"Shawnee." I nodded to them.


Brandon slipped from his mother's arms and burst back into wolf
form. He shook out his coat and trotted a circle around us, stomping on the
paper drape along the way. I laughed.


"You've got a stubborn boy on your hands."


"Tell me about it." She chuckled as I opened the door
for her. Brandon raced out and jumped into the back of her pickup truck. "Thank
you."


"Of course." I waved to Brandon as he propped himself up
on the roof of the truck, his tail swayed happily not unlike a domesticated
dog. Wendy ordered him into the front of the truck and he climbed in through
the sliding back window. I shook my head, laughing at the cub who was clearly
acting out for my amusement. He definitely won this game.


I closed the door and leaned back against my desk, continuing to
chuckle at the antics of the cub. Mal entered the clinic shortly after, his
stony expression shot me back to reality.


"What's going on?" I shoved away from the desk and over
to him. He placed his hands on my waist to stop me from rushing down the hall.


"I'm not sure. Ana and Vanessa were going back and forth in
Gaelic. I only understood some of it. Then she left."


"Who left?"


"Vanessa. I can't sense her very well now, can you?" His
eyes searched my expression as concern wrinkled his forehead.


"No, well, yes. She's fine, I can tell that much but she's
far away." I paused, focusing inward on our bonds. Mal's was once again
open entirely and pulsing, we equally provided each other with worry. Vanessa's
bond shrunk to a small emerald tendril, indicating her distance. "I think
she's in Ireland." I met his gaze. "That feels right, yeah."


"What happened in here?"


"Mom was teaching me how to use my gift to scan for injuries.
The next thing I know, they're speaking in foreign tongues and rushing away
from me. Where's Mom?"


"She left, too." Mal's grip on me tightened. "It's
only you and me here."


"Where's Xany and Caden?"


"They went to Hanks."


"Right, Mom was going there for tea, too." Again, I
focused in on the connections inside me. I couldn't feel Vanessa much and that
in itself set aflame a sudden panic that nearly choked me. Mal gripped my hands
and held them.


"Easy, Shawnee."


"Did they have a fight?" My voice trembled as a wave of
dread hit me hard. Now it was me freaking out over the distance rather than
Vanessa. "What did you hear them say?"


"Ana asked something about 'how long' and Vanessa kept saying
'no.'" My knees suddenly grew weak and I would have fallen if Mal hadn't
caught me. He lifted me and carried me back into the main room. 


The deepening evening darkened our home and brought shadows to
places where the glow of the fire should be. Mal sat with me on the sofa.


"Call Caden, we have to go to Ireland."


"Just call Red."


"She ditched her phone in Ireland the last time we were
there."


"What about Kat?"


I got up from his lap and searched for my phone, eventually
finding it on the mantel. Before I got a chance to dial, Caden and Xany walked
in. Caden looked rather stoic, which of course meant he was managing something.
Xany, on the other hand, bound over to me.


"What's goin' on?" she looked out of breath. "Who
died?"


"Xee. Something happened between Vanessa and my mom. I'm not
sure what." 


She hugged me straightaway. From over her shoulder, Mal and Caden
shared a lengthy stare, which meant they were telepathing. 


"Caden, can you take me to Ireland?" I asked.


"I think it's best to wait here for Vanessa to return,"
he said, his tone steady and lacking humor which only made me more nervous.


"No, Caden. I can't just wait." I returned my gaze to
Xany. "I can't feel her Xee."


"Yes you can, NeeNee. It's just different when she's far
away." Xany rubbed my back. Caden and Mal continued some sort of private
conversation while Mal's bond pulsed with a turmoil similar to mine.


"It's all right, love. It will be." Mal hugged me while
I hugged Xany. It was the first time I'd ever seen him include Xany in a hug. This
is bad. This is really bad.


"It can't be that bad if Ana went for tea," Mal
commented as if he read my thoughts.


"Something is wrong, Mal. I know it. I can feel it." I
looked between my pack. Their expressionless faces told me they had nothing
soothing to say.


"We wait." Caden offered. His final words pressed
heavily along my shoulders. I hated it.
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And wait is what I did. Caden and Xany sat together in his big
chair by the fire while Mal and I took turns pacing in the kitchen. No one said
anything, not even Xany. At least for the most part. I didn't know what to
think or feel. Should I be worried? Angry? Vanessa left, just left me
here in the dark. Our mate bond remained a sturdy thread between us. I received
nothing from her except the message that she was alive and uninjured.


An hour passed, then two, and four, until midnight brought the
silver glow of a full moon through the kitchen window. It set the snow alight,
brightening the otherwise somber evening. Mal's restlessness peaked as the moon
crawled to a position directly above us. Caden, as always, seemed unmoved by
it.


"Do you wanna play cards or something, NeeNee?" Xany was
the first to breach the quiet.


"No thanks."


"You're wearing a hole in the floor over there," she
said, waving me over. I shook my head and continued to pace. Mal cracked his
neck as he sat at the kitchen table, a beam of moonlight highlighting his sharp
jaw line. I moved behind him and ran my fingers through his hair. He melted
under the graze of my fingertips, our skin-to-skin contact soothed both of us
the tiniest bit.


"Mom's not going to come back before Vanessa, is she?"


"Probably not," Mal answered, grabbing hold of my wrist
and pulling me into his lap more roughly than I think he intended.


"Let's just go there, Mal. Please." I pleaded with him,
dropping my head down on his shoulder. He glanced over at Caden then back to
me.


"We can't." 


"What do you mean we can't?"


"I mean that we can't follow her," he said.


"I don't understand."


"What these two big lugs won't tell you, Nee, is that Nessa
busted their balls. Meaning that she commanded them not to follow her,"
Xany said.


"She did what?" I said, my confusion trickling
more towards fury.


"Don't worry, Nee I got this handled." Xany grinned at
me as she waved my phone around. "Good thing I have connections." She
giggled as she pranced toward the clinic.


"Precious…" Caden said in a tone of warning.


"I love you too, TB." With that, she disappeared behind
the clinic door.


"What the hell is she talking about? What's going on here?"
I dropped my fist down on the table in a thud.


"Just what she said," Mal snapped.


"So you're telling me Vanessa commanded you two not to bend
and follow her to wherever she went?" I looked between the two of them as
they both nodded sheepishly.


"That's it in a nutshell," Mal said, a hint of his anger
pushing through.


"Why would she…" Before I could finish Xany came bobbing
back into the main room with Gavin in tow.


"See, told you I had this." Her giggle, out of place as
usual, did nothing to soothe me.


"So does this mean Vinnie took over the pack?" Caden and
Mal both growled at Gavin.


"How could she do that, Caden, just dominate you like that?"
I asked, tucking my phone in my pocket and looking at Mal. "Can you come
if Gavin takes us?" Mal shook his head.


"I can't even fathom the thought," his voice seemed to
growl. He was upset with her, and he let it show. I wasn't any better for it
either.


"I'm sorry," I said.


"Vanessa's dominance surpasses mine, Nee, by far. Ana is the
only one who broke away from her." Caden gestured freely, a demonstration
of his honesty in the statement.


"Why didn't you just tell me?" Gavin took my hand and
Xany's as well.


"Are you really gonna let both of us go?" Xany's voice
perked up an octave.


"We have little choice in the matter, precious. Shawnee isn't
going alone," Caden spoke up to which Mal seemed to straighten. I wasn't
sure that he was convinced of my safety with only Gavin and Xany as companions,
but he seemed to agree. He held my gaze for a moment, and our bond widened as
if preparing for the distance.


"I got them," said Gavin, a solemn oath to protect us if
I ever heard one.


"We know. Don't be long." Caden nodded.


"Better or your innards will be the next to hang on my tree."
Mal snapped again.


Gavin gave him a firm salute as I took his arm. A rush of warmth
filled me as Mal's vocal display of "protect my mate or die" had me
feeling pretty safe.


"Don't bend us into somewhere obvious, Gavin. Bring us to
your room or the basement," I said.


"Yes, ma'am."


With my heart pounding in my ears, Gavin held tightly to Xany and
me then together we spiraled through the inbetween.


We touched down in Gavin's room at Kat's house in Ireland. My feet
hit the floor more delicately than usual. Maybe the overwhelming desire to keep
quiet had me focused. Even Xany seemed to pick up on the need for stealth and
didn't erupt into speech. I let go of Gavin and stepped over a pile of laundry.


"Your room is a mess, Gavy," said Xany as she stifled a
giggle.


"Wanna clean it?" He wagged his brows at her and she
swatted his arm.


"Shh a minute." I hushed them and took a moment to focus
inward on my bonds. Mal's stretched, although he was far away, the flow between
us remained strong, a product of our joint effort to remain connected. It also
showed me how strongly Vanessa shut me out. Her bond, although no longer
stretched, remained thinned and unyielding. "She's here. Let me go to her
by myself."


"No way, we're going." Xany shook her head.


"Right, mate. We are," Gavin chimed in.


"Xee, I can't tell an ounce about how upset she is. I— wait…
Can you tell?"


"I don't know, give me a sec." Xany took a deep breath
and closed her eyes to concentrate. After a few moments, she suddenly bent
over, clutched her stomach and vomited. The sudden rupture had me jumping back
a step then placing my hand on her back in an all-too-practiced dance.


"Gah! Good thing my room's a shamble." Gavin hurried
over to the bathroom and cleaned up the mess. "What happened?"


"Whoa, Xee." I grabbed a tissue from Gavin's desk and
offered it to her.


"What the?" Xany wiped her mouth with the back of her
hand as she stood back up. "She's scared, NeeNee. Not just scared but terrified.
Worse than she ever was with Dugan." Xany took the tissue and cleaned up
her face.


"Worse? Is he back from the dead or something?" The idea
that my Vanessa was afraid of something had me reeling. What happened? Did I do
something? Did my mother do something?


"No, this is something closer to home, closer inside."
Xany gagged. "That's all I can tell. I'm sorry, Nee I have to shut it
down."


"Okay, it's okay." I rubbed her back and felt the heat
rise against my palm. It startled me but the sudden connection to my gift, to
Xany, and my hurt-turned-concern for Vanessa centered me again. "Gavin,
can you pick up anything from the Pride?"


"From the Pride, no." He shook his head. I stared at
him. He stared back.


"She's your sister. What do you sense?"


"The same thing as Xany, but not until just now." He
looked around as if listening to something. "She doesn't know you're here."
If Vanessa didn't know I was here, she more than just shut down the bond, she
closed it off entirely.


"She's downstairs, right?" I asked, taking a deep
breath.


"Yeah." He nodded.


"Let me go alone." I looked between them.


"No way, Nee. Mal will have my guts. It's all or nada."
Xany still looked a bit green around the gills.


"Maybe she should go alone," Gavin suggested. "Or at
least we should hang back a fair bit."


"Okay, I can agree with that. Just as long as we're in close
proximity." 


"Vinnie may frenzy otherwise." Gavin nodded. "Go
first, Shawnee."


"To the kitchen?"


"No, the white room with the stone fireplace." Gavin's awareness
of the situation shone through in that moment and I couldn't help but wonder
how much more he knew.


I took a few steps away from them and paused by the door. With a
glance over my shoulder, I hadn't any idea what I was about to walk into, but I
knew that I had to, at least, walk. The doorknob clicked in my hand and I kept
my focus inward on my mate bond with Vanessa to see if it would change. I led
Gavin and Xany downstairs with soundless steps on the plush carpeting.


Down and to the right, I heard voices coming from the closed door
of, what Gavin called, the "white room." To my surprise, the presence
of my mother shot heavily to the forefront. I glanced over my shoulder at Xany,
knowing that our cover was surely blown. She shrugged her shoulders as if
saying, "well damn." I held my hand up for them to remain back.
Walking into a room that contained my mother and mate would be safe enough. At
that point, Xany and Gavin obliged.


Most of the words coming from the room were English, all of which
carried tones of consolation. Sobs interrupted the voices, and then I heard
Vanessa's strained high-pitched words. 


"Just get them, Ma. Just please."


"Not until you've had proper time to truly think it through,"
Kat sounded resigned, desperate even.


"I have, I have!" Vanessa choked. A crashing
sound followed as did a frustrated growl.


I couldn't bear to listen to her distress a moment longer. The
door required no more than a single finger to slide it open. Three sets of eyes
met my presence. Eliseth's eyes widened, though Kat and my mother didn't seem
surprised at all. Vanessa stood facing the stone fireplace beside a pile of
rubble that I assumed she caused. Shattered remnants of picture frames and
glass figurines scattered at her feet.


Eli stepped aside as any smart Breeder would do while my mother
moved closer to me. Vanessa hadn't noticed my entry and that sent shockwaves of
agony to my heart. She continued to cry, gut wrenching sobs. I moved through
the gauntlet of women toward my mate. None of them stopped me. Words wouldn't
help Vanessa at this point. Only one thing could override our mate bond… Touch.



A part of me braced for impact, the rest prepared to catch her. I
reached out, brushing her hair from her shoulder at the same time that I
wrapped my arm around her middle. Every inch of her tensed as if repulsed by
the gesture, but the moment my skin met hers, our mate bond flew open, slamming
me with the full force of her emotions.


"No," she cried and dropped to the floor, pulling me
with her. I could barely breathe, barely see as our bond raged, thrashed, and
choked me.


"Easy, baby. Whatever it is, it'll be all right." My
words did nothing to soothe her, if anything they only added to her tears. I
moved in front of her and grabbed her hands but she pulled them away, over and
over until finally she crumbled and dropped her head down in my lap. "It's
all right, Vanessa. My god, what happened?" Tears streaked my face
from the shock over her state of mind. I looked between the three mothers in
the room, all of them including my own, had eyes as wet as mine. None of them
answered me.


Kat cupped her hands over her mouth and shook her head. My mom
took both Kat and Eli by the elbow and urged them from the room, leaving me
alone on the floor with my devastated mate.


I sat there with Vanessa while she sobbed into my lap and stroked
her hair. The last time she even came close to a breakdown like this, was after
I witnessed her brawl with Dugan for the first time.


"I love you so much, Vanessa." I leaned over her so that
my words met her ear in a whisper. She cried harder, but now her fingers dug
into my thighs as if begging me to relieve her pain. "Please, baby.
Nothing is going to take that away from us. Nothing. I promise you that."
I chose my words carefully. Mal's link inside me offered a steady flow of
confidence while I was pretty sure Vanessa's chaos leaked through. I drew on
his strength to maintain my own composure. "Tell me where you are. I'll
come get you." The words tumbled from my lips before I could even think about
them at the same time that I heard Vanessa's voice echo in my mind. She'd
spoken the same thing to me before. "Take me with you." And so had
Mal.


Nothing. No change. I took a deep breath and gave a great yank on
Mal's connection at the same time that I slipped my hands under Vanessa's arms
and lifted her right up off the floor. Mal's borrowed strength allowed me only
a moment's worth of advantage. The movement startled her and I dropped back
sitting on the sofa, positioning her to straddle my lap. Just as she'd done to
me a million times. She finally unlocked, and I cupped her face before she
could turn away. She continued to sob heavily as I wiped away her tears.


"What are you so afraid of, Ness?" I moved in a way that
forced her to look at me. "Stop trying to shut me out, I can feel it."


"It'll be easier if you don't know," she spoke between
hiccups, her voice deep and raspy like she'd spent an hour screaming.


"We're mates. Eventually, I'll know anyway. You promised me,
no more secrets." She was coming around, although very slowly, our link
stopped thrashing and settled on uncomfortable vibrations. She dropped her head
down on my shoulder and I hugged her, squeezed her to me. She stroked my arm as
if she were saying goodbye to a beloved pet she had to euthanize.


"I've ruined everything, Shawnee. Everything,"
she whispered, and stood from my lap a bit angrily. Her legs wobbled in a way that
worried me. I joined her but she avoided looking at me.


"Let's go for a walk," I said.


She nodded and I held my hand out to her. She took it and I led
her outside to Kat's snow-covered garden. The fountain in the center continued
to run despite the cold. We walked along the gravel pathways, avoiding icy
patches here and there. Ahead of us, the purplish-red of sunrise hinted along
the horizon. Vanessa led me to a marble bench tucked under the awning of a
circular pavilion. She sat down, dropping her head into her hands. The posture
reminded me of Mal's the night he asked me to talk. Is this the position of
despair? Of worry that what you've worked so hard to build had come
crashing down?


I knelt down in front of her, and took both of her hands in mine.
She turned her face away again. The shudder in our bond told me the news would
soon find its way to her lips. I waited, breathing evenly and working
diligently to steady our bond. She had been the rock in my life for years, I
owed it to her to return the favor.


In time, her tears slowed and she leaned back, clearing her throat
as if she was finally ready to let go. Her eyes never met mine as she released
my hands somewhat dismissively.


"I'm pregnant."


"I'm sorry, what?"


"I am pregnant, Shawnee." She dropped her hands
down on the bench and shoved herself up to stand. A hot seed of anger pulsed
through our connection. "I'm pregnant."


"What… how? When?" I stood up, random words continued to
fall out of my mouth in the form of a question until I settled on staring at
her with my mouth hanging open.


"That's what you felt in the clinic today. That's what Ana
knew."


I sat down on the bench, still lost for words. Half of me was
furious, not at the information, but at the delivery of it. The other half
settled on a low level of betrayal that I'd experienced only once before, a
betrayal that I had accepted as part of our relationship long ago. I took a
deep breath. Pregnant. Not dead, not gone, not 'I'm leaving you.'


"You… were afraid to tell me this?" Both of my
mate bonds settled back into place now, side by side. Vanessa's energy flowing
freely, confirming my question before she did. "What did you think I would
do, Vanessa?"


"I've ruined everything, Shawnee. You don't understand."
She turned around to face me, leaning against the entryway of the gazebo. "The
worst thing that ever happened." She shook her head as an eerie calm
washed over her.


"Stop, just stop it." I stood again and took my place in
front of her. "This is hardly the worst thing that has ever
happened."


"It's his, Shawnee. His." When she looked
at me, her eyes were bright yellow with thin black slits down the center. "I've
been getting an IUD every single year during heat time since I was sixteen. The
one time I don't, the one time I let…" She slammed her head back
against the wall and the structure shuddered.


"He, who, Vanessa? Did Dugan… I thought you—"


"No!" She grabbed my shoulders, jerking me backward more
firmly than she meant to. "The puma. You watched." And then
the wave of embarrassment hit me. Her anger, her shame over the one and only
misstep she'd ever had in our relationship.


"Vanessa…" I gripped her arms and again, the moment my
skin touched hers, she calmed down. Her eyes shifted back to a deeply saddened
emerald.


"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."


"My god." My fists trembled with the anger I fought to
control. "I thought." I gulped. "I thought you were dying,
leaving me, severing our bond or some weird cat magic shit. Don't you ever, ever,
do that to me again. What were you thinking, leaving me like that? Commanding
the wolves not to follow you. Did you think I wouldn't find a way to get here?
I would've got a damn plane ticket if Gavin hadn't come."


"I...  you." She leaned back and looked at me like
she didn't recognize me.


"You have to start trusting me, and that's the bottom line."
I grabbed her hair in both my hands and pulled her forward so that her forehead
pressed against mine.


A sob caught in her throat again. "I'm sorry. I do
trust you."


"No, you were terrified to tell me this. What did you
think would happen?"


"I… I don't know, I don't." Finally, a hundred years
later it seemed the ebb and flow of her energy returned. "I'm sorry."


"Stop apologizing." I yanked her hair again, leaning her
back to look at me. My rough treatment of her surprised me. I was angry
but was hurt more by her distrust.


"Ma said." She sniffled. "That she'll get me pills
to make it go away."


"Make what go away?"


"Being pregnant."


"What?" I dropped my grip on her and stared.


"It'll be easier that way."


My fists tightened as hot-seeded rage sizzled from the depths of
my soul. I sent both of my fists slamming into Vanessa's shoulders, knocking her
backward into the wall. Her eyes widened as she caught herself. "A tiny
piece of you is growing in there. A piece of you that…" Now the onslaught
of emotions hit me and I started crying as I realized that a baby was
growing inside my mate. "That I would like to meet some day." I
covered my mouth and looked at her stomach. Was that the ball of heat that I
felt against my hand?


"You would?" her voice was barely a whisper.


"Yes." She met my gaze again and something shimmered in
her eyes. "Wouldn't you?"


She didn't speak, but the faintest nod had her crying again. We
embraced and for the first time tonight, finally shared a mutual sentiment.


"Do you mean it?" she croaked.


"Vanessa, we share a mate bond. You know I mean
it." I wiped my eyes and watched as some semblance of color returned to
her features. "Just like I knew you didn't mean it when you said
that you wanted it to go away. How would you feel if Mal got me pregnant and I
told you that I was going to abort it?"


"You…you wouldn't do that." She swiped at her eyes.
"And… I did mean it."


"To make things easier, to preserve our normal.
No woman who runs into a burning building and shoves her arms into the flames
to save a kit would make that decision if she was thinking about the
baby, and not about losing her mate," I said. "Kat was right.
You weren't thinking. Acting out of fear is not thinking."


Silence hung thick between us. Vanessa sat again on the marble
bench, I settled beside her.


"Selfish," she said.


"There's never going to be normal between us. Our normal
is what we're given." I nodded, staring at the tips of my sneakers buried
in a small patch of snow.


"You sound like Ana." She swiped at her eyes again.


"What else are you afraid of? I can still feel it."


"I'm not fit for kits." She shook her head.


"I'm calling bullshit on that one."


"I'm not. My mother left me. Cats leave their kits. We're not
good with them, Shawnee, look at the orphanage. It's full of us."


"Your mother is Katherine. She's part of your blood.
You're most like her and she takes in all the kits like that old lady in a shoe
story." I nudged her with my foot. "Your birthmother chose not
to be fit, Vanessa. You know that." 


She grew quiet again.


"You knew?" she asked, glancing at me.


"Kat told me by accident."


"She meant for you to know, I'm sure."


"Well, now I know. I've seen you with Erin, Vanessa. You're
not going to abandon your kit."


"I can barely take care of myself half the time."


"That baby is a pebble in your uterus and you already doubt
yourself. Stop it." This is as close to having my own kid as I'll ever
come. She doesn't know how lucky she is. Maybe one day she'll realize it. "Besides,
what am I here for? We're doing this together."


"Mal's going to be mad."


"Only about you dominating him."


"Oh… yeah."


"That was a bad thing to do, Ness. Lift it."


"I had to be sure." She took a deep breath and I knew
the ban on the pack dissipated. Mal's bond seemed to free itself. "Your
mother scared me."


"You scared yourself more."


"I'm sorry I doubted you. I do that, and I hate it." She
glanced at me again, otherwise her eyes remained trained on the ice patch on
the ground.


"Everyone does at times. My track record isn't too solid."


"Xany doesn't doubt you," she said.


"Xany's different."


She let out a powerful exhale and ran her fingers through her
hair. I watched as she seemed to process everything that'd happened. The bonds
inside me swirled, Mal and Vanessa brushed against each other again. Little
flecks of color filled my mind's eye. I placed my left hand on her lower belly,
she looked down and watched me. 


Sure enough, the baseball-sized sphere of hotness pressed against
my palm. "Your breasts hurt the other day. Remember?"


"Yeah." She continued to watch me. "Can you feel
it?"


"I can." I continued to feel around her abdomen. "Right
here." I took her hand and placed it on top of mine. A jolt hit me and
another splash of colors flashed across my field of vision. This time, I heard
something, too. It wasn't strong enough to see or hear clearly, but I knew what
I saw.


"What?" Her eyes widened while she watched me.


"What are you going to name her?"


"I don't... " Vanessa scooted forward a bit. "Her?"


"It's a girl."
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By the time we returned to Kat's house, the entire pack arrived.
They gathered in her giant living room just off from the kitchen. Gavin sat on
the carpet while Xany paced back and forth. Caden sat on the sofa, his
expression still flattened. Coaghan joined Gavin on the floor while Kat and Ana
sat talking with Eliseth. Separated from the others, Mal stood in the kitchen
with his arms crossed over his chest, and facing the entryway when we arrived.
Xany's voice boomed over everyone the moment the door shut behind us. She
stalked past Mal and into the kitchen.


"All this 'cause you're knocked up?" Xany waved her arms
in an arch. "Seriously?" She slammed her hands on the island
countertop. "That's not even the bad part, Nessa. How could you? Hmm?
Tell me."


Vanessa froze in front of Mal and Xany. She didn't speak back,
just stood there and took it.


"Xandrea." Mal's tone unnerved Xany and she
puffed up her chest. A rush of power filled the room. One that I had only felt
once before.


"You will heed me 'til I am finished having my say,
Michael." Xany turned back to Vanessa. "If you want to play Alpha
then take up the Pride's offer but don't ever use your dominance as an
advantage over us again. We are a family here and family does not treat
each other that way." Xany took a deep breath. "And shame on you for
scaring the hell out of everyone. Bad kitty."


"I'm sorry," Vanessa croaked. Shame washed through our
mate bond again. It sent shivers up my spine. Humiliation and I were great
friends of the past, and it made my stomach swirl in remembrance. In the
presence of the others, I found myself growing quieter under the revelation of
the news. It hadn't really sunk in yet. Vanessa's pregnancy resulting from the
one thing that broke my heart the most. I fought the emotions that rose to the
surface, swallowing them down and pushing them away for now.


"Don't be sorry just don't ever do it again unless we need
you, which I'm sure will happen one day," Xany continued.


Vanessa nodded to Xany and turned her attention to Mal as if
expecting something from him too. Her worry rose along with the shame, as she
feared Mal's rejection. Why did she worry so much about being rejected by
him? He was the most accepting person I'd ever met in my life. I loved
him for it, loved him for everything he was and is.


"You heard our Alpha… bitch," he said. Though his words
were playful, it didn't match the tendrils of anger that remained tangled
between the three of us.


Vanessa laughed a little bit and I appreciated the light Mal
brought back to her eyes. I smirked and awaited Xany's reaction.


"That's right. I am your Alpha-bitch and don't you
forget it." She jabbed him in the shoulder with her finger. "You do
know right now I could make you roll over and do tricks." Xany arched a
brow at him. "Try me… come on. Dare ya." 


Mal snarled at her.


"Come here, kitten." Kat's call broke the stare down
between the siblings. Vanessa let go of my hand and joined the others in the
living room. Mal met my gaze and, in that moment, I wanted nothing more than to
run to him. I wanted him to comfort me and take away any bit of pain I shoved
deeper into my subconscious. 


Vanessa sat down between Kat and Ana. Kat pulled her into a hug
and my mother patted her hand. What she needed right now was beyond my reach,
but it wasn't beyond our mothers'. Coaghan joined them and he held Vanessa's
hand. She offered him a half-smile and he cooed to her. I couldn't understand
what he said, but he made her smile and called her "princess" several
times. For a brief moment, I envied their relationship.


Mal stepped in front of me after Xany seemed to settle down. He
took my hands in his.


"You okay?"


"For now," I said, inhaling the musky wilderness that he
carried with him, mixed with a hint of sage. I hugged him and he wrapped his
arms around my middle.


"This is kind of a big deal," he said, which of course
made it seem like less of a big deal.


"It is." I sighed. "We don't have much time to sort
things out either."


"Why not?"


"Once she hits the second trimester, it will be a matter of
weeks before we have a kit running around." The level of "not wanting
to talk about it" right now hit me pretty hard. He seemed to pick up on it
and hugged me again. "You were right."


"About what?" Mal leaned his head against mine.


"Everything's changing."


"Seasons change. Every year, they are the same, yet we're
surprised at each turn." He kissed my forehead and I sighed.


"That was a very Anadaya thing to say, you know."
I pressed my lips to his.


"You're kissing your mother." He chuckled. I laughed a
little and swatted his chest.


"Bad wolfman."


"You wouldn't have it any other way."


***


"Love," Mal's voice burst into my dream. I imagined his
mouth chasing me through a prairie while I tried to herd a hundred house cats
into a tiny basket. "Shawnee."


"There's too many," I mumbled.


"Too many what?"


"Cats." I started and jolted awake when one of the
dream-cats jumped in my face. Mal laughed as I swatted at a hair that tickled
my nose.


"What the hell kind of dream are you having?" He
continued to laugh at me as I rolled over and tucked myself against him,
resting my head on his chest.


"A billion cats in a small basket." I yawned and he ran
his fingers through my hair.


"Does that have some hidden meaning?" He sounded perky. "Are
you a prophet?"


"Don't tease me while you're naked. That's dangerous." I
pulled the blanket up over my head and closed my eyes again, fighting the
return to reality. In time, my consciousness steadied, as did our connections.
All of the pack seemed to be in the cabin today. I imagined the stress had
taken its toll on them. We stayed at Kat's only briefly before returning to
Utah in the middle of the night. Vanessa all but passed out after. Kat came
back and stayed with her while she slept. The two of them seemed to need the
privacy to continue to talk things out.


"What about teasing you while you're naked? Is that
dangerous?" He swatted my rear and yanked the blanket off my head.


"Treacherous." I grumbled.


"You okay?" he asked, his fingers raked through my hair.
Even though he could sense me whenever he wanted, the question meant a lot.


"For now." I looked up at him. "You?"


"Yeah. I am pissed about being forced to stay here though."


"What about the baby? How do you feel about that?" I
hadn't asked him the night prior. He was part of this just the same.


"As long as it doesn't turn out like Xany, we'll be good."
He smirked, brushing his lips over my forehead. I laughed a bit and gave his
bare chest a swat.


"You're terrible. Xany is just fine."


"You didn't know her as a kid." He shook his head. "Deadly."


"I think Vanessa's daughter will be just as deadly, though
not in the same manner." I rested my chin on his chest, his brows flicked
upward.


"Daughter?"


"It's a girl." I nodded. The lack of expression in my
tone worried me a bit. Had I lied to Vanessa just the same by not expressing my
anger and hurt over her shutting me out?


"You can tell?" His expression softened, smoothing out
his brow.


"Mom showed me how to scan with my gift. I've only done it
twice. The first time I felt her pregnant but didn't realize it. The second
time I tried, a got the image of a girl in my mind. It's almost like I can see
inside the body." I hadn't really thought about it much since yesterday.
My mother must have helped unlock a new level of my healing ability.


"Like the Magic School Bus?" He grinned.


"Stop that." I laughed. "I don't even know what
that is but it sounds naughty."


"It was an old television show where a bus shrunk and went
inside the human body." He nodded as if that happened often.


"That doesn't sound sanitary at all."


Mal chuckled and hugged me, again kissing my forehead. I smiled
under his touch, his closeness anchoring me to the present.


"How do you feel about the baby?" his question came
about rather pressured, as if he'd been holding onto it for a while.


"She was going to take pills to end it. Just to save me from
having to deal with it and having the situation interrupt everything we've
gained."


"That's not what I asked, love."


The truth was that I didn't know how I felt other than what I told
Vanessa last night. This baby, regardless of the donor, is a part of Vanessa.
And she, being the only bodily-sound child-bearer of my mates, offered the
world something I couldn't. What bothered me most was the notion that, if Xany
hadn't summoned Gavin, Vanessa might've terminated her pregnancy without
talking to me first. Just the thought of it made my skin crawl a bit.


"I'm all right."


"Dugan isn't the father, right?"


"No. I asked the same thing. She says he never touched her."
I took a deep breath. Even though he was dead and gone, the thought of him ever
being near Vanessa had me boiling. "It was the puma from the restaurant."


"Will he, you know, be around or anything?" Mal chose
his words deliberately, again, as if he'd been burning to ask.


"No. Most weretigers don't keep parentage like that.
Especially between Changers. We'll probably never see him again."


"Good." And that settled it for him it seemed. I watched
his expression soften for the briefest moment.


"I know you're angry with her for that command."


"I'm not sure which is more, anger or hurt."


"It's okay to be angry about it." I poked his chin. "Just
in case you were wondering if it was okay or not. I felt the same about how she
left me in the dark. For hours. I'm still kind of upset."


"I thought we were finally friends and then she stabs us in
the back," he said.


"I understand. Caden was going to explode, did you see?"


"He did. You just weren't here to see it." Mal brushed
his lips over my forehead.


"Really?" I sat up to face him.


"Notice we have a new pile of wood for the fire?"


"Did he uproot a tree trying to break her order?"


"He felt deceived and, unlike me, he has always been productive
in his anger."


"It's understandable." I nodded. "Where do we go
from here?"


"We rebuild. Go back to the beginning." He sighed.


"You know, she's afraid of you rejecting her. Isn't that odd?
You of all people. Why?"


"I wasn't aware that I mattered other than her having to
share you with me."


"You matter more than you know." I wrapped the blanket
around my shoulders. "You were the only one who helped her when it came to
Dugan. She trusts no one. Not even me. But she trusted you." I tilted my
head. "Her command on you and Caden was to keep me away, not you. I think
she knows it backfired."


"She went about this all the wrong way."


"Yes, she did. The entire situation." I shook my head
again. "In a way, it shows where her biggest vulnerabilities lie."


"It's always been you."


"She can't think straight when it comes to me, can she?"
I offered him a doleful smile.


"No, she can't."


"Am I that way with the two of you?"


"Of course." Mal chuckled.


"You're just the same as well." I smiled at the notion
and a warm rush of affection raced up my middle. I wrapped my arms around him
and he held me tight.


"Woman, from the moment I first saw you, you have turned my
world upside down."


***


"Where are we going?" Vanessa asked as I led her down
the hall to the clinic. Her eyes remained puffy from the crying she'd break
into every few hours or so.


"You'll see." Once in the clinic, I patted the table for
her to sit. She pushed herself up and tears immediately began to fall again. I
stood in front of her and wiped them away with the back of my fingers. Vanessa
leaned into the caress and sobbed. "It's okay. What's making you so upset?"


"Everything." She closed her eyes just as Xany bounced
into the room.


"You're about to be a mom. Enough with the leaky faucets."
Xany giggled as she rolled the ultrasound machine next to the exam table. Vanessa
looked up at her. Xany grinned and tapped her on the nose with her finger.


"You're confusing her quite a bit there, Xee. First
reprimand, now giddy," I said. "Lie back, Ness. We're going to check
you out."


"I had my say and she said sorry so it's all done with. Life
goes on."


Vanessa shifted around on the table to lie down. She seemed to
accept what Xany said but didn't respond. She kept her eyes on me the whole
time, eventually her tears faded. I kissed her forehead and she took hold of my
hand. Mixed feelings continued to roll around inside me though none of them met
my lips. I was doing this for no one else but Vanessa. She needed to see so
that she couldn't doubt, wouldn't think of terminating the pregnancy no matter
what.


We stayed that way for a little bit while Xany buzzed about.
Before I fetched Vanessa, I'd taught Xany all about what we'd be doing just in
case she needed to take over. Xany took a paper sheet from the drawer and
tucked it around Vanessa's lower half. Vanessa seemed to settle in, her eyes on
the blank screen that was now powered up.


"Mal's mad at me," she said.


"Would you be mad at him if he did that to you?" Xany
asked.


"I think so." She dropped her head back on the table as if
Mal's anger didn't make sense to her until that moment.


"Are you okay with doing the exam? We didn't want to tell you
about it in fear that you would think too much. You're doing more thinking than
me these days." I kept rambling on at times in effort to keep Vanessa
distracted. Part of it was pure habit. She nodded and Xany took over the
distracting while I got to the doctorly things. I rolled the stool over to the
table. Vanessa watched me until Xany queried.


"So how do you think you can make it better?"


"I don't know." She placed one hand on top of the sheet,
the other gripped the table edge as if bracing for pain.


"Don't break my table." I flicked her knuckle as I
rolled by which made her smile some and relax her grip. I snapped on a pair of
latex gloves and put the bottle of gel between my thighs to warm it.


"What would make it better if it happened to you?"


"I don't know." Vanessa watched me fiddle with the
machine. "No one's done it ever."


"That's something you might want to think about. I mean if you
want to smooth things over. Do you?" Xany asked.


"With Mal?" Vanessa nodded at Xany then looked back to
me. "Is that going to hurt?"


"No, baby. It rolls across your belly. We should be able to
see, if not then we can look inside. I don't think we'll need to." I
reached under the sheet and gave a tug at her jeans that I now noticed she wore
rather low. How didn't I notice her belly beginning to swell? Maybe it hadn't
until very recently, but still.


"Yes with Mal. What do you think you should do?" Xany
pressed.


"I don't know," Vanessa repeated. At the same time, she
reached under the sheet and unfastened her jeans. I thought she would have
faded them away like usual but she didn't.


"All the way, Ness. Why didn't you make them poof?"


"I'm tired," she said, and pushed her pants over her
hips. I helped her take them off the rest of the way.


"Okay, ready?" I looked between them. Xany nodded
enthusiastically but Vanessa shrunk a little. "Hit the lights, Xee."


When the lights went out, the bluish glow of the screen
illuminated the three of us. Vanessa gripped my hand as soon as I placed the
probe near her stomach. I squirted some of the warmed gel on her abdomen then
set the bottle down. She watched and continued to hold on to me so I switched
hands.


"It might take me a minute to find her for a good picture so
don't get too worried, okay?"


"I'm too worried," she said.


"What's to worry about? You got the hard part over with
already," Xany jested.


"I know." I leaned down and kissed the back of her hand.
"Watch the screen, okay?" She nodded and I began moving the probe
around. As I figured, it took me a few passes to get the positioning right but
when I did, the baby's image appeared on the screen. All three of us stared in
silence. I took a few pictures and moved the probe slightly to get a better
angle, and the tiny profile appeared.


This is real. I blinked away the tears that welled in
my eyes, a few tumbled down my cheeks. I hit a few buttons to zoom in and now
her image filled the screen. We continued to stare and then I heard Vanessa
sniffle. I turned to watch her and, for the first time, the reality of our
situation seemed to hit her. A small smile tugged at the corners of her mouth,
and her body relaxed beneath my hand.


"She looks just like NeeNee." Xany giggled.


Both Vanessa and I laughed a bit and shared a brief glance. Her
cheeks reddened as a flush came over her and she, too, had tears streaming down
her cheeks. Finally, finally, it hit her.


"She's about twelve weeks," my voice cracked and I
resumed taking measurements. I froze the image on the screen then picked up the
doppler. I didn't tell Xany or Vanessa what I was doing, instead, I pressed it
to her belly and the sound of the baby's heartbeat filled the space between us.
Vanessa's eyes widened and she looked at me. "That's her heartbeat."


"Wow, that's some snazzy beat she's got going on there."
Xany leaned in closer.


Vanessa put her hands over her mouth and began to cry again, but
this time, her tears weren't of despair. Her surge of emotions hit me like a monsoon
and our mate bond swelled greater than it ever had.


"What do you think of that, baby?" It was getting difficult
to hold my composure. Vanessa nodded through her sobs and pulled me into a hug.
I lost the heartbeat as soon as she moved and my arm got tangled in some of the
cords. I laughed softly and returned her embrace. Xany draped herself across
the table and caught the equipment before it fell. She pranced around the
table, sniffling in her own right, and printed out some of the images I
recorded.


"Here ya go." Xany shoved the pictures into Vanessa's
hand. She let go of me and looked at them, swiping at a few tears. "Now, NeeNee, what'd I tell you about getting your
girlfriend pregnant? Hmm? I thought we talked about the birds and the bees."
Xany giggled and tugged my ponytail, her eyes twinkling with mischief. Vanessa chuckled
through her tears, leaning back on the table and looking over the photos.


"I used protection, Mom, I swear." I played along with
Xany and smiled a bit. There was no doubt that Xany knew my every emotion,
every ounce of fear, every fleck of upset. She played a great role in keeping
me present.


"Sure you did. That's what they all say 'til someone ends up
with a bun in the oven," Xany continued to tease.


"Her penis was too big for the condom and it broke,"
Vanessa joined in and Xany cracked up. I laughed, but more out of relief than
anything else. 


"You must have one hell of a loaded strap-on, NeeNee."
Xany parted her hands at least two feet. Vanessa laughed softly and nodded.


"A what?" I looked between them.


"You know, a dipstick?" Xany looked at Vanessa like "you've
got to be kidding me."


"Like from a car?"


"She doesn't. I mean we don't," Vanessa told Xany
something in half-sentences that Xany seemed to understand fluently.


"Really?" Xany shook her head. "I can't believe
this."


"What are you two going on about?" I turned off the
ultrasound and cleaned up Vanessa's stomach, taking a moment to rest my hand on
the small curve that would soon consume her midsection.


"You mean you have never played with a rubber winkie?"
Xany gawked.


"Not together," Vanessa said, she placed her hand on top
of mine. Beneath my fingertips, the soft black fabric of a full-length skirt
appeared. I lifted a brow at her and she smirked.


"Wait a second." Xany's question finally struck me. "Vanessa,
don't tell her this stuff! It's private."


"Well, why not?" Xany pressed.


"We hadn't needed…" Vanessa snickered at my outburst, "to
use any."


"I so know what I'm getting you girls for Christmas."


"Not too big." Vanessa nodded in my direction.


"Hey!"


"Double header?"


"Strap-on."


"Will you two knock it off. I'm not strapping on anything
Xany gives us for Christmas." I huffed at them.


"Yeah, purple is the way to go or would you prefer a
realistic looking one?"


"Purple." Vanessa nodded and the two of them continued
to completely ignore me, but the smirk Vanessa wore told me she was more than
aware of me.


"Oh, Ness, they have this new thing now where you can
replicate Mal's if you wanted too."


"You're in trouble, Vanessa. No scheming with Xany alone."
I swatted her arm and she snickered softly.


"I don't think he'll like that." Vanessa tucked the
pictures against her chest and continued to address Xany.


"That's true, he would want you to use the real thing."
Xany snickered.


"Just because I haven't a clue what you two are talking about
beyond dildos, doesn't mean you can ignore me you know." I reached
over and pinched them both on the arm. Vanessa laughed and leaned her forehead
against mine. I smiled and brushed my lips over hers as a soft purr rose from her
chest. A sigh of relief escaped me and Xany smiled. That didn't mean she let up
on her teasing though.


"C'mon, Ness. Let's get the computer and look some up."
Xany giggled and hopped over to the desk.


"Okay." Vanessa laughed breathily and let me go after a
timid kiss. I stroked her cheek and she slid from the table. She never once let
go of the pictures. I printed out a few more and tucked them into my back
pocket. Xany knew how to make anyone feel better. Just being in her presence
offered a soothing, rocking comfort like a swaying hammock on the beach.


"They got tons of sites to choose from." Xany squirmed
in the chair. "It's like a porno candy store."


Even if she was corrupting the mind of my mate.
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I returned to the kitchen after showering and dressing for work.
After the last few days, I didn't really want to leave my mates. Mal sat near
the fireplace continuing to carve the bone he had prepared and Vanessa rotated
between pacing and sitting in various places. Caden relaxed at the kitchen
table watching me while I gathered my phone and such. He grabbed my hand just
before I tucked my wallet in my scrub top.


"What's that?" He nodded toward the photos hanging out
of the wallet.


"Vanessa's baby pictures. Want to see?" I took them out
and handed them to him. The stoniness he carried for most of the day softened
to a sort of goofy look. I laughed softly at his expression just as Xany peeked
over my shoulder.


"Don't you go getting any ideas about babies, dude. I am so
not getting fat any time soon. So you can just put that goofy face away,"
Xany spoke adamantly.


"Thank Gaia," Mal said, which only added to Caden's
laughter.


"No one invited you into this conversation, bub."
Xany huffed.


"Are you sure about that?" Mal cocked a brow at her.


"Damn right I am." Xany turned her back on her brother
signifying that the discussion was over. I glanced back at Mal and caught a
crooked grin on his face.


"As I was saying, you can gloat over Nee and Nessa's little
bundle of fur all you want." Xany waved him off as she fiddled with the
pot on the stove.


"What's his name?" Caden asked, handing the photos back
to me.


"She hasn't got a name yet." I glanced over at Vanessa,
who smiled around the thumbnail she chewed.


"Should be 'One Who Makes Water Flow' since Nessa has done
nothin' but cry." Xany snickered and I swatted her arm.


"Be nice."


"I was. I swear. I can't tease her too much now since she's preggo."


Vanessa glanced in Xany's direction, her eyes remained red and
puffy but she hadn't cried in the last few hours or so. After another round of
pacing, she paused beside the fire, a few steps away from Mal. She hovered
there for about a minute then sat down beside him, her long skirt tucked around
her crossed legs. Jeans had now disappeared from her wardrobe. It's no surprise
to me. The gestation period of werecats is notoriously short. In just a few
weeks, she'll be nearly full-term. With the first trimester at normal speed,
the latter two only lasted about a month each. I sighed as I gazed at my mates.
Mal continued his carving, he didn't move away from Vanessa but he didn't
acknowledge her either. Xany set a plate of food down in front of me.


"Sit down and eat. I swear if I didn't kick you every now and
then you'd starve." She gave my shoulder a shove.


"I think Shawnee should cook for us tomorrow night."
Caden grinned at Xany when she piled his plate high with roast turkey. "Thank
you, precious. You don't have to serve me."


"I'm not that hungry," I said but sat anyway, fearing
another shove. Vanessa glanced at Mal and scooted an inch closer to him. He
remained focused on his work.


"No way. Nee only knows how to cook cereal." Xany gave
Caden a kiss on the cheek. "You're welcome."


"Oh I bet she can cook other things. With a mother like hers,
I'm sure she can brew up a thick stew, beans and squash. Maybe some frybread."
Caden lifted a brow at me as he took a bite of his dinner. I cut up a piece of
meat and mixed it with mashed potatoes. I wondered if Xany ever got tired of
cooking them for me.


I observed my mates again, Vanessa, now unusually close to Mal,
slouched against the hearth. Her posture shrunken compared to his. Mal glanced
at her but drew his eyes back to the bone, though I noticed his movements
slowed.


"Can you?" Xany sat beside me with a plate of her own.


"I can cook a little." I drew my eyes away from them for
a moment. "Thank you for always cooking for me."


"If I didn't we would all be eating some sort of fishy meal
every night." Xany scrunched up her nose at the thought.


"This is true. Vanessa can cook, by the way. Kat taught her as
well," I said, turning my eyes back to my mates. Vanessa had now lowered
herself enough to place her head on Mal's shoulder; her hands remained at her
sides. Mal set his carving in his lap and watched her. It didn't take me long
to recognize her submissive posture. I glanced to Caden to see if he'd noticed.
Of course, he had. He also looked on.


"Well then we should make her cook up something Irish like we
were gonna make Gavy do." Xany nodded and poked me with her fork.


"Ouch, what the heck?"


"You were zoning out on me." She huffed.


"Was not." I nodded toward the others and now all three
of us watched them.


"What are they doing?" Xany kept on eating as if she
were watching a play.


"I'm beginning to think you forgot all about Changer
language, Xee." I laughed a little and poked her with my fork like she did
to me.


"Vanessa's offering an apology," Caden answered.


Mal and Vanessa sat that way for about five minutes. The bonds
inside brushed against each other in cool, comforting waves. I wondered if they
were mind talking. Eventually, Mal turned and rested his cheek on Vanessa's
head. Apology accepted.


"I don't know a lick about kitty talk. She's my first."
Xany giggled.


"The body language is pretty similar to wolves." Caden
glanced at Xany then to me. "Has she ever submitted to anyone like that
before?"


"Just one."


"You?" Caden set his fork down and leaned back in his
seat.


"Only me."


"I bet it was when you two got into it over the donor guy
right?" Xany speculated.


"No." I shook my head. "She does it when we're
together."


"You mean during your sexy time?"


"You girls talk about sex more than guys do," Caden
commented.


"Yeah." I laughed at her phraseology. It always made
things easier to say. "Just then. And only when I'm doing something
specific."


"You mean havin' dessert?"


"What?" I looked at her oddly.


"You know going down on her there. Dessert. Like milk."
She pointed toward her breasts. "And cookies." And then at her
nether region.


"Xany! We are not having this conversation." I
shot up standing and put my dish in the sink, for no other reason than to hide
my embarrassment for telling too much.


"You started it." Caden chuckled.


"What'd I say?" Xany grinned as if she knew damn well
what she said.


"I've got to get going." I gave Xany a shove on my way
past and joined my cuddling mates, crouching in front of them. They remained in
the same position all this time. "Caden will take me tonight. I love you
both." I leaned forward and kissed Mal then Vanessa.


"The baby says don't go." Vanessa pouted at me but I
laughed and so did Mal.


"Oh she does, does she?" I lifted a brow at her.


"Yeah, she says stay home." Vanessa sat up and looked at
Mal.


"She will need to learn to be without her mommy for a few
hours a day and now is as good a time to start as any." Mal nodded his
affirmation.


"I doubt Vanessa will go far." I poked her nose and
squeezed Mal's knee. "Behave. See you in a few hours."


"Love you, too," Vanessa said though continued to pout.


"I wasn't speaking of Vanessa." Mal arched a brow at me.
It took me a minute to think about what he said.


Yes, I mean you.


I didn't even think. What… I ran my fingers through my
hair and looked between the two of them. Vanessa returned to lounging against
him.


You had better start then. He smirked and pulled me
into another kiss. Go. Gv-ge-yuhi.


I caressed their faces at the same time and stood. Caden waited
for me by the door.


"Want to come for the ride, Xee?" He grinned at her. "Or
would you rather stare at those two immovable objects by the fire?"


"You can bend me there, you know." I pulled on Mal's
jacket and ducked under Caden's arm. "It's better for the environment."


"Ah, call me an old fashioned polluter."


"Sure, not like anything exciting is gonna happen here. Can
we do it in the truck on the way home?" Xany perked up.


"And once again, you have read my mind." Caden grinned
and followed me out the door, with Xany bouncing along behind us.


"Yes!" 


During the entire ride to the hospital, Xany kept trying to braid
my hair. No matter how many times I swatted her, she kept at it. Eventually,
they dropped me off and I avoided thinking about their trip home.


"See you tomorrow."


"Call if anything happens," Caden said, he glanced
through the windshield and I could've sworn I saw him nod.


"I will."


Beth accosted me as soon as I walked in. She held out a cup of
coffee and I took it. "Thanks."


"About time you got here. I was about to die of boredom.
Doctor Fox has no life at all." She sipped her coffee then nodded to the
chart on the desk. "Only one admission so far."


"Good. I'm not in the mood for another double bloodbath."


"Uh huh. Me either." She propped her feet up on the
desk. "So, tell me about this triangle you got going on."


"What triangle?" I glanced over the chart then set it in
the outbox. Thoughts of my brief conversation with Mal spiraled through my
mind. I hadn't even considered who I would be to Vanessa's child, at
least not fully. Mal's words and Vanessa's nonchalance affirmed that they both
thought the title of "mommy" would apply to both of us.


"The one where you have a hot stud-muffin in to see you one
week and the next a gorgeous redhead you're calling baby. That triangle."


"There's nothing to tell." I sipped my coffee. Did
people really talk about their relationships this much with folks they barely
knew? Granted, Beth and I were friendly but I would hardly consider her a close
confidant by any means.


"C'mon Doctor T, my life has dwindled down to near nothing.
Just give me something to chew on. Just a little? Pretty please?"


"Why has your life dwindled down?" I dropped my coat on
the empty chair beside her. "Is everything okay?"


"There is nothing out there but douchebags. Men who think
they're all that, and let me tell you they are not. Where did you find
your tall semi-dark hunk of love?"


"He found me, actually." Oh jeeze, I answered a
question. I've dug my own grave.


"Does he have a brother or any other male relatives who are
single?" Beth perked up, her eyes twinkling with a mischief that mirrored
Xany's. How did I attract such nosey friends?


"He doesn't." I chuckled and sipped my coffee again. "Ever
think of dating a woman?" Whoa, she must've spiked this coffee.


"Now that you mention it, there was this pretty little thing
at the club the other night. I'm pretty sure we hooked up but I can't remember."
She looked up at me, her expression seemed far off.


"Word of advice, coming from the ancient person that I am…
One day, you're really going to want to remember those moments. So… I recommend
stopping whatever you're doing, drinking, or snorting that makes you forget."
I set my coffee down when I heard the doors open.


"Oh no, that creeper chick is back." Beth dropped her
feet from the desk and sat upright. I turned around only to be met with the
smiling face that belonged to Ileana. 


"What are you doing here?" I stepped out from behind the
desk, remembering to keep my eyes averted. "Get out."


"Come with me, please." Ileana kept walking right past
me as if she owned the place.


"I'm not going anywhere with you."


Ileana stopped a few yards ahead of me. She turned around and
slipped her hands into the pockets of her blindingly white jacket. "Excuse
me?"


"Get out."


"I'm calling security," said Beth. 


Ileana walked over to me, her mouth an inch from my chin. "Come
with me or every human on this floor will quench my thirst and become my
children," the tone of her voice deepened through the whisper and a shrill
of warning raced through me. She wasn't threatening me, she was making a
promise. Ileana turned on her heel and I followed her. What choice did I have? "Don't
bother summoning your puppies. They won't get here in time."


"What the hell do you want?" I stopped beside the fire
exit when Ileana gripped the handle. The pack bond pitched and tightened my
chest. They knew something was up but their energy wasn't focused on me. "What
have you done?"


"I've told you twice now. You owe me a childe."
She shrugged. "A little diversion never hurt anyone. Now." She opened
the door and the alarms began to wail. We stepped out into the rear portion of
the parking lot. It was empty save for a lone ambulance. Ileana pointed to it
as the back doors opened. "Get in."


"No! I will not. What the hell is a childe? You crazy bitch."
I turned to grab the door before it locked me out but it was too late. Ileana snatched
my arm, her grip tighter than a vice.


"You killed my Izzy." She growled. "And refused to
provide me a replacement." She jerked me about as the commotion inside the
hospital traveled down the hall near the fire door. "Now, I said, get in!"


I didn't have a chance to respond before I found myself dragged
into the back of the ambulance. The doors slammed and the sirens wailed as the
driver pulled away. Ileana took a seat across from the gurney she forced me to
sit on. Like a stab in my torso, the pack bonds focused on me. They couldn't
find me. My connection to Mal and Vanessa seized.


The ambulance sped from the parking lot and, from the rear window,
I saw the hospital being evacuated. Barron and June raced through the crowd and
into the building as the rest of the people flooded out.


"You have three days to name a replacement for my Izzy."
Ileana crossed her legs, calmly leaning back against the wall of the ambulance.
I half expected her to begin filing her nails. "Or I'll turn you instead."


"You're kidding me, right? There are seven billion people in
this world." I continued to send distress signals to the pack, hoping they
would be able to follow me.


"Oh honey, when you've been around as long as I have, people
are boring. It's finding the one interesting person that makes it worth
it. You are interesting. I'd like to play with you for a while."
She smiled, tilting her head to the side when I glanced at her. I ripped my
eyes away and stared at the back of the driver's head.


"Is he glamoured or one of your minions?"


"He's my puppet. Alder is a good boy. Though he has tendency
to stray every now and then."


What is this leech playing at? Why was she talking so
much? My heart raced though the fear hadn't quite met me yet. Xany would
tease me about this later, I thought. Again, here I am, kidnapped in an
ambulance by a leech who acted more human than me. Was it still kidnapping
if I went half-willingly? I sensed my mother, loud and strong, closer than the
others yet further away from me. My mate bonds, thrown wide open, sent me
messages of rage and fear. In that moment, there was no separation between the
two.


"Are you going to kill me or what?"


"That depends on you. I told you. You've got three days to
name a fit for me. Who do you think would make a good vampire, Doctor
Twofeathers? That little receptionist? How about the blood collector?" She
tapped her lip. "You could name someone right now and I'll let you out on
the side of the road." In the latter part of her speech, a glimmer of an
accent peeked through. It hinted on something harsh like German or Greek.


"How old are you?"


"Older than your ancestors."


"My ancestors are pretty old."


"Mine are older. And it isn't proper to ask a vampire her
age, you know. It's polite to ask our time." Again she tried the
head-tilt thing. I closed my eyes this time. They'll find me. Hurry, please.


"So… what time are you?"


"I am Byzantinian."


"Why are you answering my questions?" Was she telling me
the truth? A vampire from the Byzantine Empire would make her an ancient.
I've only heard stories about the ancient vampires. Why didn't I ask my
mother more about them?


The sirens continued to wail as the connection to my pack family
began to stretch. As the distance grew, so did my distress. Pack bonds faded
first. The mate bonds thinned but remained strongly flooded. Mal and Vanessa
merged in a sort of unified rage. They'll find me. They will. Don't freak
out yet.


"What have I to lose compared to you?" 


With my eyes closed, I couldn't see her smile but I heard it. I
took a deep breath and tried to block out the sound of the ambulance barreling
down the road. An unexpected tug grabbed me backward and I gripped my chest. Vanessa's
trying to call me. I can't answer, baby.


"Let me go and I will name someone." I opened my eyes to
stare at the corner of her jacket collar.


"Name someone and I will let you go." Her paled lips curved
into a frown. "Why don't you smell of fear? It's my favorite."


"I'm really good at being afraid." Vanessa's call
steadied in my chest, returning to agonized fury. Mal burned along with her. "Fine.
I'll name someone."


"Go ahead." Ileana folded her hands in her lap.


"Dugan Flynn."


"And where can I find him?"


"Ireland."


"What part?"


"Dublin."


"Will he make a good childe?"


"Some people thought so."


"All right. Alder will take you to the house to wait for me
while I fetch your Mister Flynn. It shouldn't take too long, no?" Fuck this leech. I
wanted nothing more than to stab her through the heart with a sycamore tree.
"It might take a while but he'll be worth the
wait then." Ileana sat back as if that settled everything.


"You said you'd let me go if I named someone. Now let me go."
My hands balled into fists and I fought the urge to rip her throat out. A
desire that rose from somewhere inside me, somewhere familiar and beast-like.


"Hmm. You have a temper, don't you? I can match that, lovely."
Ileana moved from my field of vision, then reappeared a split-second later with
her nose an inch from mine. I snapped my eyes shut, my bated breath met hers. Why
is she breathing? "Empty your pockets." Her voice seemed to
slither. "Now."


"Fuck you," I spat and ripped the pagers from the waist
of my scrubs. I opened my eyes and made sure to focus solely on her shoes.


"The phone, too." She took them, and I slapped my phone
in her hand. I held onto my small wallet. The edges of the sonogram pictures
grazed my fingertips. Ileana moved away from me and opened the little window
that led to the driver's seat. "Throw one out the window every mile or so
for the next three. Then we're ready." 


"Yes, ma'am." The sirens stopped and the ambulance
returned to a regular speed.


"Don't call me ma'am." She growled at him. Alder
laughed and glanced at her in the rearview mirror. "You're straying again."


"Stop saying that and deal with your next feed-bag." Alder
tossed one of the pagers out the window. I flinched when I heard the snap and
crunch when it hit the pavement. Ileana slammed the window and frowned.


"He'll need some retaming."


"What do you mean he's strayed?" I asked as I heard the
second pager, or phone, crash on the pavement.


"Give him a sip of my blood and he's my pet. Want a lick?"
She held her wrist out to me.


"Let me go, dammit." With my patience thinning, so went
my composure. All of the bonds inside me reared, thrashed, and called to me.
Their distress matched mine now.


"I've got other plans for you first, darling." Ileana
returned to her seat across from me and again folded her hands in her lap. "Your
puppies are far away now, yes?"


"Shut up," I said through clenched teeth. I wasn't
getting out of here anytime soon. Trapped in an ambulance with a leech. Xany
would have a field day with this. I've officially exceeded the universal quota
for kidnapping. It hurt to think about Xany, to think about what she might be
feeling because of me. 


It's your own fault. 


I allowed myself to settle into a false sense of security when I
assumed Caden or Hank would handle the vampire situation and wrote off Ileana's
visit as a hallucination. 


You should know better by now, Shawnee. 


And the worst part about it is that I didn't tell anyone about
her. Never mentioned her name or the visit. 


Just to protect your integrity.


After a period of quiet, the only sound was the smooth hum of the
road beneath us. Alder spoke. "Everything is purged, Ileana." The
last electronic device belonging to me hit the road.


"Good. Another mile south and we're ready."


"Ready for what?"


"You talk too much. Maybe I mistook you, Doctor Twofeathers."
Ileana crossed her legs, nudging me with her foot.


"I think you might've, ma'am."


Ileana raised her hand to my face as if threatening to slap me. I
pursed my lips and prepared for impact but when the ambulance slowed, she rose
from her seat. Her short stature allowed her to stand without ducking. We came
to a stop and I heard Alder exit the vehicle. He came around back and pulled
open the rear doors.


"Hurry," he urged.


Ileana grabbed my arm and pulled me into the woods. Alder
followed. They rushed me away from the empty road, a sign marked 80 told me we
had moved closer to Salt Lake City, but not close enough to see any landmarks.
The darkness thickened and Ileana tugged me behind a tree.


"Three, two…" Alder counted but I never heard the "one."


An explosion ripped through the ambulance. The blast sent a ball
of fire upward and whooshing heat in our direction. I covered my ears as debris
flew our way, tucking myself closer to the tree. Alder looked on, wide-eyed and
unfazed by the noise. Ileana seemed to underestimate the noise. She let go of
me and I found her crouching as she, too, watched the fire burn.


This is your chance. Run, Shawnee!


I obeyed and bolted into the woods. My feet slammed into fallen
leaves and twigs blindly as I ran with reckless abandon. With my heart
thundering in my ears, I leapt over a log illuminated by the fading glow of the
fire. Alder shouted something behind me as I ducked under a branch, heading
into a thicker area of woodland. Brambles caught my lab coat, yanking me off
course. I stumbled but caught myself.


Mal roared inside me, his bond responding first. He recognized the
sensation, he knew I was running and he ran, too. I cried out and ran in
whatever direction toward him, or what I thought was toward him. Vanessa's
stillness sent waves of dangerousness through my veins, fueling my plight with
grace and added speed. Alder couldn't catch me, I knew he wouldn't be able to.
As for Ileana, the breathing vampire, I knew nothing of her abilities.


In the end, it wasn't my mates who I sensed strongest, but the
rage and wrath of my mother, the one who I was bonded to the most. Our original
pack bond, our new bond, our family link superseded the others. Images flashed
through my mind of a forest more familiar. She was running, too.


Hope spiraled through me, maybe I would catch up to them. Maybe
they would find me before Ileana did.


"Now, now," Ileana's voice burst through the air in
front of me. I didn't have a chance to stop myself, but it didn't matter. She
grabbed me around the torso and spun me around, using my momentum to guide both
of us. "You are much more trouble than I suspected." She hissed out
the final word and yanked my head to the side. I screamed the moment her fangs
tore into my neck. My legs gave out and the searing pain shot down my body.
Internal darkness veiled my eyes as her venom coursed through me.


"That'll do," Ileana said, before the hand of death
dragged me down into its slough.
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"Where's your security room, dammit?" Caden's voice
growled.


"It's this way, Mister Lionsong, please remain calm,"
said a stranger. My pack was there, crowded around several monitors in the
security office at the hospital.


"What is she saying?" Xany's voice pressed through.


"She doesn't seem upset," the stranger commented.


"That's the woman who kept showing up here asking for her,"
said Beth. "What's she saying?"


"I don't know," again the stranger spoke.


"I can't tell," said Caden.


"Something about 'on this floor will quench my thirst and
become my children,'" Vanessa said, her speech paused momentarily. "'They
won't get here in time.'" Vanessa continued to
repeat portions of what Ileana said to me.


"How can you—" Beth began to speak but someone must've
stopped her.


"Shawnee is saying, 'what the hell do you want? What have you
done?' then the leech answers, 'I've told you twice now. You owe me a child. A
little diversion never hurt anyone,'" Vanessa finished her translation. 


Don't leave me, baby. I'm right here. Xee, it's the ambulance. We're
in the ambulance.


"Is this her phone?" A different stranger asked.


"Yes, where did you get this?" Caden's voice returned.


"We found it on the road west a few miles while responding to
a vehicle fire," the stranger said, then after a pause. "No one was
in it."


"Get the outside camera feeds immediately." I'd never
heard Caden so demanding before, so authoritarian. He began to fade, all of my
loved ones did.


No, please. Caden, don't go.


I woke up gasping as the filtered sounds of my family pulsed
painfully through Vanessa's mate bond. She'd sent me sounds and images. I
coughed and spit a mouthful of blood onto a stone-tiled floor. The room around
me slowly came in to focus as the reality of my situation returned. Anger
fueled my movements, shoving me to my feet as I swatted at my neck where Ileana
bit me. I found no cuts or abrasions on my skin.


"Hey!" I shouted into the empty room. Gray tiles covered
both the floor and walls. Thick black curtains covered the windows but daylight
poked through from the tiny crevices at the top. A giant four-poster bed stood in
the center of the room. Ornately carved bed tables flanked it on either side with
a matching armoire positioned by the window. At the end of the bed, an antique
gothic-style trunk seemed to glare at me. I didn't like it. Something about it
gave me the creeps. 


I rushed to the window and pushed the curtain aside. The sun shone
brightly overhead, reflecting off the surface of an in-ground pool below.
Endless property stretched out toward a sandy-stone villa several yards away. I
pounded on the window, my fists nearly soundless on the thick matted glass.


"Quit shouting," Alder said as he entered the room, the
heavy wooden door creaked on its hinges. "That won't help, by the way. The
windows are reinforced."


"Where's the leech?" I made a play for the door but he
slammed it behind him, sending a hefty echo through the room.


"No you don't. She's off looking for that Dugan fella."
A smile spread across his lips.


"You're lying."


"Only a bit. You better name someone before she turns you,
trust me, it's not pleasant." He leaned back against the door, crossing
his bare feet.


"Why hasn't she turned you?" I looked him over. Although
young, he seemed confident enough in his position. "You live here with
her."


"I do and she has no need to turn me."


"Does she know you're in here?"


"Someone's got to check in on you."


"Why aren't you holding me in a dungeon or something cliché
like that?" I frowned at him. He's only a human. I can take him.


"Ileana wants to show you the amenities herself."


"Where is she?"


"You ask a lot of questions."


"Answer me, asshole." I seethed, unable to control the
anger over my confinement.


"I think she underestimated you." Alder crossed his arms
over his chest. "You're more potent than she thought."


I didn't bother responding to him. As soon as he moved into a
dismissive, unguarded posture, I lunged for him. His eyes widened before I made
impact, grabbing him by the hair and pulling him to the ground. I wrestled with
him, human vs. semi-human. He tried to pin me face down but I was too quick. Instead,
he grabbed my hair and yanked me backward. I sent my elbow flying into his
face, his head snapped back when he fell.


"You stupid little shit, stay still!" He grabbed my
ankle when I raced toward the door. I tripped and flopped to my hands and
knees. Blood dripped from his nose as he dragged me backward, pinning me to the
ground in the same way Dugan pinned Vanessa. Images of Mal's training raced
through my mind. I punched my arms up between his and used my heels to pull his
legs downward. He collapsed with a shout and I wedged my foot against his
thigh, shoving as hard as I could. Alder didn't fly across the room like the
Changers did, but I thrust him away far enough to roll to my feet. I made it to
the door before he could catch me. The knob turned but no matter how hard I
pulled, the door wouldn't budge. When I turned around, Alder held up the key. 


"Locks both ways."


"Let me out of here you leech-loving bastard!"


"Nope. Now move away from the door."


"No!" I shouted and rushed at him again. This time he
stepped out of the way.


"Better save your energy. Ileana will be ready for you in just
a few short hours." Alder slid the key into the door and left before I
finished my tantrum.


I dropped down on the bed and tried desperately to focus on the
bonds inside me. Mal and Vanessa sent me waves of terror but not much
information. The pack bonds thinned. Although I could sense the stability, not
much information filtered my way either. You're on your own. Vanessa had
sent me images and sounds, maybe I could send them back. I'd forced my visions
on Mal in the past, maybe he will be the most receptive. Stop reacting and
start thinking.


What had I learned so far? Ileana was an ancient. She had human
servants bound to her by sharing her blood without being turned, and she valued
her children more than most. Izzy was an out of control bloodthirsty
risk and yet Ileana still cared about losing her. Think. C'mon, what else
have you learned? I dropped my head in my hands and took a few deep
breaths. That's it. Ileana breathes, this wasn't an act. I felt her
breath on my face. How can she breathe? Why does she? She obviously planned my
departure from the hospital. They rigged the ambulance with some sort of
explosive device. Right. Keep going. We traveled west because I saw the
road sign, south because I heard Ileana say so. In Utah, winter coated the
foliage, snow and ice on the roads and in the woods. I shot up from the bed and
pulled the curtains aside again. Sun and a pool. I pressed my palm
against the window. Warmth met my skin. We're somewhere warmer.
Somewhere south and west. How long had I been unconscious? Did she give me any
blood? Maybe this is Arizona. What did
Alder say? This was the first time that
Ileana wasn't in front of me. It's daylight. Maybe she, like other leeches,
reacts to the sun. It's about… I looked outside to gauge the position of the
sun. Maybe early afternoon. That gives me about five hours until sunset
depending on where I am. If I'm right, Ileana will show up around then. I'll
just have to wait.


And I waited, and paced. Then paced some more. Vanessa's habit
seemed to spill over into mine. It's funny how easy it is to pick up on the
habits of others. Xany's huffing and puffing, Mal's anger, Vanessa's pacing, my
mother's patience, and Caden's... What did I get from Caden? My poker
face, the one outside of work. The one that Ileana found unmovable and
annoying.


The sun slipped lower into the sky while the bonds inside me
remained unchanged. What were they doing? Why hadn't they sent me any more
images or sounds? Were they searching for me? I wondered if the Pride would
help them. What about the police? Ileana's methods hadn't been the quietest.
This time it involved humans, many humans. Would they report about me on the
news? "Local Doctor Taken from Hospital. Whereabouts Unknown." I
could only imagine the headlines, and the work that Hank and his detective
brother had to do to keep a cap on it.


Alder hadn't returned. I imagined my continued attacks worried
him. I got the better of him a few times. If that damn dagger would've shown
up, I might've been out of here already.


Stop moving. Be still.


The echo caught me off guard. I glanced around to make sure Ileana
wasn't playing some sort of trick on me. It didn't sound like telepathing the
way Mal does it and it wasn't my own voice. Or my father's.


Be still.


It came again. I tried to speak back but there wasn't a response.
My sanity slipped like this in the past. Usually it took a few beers to satisfy
my mind enough to calm down. I wasn't going there, and I had nothing to satiate
it anyway. With no other options, I listened. I perched myself on the center of
the bed, cross-legged, and tried to still myself. My heart fought me, pounding
in my ears and slamming inside my chest. I took a few deep breaths, in and out.
Slowly, deliberately.


Be still. Be open.


This time the echo didn't scare me as much. My pulse began to fall
to a steady thrum and as it did, my ability to look inward improved. Colors
swirled behind my eyes and the red and emerald of my mate bonds appeared. They
seemed to swell with my sudden awareness. Beside them, the cool blues of the
pack appeared. Slender, thread-like appendages attaching my soul to the others.
They were all there inside me, aware of my presence. My heart began racing
again but I focused on my breathing, remembering the command of the echoes. I
stilled myself and an image slammed my mind's eye like a forced projection
screen at a drive-in.


"He's beyond reach. Let him run." Caden's voice seemed
to sigh. His image appeared on the screen, clad only in boxer shorts. His
hair down long in a way I couldn't remember ever seeing it. He looked at me and
lifted his hands to my face. I choked the moment I realized it was Xany who
sent the image.


"Vanessa's no better. Ana's worse. What are we supposed to
do, TB? She's alone with a leech without me this time," Xany's voice sounded
more serious than it ever had. "I can feel her."


"Me too. Mal got the picture of Route 80 from her. He's
headed that way with Vanessa." Caden took a great breath. "And we
know they traveled by car."


"You can't smell her?"


"The scent is faint, nearly destroyed by the fire. The woods
had some trace. Ana said she ran." Caden paced in front of me. Maybe I
hadn't been copying Vanessa after all.


"She's fast. Maybe she's lost."


"No. She's in one place. A distant place…" Caden's voice
seemed to fade for a moment. He cleared his throat. "With a pool."


"Well then, having a bit of a nap, are we?" Ileana's
voice interrupted my connection. The screen faded but I didn't open my eyes,
fearing her nearness. It must be dark. I turned my head in the direction
of the window to peek and, sure enough, light no longer seeped through.


"Just planning how I'll stake your ass."


"It'll be rather difficult without any carving tools." I
could hear the smirk in her voice. "You think I've stayed around this long
if a silly stake could end me?" She scoffed. "Get up. We're going on
a field trip."


"What time is it?" I got off the bed and remembered to
keep myself as open and still as possible while focusing on anything but her
face.


"You've got forty-nine hours left." She waved for me to follow,
the thick wooden door remained open all this time. The house must be
reinforced like the window.


Ileana led me through the mansion. The walls in most of the house
were a mix of stone and wood though the stone seemed reddish and sandy at
times. Rooms filled with lush furniture, thick carpets, and shiny wood floors
belonged in a luxurious Hollywood villa, like I'd been dropped into the home of
a movie star.


"I've some friends I'd like you to meet." Ileana led me
to a wing of the house sealed with a set of tall oak doors. She pulled them
open effortlessly and, immediately, moans and shouts met my ears. I cringed and
tried to keep the distaste from my expression.


"Is this where you go all vampire on me and show me your
torture chamber?"


"Something like that." Ileana swung her arms merrily as
if we were going for a sweet walk in the park.


"It's not going to motivate me. I've seen pretty much
everything there is to see."


"Uh huh." She turned down a dark hall and the cries grew
louder. "Watch your footing there." She nodded toward the staircase
as we descended.


"Why are you keeping me?"


"I've told you that already."


"And I've named someone."


"Name someone alive."


"How'd you know?"


"Someone like you wouldn't so readily sign the death warrant
of a living person." She nodded down the hall to an archway ahead. "Come."


Music, similar to that of the club I wandered into at the end of
the summer, filled the room with screaming guitars and a female voice I
recognized as Izzy's. The space ahead appeared less like a welcoming domicile
and more like a fancy barn with open stalls. Red walls matched the carpet below
and black drapery hung in places curtains shouldn't be. Some stalls were hidden
from view while others were open wide. It reminded me of the containment cells
in the basement of Mercy General except these were much smaller and cozier. Tasseled
pillows lined the floors of some. Others were empty save for a bed or wooden
box.


As we moved further down the hall, the cries melted into moans. To
my right, a woman clad in bits of leather stood over a man tied to something
that looked like a sideways cross. Her fangs poked into her lips as she grinned
and poured candle wax down his torso. He cried out but not from pain. He
enjoyed this treatment. 


"And now you're quiet." Ileana's voice pulled me
from my stare and I looked away before the other leech could catch me. "Keep
walking."


I continued following her between the rows. To my left, a woman
knelt on the ground as a man whipped her. She wore nothing but a spiked collar
with a leash that wrapped around his wrist. The woman cried out when the whip
hit her rear but I knew it wasn't because she hated it.


"What's the meaning of this?"


"Oh, nothing really. The accommodations are better down this
wing." 


At the end of the stalls, the lights and seating matched that of
the club back home. Dark colors, dim light, and bottles of alcohol added to the
ambiance. Several leeches, or what I assumed to be, sat together talking and
mingling as if they'd just joined up for a night out on the town. Ileana
ignored them but they certainly didn't ignore her. Women and men in skimpy
uniforms refilled goblets and glasses of the outstretched hands.


Ileana opened a door between the bar and music booth. I followed
her to another door and she nodded for me to enter.


"This will suit you better. I heard you gave Alder quite a
run for his money. This way, if you get out, there are plenty of dark ones to
stop you. And they will." She slammed the door behind me, leaving me in
complete darkness. "Forty-eight hours remain."
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This wasn't the first time I've been alone in the darkness.
However, it was the first I've been alone in the darkness surrounded by
vampires. I had to admit, Ileana's plan to disempower me had its flaws at
first, now, it moved into genius territory.


I dropped to the floor and began feeling my way around in hope of
meeting a wall to follow. Cold radiated from the stone floor and up my arms.
Dampness caressed my shoulders as my fingertips touched down on a corner point.
I searched around, feeling for anything along the wall. Nothing met my
outstretched hands. It didn't matter if I kept my eyes open or closed, the
darkness remained the same.


Nothing. There's nothing in here except you. Not a window or a
rat. Nothing. 


After walking a grid through the room and assuming a spiked
ceiling wasn't about to fall on my head, I accepted the fact that Ileana locked
me in this room to deprive my senses. I found the door again and walked
backward until I hit the wall exactly opposite and sat.


Be still.


The echo returned. This time I heeded the command and closed my
eyes.


"Which way?" Mal demanded. "Which way?!"


"I… I can't tell," Vanessa voice sounded husky, angry.


"We're not any closer. We need to keep going."


"We're too far west."


"Caden said pool… south."


My mates offered little except to confirm their search. I couldn't
be sure who sent me the voices but it didn't matter. Remaining motionless grew
more difficult as time passed. Fatigue threatened to grab hold of me and I had
no time for another bout of unconsciousness. What good were pack bonds and mate
bonds if they can't tell you exactly where your missing family members are?
Unexpected bitterness bubbled to the surface and I pursed my lips. You're on
your own, Shawnee.


 Just like you always were. Figure your own way out. 


Daylight was my only chance. I had to find a way out of this room
so that when the sun rises, I can go where they can't follow. I stood up and
walked the few paces to the door, feeling around the frame for the hinges. Cold
iron cylinders met my fingertips. I jiggled them but they were solid in their
placement. I sighed. Without something sturdy like a screwdriver, there was no
way I could blindly pound out the stopper. Another hefty breath left me the
warmth of it tickled my nose as if I stood way too close to the wall. I swatted
the air in front of me and a light breeze brushed my ankles. My skin crawled as
I imagined some sort of rodent scampering through the room unseen and unheard. 


I shook it off, pressing my ear to the door and listening to see
if the vampires remained talking and dining on the other side. Slight
murmurs met my ear but I couldn't make out a single word. Daylight was hours
away and my patience thinned. I jiggled the door handle and growled out my frustration. Even if I had an enemy to turn over to Ileana, I knew she
wouldn't let me go. She'd gone back on her word once before without defining
stipulations. 


The door flung open and I stumbled back as the glow of the red
lights flooded the room. I shielded my eyes but took the brief opportunity to
peer around behind me. As I suspected, the room was empty.


"This one is next," said the leech in front of me. I
couldn't tell she was a leech of course but it was safe to assume.


"Isn't that one Ileana's?"


"Does it look like I care?" She grabbed my arm, fingers
digging in firmly enough to leave a bruise.


"Fine. Do what you want. Just don't kill her."


"Get off me." I jerked myself out of her grip and the
leather-clad leech gawked at me like I'd insulted her integrity.


"Feisty." This time she grabbed my hair and walked me
down the hall between the stalls. Now, in the pit of the night, nearly every
one of them had people in it, each equally engaged in some sort of barbaric sex
act. The leech tossed me into one of the stalls where a younger vampire stood
by, he seemed to jump to an attentive stance at her arrival. "We'll use
this one for training. No one's marked her."


I landed on my ass and pushed myself up to stand, glaring between
them though continuing to avoid their gaze. The male vamp stared at the side of
my throat and the woman cracked him upside the head with the handle of a whip.


"No biting. You're here to learn control, Graham." She
shoved the heel of the whip into his chest. "Now hold this." The
female leech turned her attention to me. "Kneel down, now."


"I will not." I shoved past them and stormed into
the passageway. She actually let me walk off, but my sudden presence grabbed
the attention of some of the other vampires. One set down his crop and stepped
out in front of me.


"Want a ride in here?" He licked his lips.


"She's mine," the female leech grabbed me by the hair
again and dragged me back to the former stall. "Are you trying to get
yourself killed?"


"Looks like I'm headed for that route anyway."


"Don't be snippy, can you believe this human?" she said
and tossed me to the floor. "Stay down and let this firstling learn a
spill." This time I remained on the floor, surveying the area for
something of use.


"She's not tamed, Penny. C'mon," the young leech whined.


"Do it! And don't call me Penny. It's Raven."


Graham mumbled something as he drew his arm back, the whip, which
had several leather straps attached to the handle, hummed through the air as it
came down on my back. I tensed waiting for the pain but none came. It was more
like a half-hearted caress.


"Idiot. She didn't even flinch. Harder this time."


Again, the male raised the whip and brought it down hard enough
for it to sting my skin through my shirt. My fingers dug into the carpet and I
clenched my teeth. This must have pleased the female leech as she didn't
instruct him further. Anger boiled in my blood though I forced myself to focus
on the objects around me. The whip slashed across my back with more intensity,
which I'm sure left welts. With each lash of leather, the burning soon morphed
into pain. I held my breath and kept my mouth shut. I'd had worse pain. Did
people really get excited being hit like this? How does it get to the point
where pain becomes pleasure? I flinched as Graham struck me again. I knew
by the time they were done I would have red X's from my shoulders to my lower
back. As I readied myself for another strike, a shriek came from behind me. I
glanced over my shoulder to see the one called Penny held up a foot off
the ground by her neck. 


"Who gave you permission to touch the mistress's property?"
Alder held the woman as she snarled and hissed at him. "You, take
her back to the room." Alder pointed to the younger vamp. Graham
immediately dropped the whip and helped me stand. I pushed him away as I stood
on my own. I'll be damned if I need their help. When I turned around, I
gasped at the sight of the vamp hanging up on the wall with a metal rod
protruding from her stomach. Penny shouted and fought the hanging.


"You ruined my corset, you fucktard!"


"It's hard to find good help these days." Alder took a
handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his hands.


Graham stared bug-eyed at Penny then quickly grabbed my arm and dragged
me back to the room. The vamps by the bar disappeared after Alder's display of
Penny. I broke away from the firstling and shoved him as hard as I could. He
tumbled backward into a set of barstools, hitting the floor in a crash that
echoed through the chamber. His eyes fixated on the specks of blood on the side
of my scrubs. I looked down at myself then back at him. Alder continued to
lecture Penny.


"You want this?" I whispered to the young vamp, turned
slightly so that he could see my back. His head nodded robotically and I
stepped closer. "How bad?" He continued to nod as I closed the space
between us. I reached up my shirt and dipped my finger in my bloody wounds,
holding it out to him. The leech opened his mouth like a baby bird. I crouched
down beside him, reaching with my free hand to snatch the broken leg of the barstool
off the floor. When he leaned forward, lips curled and fangs bared, I shoved
the splintered end of the stick into his chest. He froze, eyes drooping as I
stood and kicked the stick the rest of the way in, letting out a guttural shout
as my foot hit the wood. It slipped into his body and, when it pierced his
heart, a silent scream melted over his face. He looked upward and dropped down
on the floor as the bluish grey of decomposition rolled over him. His fingers
gnarled and his jaw cracked off its hinge. I picked up another piece of wood
from the floor and backed myself into the dark room where I was supposed to be.


"What have you done!?" Alder stormed down the hall as I
shoved the leg of the stool up inside my shirt, tucking it in the waistband of
my pants. He slammed the door shut and the silent darkness swallowed me once
again.


One down, four-hundred more to go. I sighed
and leaned against the wall. It took a minute or so before the pain from the
whipping came upon me. I dropped to my knees as my skin set itself on fire,
searing up and down my torso. My cries filled the empty space and echoed back
at me. For the first time since the inception, the true nature of my
predicament revealed itself. No one was coming for me. Another round of
daylight was upon us and I was no closer to escaping than I was the day prior.
My arms trembled as I held myself up from collapse. 


The bonds didn't matter anymore. No one could relieve me of this.
I had one more chance to get out of here on my own. Ileana hadn't come to me,
she sent Alder to deal with the mess. Daylight number two had fallen. I had one
more chance to escape without being followed and I hadn't even seen the rest of
the house. My arms gave out and I lay face down on the cold stone floor. My
back continued to burn but the splintered bit of wood at my side offered me the
slightest hope.
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You're on your own. You'll always be alone. 


Stop, stop it. You're doing this to yourself. 


I have to get out of here. 


I'm not bleeding anymore. 


This floor is cold. 


I've got one more day. Is it day yet? Did I pass out? My god, I
can't move. Everything hurts. I'm so thirsty. 


Stop it, Shawnee. Get up. Get up now.


Be still.


There it is again, that voice, that whisper.


Be still.


I can't, don't you understand. I'm crying, I think I'm crying.
Maybe I can drink my tears. Where's the door? I can't… Wait. There it is. The
handle, it's there. It's old. This door is old. Why is it old?


Move it, Shawnee. 


I don't hear anything out there. I want to go home. I can't get out. I think it's day time. The leeches are
gone.


The cool door against my ear shocked me enough to silence my
racing thoughts for the moment. I'm so thirsty. It'd been almost three
days, I could tell. I didn't have much time left without fluids let alone with
Ileana's threat looming over me. If I lay down, I might not get up again, even
if every bit of me wanted to sleep. I think I already have.


I remember being this hungry, this thirsty, and digging through
trash bins in the trailer park, sipping old beer from cans left on the floor by
my father. Crickets don't taste too bad when you're starving. Neither does
peanut butter, five years past the expiry. There was no library for me to hide
in, no school cafeteria to hope for. There was just nothingness. Nothingness,
the desiccated bonds in my heart, and me.


I'm sorry. I'm sorry I have to lie down. I'll
die and they'll never know I loved them. Too bad, I didn't bring a pen. 


I'd been here before. Locked in darkness, with banging in my head
and burning between my legs and the smell of blood. Wishing for a knife or even
a pen, to stab in his neck, to draw blood and make him die. A pen can mean a
lot.


Maybe I have one. 


I searched the pockets of my scrubs and found only my wallet and
the pictures of Vanessa's baby. I'll never get to see her. I ran my
fingers over the pictures, remembering what they looked like. A sob met my lips
and I tucked the photos back in my pocket. Searching my wallet for a pen or
something, what was I even doing? Nothing, nothing helpful. No secret keys,
no hairpins or special bomb making equipment. Just stupid money and credit
cards. The two most useless things in the world.


Money got you out. Remember? Peter gave you the bag, you did
chores for people, saved the money, sewed it into the bag. Your bag. Remember
it? Ratty leather satchel, with a cotton inside. A cotton inside you could sew,
like E-tsi taught you. Like mother. My mother taught me to sew. Sew the money
in the bag. He won't find it. He didn't find it. You bought yourself freedom,
you bought yourself adulthood. You can't buy freedom anymore.


Be still.


No, I can't don't you see— Wait. Credit cards. I
pulled one out and squeezed the pliable edges. I've done this before. On the
old door in the trailer. It wasn't a credit card but my library card.


Maybe it will work on that old door. The handle rattled but never
turned.


Just like when he locked you in. 


Yes, in my room. With the scary walls that upset Vanessa before
she killed him. The worst place in the world. Vanessa, where are you? Please,
bend in here. Can't you hear me? Can't you? I can't carve on these walls.


I walked my fingers, one over the other, down the doorframe until
I met the strike plate. My hands trembled as I tried to wedge the credit card
between the lock and doorjamb. One try, three, four. Finally, it caught
something and I bent it back, the way Peter taught me. 


Yes, Peter. Our great protector. Peter and his lost boys, except
we weren't lost boys, we were forgotten. Peter and his forgotten boys. Except I
wasn't a boy.


The lock flicked but I lost my grip on the card. It slipped and I
cursed. Focus, Shawnee. Again. This time, this glorious time, I
bent the credit card and the latch clicked. Carefully, I held the card in one
hand and pulled on the door. To my surprise, it opened and the metallic scent
of blood met my nostrils. The lights were out and no one seemed to be present
in the chamber. Maybe I'm deaf, maybe I can't hear anymore from delirium.


I tucked the credit card back in my wallet and rushed down the
hall, sticking close to the walls. This was too easy, why was it so easy?
Every stall was empty. Graham's body was gone and the bar had returned to
order. I heard myself breathing heavily and smoothed out my breaths. The last
thing I needed was to get caught before I even made it part of the way.


Up the stairs and down the corridor. 


Why isn't anyone stopping me? Where's Ileana? Where was
Alder, her great servant? Did they really think I would roll over and die in
that room? A few paces more and I found myself in the center of the mansion.
The large oak doors that led to the sex den wing creaked when I forced them
open. Again, no one was there. This is too easy. Something's wrong.


The house seemed split in two, the normal-looking side and the
dark side. In the center, white double doors that led to the outside divided
the very nature of the house. With one last look down each hall, I bolted for
the door. It was dead bolted from the inside but I was able to turn the lock
with ease. I raced out the door and into the white-hot heat of day. 


The sun burned my skin like a Utah summer, but it wasn't summer
and this wasn't Utah. I raced down the circular driveway and to the front gate.
They were locked tight and the only way out was up and over. 


Climb, go, now! 


I obeyed and attempted to climb the wrought iron gates. My hands
slipped, my shoes followed. I used the sandstone wall to kick off and gripped
the very top of the gate. It wasn't as high as it appeared. With my heart
slamming in my chest, I managed to pull myself to the top despite my shaking,
weak arms. My insides screamed for sustenance and it took every bit of energy I
had in that moment just to wrench myself up. Instead of a graceful dismount, I
tumbled over the other side, hitting the ground with a crack. The splintered
stool piece I still had hidden in the back of my shirt, clattered to the
pavement. I snatched it up as I stood shakily. My legs trembled but I had to
leave this place. Alder could follow me in a heartbeat in the daylight. They'll
figure out that I'm gone and hunt me down.


I ran down one road and up another, met with nothing but sandy
flatland with low-lying brambles. This is Arizona. I'm in the desert! Something
lurched in my chest and I kept running, the wood clenched in my fist like the
baton of a relay race. A scream rang out behind me followed by barking of
several large dogs. Images of rabid pit bulls flashed through my mind and I
continued to run. As I careened up a small hill, I realized that the sun wasn't
hanging high above but rather, lower in the sky, dangerously low. I had to find
shelter, somewhere to hide but what good would that do?


I took a sharp turn and found myself running down a long stretch
of highway. How much ground had I covered? How long had I been running? Just
keep going. I raced into the desert, terrified of being seen by Alder
trying to catch me in one of his fast cars. Oh, that's how we got from Utah
after she bit me. A fancy sports car. The memory struck me as I ran. 


Sand pooled around my feet, making it more difficult to run. In
the distance, I saw a rock formation reaching toward the darkening sky. It was
my only hope for a moment of cover. Spiny cacti and sharp brambles slashed at
my ankles as the rock formation grew. What was that story about Devil's
Tower? It looked like it, a smaller version in a different state. Why did
this leech choose the sunniest place to live? Maybe it made her seem less
threatening. Maybe Gaia's warriors don't look for leech nests in the desert.
Leeches belonged in Transylvania and Prague and sometimes New Jersey.


I slammed into my own version of Devil's Tower and scampered my
way onto a low, flat rock as if it would protect me from leeches or an
onslaught of field mice. Or lizards. 


There's lizards in the desert. And cacti. There's
water in them, like camels. I'm so thirsty.


I scampered up the rock and tucked myself between the crevices. Here's
a good spot. Write your note here. I lifted the stick I still held and
began scratching at the stone. What would I say? Gv-ge-yu-hi, I
scratched the Cherokee syllabary on the side of the rock. Then help, help
like my room. Help like Vanessa told Mal.


Out of the corner of my eye, a shadow brushed by, disappearing as
quickly as it came. I tucked myself deeper into the crevice, clutching the
stick like a sword. Something scratched at the rocks below. The sun drooped
lower in the sky, reddish-pink stretching out for miles. 


Silhouetted a yard from me, a hyena rose from the ground. Snapping
at my feet and snarling, foam dripping from its mouth. I screamed and waved the
sword at it. 


"Get away from me!"


"Dodi," it said as it grew larger still. Its clawed feet
gripped the rock in front of me.


"Get away!" I cried out.


"Tla, Dodi. Look at me." 


My mother is a hyena. I'm dying. It's taken over her. It's eaten
her. 


"Shawnee, you will listen." The command sent a
sharp sting down my spine as if a cord attached to it had straightened my
posture. My mother ripped the stick from my hand and threw it aside. "Come
out of there, Dodi. I am here."


"No you're not." I sobbed, now empty-handed. The only
weapon I had now gone.


"I am. Come." She reached for me, her strikingly hot claws
closed around my wrist, digging in and threatening to slice the veins beneath
them. "It's all right now."


Skin-to-skin contact pierced the hallucination enough for me to
see my mother appear before me. She jerked me from my hiding spot and pulled me
to her. Something round met my lips and the cool ease of water ran down my
throat, shocking me to consciousness more than the presence of my mother. I
gripped her leather canteen and gulped down several mouthfuls.


My mother sat with me on the rock, her arms tangled around me as
she held me in a trembling grip. I lowered the flask and set it in my lap. My
breath escaped in heavy pants, the chaos inside my head quelled to a dull roar,
and once again, the awareness of my mate bonds returned. Mom stroked my hair
and I dropped my head down on her shoulder. Even if this was a dream, a fantasy
even, it was one that I was willing to indulge.


"You are safe now, Dodi." Only then did I notice the
huskiness in her voice. I felt her hand sliding over my limbs and back, pausing
just above the whip marks. Pain had me quivering and a sob choked me. I leaned
away from her touch as the echo of the cracking whip assaulted my ears.


"Don't take me home yet," I croaked.


"Why not?" My words seemed to startle the ferocity from
her.


"Heal my back first." I sipped the water again. "And
wait until I'm less crazy. You were a monster a minute ago."


"Dodi, your mates are waiting," she said, though she
obliged my wishes. Her hands warmed and her indigo glow enveloped me in a
blanket of comfort. I closed my eyes and sighed, allowing her great effort to
heal me. Something popped in my right shoulder and I cringed at the dull ache
that followed. In time, the radiance faded and I settled against her again,
hugging her arms to my chest. Tears streamed down my cheeks and I stared ahead
at the fading sunlight. I didn't want the darkness again. Just the thought of
it had sickness swirling the water in my gut. My mother nudged my chin so that
I'd look at her. "Where were you?"


"I'm in a room. It's dark. And I'm cold." A shudder wracked
my body as she somehow drew my thoughts from me. I glanced away again. A war
waged inside me, one that told me she wasn't real and that I was still in a
dark room. I couldn't be sure which room it was, Ileana's or my father's.


"Tla, Dodi. You are in the desert with me. There is no
more room." She turned my face to hers. "Did the Whitecoats take you?"


"What?" I blinked a few times as the sharp amber of her
eyes searched mine. Her pupils, wide with a fear I'd never seen before, caused
my insides to lurch. 


"The Andrus."


The name shook me further from the psychosis that dehydration and
other things brought on.
"No. No, it was a leech named Ileana," I
said, her fingers dug into my arms. "You were in Arizona?"


"Yes. We must leave this place, Dodi." She stood and
lifted me with her. My feet wobbled on the ground but she kept her arms around
me, supporting my weight fully. I kept my arms around my mother's neck and she
walked with me from the rock.


"Where are we going?"


"There are no inbetweens in the desert." Although her
words were few, the message was clear. She walked with me for a while until I
was able to hold myself up again. Without the pain on my back, and with water
in my body, the fatigue and weakness faded slightly. The grip she held on my
hand made me feel like a child in danger of wandering away. Or of the fear I'd
be snatched from a playground.


"How did you get here?"


"Wolves run, Dodi," she said.


"How did you know where I was?"


"I am good at guessing, Dodi. Especially when it comes to
you." She glanced at me. "You are numb."


"For now." She pulled me close to her again, draping an
arm around my shoulders. I sighed then started when I realized the direction we
were headed. "The leech is that way." I tugged her to stop, digging
my heels into the sand.


"We must go toward the town. It is not far."


"Tla, I don't want to go back there."


"Just one window, one doorway, Dodi. Look for a car, yes?"
she said as our feet left the sand and found the pavement of the highway.


"There aren't any. We're getting too close." The panic
rose in my chest as I imagined Alder finding both of us and Ileana trapping us
in the room together. "Mom, stop, stop." I grabbed her arm in
both of my hands and pulled her backward as hard as I could. Sobs erupted from
me and the numbness turned to fear.


"Tla, Dodi." She lifted me from the ground and
wrapped me around her. The minute she held me this way, like a child, I began
to cry.


Her steady breathing met my cheek. I squeezed her tightly,
screaming my fears into the shoulder of her tunic. She cooed to me and I heard
the approaching whirr of a semi-truck coming our way. My mother patted my back
and just as the truck passed, I felt myself swirling through the inbetween.
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My mother carried me into the cabin and sat me down on the kitchen
table. She cupped my face, lifting my chin so that I met her gaze. Sobs
continued to wrack my core and, when my feet dangled from the edge of the
table, helplessness settled in on me like familiar darkness.


"It is all right now, Dodi. You are home," she said,
wiping away my tears. I held onto her arms and tried to get a grip on myself
before the pack returned. Mom caressed my face and hair while she watched me.
In her eyes, I saw something I didn't expect to see. Tears. For me. A
single droplet slid down her cheek and a sad smile tugged at the corners of her
mouth. "E-tsi is here. You are safe."


"You came for me," the words slipped from my lips in a
hush.


"Yes, Dodi." Her smiled deepened. "I will always
come for you."


Her words echoed in my mind, settling in a place buried deeper
than the ocean. All the years I spent crying for her and wishing she would find
me, save me, didn't seem to matter much anymore. The words, her tears, and her
presence satisfied something inside for which I had no words. A sudden sense of
peace melted over me and I hugged her. She squeezed me and rubbed my back as if
she understood the root of my gesture.


"Gv-ge-yu-hi, Dodi."


"I love you, too, Mom."


She kissed my cheek and leaned me back, cupping my face again. She
kissed my forehead and sighed. Our tears ceased and she gave my hands a
squeeze.


"You are very strong," she said.


"Like you." I smiled, which made her chuckle a bit.


"We are much alike. Except you run faster."


"I do not," I said, laughing softly.


"I named you properly, Runs Like Wolf, yes?" She
lifted a brow at me.


"Very properly." I looked over her shoulder as the front
door opened at nearly the same time that Vanessa and Mal appeared beside the
sofa. My mates looked awful, so much so that if an outsider surveyed the room, it
would look like they had spent three days in captivity instead of me. Mal,
wild-eyed and thinner, in nothing but a loincloth, leapt over the sofa and
nearly broke a chair as he barreled his way to me. Mom stepped aside and he had
me in his arms before I could take a breath. I clung to him, his skin searing
with the fever of his desperation. "I'm okay," I whispered. Vanessa
came up behind him, cat-eyed and gaunt in her green dress, I reached for her
and she gripped my hand. Our mate bonds lurched and pulsed tranquil energy
through each of us, reveling in our reunion.


"Nee!" Xany's voice broke through as she stormed into
the cabin. Caden, Hank, and Imogene took up the rear.


I expected my mates to act as they did, but I never anticipated
Caden's reaction. He looked almost as bad as Mal, with his hair out of the
ponytail and wearing only a simple pair of shorts. His stoicism lost to
whatever he had experienced over the last few days, leaving his brows narrowed
and skin sallow. The moment he saw me, his eyes brightened and he joined Xany
as she raced over and hugged all of us. Caden, for once, allowed his Alpha
composure to remain at bay and added the final layer to our group hug. For the
first time I experienced skin-to-skin contact with the entire pack at once. My
confusion washed away and a sense of power and connection filled me. Xany's
touch alone erased some fear and my mates flooded me with safety. Xany's giggle
set the tone for the moment.


"I'm okay," I said, muffled in the embrace.


"Did you really stake a vamp? Vanessa said she saw it."
Xany was the first to break away to question me. Mal growled and continued to
hold me, pulling me away from the others. He was not ready to separate, and
neither was I. Vanessa allowed him his time though I could sense that she felt
just as desperate for reconnection.


Eventually, he set me down and stroked my cheek. I held his gaze
and offered him a soft smile, more for him than myself. Mom was right when she
called me numb. Although I could identify my relief to be home and happy with
my mates, I hadn't quite processed the events of the last three days. I
glanced over to Xany, my response a bit delayed, and nodded.


"I need to shower," I said, not to anyone in particular.
All I wanted was to remove any evidence of the leeches from me. I didn't doubt
that the Changers in the room could smell them on my skin. Mal nodded as I
broke away from him. Vanessa made to follow me but Mal put his hand out to her
as if to stop her but, to my surprise, she took it instead.


"Miss Shawnee," Hank spoke up before I had a chance to
head down the hall. I turned to him. "Save up them clothes you got on. We'll
need them for—"


"Tracking, I know," I said. He nodded once in approval
as I hurried down the hall, discarding my shirt along the way. Neither of my
mates followed, I didn't want them to and they knew it, but Xany did.


Once in the bathroom, I ripped off the rest of my scrubs, balling
them up and setting them beside the trash bin. Xany started the shower for me
as I rid myself of the leech-tainted underclothes. It was the quietest moment
the two of us had ever spent together. I stepped into the shower, letting the
hot water run over me. Only after soap covered my entire body, did she speak.


"Better?"


"Yeah, much," I said and continued to wash.


"I don't feel much from you, Nee." Xany's voice echoed
from the other side of the curtain.


"You will eventually. I'm okay, really. I think I'm angrier
than anything right now." After a full scrub, twice, I rinsed and turned
off the faucets. Xany handed me a towel and I took it, stepping out with it
wrapped around my middle. She hopped up sitting on the sink while I brushed my
teeth.


"I've never staked a leech before, what was it like?"
She swung her legs in a childlike manner.


"Powerful," I said with a mouthful of toothpaste, then
spat. "And ugly." Xany handed me a clean set of Mal's flannel pants
and a shirt. The clothes wrapped around me like a fresh-smelling hug. Xany
hopped off the counter and began brushing out my hair. I let her.


"Ugly? Did they go poof or melt into some kind of globby goo?"


"No." I sighed, the gentle movement of the hairbrush
sent relaxing sensations up and down my back. "Vamps, if staked the right
way, return to their proper decomposition state. He was a new leech so he
turned into a decomposing corpse. Older ones become skeletal. Ancients turn to
skeletons but their bones are so brittle, they can crumble to ashes. That's
what Mom told me. A hundred years ago it seems."


"Oh. Then why ugly?"


"His face went all…" I mimicked the silent scream then
laughed a bit, looking at her in the mirror over my shoulder. The presence of
my mates grew stronger inside me as I finally started to settle down.


"They have to be put down, NeeNee."


"I know. All of them." I turned around to face her now
that my hair wasn't a tangled ball of knots. "You had to see this place,
Xee. It was like an S and M training ground. They were terrible wannabe's,
like…" I paused, searching for the right words to describe what I saw. "They
were cold, of course, but not super crazy or hungry."


"It's hard 'cause they are regular people or were at one time
'til something violated them and made them all killers. Why can't they just
feed on the bags you see in the movies?"


"I know. The humans wanted to be there. They didn't
seem unhappy." I sighed again, all I seemed to be doing tonight was
sighing. "Ileana breathes. Like regular breaths. With hot air and
everything. She's an ancient."


"An ancient? I thought they died out ages ago." Xany moved
behind me and began massaging my shoulders while we talked to each other in the
mirror.


"Me too." I melted under her touch, blues and purples
swirled in my mind's eye. "You're empathing me, or whatever you do when
you make me feel better."


"Of course." Xany giggled as she continued. "So how
the heck do we get rid of an ancient and why the heck does she want you to
replace the crazy one?"


"I haven't figured out that part yet. She seemed… bored."


"Great, that's all we need, some bored ancient on our ass."


"Tell me about it. What did she do at the hospital to
distract everyone?"


"Typical stuff. Fires and bomb threats." Xany shrugged
as she pressed her thumbs along the nape of my neck.


"Nothing leechy about that." I closed my eyes and leaned
into it. "I better go see my mates before they explode. Is everyone
panicked that something really bad happened to me and I'm going to freak out
again?"


"You know it. So you're feeling better then? I can tease you
now about getting kidnapped again?" Xany giggled, wagging her brows at me.
I cracked up and hugged her.


"Oh don't worry, it was the first thing I thought about in
the middle of the kidnapping. Though, technically, I went willingly. Sorta. She
threatened to eat everyone at the hospital."


"Aww, that's so sweet, NeeNee, you do care." Xany
giggled again. "No tech calling on this one. You were taken out of state
so officially you were kidnapped."


"Well darn. I broke your record now, right?"


"That's right." Xany kissed my cheek then turned for the
door but stopped. "They were all out of control, NeeNee. Every one of
them. Honestly, I don't know how Caden was able to think straight." 


"I know. I could feel the chaos, even Caden's. All of you
sent me images, pictures, sounds. I heard conversations, saw through the eyes
of whomever. It was strange, insane and strange. Mom was the strongest,
the loudest the whole time. Xany looked at me over her shoulder.


"I've never seen Mal so lost before." Sadness washed
over her features, dimming the light in her usual jovial expression. "If
you hadn't come home…" She didn't need to finish, I knew. If Mal had let
his beast take control for too long, he would have become a killer. Striking
down anything that was in his path. Humans and nonhumans alike. He would've needed
to be put down just like a rabid dog.


"I know." I took a deep breath. Mal felt the most out of
control to me during this whole ordeal. "In a way, I think Vanessa is used
to my shit. More than Mal, anyway. She seemed the most levelheaded while they
searched. It's sad, really, to be used to me in that way."


"Just don't go getting yourself kidnapped again without me.
It's me and you against the world." With that said, Xany walked out of the
bathroom.


"That's a promise, for sure." I smiled after her and
scooped up the bloody, leech-tainted clothes to give to Hank.


When we returned to the main room, Caden, my mother, and Hank were
deep in conversation at the kitchen table while Mal sat beside the fire. He
looked a lot better than he had when he first arrived. He tilted his head and
sniffed the air when I entered the room, a satisfied expression smoothed his
brow. Vanessa paced in front of him, she too had more color to her complexion. Before
I joined them, I turned my clothes over to Hank.


"She's a breathing ancient. How do we kill that?"


"The same as the others, except she'll be much more
difficult," Caden answered me and he, like Mal, looked a lot better. "Don't
go getting kidnapped again, ya hear?" Finally, a sprinkling of wit from
the Alpha.


"Xany already lectured me."


"Good Alpha-precious." He held his arm out to her as the
others chuckled lightly. 


I smiled and left them to return to my mates. This time Vanessa
caught me first. She lifted me just as Mal did and I wrapped my legs around her
middle. Little puffs of air met my neck as she sniffed me, her shoulders
relaxing under my embrace. For some reason, tonight, her presence brought me
the most comfort. Memories of our nights hidden in bed together, holding me
when my nightmares took hold or a phone call gave me flashbacks until dawn.


"I'm okay, baby." I kissed her cheek and she sat us down
beside Mal. He welcomed our presence, moving close enough to Vanessa so that I
could reach both of them with ease. I looked down at Vanessa's green
dress-covered self and placed my hand on the round bump of her lower belly. "Are
you okay?"


"We're fine," she said, her voice raspy and tired.
Vanessa stroked my hair while Mal gripped my thigh.


"Did the leech bite you?" Mal's voice sounded much worse
than Vanessa's did.


"Yes, once because I ran."


"Check her." Mal met Vanessa's gaze and nodded in my
direction.


"Check me for what?" I looked between them.


"Did she give you her blood?' Vanessa asked.


"No, well… I don't think so. Not while I was awake anyway. I
fell asleep, or passed out at least twice. Check me out?" I looked between
them.


"She can tell if the leech blood-shared with you." Mal
nodded toward Vanessa this time.


"How can you check me, Ness?"


"Your blood. Give me your arm." She held out one hand
while the other hung in the air between us. I watched as her fingers twisted
and contorted into a paw-like appendage with razor sharp claws where her
fingernails should be.


"Jeeze, partial transformations really are your thing, huh?"
I placed my arm in her regular hand.


"Yes," she said and slit my skin in a short, quick
stroke. I flinched but it was hardly anything compared to the hell I'd been
through. Blood droplets appeared on the surface as Vanessa leaned down and
licked the wound away, her hand returning to normal. She closed her mouth and
let my blood linger on her palate a moment before looking to Mal. "She's
fine."


Everyone seemed to suddenly relax and the bonds flooded me once
again. Mal and Vanessa, strong and throbbing, the pack, blue and cool. Finally,
everything made sense.


"You were all blocking me out, weren't you?" I looked
around the room at them.


"We had to be sure," Caden answered first. "She
could've commanded you like she did her servants."


"I tried to tell them, Dodi. You are in the proper pack. A
pack of stubborns." Mom stood up and began fiddling with stuff in
the kitchen. I knew an epic meal lay ahead of us. My stomach squeezed with pain
of emptiness though I'd successfully ignored it until now.


"We both tried to tell'em NeeNee." Xany huffed at Caden.
"Told you so."


"Yes, both of you told us. We're sorry, Nee." Caden's
gaze softened with his sincerity.


"As long as Miss Shawnee is a'right, we've got nothing to
worry about." Hank stood. "I best be getting these to the Sept then.
Miss Shawnee, you stay put now, ya hear?" Hank lifted a brow at me and
smiled.


"I don't have any intention of leaving for a long while."
I nodded to him.


"Should've listened to the baby," Vanessa drew my
attention back to her and I laughed.


"You're right, Ness." I glanced at Mal who was smiling
as well. "I'm fine, my loves. I am. I'll probably be a bit upset as time
goes on but I'm not going to freak out yet. All right?" I couldn't blame
them for shutting me out, it made complete sense. I hadn't thought about it
until they brought it up.


Hank took his leave and Xany helped Mom cook up a thick stew and
tacos while I got reacquainted with my mates.


"She's going to come for me," the words tumbled from my
lips before I could stop them. "I know she will."


"We'll be ready when she does." Caden nodded, his eyes
scanning the room as a surge of strength struck my middle. He meant what he
said.
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After a hearty meal of Mom's stew and a round of showers for everyone,
the night fell upon a much calmer cabin. Mal ate more than I had ever seen him
consume, and Vanessa did most of the fussing over us while I sat in his lap. I
couldn't help eyeing her stomach every time she stood up or passed by. The
small bump seemed to grow within the three days of my absence. I imagined what
she would look like, with a full pregnant belly. She disappeared into the
bathroom and Mal gave my ear a tug, stroking my neck after.


"You're tired," he said, his breath against my cheek. I
nodded and he stood, urging me with him. He lifted me in one quick swoop and I
laughed a bit, hugging him around the neck. "Off we go."


"My favorite escort." I nipped his chin as he carried me
off into the bedroom.


"My favorite damsel." He chuckled and set me down on the
bed.


I sprawled out and watched him as he undressed. Considering he
wore nothing more than a pair of jeans, the show was short-lived.


"Ana says skin to skin, it's the law." He climbed up on
the bed and kissed my cheek, his hair tickling my face. "Do you accept the
laws of the land, damsel?"


"Hmm, I suppose I have to if I wish to remain here." I
love his games. The heat of him burned against me, I caressed his chest,
digging my nails into his skin the tiniest bit.


"Those are the rules," he said through a grunt, then helped
me out of my clothes. 


I tossed my shirt on the floor and he tugged off my pants, the two
of us lay together with our heads on the same pillow. In the semi-darkness, his
features shadowed though I could tell he was watching me. If only I had Changer
eyes, I wouldn't have succumbed to the darkness as easily in Ileana's basement.
Mal ran his hand over my bare stomach, tracing my hip and side. A sigh escaped
him and our bond fluttered inside me as if his touch was smooth and sweet like
a droplet of honey.


"You're not sleeping," he said.


"Nor are you." I tucked myself closer to him and his
hand continued to stroke my skin.


Vanessa's silhouette appeared in the doorway. Mal glanced at her
then turned back to me. She entered the room and closed the door behind her,
sealing us in the darkness. Even though I knew I was home, and that Mal was
beside me, the panic still hit me like a freight train.


"Turn on the light," I pleaded. 


Mal's quick movements bounced the bed once and the room flooded
with the light of the bedside lamp. I gripped my chest as Vanessa appeared on
the bed beside me and I leaned myself back against the headboard. My mates
watched me, their eyes wide. Vanessa put her hand on my knee and Mal nudged my
chin up.


"What was that about?" he asked.


"I couldn't see." I panted a bit as I calmed down,
grateful that the panic hadn't risen any further.


"The dark never scares you." Vanessa caressed my cheek.


"Ileana had me in a dark room. Nothing happened there other
than the fact it was dark." I sighed. "I think I'm just tired."


"It's all right, love." Mal brushed my hair from my
shoulder and kissed it. "We'll leave the lights on tonight."


"Will you both stay in here?" I nuzzled Mal's jaw with
my cheek and reached for Vanessa. She took my hand and scooted closer. Her
towel acted as a barrier between us so I gave it a tug. For some reason, I
wanted to take all my frustration out on that towel and tear it up. She lifted
her arms and I ripped it away from her, tossing it on the floor. She laughed a
little bit and kissed my shoulder the same way Mal had.


This is what I want. Both of them. At the same time, all the time.


I wrapped one arm around each of them, gripping their hair and
tugging them down with me as I lay properly on the bed. My mates followed my
demands. Mal continued to nuzzle and nip at my neck while Vanessa put her head
on my shoulder, her hand wandering down my torso, lingering around my navel. Their
touch fanned the tiny spark of heat buried deep within. Igniting the ember into
a full flame that held the darkness at bay.


The dark didn't matter anymore. Ileana didn't matter. 


Nothing matters but this.


***


Caden accosted me in the clinic the next morning. Mal decided he
would fix breakfast while Vanessa slept in. I didn't want to leave either of
them but I had to check on things. I was just hanging up the phone after
calling the hospital when Caden entered.


"How's everything there?" he asked, leaning against the
corner of the desk.


"The administrators say everything is back to normal. What
story did Hank tell them to smooth this over?"


"That you were knocked out during the fire while helping a
patient in the parking lot or something like that." He chuckled. "I
suppose he had to come up with something."


"Well that doesn't explain anything." I smirked a bit. "Getting
knocked out at a hospital would mean that I would have to be admitted to
said hospital."


"My point exactly."


"Well, it worked well enough to throw them a bit off. They
think I'm out on leave." I sat back in the desk chair. "But I'm not
going back. I've decided."


"Have you?"


"Yeah." I sighed and stood from my position. "It's
too much stress on everyone and, with everyone worried about me being
separated, this last incident proves it. A lot worse could've happened."


"You're making half-sense here, Nee."


"It's just… even a few miles away takes its toll. Vanessa is
constantly worried and not even you and Mal got there in time with this leech
issue." I turned to face him. "She's an ancient, Caden. Have you ever
dealt with one before?"


"No, I haven't. But I know people who have."


"Who?"


"Your mother for one."


"She breathes, Caden. Ileana breathes, like a human.
You… you would never know she's anything but that." 


"What happened while you were with her?" His question
seemed timed perfectly with my state of mind as if he had been planning when to
ask me.


"Nothing. I mean, she lured me out, demanding I name someone
to replace Izzy." I shrugged.


"Uh huh. And without the minimizing, what happened?"
Caden quirked a brow at me as I stood and went to the filing cabinet.


"Nothing. That was the worst part. She locked me in a
normal room to wait out the three days, then when I overpowered Alder, she
moved me to a room with nothing. Like… sensory deprived or something. Nothing
really did happen."


"Your blood was on those scrubs, not just the leech's."


"You're interrogating me."


"You're being all Shawnee about everything. Stop it."
He smirked and kicked my boot with the toe of his.


"I'm serious Caden, nothing happened. Well… unless you
count the time when the baby leeches pulled me out of my cave by mistake for a
BDSM whipping lesson. That was pretty shitty." I huffed and crossed my
arms as I leaned against the exam table. "But it wasn't awful and he got
what was coming to him."


"That's something, Shawnee. And it couldn't have been
pleasant."


"It wasn't but let me tell you, I've dealt with worse and
staking that bastard made it worth it." I pushed myself up to sit on the
table. Caden's posture relaxed when mine did. What did he expect from me? To
crumble after being someone's whipping boy for a few strikes? To give up and
meltdown over something so stupid? It wasn't going to happen. Not anymore. Not
now that I've got two mates, a pack, and a baby on the way. A baby… I shook my
head at the thought. The rest I could believe, but the baby. I had to admit, it
still hadn't sunk in all the way.


"What did you do to her, TB?" Xany came barging into the
clinic. "I'm getting sunburn from the inside out."


"Oh you know, just interrogating the stubborn mule over
there." Caden smirked when he said it. I wasn't sure why but he seemed
proud, in a way, or comforted at the very least.


"He's being a big meanie, Xee, expecting me to fall to
pieces. How's that possible when I've got you around to fix my heartaches?"


"You're not heartbroken just pissed."


"See? Told you, Caden." I held my arms out to Xany when
she bounced over to me. She hugged me straightaway and I smiled.


"All right, consider me schooled. You two are a handful."
He gave us both a hug. Had he ever done that before? I returned his gesture,
smashed between him and Xany, in a sort of awkward group hug. Xany giggled into
his chest and swatted his rear.


"I told you I got this, TB."


"Yes you did." Caden rubbed my back as he ended the hug.
"This one here is talking about not going back to work at the hospital.
What do you think about that?"


I had to admit the affection from Caden was different but not
unwelcome at this point. Affection in our pack was something we thrived on and,
despite the fact that he was Alpha, it didn't mean his needs were any less.


"What are you talking about, Nee? You can't quit, there are
people who need you."


"They can see me here at the clinic. And besides, with the
baby coming soon…"


"We can't have humans out here bumping into tall two-legged
wolf men."


"That's the whole point of the clinic, Xee. Changers and
Breeders aren't going to seek medical help." Xany got me thinking about my
seemingly rash decision. I knew Vanessa would be the happiest about me staying
home, Mal would find comfort in it.


The smell of bacon wafted into the room and Caden sniffed the air.


"Good man, that mate of yours." Caden perked right up. "Filling
up our house with bacon. Ahh… the finest perfume." 


 


Xany popped him in the gut. "We're
having a serious conversation here and the only perfume you need to be getting
all hot and heavy over is mine." She huffed and of course, both Caden and
I cracked up.


"Your perfume is what makes me starving." He
kissed her cheek and abandoned us for Mal's cooking.


"I think they're cheating on us with food, Xee."


"It's okay. They always come back to the good stuff."
Xany leaned up against the table beside me.


I laughed and shook my head. "You're too much."


"So back to this quitting thing." Xany jabbed her finger
into my knee.


"Ouch." I swatted her hand. "I think it's for the
best, Xee. I mean… don't you?"


"No, I don't. You need time away from us to do your thing,
Nee. There won't be enough traumas here to satisfy your itch."


"Do I really even need that?" I sighed. "Vanessa's
going to be upset if I go back."


"Yes you do and she's about to have a young'un running around
to fill her time 'til you get home."


"Has she talked about it with any of you?"


"She really hasn't had time to you know."


"Why not?"


"You were too busy getting kidnapped."


"Shut up." I shoved her gently.


"Seriously, no she hasn't. All I get from her is being over
emotional about you."


"Even now?"


"It's like she's waiting for the other shoe to drop. You know
what I mean?" Xany shrugged and hopped up to sit beside me.


"I come with a lot of shoes, it seems." I wasn't quite
sure if hearing this made me feel better or worse. "It's been that way our
whole life together, our whole relationship."


"Like you, she can't believe something good has finally
happened."


"It's a shitty way to exist. I didn't feel that way with Mal.
I mean, he's always been so steady, so constant." I relaxed at the thought
of him and the stability he brought me.


"That's 'cause you two started with a clean slate. No ups and
downs like you and Nessa," said Xany, moving her hands up and down like a
rollercoaster.


"That's true. God, Vanessa and I have had more than just ups
and downs. More like…" I mimicked her movement then added a few
loopty-loops.


"Just give her time." Xany giggled at my exaggeration.


"I want her to trust me like Mal does. And you. Even Caden
thinks I keep things from him. He knows I can't but he makes me talk about
stuff," I said, swinging my legs rather childlike. "Next time we
gotta get kidnapped together. It worked out much better that way."


"You do keep things from us but only 'cause you don't
think they are important, when it's up to Caden to see if it is or not."
Xany nodded then giggled. "About that." Xany grinned. "You're
not going anywhere without me for a while. Just to be on the safe side."


"I had a feeling it would turn out to be something like that."
I laughed a bit and Xany put her arm around my shoulders. "What if I'm
working at the hospital?"


"I don't feel so good, NeeNee." Xany coughed.


"What? I'm sorry. Did I give you empath overload?" I let
go of her and scooted a bit away.


"Silly. That's my cover story."


"Well, it worked all right." I laughed and gave her a
light shove. "What if I'm with my mates, then what?"


"I get to watch." Xany wagged her brows.


"I don't think Mal will be too happy about that." I
laughed. "Though, Vanessa wouldn't care at all."


"Shoot he'll be too busy handling two women to even notice
little ol' me."


"Wait, two women?"


"Nessa not a woman now?" Xany smirked.


"Of course she is…"


"Oh come on, NeeNee, it's me you're talking too. I know."
She nudged me with her elbow sending a heated flush to my cheeks.


"Shh… You snooped my feelings."


"I didn't have too. They blasted all over the place. I had to
grab Caden out by the shed 'cause thing were so hot."


"No they weren't…" I shook my head because even talking
about it made me squirm a bit. There was no keeping my feelings from Xany, at
least not anymore.


"Shall I drag Caden back in here and let him tell ya?" 


"No, no... I believe you."


"I'm so jealous."


"Nothing happened, Xee. I was just thinking it. That's all.
And besides, Vanessa and Mal will kill each other over it if things got too
far…"


"Is that what you really think? Mal's a guy, Nee. They dream
of things like that."


"They're way too feral. Last night was a fluke. It's happened
once before where they both stayed with me." Just the thought of both of
my mates, skin to skin with me had the fire in my belly brewing. I shook my
head and hopped off the table. There's no sense in having feelings like that
with Xany so close.


"Bullshit. Being feral is just going to make it that much
more intense. Everything is way more amplified." Xany fanned herself with
her hand.


I took a deep breath. How could I admit to Xany that I wanted both
of them at the same time when I could barely admit it to myself? Last night, in
my fatigue and stress, was a moment of weakness, in a way. It didn't mean I
would feel that way forever. "I've seen how they
can get."


"That was before the whole trio bond you got going now."
Xany slid off the exam table.


"Has Mal talked to you about it? Vanessa seems unfazed."


"Of course she is. She has a Pride full of sexy feelings all
the time. Mal is trying to sort out the feelings he is getting. Your emotions
for Nessa makes the wolf in him feel like he is cheating and the man part is
all for it."


"I think I understand that much. He can sense my feelings for
Vanessa." I shook my head, trying to wrap my brain around it. "And
she's fine with feeling my feelings for him. That's way too many 'feelings' to
swallow."


"Right so when one is panting over you the other one gets hot
and heavy, too. Damn, I wish I was in your shoes. That's every woman's fantasy.
Just two guys instead of girls." Xany giggled and squirmed.


"Caden doesn't seem like the sharing type." Neither did
Mal up until recently. What mess had I created for myself this time? As if being
kidnapped and held for ransom, to be paid in the form of a human, wasn't enough
for one week.


"Hey, a girl can fantasize."


"Uh huh…"


"About what?" Vanessa walked in looking rather groggy
and forlorn.


"Having a threesome." Xany perked up and pulled her
right into the conversation.


"Oh. You should have one," said Vanessa as she walked
into my open arms. I kissed her cheek and brushed her messy hair from her face.
"I'm tired."


"I can see this." I laughed softly and she leaned
against me, resting her chin on my shoulder. "Mal fixed breakfast. Want to
go eat something?"


"My teddy bear would probably be more bear than teddy
about it." Xany pouted.


"Probably not if it was with a girl." Vanessa nodded to
me but continued her conversation with Xany without skipping a beat.


"I like my meat swinging in the breeze instead of being all
cooped up inside." Xany swayed her hips from side to side. Vanessa
snickered and I took her hand then grabbed Xany by the arm. "Let's get out
of here before this gets way too detailed for my liking."


"I like details." Vanessa pouted along with Xany. "Don't
get kidnapped today." She glanced over at Xany. "Tell her."


"Don't worry if she does I'll be with her." Xany hugged
my arm.


"I love both of you." I squeezed them close to me. "And
you're both going to kill me because of it." 


Vanessa and Xany shared a hearty laugh at my expense as we joined
the guys in the kitchen for breakfast.
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"She asleep again?" Mal asked as he came up behind me in
the clinic while I sat at the computer, figuring out how one researches ancient
vampires. I settled for looking up The Byzantine Empire.


"Yeah. I think the stress and pregnancy took its toll."
I hugged his arms when he wrapped them around my torso. "How are you?"


"Fine now that I'm holding onto you again." He kissed my
cheek a dozen times and I smiled. "What are you looking at?"


"Just some stuff to help us figure out Ileana's agenda. It's
only a matter of time before things come crashing down on us again."


"Such positivity from you, love." He chuckled and closed
the laptop, spinning me around in the chair to face him.


"It's true. You know she'll come after us now. What I don't
understand is why she singled me out. We were all there when Izzy died." I
tugged at his braids and he nipped my wrists.


"But it was you who gave me permission to end her, remember?"


"No, not really."


"Leeches are…" He seemed to search for the right way to
describe it. "Keen, sharp. They look for the slightest thing to harp on.
Your approval of the killing was what set her off, not me actually doing it."


"So that's why she targeted me?"


"It seems so, yes." He rubbed my thighs as he crouched
in front of me, soothing my worry over at least that much.


"You know a lot about vampires, why?"


"I've spent a lot of time wandering around North America and
came across lots of different creatures. Vampires aren't much different."


"But they're… unnatural. Undead, even."


"Not all of them. Ancients aren't exactly undead. There are
so few of them these days that only our ancestors have experienced them. Unless
you're Anadaya. Gavin said Kat has dealt with one as well."


"We need to get her here then, to talk about this. So we're
ready when Ileana comes. She knows where we live. She knows things about us."
For the first time, the fear of the destruction that Ileana could potentially
bring had me rattled. Only Mal got to see this part of me sometimes. He
pulled me into a hug and I sat on the floor in his lap.


"It's all right, love. We're not letting you out of our
sight. Kat and Ana are well aware and they've been talking. Ana also whipped up
some sort of vampire repellent. And there's a shaman coming over shortly to
strengthen whatever she did." Mal kissed my forehead as I toyed with the
beads on his necklace.


"I love you. I'm sorry I scared everyone again."


"I love you, too and it's part of the package. We're always
going to worry about the people we love."


"What's the shaman's name?"


"Adia. She was at the powwow this summer. Did you meet her?"


"I think she was the one who dowsed me with sage."


"Sounds about right. C'mon." Mal helped me stand and led
me back to the kitchen.


Voices filled the room before we even entered. Hank and Imogene
joined Xany and Caden by the table where they unwrapped trays of food that Gene
brought with her.


"Shawnee," Gene said and rushed over to me, grabbing me
up in an unusually firm embrace. I returned her hug, a little awkwardly. "We're
so very happy you're all right."


"Are you planning to plump me up with all your fancy cooking?"
I smiled at her as she took a step back, gripping my shoulders firmly.


"Oh that's only part of my plan." She smiled, genuine
concern tugged the corners of her eyes into crinkles. "We've brought fried
chicken, biscuits, gravy, and potatoes. Anadaya will be along with Adia
shortly."


"You didn't have to do that, Gene, thank you." I
returned her smile and she patted my shoulder.


"Come, let's eat before they get here."


Hank and Caden were already chowing down by the time Mal, Imogene,
and I joined them. Xany handed out plates and I fetched the iced tea from the
refrigerator. Vanessa emerged from the bedroom, again looking rather groggy in
a set of Mal's pajama bottoms and one of my giant long-sleeved T-shirts. She
joined us at the table and sat without taking much notice of the others at
first. I moved behind her and stroked her hair, guiding it away from her face
and smoothing out the tangles. Eventually, she began to purr.


"Here you go." Mal set down plates of food in front of
us then took a seat beside Vanessa.


"Thank you." I kissed his cheek as Vanessa moved me into
her lap. "Hungry, baby?"


"A little," she said but reached around me and picked up
a chicken tender with her fingers and tore into it. My brows flicked upward as
I watched her eat in a fashion similar to Mal. He stared as well.


"So what's this Adia person gonna do?" Xany broke the
friendly chatter with her question.


"She's gonna teach us young'uns about this ancient we got
infestin' our parts." Hank sat down at the table with his plate.


"Technically, she's infesting Arizona," Caden reminded
him.


"Apparently, there's a lot more to Arizona than to be
desired." I picked at some of the chicken but ate the potatoes while I
thought about the location of Ileana's nest. "Her club is what got them to
Utah."


"My guess is that's how she spreads 'em around, the nest."
Hank nodded to Caden who seemed to agree.


"So what do we do about it then?" I asked.


"Burn it down, duh!" Xany gestured wildly. "The
whole thing, we got flamethrowers, right, TB?"


"That might be a bit drastic, precious." Caden chuckled.
"And besides, we've only got one flamethrower."


"Do we really?" Vanessa looked to Mal who shrugged
heavily. I couldn't help but laugh at the situation. Vampires, collectors,
evil bosses, psychopaths… what's next? Zombies?


"I wouldn't put it passed them," I said as Vanessa
finished the last of her plateful of chicken. She wrapped her arms around my
middle and pulled me closer. I leaned back against her and allowed myself to
melt into her embrace, sighing at the comfort her purrs brought me.


"There are probably a lot of humans in there. Burning it down
wouldn't be the best route," Gene chimed in. "But it's a decent
backup plan."


"I'm in." Xany hopped up from her seat. "So where
is it?"


"The club is downtown," Gene answered.


"I mean the flamethrower." Xany eyed Caden. "I'm
ready to practice."


"Let's cross that bridge when we get to it, precious."
He grinned at her, a bright one filled with nothing but pride.


"Hopefully it's not a wooden bridge." Xany plopped back
in her chair with a huff.


"What kills ancients?" I asked, looking between the pack
and Sept leader.


"The same things that kill turned leeches except it has to be
at a greater magnitude. They're usually sun-sensitive, fire kills them,
beheading, or a stake through the heart. But ancients are ancient for a reason.
It's not that simple," said Mal, after a gulp of his tea.


"From my understandin', ancients got thicker skin than most
an' they don't bow to dominance like us shifters do," Hank spoke while
chewing. It made his drawl a bit thicker than usual.


"Find their vulnerability," Vanessa said, her voice soft
against my cheek.


"Elaborate, would ya, cat woman? Sheesh," Xany teased,
rolling her eyes dramatically. I smirked and Vanessa's heightened purrs told me
she didn't mind it.


"Usually one method works best to kill them," she said.
I sensed the hesitation in her voice, the one that usually meant she had more
to say but stopped herself first. This time, however, she continued. "If
you mess up the first time by using the wrong tactic, you might not get a
second chance."


"An' that, in a nutshell, is all I ever heard of about
ancients." Hank set his glass down as if Vanessa's words were law.


"So what do we do?" Xany looked between us.


"That's what Adia is here for. She can help us sift through
all of this and find Ileana's weakness," Caden said. "Ana has fought
an ancient before, I believe."


"I think my mom has, too," Vanessa added.


"How did Ana find the weakness of the leech? And Kat?" Xany
queried.


"She didn't," Vanessa answered.


"What happened?" I turned some in her lap. Everyone
focused on Vanessa.


"They made some sort of deal or exchange, I think."
Vanessa met Mal's gaze as if asking if he ever heard of something like that.


"I've heard of Changer-vampire contracts before. It's like
one provides something for the other in exchange for a truce." Mal nodded
to Vanessa. "The Pride seems to be fond of that."


"Allies are helpful," Vanessa commented.


"They can be, yes," Caden agreed.


"Well, considerin' our numbers, truces aren't somethin' I'm
fond of," said Hank.


"Me either," a voice said from outside the front door.
Everyone turned their gazes it. "There be a cat in there."


"She is family. Go inside," my mother's voice joined the
muffled younger voice.


"That's what Hank said at the powwow and you beated her up
enough," the stranger continued to wrestle with my mother. I looked
between Caden and Hank, both of them were laughing under their breath. "It's
not the funniest thing you've ever heard you know."


That got Xany giggling as well as the rest of us. Vanessa didn't
seem too amused yet.


"Go inside, Adia," said Mom.


"Can't they come outside?"


"The Breeders will catch a chill."


"For the sake of Pete, Adia! Get on in here a'ready,"
Hank raised his chuckling voice an octave.


"Fine."


I'm not sure what I expected Adia to look like, but I definitely
didn't expect a teenage werewolf clad in head-to-toe leathers. Her long black braids cradled her baby face, swinging
lightly as her moccasins met the wooden floor. The heel of her walking stick
thudded against the floor with each step.


"Who's Pete?" she asked.


"It's a sayin'." Hank shook his head.


Mom entered the cabin behind her and shut the door. The two of
them beside each other looked as if they'd dropped out of a textbook photograph
of historical American Indians from the 1800s.


"Don't I know you?" Xany furrowed a brow as she stared
at Adia, her hands on her hips.


My mother turned to Adia and said something in a tongue I didn't
understand. Adia answered her back and gestured with her stick in Xany's
direction. I recognized the language as a Native one, but couldn't put my
finger on it, though a few Cherokee words were mixed in. All eyes turned to me
as if I had some insight into it.


"Don't look at me. They're speaking something even I don't
know."


"It's Cheyenne and Cherokee," Mal said. "But I don't
understand it either."


"She knows Xany." Vanessa translated from what I guessed
was her interpretation of their gestures.


"Well, hello!? English please or at least Cherokee so Shawnee
can tell us what you're talking about," Xany interrupted the pair.


"You still be loud mouthed." Adia set her walking stick
down on the table and patted Xany on the shoulder.


"How many languages do you speak?" Imogene looked at my mother
with wide eyes.


"All," was my Mom's only response.


"Let's get to business here! Where's Pete?" Adia looked
at Hank.


"I tol' ya it was just a saying. There is no Pete." Hank
shook his head. "Quit foolin' about, would ya?"


Mal laughed as if he was completely entertained by Adia, but
something else hung heavy in his heart while he looked on. He glanced at Xany
then caught Caden's gaze. Even his eyes held something somber. I didn't like
it.


"How does she know Xany?" I chimed in now, curious about
all the undertones my bonds gave off.


"Yeah, how does she know me?" Xany huffed and puffed. "How
old are you?"


"Dia is seventeen, now let's move along." She clapped
her hands then waved them about over the table as if conjuring something. Of
course, nothing happened but Imogene hopped up and moved the dishes out of the
way. Caden helped her.


"Seventeen?" I gawked. "And a Shaman?"


"Yep. You were seventeen and in college, it's no big deal or
anything." Adia eyed me like she knew something I didn't, and I was pretty
sure she knew plenty.


"It's a pretty big deal." I watched the little shaman
pull small bundles from one of the pouches that dangled at her hip. Xany looked
on, squinting as if she couldn't quite see.


"No, wait. You were there when I woke up after the attack, I
remember… sort of." Xany pursed her lips as if trying to drag more out of
the memory.


"Very good." Adia patted her shoulder again. "Okay
so now we get to talk about leeches, right?" She shot a sideways glance at
Vanessa, her lip lifting a bit. I tensed but to my surprise, Vanessa snickered.


"Don't tell me you two know each other, too?" I
looked between them.


"No but she is fun. Okay, back to leeches." Adia unraveled
several objects bound in worn bits of leather scraps. Mal moved closer, looking
on with intrigue. Caden moved behind Xany, rubbing her back while he watched.
Something was bothering him, but I couldn't put my finger on it. Xany seemed to
shrug off her memory lapse and watched as well.


Mom came to stand beside me and Vanessa, her hand on my shoulder.
I looked up at her and she smiled, nudging my chin with her thumb.


From the wrappings, Adia pulled out a tuft of yellowed hair, a
hardened oval object, and an old bone that looked like it belonged to a finger.


"Hair, tongue, bone," she said as she placed the objects
on the table.


"Gross! And on my table." Xany nearly growled. "What
is it with you people? Seriously."


"Loud, very loud," Adia mumbled and moved on. "These
all belonged to ancients."


"Wait… you killed three ancients?" I sat forward,
leaning in with as much intent as Mal.


"Tla, Dia not say Dia killed them. Dia said these belong
to." Adia pointed to the tongue first. "This one Dia controls."
She pointed to the hair. "This one is dead." And finally to the bone.
"This one is buried in a chamber for five years without blood. He can't
rise without his bone."


"Magic," Vanessa said, her torso now pressed against my
back. Adia had her interest now, that's for sure.


"So…" I listened to every word she said. "You don't
necessarily kill the ancients. You… control them?"


"Not control. Contain." Adia lifted a finger as
if imitating a character on Sesame Street.


Mal leaned back in his seat as if everything suddenly made sense
to him. His expression softened from interest to awe.


"So not all of them can be killed?" Xany asked.


"Not all, especially if you make the wrong choice." Adia
nodded as if what she said made complete sense to everyone.


"Find the weakness." Vanessa nodded as if she got it as
well. Why did my mates know so much about leeches?


"Right." Adia sat down in a chair as if the discussion
was over.


"How do we find the weakness?" Caden asked as he sat
down beside Adia. I couldn't help but wonder how dominant she was in comparison
to the others. She walked into a cabin filled with highly dominant werecreatures
without batting a lash. It seemed like the cabin itself was more of a nemesis
than anything else. Like Mom's preference for the outdoors.


"Someone already knows." Adia looked up at Caden. Her
unusual blue eyes brightened with a childlike excitement.


"Who?" His eyebrows lifted with surprise.


"Shawnee." Adia looked at me and smiled.
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"What?" I gawked as all eyes, once again, fell on me. "I
don't know her weakness, I swear."


"You do. You just don't know it." Adia hopped up from her
seat and approached me, holding out her hand. "C'mon."


"Um…" I looked from her to Mal for some help.


"Adia, darlin'," Hank spoke up. "Unlike yer'self
and Miss Anadaya, us regular folk need some explanations, ay?"


"Ana will explain it. My mouth is tired." Adia flopped
back down in a chair. Her demeanor, attitude, and jovialness screamed teenager.
Everything about her seemed young and guileless, but I could sense, somewhere
deep and archaic, that she was not as innocent as she played off. Maybe she'd
lived a thousand lives over. Shaman often do and some of them keep memories.
Her crystal blue eyes, unique and sharply contrast to her otherwise classical
Native look, met mine and she smiled. She knows that I know.


"Did you know each other before?" I looked up to my
mother, to see if my hunch was correct.


"Tla, but I knew her spirit." She smiled her
confirmation and returned her attention to the others.


"That explains it."


"There's way too much code-talking going on up in this place
tonight. Can we get to the note card version please?" Xany dropped herself
in Caden's lap. He chuckled and patted her hip.


"Go ahead." Adia rested her chin on her hand and watched
my mother.


"Shawnee has kept the most company of the leech. She knows
best. Ancients are masters of games, what else does one do if one has lived for
centuries? She exposed her weakness to you, knowingly or not." Mom turned
her gaze to me. "That is the game."


"But this isn't a game. It isn't a game at all." Vanessa
spoke up, her fingers dug heavily into my hips. "Shawnee is not anyone's
pawn."


"Too late," Adia said which made Vanessa's mate bond
lurch angrily inside me.


"Mal." Vanessa met his gaze, begging for his support. His
lips curved into a frown and bond quivered similarly, though, unlike Vanessa,
he carried an air of understanding about the situation.


"I agree with Vanessa, it's not a game. But, if we don't play
along, how many will die until she gets bored again?" Mal drew his gaze
from Vanessa to me. This was going to come down to my choice again. 


"What exactly do we have to do?" Caden asked, slicing
the tension in the room.


"We have to know what Shawnee knows," Adia summed up.


"But she doesn't remember and it could be a hundred million
different things. So how do we pinpoint exactly what the weakness is?"
Xany piped.


"Shawnee comes with me to the woods for a sacred circle."
Adia looked at me as if saying, "Ready? Let's go."


"Not without me she don't." Xany stood up.


"Yes, she must go without anyone." Adia narrowed her
eyes at Xany's defiant gesture.


"Then I'll stand guard but I'm going with her. She can't get
taken again without me."


Xany's words set Vanessa in an uproar. The grip she had on my hips
tightened to uncomfortable pressure. I grabbed her hands and pried her fingers
back.


"Easy, baby. I'm not going to get taken, Xany is just making
a point."


"Circle is impenetrable by anyone but the ones intended. You
would be the most at risk," Adia said, matter-of-factly.


"But not going or coming from there. Just give me my crossbow
and put me in a tree. I can protect her from there."


"This land is protected. A crossbow will do no good with an
ancient. You will have us fail before we even start." Adia looked up at my
mom, her eyes riddled with, "Are you kidding me?"


"Not without me. I'm stubborn too." Xany huffed putting
her hands on her hips.


"Then Dia will make you stay. It's that simple." She
stood again and looked to Caden and Hank.


"Hang on a minute here," I interrupted. "It's me
we're talking about here. I should get to say what I want about it, too."


"Yep." Adia met my gaze with a smile. "Go ahead."


Xany's attitude didn't bother me as much as my mates. I turned in
Vanessa's lap and looked between my mates.


"No," Vanessa said, offering me nothing more.


"She's going to be outside the door for Gaia's sake."
Adia, like Xany, seemed eager at times to prod the cat. "Gaia's sake, not
Pete's." She glanced at Hank who, similar to Caden, let us sort it out for
ourselves.


"Mal?" I wanted to hear from him now, too. Vanessa's
response was clear enough.


"I trusted her with Xany's life, I trust her with yours."
Mal took my hands in his and squeezed them.


"Ness?" I turned in her lap, releasing one of Mal's
hands to hold hers. She looked at Mal and twitched her nose twice, then lifted
her brows upward. You trust? The cat-language clear to me this time.


"Yes I do," he answered.


She drew her pained gaze back to me. Nothing scared her more than
losing me, our mate bond told me so. Honestly, nothing scared me more
than the threat of an ancient taking out my mates, and my pack. I'd do anything
to prevent that.


"I know," I said. "I'll be by the fire pit." I
glanced at Adia to make sure I was right. She nodded. "You can watch from
the window. Our bonds will be flooded. Not like before."


"You've done this before," Adia said.


"Yes. When I was little." I glanced to my mother who
nodded. "It's not a bad thing, just a way to help me remember the finer
details."


"Finer details make you sick," Vanessa's voice dropped
to a whisper.


"Not anymore," I whispered back. "Right, Xee?"



"That's right. Only sexy stuff makes her squirm now."
Xany snickered.


"Xee," I reprimanded before turning back to
Vanessa. "I have to, baby. You can watch with Mal, okay?"


"I don't like these choices," she said with an air of
resignation.


"I know. Me either." She rested her forehead against
mine and sighed, her faint nod the final go-ahead. I kissed her softly and she
let me go. If she's acting on Mal's credence, she really does trust him.
"All right, Adia." I stood from Vanessa's lap. "Let's go."


"Oh good, finally." She held her hand out to me and,
with one last glance over my shoulder to my mother, who looked on with less
worry than I expected, I let Adia lead me outside.


***


A fire blazed in the pit as Adia set about the area, her vampire
trophies tucked securely back in her pouch. I looked on as she stoked the fire
high so that it melted the snow around us. She laid out a thick layer of skins
on the ground for me to sit. I did so, wrapping my arms around myself as I
watched her cast the sacred circle. Sage burned heavily in abalone shells placed
around us. Adia used a feather to brush the smoke over me several times.


In the glow of the kitchen window, Vanessa's silhouette gazed out.
Mal wasn't far behind her. I offered her a smile, which seemed to relax our
bond a little bit. I hurt her so much, caused her so much worry. Since the
first moment we met, I've tormented her.


"Spirits don't like the way you think," Adia paused her
incoherent mumbling to address me.


"What don't they like about it?" 


"The way you blame yourself for things." She spread some
powdery substance on the ground. It looked like salt or flour. "And the
voices that follow you."


"Nothing follows me." I glanced away from her as the
weight of my own lie pressed in on my shoulders.


"Everything follows you." Adia sat cross-legged on the
skins adjacent from me, our postures mirrored though she appeared much slighter
under the circumstances. She barely looked twelve let alone seventeen.


"Do you commune with spirits the same way my mother does?"


"Uh huh. Anadaya doesn't like the deep inbetween, but Dia
doesn't mind it." She held her hands out to me and I placed mine on top.


"What's bending have to do with it?"


"Everything. The spirit world and the inbetween are sisters.
Stray too far from one, meet the other." Adia smiled, her unusual piercing
eyes rattled me. Everything else about her matched except her eyes. I wondered
if the things she'd seen changed them in some way. "Do you remember how to
dream?"


"You're really creepy, you know that?" I sighed. "I
remember how to fall under the vision, yes."


"Creepy." She perked up like I had complimented her
fashion sense. "Dia likes creepy. Okay, now settle down and stop being
funny for a minute so we can concentrate."


"I'm not being funny."


"Sarcastic is funny, no more." She gave my hands a
squeeze.


"Okay, okay."


Adia sat with me, knee-to-knee on the skins with our palms
together, mine facing down and hers up. Her shoulders relaxed as readiness to
commune with whatever it was came over her, settling her features to a smooth,
concentrated focus. It aged her, in a way, and for the first time I saw her
experience and not her years.


"You are guarded."


"I'm sorry?" I started and she gripped my hands.


"Walls are thick around you." She opened her eyes, the
blue even more piercing than before. "Let me in."


"I am…"


"Tla, you are not. Shawnee is worried about her mates,
worried about job, untrusting of Dia. That's not open."


"Have you ever met any Two-Spirit people?" The question
blurted out my mouth before I had a chance to filter any of it.


"Yes, of course." She let go of my hands and we relaxed
back into posture. "Why?"


"Are they like me?" I took a deep breath and tried to be
less closed to this process.


"Less feral but yes, similar." Adia closed her eyes
again and I followed her lead more appropriately this time. Feral. I
still had difficulty accepting that about me. A feral-ish Breeder doesn't make
any sense.


Smoke of the smoldering sage settled in my nose as my breathing
evened. Relax, let her guide you. Your mother is a few yards away, everyone
is. Drowsiness pressed on my eyelids, leaving me with a sinking sensation.
The ground moved beneath me, or I thought it did. The hand of sleep pulled me,
deeper, downward, into comfortable bedding and a warm blanket.


Something gave a great tug to the back of my shirt and I opened my
eyes. Adia and I remained seated beside the fire but the earth around us
changed as if some sort of celestial being terraformed the land around us. Snow
faded to grass, night to twilight, and the ground beneath us peaked, lifting us
to a mountainside cliff. I held my breath as the world reshaped around us. We
hadn't really moved, my mate bonds remained as close as they were prior. This
is a hallucination. Stay in it. Adia opened her eyes, glancing around us
momentarily.


"Where are we?" she asked.


Owls hooted along with the calls of crickets and tree frogs. I let
go of her hands to feel the earth beneath us. Crumbling stones caught my
fingertips and recognized the surface of the stone.


"The top of the mountain a few miles from the cabin. Higher
up than I usually go," I paused, taking in the scents around me. "In
the spring."


"This is a good place." Adia met my gaze again. "What
do you feel?"


"Safe. I like this place." Light peeked out from the
mountains and trees behind Adia as the sunrise crept up. Not only had the place
melded but the time as well.


"Why are we here?"


"To go back to when I was with Ileana." Clarity washed
over me as I identified the purpose for the dream-state. "Expose her
weakness."


"You are in Arizona." Adia's words weren't a statement
but a direction. Our setting remained the same but the tension hit my chest
like a tire iron. I gripped my shirt as my vision swirled, Adia grabbed my
hands and pulled me back into position. "Go backward."


I'm trying to carve a rock with a stick. What an idiot. My mother
is here.


"Farther."


Running. All I do is run.


"Inside."


Darkness.


"Please, don't shut the door." Panic rose in my chest
again but the cool breeze that brushed the hair off my face reminded me that we
remained outside. "There's nothing."


"Stay in the nothing."


"I can't see." I blinked a dozen times but my vision
didn't clear, I remained as blind as I was locked in Ileana's house.


"You can hear."


"Yes…" I nodded.


"And smell, speak, feel."


Echoes of the vampires flooded my consciousness, of the sound of
the whip bearing down on my back. No pain. A trickle of blood tickling
my side.


"What is missing? Out of place?" Adia's voice pulled me
forward like a blue beacon of light burning at the end of a tunnel.


"Missing…" I repeated. "Windows."


"Uh huh, you know that already. Sun-sensitive." Adia
paused and the ball of light dimmed. "What else?"


What was missing? Everything, my mates, my pack. My phone, job,
sanity sometimes. Ileana's greatest weakness, the one thing that would kill her
wasn't any clearer to me now than it was while I was actually locked in
that room. If it hadn't been for her imbecile nest of wannabe made-for-TV
leeches, I'd still be there. That young leech was easier to kill than an
infantry of tin soldiers. She never even bothered to come after me. And the
door…


"I used a credit card to open the door."


"What's missing about that?"


"She put me in a room that unlocked so easily. And when I got
out, she never came after me."


"Why not?"


"I don't know."


"Think, feel, Shawnee," Adia's directive dragged
me backward as if a vacuum sucked me out of the hall and into the dark room
again.


I rattled the door handle, felt it with my hands. The credit card
trick was the oldest thing ever. The house is somewhat older, that's not
surprising. I walked out of there like it was nothing, though. That's
different. No one stopped me, not even Alder.


Feel.


No vampires, it was daytime but the house was light tight. I did
something. I changed the game.


"She didn't expect me to get out," I said. "I
blindsided her."


"You are Ileana."


Three simple words sent me into a nauseating spiral. Splashes of
red flooded my field of vision and someone screamed. Not out of fear. No. It
was more credulous, like a child's tantrum. She didn't think I could do it, or
would do it. My fingers clenched around Adia as if the bone of her wrist was
the broken leg of the stool. 


"Staking. I killed that leech and changed the game. She felt
it. He was her fledgling." My eyes shot open. "That's what did it.
She didn't come after me because she knew I wasn't afraid to try to kill them
in the most obvious way. But there's no way I could kill an ancient." Adia's
image appeared in front of me again, the darkness gone as quickly as it had
arrived.


"No, Shawnee could not. In that moment, you became no longer
a pawn."


"She knew that my pack would know what I'd done and how she
didn't come after me because she was too busy having a fit. That's her
weakness, isn't it?" My heart pounded in my chest as the haze of the
illusion around us began to fade. "She couldn't come after me because I
escaped in the daytime, by the time she realized it anyway." I took a deep
breath. "Daylight won't kill her but it weakens her. She… underestimated
me."


"Even ancients mess up. Good thing you don't." Adia
smiled.


"Oh, I've messed up plenty." I let go of Adia's hands
and the cabin reappeared the moment the ground surrounding us returned to snow.
"We used a wooden arrow on Izzy. On my order." My mouth hung open a
bit. "She can feel the staking of her children because it's her weakness."
Adia caught my gaze. "Right?"


"Right," she said, continuing to smile as if we had
solved every single problem the world ever experienced. "Dia told you that
you knew."


"We have our first answer."


"Now all that's to be done is to get close enough."


"That's not going to be difficult." I sighed. "Not
difficult at all."
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I helped Adia clean up and poured the remaining sage into the
fire. My heart continued to thunder, I couldn't wait to share what I learned
with the pack.


"How Shawnee feels now?" Adia asked as she rolled up the
skins.


"Good. Strong." The question had me focused inward on
the bonds and my stomach. "Hungry." And something else that I wasn't
going to admit to Adia no matter how old her spirit was.


"Go inside then. It's late." Adia nodded toward the
house at the same moment my mother opened the front door to join us by the
fire. She kissed my cheek and sent me on my way inside.


I entered the kitchen and Caden's arm shot into the air, his back
to the front door. It took me a second to realize he held out a biscuit meant
for me. I snatched it from his hand and took a gaping bite. Xany giggled and
went about icing a chocolate cake. I wondered if she'd been baking to pass the
time or the worry.


"What'd you find out, NeeNee?" Xany asked as I added a
scoop of chocolate icing to the biscuit.


"Staking is her weakness. She feels it when other vampires
she's made get staked," I answered after swallowing down my food. Mal wasn't
in the room but Vanessa dozed on the sofa. "She didn't come after me
because she was pissed off or distracted that I staked that fledgling leech."


"See? Told you the crossbow was the key. Let's go get it
ready, TB." Xany set the cake knife down.


"We're going to need a faster crossbow to take out an
ancient, precious." Caden nodded to me as if he approved of both the
information and me in general. I waved to the two of them and let them sort out
their crossbow issues while I made my way to the sofa. I kissed Vanessa on the
cheek and pulled a blanket over her. She didn't stir.


Mal was in his room digging through the rollout trunk from under
his bed. His damp hair dangled loosely over his bare shoulders.


"Cedar is the best kind of wood for stakes," he said,
and I knew that I must've sent him some of my vision. He seemed to get more
images from me than Vanessa did.


"Have you been put in charge of carving them?" I closed
the door behind me and he looked up.


"Nah, I've got some already." A grin melted over his
lips. "What are you doing?"


"Nothing," I said, stripping off my shirt. "What
are you doing?"


"Nothing." He stood up and used his foot to roll
the trunk back under the bed.


"Good." As soon as the space between us cleared, I
closed the distance and caught him in a kiss. He gripped my hips, pulling me to
him. Our mate bond thrashed inside me, demanding sustenance in a way it hadn't
in a long time. His skin, hot and firm against mine, set alight the smoldering
embers of my core. Trickles of desire raced up my middle, settling in my mouth.
I wanted him, to taste and touch and smell. I tugged him toward the bed.


"Hmm… What exactly happened in that sacred circle?" he
teased as my legs hit the bed. He reached behind me and unhooked my bra,
brushing it off my arms where it joined my shirt on the floor.


"No idea," I said as his lips pressed mine.


Mal dropped me down on the bed, his body above mine. His tongue
slipped between my lips as he gripped the waist of my jeans. The button popped
open and he ended our kiss, moving his way down my body, licking and nipping my
neck, ending with soft spirals around my nipple. I gasped, gripping a handful
of his hair.


I kicked off my boots as Mal yanked my pants off and tossed them
aside. His clothes disappeared as the full heat of him pressed against me, his
shaft against my thigh. Teeth grazed my shoulder as he shoved his hand eagerly
down my panties, cupping my heat with a possession that rattled our mate bond.
I ached for him as his fingers slipped over my folds. He explored me, probing
and stroking in a manner that had me wanting more. His mouth swallowed mine,
drowning me in an impassioned kiss while he rubbed himself against me. Our
connection told me that he was torn between touching me and tearing away my clothes
to thrust himself inside. 


Without warning, he gripped my wrist and pressed my hand between
us until my fingers wrapped around him. He grunted as his lips left
mine and nibbled their way to my shoulder. He rocked
himself in my hand, his fingers thrust in me at the same time. I gasped. We had
never done things this way before. My hand trembled as I stroked him, the
pressure of his bite on my shoulder told me I was doing something right. I
brushed my thumb over the tip of him. He groaned and withdrew from my hand
before ripping my panties away in a fevered swipe.


He mounted me, nudging my thighs apart with his knee, and thrust
the full-hardened length into me. Pleasure-filled waves rippled over my
body, consuming me and flooding the link between us. I cried out as he lifted
my hips to meet his, I wanted nothing more than to drown in him, in us. A growl
rose from deep inside of him as we rode the pleasure together, my nails digging
into his hips as I held on to him.


In the moment when I thought I would lose myself to him, the
bedroom door opened, sending a stream of bright light across the bed. Mal
paused to look over his shoulder and I nearly cried. No, not now, not again. Shadowed in the doorway stood Vanessa. Her presence set off a sharp
uprising in our mate bond, slamming her verdant green into Mal's ginger red. I
sucked in my breath as my body responded to their dual presence, as if growing
tired of waiting for my brain to catch up. Mal flexed inside of me as he drew his gaze from Vanessa back to me. 


Want. Both. 


My body demanded my mates, both of them, right now. I held my hand
out to her and I felt Mal tense above me as we both awaited Vanessa's response.
The door closed and for a moment, I couldn't tell where she was until her hand gripped mine. Mal remained inside of me
as Vanessa joined us on the bed, neither of them took the initiative in moving
first. I grabbed Vanessa by her sweater and pulled her down to kiss me at the
same time that I wrapped my legs around his waist, urging him to continue. He didn't hesitate and continued
moving in and out of me, except now Vanessa's hair cascaded over my torso. She
tasted like sweet, decadent strawberries. I moaned
against her lips as we kissed and struggled to free her from her clothes. She
pulled back as her shirt came off, watching me with disbelief woven through her
expression.


Middle. Me.


As if he could hear my thoughts, Mal withdrew from me, growling
the whole time, and put me on all fours. No one spoke, we didn't need to, our
bodies said all that was necessary. I moved but before I could
position myself over Vanessa, he plunged into me, his motion heated and starved
for release. Vanessa seemed eager since her
skirt disappeared before I could tug it down over her hips. I gripped her legs
and pulled her
to me. I wanted nothing more than for them to consume me, and me, them.


Every inch of her trembled, her breath as tenuous as mine. I
pressed her to lie back and dropped down between her thighs, devouring her as I
slipped two fingers inside her saturated heat. Her scent fueled a hunger that all
but took over me. I
mimicked Mal's thrusting while flicking my tongue over her nub. She cried out
and, at that moment, the bonds inside me seemed to scream, mingling together in
what only magnified ecstasy as it pulsed through us. I indulged in my
mates, lost in a sea of pleasure. And I never wanted it to stop. Mal growled. Vanessa cried out my name. Her fingers gripped
my hair and Mal slammed into me harder, faster. He drove me over the
edge and I brought
Vanessa with us. I shuddered as my orgasm raged. Vanessa pressed up to me, her
explosion meeting Mal's and sending our connection into a fury. It lasted
forever, the three of us trapped in a whirlwind of rapture. Our bodies both celebrated the release and feared
its departure. 


I collapsed down beside Vanessa, my knees weak and trembling
from the intensity of it all. She wrapped her arms around me as Mal eased down on top of us. I lay there in a breathless heap, tucked between my mates, in a space I
never wanted to leave.


***


I awoke to the morning sunlight glaring off a fresh coating of
snow. Golden rays illuminated Mal's room. He remained asleep behind me, his arm
draped over my hip as I held Vanessa in front of me in similar fashion. Tucked
between them, I never felt more at ease. At peace with my mates and myself. It
was a place of invulnerability, and happiness. 


Vanessa stirred in front of me, turning over to face me as the
memory of last night flooded my senses. Heat rushed my cheeks and I bit my lip.
She peeked her eyes open and soft purrs filled the space between us. I smiled
warmly at her and her cheeks tinged pink. She glanced toward the door then back
to me, her brows flicking upward once. I nodded. She kissed my nose and broke
away, leaving me half-cold. I tucked myself closer to Mal and he squeezed me
while he slept.


I watched Vanessa dress, her hair tumbling over her shoulders,
dancing only a few inches above her waist. I didn't want her to go. It wasn't
fair that she had to leave first. I turned over and kissed Mal's shoulder, then
slid from his grip to dress beside my mate. I pulled on one of Mal's shirts and
Vanessa smirked at me as she slipped from the bedroom. Her movements were
rather practiced. This wasn't her first, well, whatever this was, it wasn't her
first. I followed her into the hall then headed straight for the shower.


By the time I emerged, Mal was in the main room adding wood to the
hearth and Vanessa sat alone at the kitchen table. None of us spoke or looked
at one another. What had I done? Had I been selfish to bring us together?
I leaned against the countertop as I looked between them. I had to do
something, anything to cut the tension in the room before someone else did.


"Are you hungry?" I asked, directing my question to the
room rather than anyone in particular. Vanessa nodded and so did Mal, but still
they didn't speak. "I'll fix something." Fix something?! That's
the worst idea ever. Me. In Xany's kitchen. I shook my head at myself and
shuffled through the refrigerator. Okay, eggs. I can do eggs. And bacon,
yeah. This will do. I removed the ingredients and began preparing breakfast
for pretty much the first time in my life. At least a breakfast that required a
frying pan. I'd watched my mother and Xany cook often enough to figure it out.


Mal's fire whooshed to life in the hearth though he continued to
poke at it. I fried up the eggs and bacon.


"What is that god awful smell?" Xany came stomping out
of her bedroom only to come to a grinding halt. "Whoa. What did you guys
do?" 


"Making breakfast. Do you want some?" Even the words
coming out of my mouth sounded unnatural. But I had to answer, didn't I? Mal
and Vanessa sure weren't going to.


"This ain't got a thing to do with breakfast."
Xany started circling around each of us like a predator ready for attack.


"Stop it, Xany. Come over and sit or something—Shit."
I yanked the burning bacon out of the skillet.


"This one is pleased as punch," Xany commented as she
prowled from Vanessa to Mal. "But this one is confused but also tickled
pink." Mal snarled as she walked away from him.


"He's going to eat you and I'm not going to stop him this
time." I tossed both of the pans in the sink, food included. Vanessa
pouted at me. "Sorry, baby, I burned everything. It's Xany's fault."


"Not my fault you're trying to cover things up with cooking."
Xany plopped down in one of the kitchen chairs.


"I'm not. They were hungry."


"Yes you are and that's true but it ain't for food."
Xany snickered. "That's for sure." She pulled her legs up and sat cross-legged
in the chair. "So give me all the juicy details."


"Where's Caden?" I asked. Xany was not easy to distract.
It's my own fault for not even considering the fact that she would be the first
to burst our awkwardness. I caught Vanessa looking me up and down. When I
walked by, she tugged me into her lap.


"He said I could handle this one since it was my kitchen."
Xany grinned.


"He's not with Hank talking about what we learned of Ileana?"


"Not gonna work this time, NeeNee, so spill."


"Sorry, can't. I have a patient at nine. And…" I glanced
at the clock. "It's nine now."


"At the hospital?" Vanessa finally spoke.


"No, baby, just in the clinic." I rubbed her arm as she
tensed a bit.


"Okay, you wanna play it that way." Xany looked over her
shoulder. "Hey Nessa." Vanessa turned
her attention to Xany as I stood. "I'll
make you a salmon omelet if you tell me." Xany wagged her brows at
Vanessa. Vanessa grinned, her smile almost
wicked.


"She's a cat, Xee. She loves her secrets just as much as
salmon." I laughed and made my way over to Mal. "I need your help
with something in the clinic." He nodded a bit more eagerly than usual and
stood up to join me.


"Yes but the more she tells me the more salmon she gets."


"How much?" Vanessa played along with Xany though I was
pretty sure she wasn't going to give in that easily. Mal needed saving more
than she did.


"One slice each for good info and I'll throw in some
anchovies if it's really juicy stuff."


"Gavin broke up with his girlfriend," I heard Vanessa
say as I led Mal down the hall. I couldn't help but laugh at Vanessa taking
full advantage of Xany's ambiguity and gave her information on other people.


"Really? Why? And I meant info on why you guys are all
non-verbally this morning," was the last thing I heard Xany say as Mal and
I left the room.


Mal swatted my ass on the way down the hall and I jumped. "You
threw the cat under the Xany bus."


"She can handle it."


"Who's your nine o'clock?" Mal asked as I took a seat on
the corner of the desk.


"You." I smiled at him as he stepped in front of me,
leaning against my knees.


"You lied to Xany?" He let his mouth hang open in
mock surprise.


"I didn't lie. You were my nine o'clock and here we are right
on time." I grinned. If anything, the combined teachings of Xany and
Vanessa taught me how to be misleading without actually lying.


"That's a little bit genius, you know."


"Thank you." My laughter faded as thoughts of the reason
I pulled Mal away settled in along with yet another awkward silence. "Um…"


"I didn't know you wanted that..." Mal seemed to think
quicker than I did.


"Me either. I mean…" I shook my head, rubbing his chest
while I spoke. "Fleetingly, I had thoughts about it but after I carried
both mate bonds, things changed."


"A lot of things changed then, huh." For some reason,
Mal seemed relieved. I knew he was struggling with what he was sensing from
Vanessa but maybe his relief came from knowing something changed for me as
well.


"Yeah, sure did." I smirked and he flexed his muscles
under my fingertips to make me laugh. "I um… have never done that before,
I mean, to Vanessa I have but um… not with anyone else, you know, at the same
time and—"


"I get it, love." Mal laughed at my babbling.


"Don't laugh at me." I chuckled along with him but
swatted his arm for good measure. "Xany said you were feeling confused,
why?"


"You're not confused about everything?" Mal lifted an
eyebrow at me.


"Well… yeah, but why are you confused?"


"Everything, love. I can't name anything specific, it's just
everything. Feelings, you telepathing me first, seeing you with Vanessa…"
He grunted after the last one and I swatted him again.


"You liked it, I know you did."


"Duh." He smirked. "How'd you telepath me?"


"I didn't. I mean not on purpose. Maybe you still had us
connected or something."


"Oh… we were connected all right."


"Stop being all innuendo-y." I laughed and he gave my
leg a squeeze. "Erm…what did I say to you when I telepathed you?"


"Dirty sexy things that nice girls shouldn't say," he
teased.


"Did not." I punched him in the shoulder, which only
made him laugh more. "You're wicked."


"Smack my pride away why don't you?" Mal chuckled. "The
message was clear that you wanted both of us." He shrugged.


"How did I telepath you first?" I asked, trying to keep the
embarrassment from my face.


"Not sure but it worked. Maybe I left the connection open. I
do that with you." He brushed his thumb over my cheek.


"Possibly. Probably." I leaned into his touch. "I
made things all awkward now."


"Love, things have always been awkward. It just happens that
we're now all awkward at the same time."


"I guess you're right."


"Vanessa is the least awkward though." He lifted a brow
at me.


"Yeah, I know. I think she's had practice in this area."


"Doesn't surprise me." He glanced over his shoulder
toward the door. "Do you really have any appointments here today?"


"I haven't scheduled any. Why? Is someone here?"


"I thought I heard something." He moved away from me and
opened the door to look outside. After a visual sweep, he shrugged and turned
back to me. "I think Adia's still wandering around."


"She's a sly one that kid."


"Yeah, tell me about it," Mal said as he closed the
door. "I've got a bunch of things to drop off to Imogene later, want to
come for a ride? We can go to dinner after."


"Are you asking me out on a date, Mal?" I smiled at him
as he approached. A grin lit up his hazel eyes.


"I think I might be. Mashed potato cheeseburgers it is."
He held his hand out to me and I took it.


"A delicacy, I swear." I hopped from the table and he
paused suddenly. "What?"


"We have company," he said.


"Who?"


"Everyone."


As I focused inward, I could sense the expansion of the pack bonds
followed by the gentle pull of Caden's call. Mal and I returned to the main
room to find Hank, Imogene, Caden, Xany, and some of the other Sept Alphas,
June and Barron. June looked me over disapprovingly as I entered the room. For
a second time this year, she had been a first responder to one of my crises. I
guess she was tired of saving my Breeder ass. Adia and my mother entered after
everyone.


Vanessa, now showered and dressed, sat in Caden's chair by the
fire. June seemed more comfortable with her presence than mine. Mal let go of
my hand and joined the others at the table. I paused beside Vanessa and stroked
her hair as we listened in.


"Is this a Clash?" Mal asked as he pulled out a chair, nodding
a greeting to the others and sat.


"Not quite, jus' us gettin' together to talk about this
ancient who needs a quick splinter to the heart." Hank glanced around the
room. "What's the count again, Miss Xany?"


"One too many."


"Didn' we get a tally of how many leeches are suspected in
her nest?" Hank looked between us, his eyes lingering on me for an answer.
The truth was I hadn't a clue. Besides Ileana, I'd seen maybe a dozen. Or half
a dozen. Or forty. I couldn't be sure. I offered him a light shrug as the
heaviness of inadequacy pressed in on my shoulders.


"From what we gathered, anywhere between six and sixteen,"
Caden spoke up.


"That's too big of a range. We could either go in outnumbered
or overpowered. Either way, it's not a way to handle this," said June.


"Well you're welcome to go back and get a head count."
Xany huffed.


"I thought I'd lower you down through the chimney."
June lifted her lip in a slight snarl. Hank nudged the back of her head, which
stopped the snarl but had her frowning.


"Age before beauty." Xany gave June a sickly sweet
smile.


"Breeder before Changer." June nearly growled but this
time Barron gave her a smack upside the head.


"None of that now, you ass," he said. June shoved his
arm away but quieted.


"Enough already. We got bigger problems here than posturing.
Get it together, ay?" Hank frowned at June. Xany appeared ready for
another snappy come back until Hank put his foot down.


"Either way," Caden said, "We're going to have to
go in. Better over prepared than under."


"Agreed." Mal nodded.


"It'll matter if we bend in, for space anyway," Adia's
small voice pierced through the room. "Who's the best guide and receiver?"
Adia looked around at each of us.


"Not Xany." Mal smirked.


"Hey, I got Gavin here just fine, thank you very much."
Xany stuck her tongue out at him.


"You got Gavin in the sink. We need to land accurately."
Mal snorted at her.


"Well no one will suspect an attack from the kitchen sink."
She giggled and everyone else joined in, except June of course.


"There are eleven." Vanessa's spontaneous offer of
information had me a bit startled.


"Eleven sinks?" Xany gawked.


"No. Eleven leeches. Or at least, Shawnee saw eleven
different leeches." She didn't look at me when she said it, which was a good
thing since all I could do was stare at her. Had I sent her that much
information?


Hank drew his eyes from Vanessa to Caden then back to her.


"You're sure?" he asked.


"Eleven." She nodded.


June stared at Vanessa, her brow smooth beneath her spiked purple
pixie cut. She seemed confused by Vanessa. Maybe she'd never met a werecat ally
before.


"Thank you, Miss Vanessa. That's most helpful." Hank
offered her a solemn nod.


"She is also the best receiver," my mother spoke up.


"The cat?" June's lips pursed tighter than before as she
addressed my mother. I got the strong feeling that June wasn't used to being
surrounded by Changers with superior dominance.


"That cat has a name." Xany frowned. Her defense
of Vanessa made my heart swell a bit and I smiled at her.


"When it comes to Shawnee's experience, Vanessa is the
strongest bender." Mal nodded to Hank. "She found her when no one
else could in the underground of that Andrus-infested hospital."


"And when Shawnee would get in trouble, she would just show
up wherever." Xany nodded as well. With the siblings' dual defense and
timely nods, they resembled each other for the first time ever. At least to me.


I looked to Vanessa who remained quiet in her seat with one hand
tightly gripping the arm of the chair. Maybe the light exposition of her
secrets caused it, or their reference of the past. I couldn't be sure.


"Shawnee's her strongest guide," Caden offered the last
piece of required information.


"A'right. Vanessa will bend us into the leech's lair during
daylight hours. I've got a tall order for a few different crossbows. Some
fastest, some more accurate," Hank said.


"I've got a few handguns with some wood-infused bullets."
Caden patted his hip as if the holster should be there.


"You have guns?" Xany perked.


"Yes but they're not as accurate as the bows. It's worth
having anyway," Caden said. "Bullets won't kill them but they can
slow them down."


"Imogene, Adia, and Anadaya will remain here." Hank
looked to the trio by the pantry. No one seemed surprised by this.


"I'm going," Xany chimed in before Hank had a chance to
hand out more stay-back orders. "I know how to use the crossbow the best."


"Second best," Mal reminded her as he nodded toward
Caden.


Vanessa looked up at me, her lips pressed into a thin line. She
wanted me to stay here as well. I didn't need a mate bond to tell me her feelings
about it.


"We'll meet here at ten in the mornin' tomorrow and get there
when the sun is highest. If we need a quick exit, we can always blow off the
roof." Hank gestured around him as if blowing the roof off a house wasn't
a big deal. Barron seemed the most enthused.


"Other homes are nearby," my mother said. "Explosives
will not work."


"A man can dream." Hank chuckled.


"All right then, we have a plan. And Shawnee and I have a
date out back here." Caden lifted a brow at me. "Ready?"


"Er… a date for what?"


"Oh, you'll see." He chuckled and waved for me to follow
him. Vanessa's brow furrowed with worry but Mal wore an amused grin.


"When the Alpha calls, I go," I said, to no one in
particular, and followed Caden out the door with the others.
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Caden led me through a path he cleared in the snow. The midafternoon
sunlight melted some of it, dampening the ground beneath my feet into squishy mud
pies. He offered me a leg up over an ice patch and we continued deeper into the
woods.


"How far are we going?"


"Just a bit more. We need to move out of range," he
said.


"Of what?"


"Things." He grinned and steered me through a cluster of
low-hanging branches. 


In the clearing ahead, four targets hung between a set of trees
with snow-covered bales of hay between them. Remnants of paper bull's-eyes
scattered in the fallen hay.


"Are you going to teach me to use a crossbow like Xany?"


"Nope." He set down the small duffle bag he carried from
the cabin and removed a brown box.


"Then what are we doing? Knife throwing? No, wait, wooden
stake throwing like in that movie with the vampire slayer." I smirked at
my own wiseassness. For some reason, it shone brighter when I shared Caden's
company. He seemed amused by me, laughing in the appropriate places and tossing
a few jabs back every now and then.


"I was thinking you'd be best at shuriken. Ninja stars all
the way." With his back to me, I heard the locks spring back on the box. "Here,
hold this."


"Hold what?" I asked as he slapped a heavy black gun in
my hand. "Caden! I don't want this." I held it as far away from my
body as possible as if it was a snot-covered gumball.


"The safety is on." He laughed at me, a full hearty
laugh. "Why does stress make you funny?"


"I'm socially awkward." I dangled the gun from my
finger. "Take this before I accidentally shoot myself and my mates kill
you."


"Fine, fine." He took the gun from me then held it up. "I'm
going to teach you to shoot."


"No. I don't like guns. Get the shuriken."


"Nah. C'mon."


"Why can't I learn a crossbow like Xany?"


"Two Breeders, two different weapons." Caden stood
beside me and clicked something on the gun, which I assumed was the safety. He
pointed it at one of the targets and pulled the trigger. I jumped but nothing
happened. He pulled it again but this time I didn't flinch. "Besides,
would you really want Xany using a gun?"


"No, actually. A crossbow is bad enough."


"It's not loaded," he said as he turned and held the gun
to me, butt first.


"I really don't want to." Knowing it wasn't loaded
soothed me only slightly. "I don't like guns."


"Because you don't trust anything that you can't control.
Face the target and pull the trigger." He nodded toward the targets.


I gripped the gun, but my hands trembled pathetically. Caden moved
behind me and showed me how to hold it, guiding my legs apart for balance.


"Squeeze the trigger, don't pull it. If you pull, it messes
up your aim."


"Um…my finger moves the same way no matter what I do."
The shaking sure didn't help any.


"Calm." Caden's voice slithered over me like a cooling vapor.
My shoulders relaxed and the shaking subsided. "Like this." He put
his index finger on top of mine and squeezed. The gun snapped as the trigger
released and I flinched. "When you pull like this…" He
demonstrated. "It moves the aim off target. See?"


"Yeah," I said, he removed his hand and I tried it
myself. It took me a good five seconds before I actually fired the unloaded
gun. Hesitation held me tight even though there weren't any bullets.


"Good. Just like that. Now… try doing it three times fast."
He watched me as I drew my eyes away from him to the targets.


Seconds passed but eventually I was able to fire the unloaded gun
three times in rapid succession. Caden grinned and nodded once.


"Good. When it's loaded, there's going to be some recoil."
He held his hand out and I handed it back to him. "The first time will
feel stronger because it's new."


"I really don't want to, Caden. It's so loud."


"I know but you can handle it."


"Why are you teaching me this now?"


"We're going into a leech nest tomorrow and you're just as
stubborn as Xany about coming along. You have to be able to protect yourself
and this is the only way. Distance running and mental prowess aren't going to
be enough. We're talking about leeches. There's nothing worse than intelligent
enemies," he said, pausing to load a clip into the gun.


"Guns can only slow them down." I swallowed hard as I
watched him. "I'll never hit them straight on with a wooden bullet. The
heart is hard enough to hit without the bullet having wood in it."


"Something tells me you'll be good at this." He cocked
the gun and stood beside me. "I'll shoot it first so you can hear and see
the reaction. I'm not giving you earplugs on purpose. You'll need to get used
to it."


"What if it blows out my eardrum? What about yours?" I
cringed at the thought.


"It blows out the eardrum of all werecreatures, but it heals
a second later. It's barely noticeable. Automatic weapons hurt more because the
blasts are successive." He looked from me to the targets. "Ready?
Watch the middle."


"Yeah, I'm ready." My face scrunched up as I prepared
for potential ear pain.


Caden fired the gun once. I winced and nearly stumbled back. Of
course it was loud, but not loud enough or close enough to me to hurt my ears
beyond a loud ringing afterward.


"Again," he prompted and fired three more shots. By the
time the third shot rang out, my flinching settled to a mild tensing. The
middle target had three holes in the center and one in the head. "Your
turn."


"Werewolves survive almost all gunshots that aren't made from
silver bullets." Tossing out a random fact comforted me some, just in case
I shot him anyway. I took the gun when he handed it to me and lifted it. He
nudged my arms up, wrapping his arms around mine to guide the shot.


"Sight alignment will come to you later," he said after
explaining the different sights on the gun. "For now, align toward the
center. The targets will show where you're off."


"It's going to knock me back when I fire," I said.


"Not as much as you're expecting and I'm standing behind you."
He squeezed my hands. "Ready?"


"No."


"Ready?"


"Yeah, okay." My heart pounded in my chest.


"Ready?"


"Yes, yes." I took a deep breath.


"Relax just a little and…" He pulled the trigger for me.


My body jerked back against his but not as much as I thought. The
jolt was brief and Caden's support helped.


"Again."


"Where did I hit?"


"Just left of the target. Again. Go." He guided my arms
into place and let go of me just before I pulled the trigger. I felt the full
recoil this time, but I expected the velocity. This time the bullet hit the
corner of the target. "Good."


"I don't like this," I said as the fear of the gun
itself subsided.


"I know. You may never, but it's a necessary skill. Again.
This time try to align the sights toward the center. Take your time." Caden
stepped away from me now, leaving me standing on my own. I focused on the sight
alignment but whenever I pulled back on the trigger, it moved. 


"Squeeze." I listened to his instructions, aimed at the
target, and squeezed. 


Bang!


My shoulders pressed back but I was able to control the gun better
and this time clip the shoulder of the target.


"Nice shot. Try again, and pull twice."


"All right." I breathed deeply and took my time aiming.
The first shot was a bit wild but the second hit the target in the lower left
corner.


"Good. Notice you keep hitting to the left. Compensate and aim
slightly more to the right. Three times. Go."


By the time I got to the third shot, the kickback seemed minimal.
All three shots landed on the fake torso. I lowered the gun and looked at
Caden. He smiled.


"You're a natural. Why doesn't that surprise me?"


"I'm a very violent person. It makes sense." I smirked
as he nodded to the targets. "Keep shooting until the clip runs out.


"How many are in there?"


"Fifteen per clip. Get shooting." He watched me as I
continued to unload. Only a few times did I miss the target completely,
unfortunately, it was usually the first shot. After two clips, I was hitting on
the general target regularly. "Aim for something specific, not just the
target. Try head and heart. Those are the most important in this situation."


"How do werewolves survive head wounds?"


"In human form, it's hardest. It can be fatal or very
damaging. Beast form thickens our skull and skin, like armor. It stops the full
penetration for the most part. Unless you've got something like a giant
elephant gun or bazooka, standard issue is generally survivable. Silver bullets
can go either way for head wounds. It can be bad or deadly. Body shots are
rarely deadly unless they hit with silver and imbed themselves in a
vital organ."


"So it's literally hit or miss."


"Yep."


"Have you ever been shot?" He handed me a new clip to
reload.


"Oh yeah, tons. But mainly by hunters in wolf form.
Thankfully, it wasn't in the head. The wolf is most vulnerable to guns."
Caden stood up beside me with a second gun and we began shooting together. The
dual gunshots had me a little more rattled. It affected my aim at first, which
was probably his intention.


After reloading the clip, my confidence in the weapon grew and it
showed when I readily hit my marks. Caden continued to shoot beside me, rapidly
and sometimes slower. Almost an hour passed as he taught me to draw the gun
from holster at my hip without fumbling, then he had me shooting with one hand,
opposite hands, kneeling, and lying down.


"You focus like you're enjoying this," he said, offering
me a bottle of water.


"I am, kind of." I took a swig then handed it back to
him.


"A gun isn't scary when you know how to use it properly."
He nodded toward the targets.


"They remain scary to me. I've seen the damage they cause to
the human body."


"It's not the gun damaging the body, it's the person holding
it." He patted my shoulder. "Remember that."


I considered what he said. It seemed true for the most part but I
didn't get a chance to think on it for too long before we began shooting again.


By the time the sun dipped low in the sky, my marks were closer to
the intended spots. We paused as Caden assembled a new set of targets meant to
challenge my hesitation and discernment. The varied targets consisted of pop-up
posters of good guys and bad guys, followed by colors. I shot a few good guys
at first and an image of a rubber duck which had both of us laughing.


With the sun long gone and after a round of shooting with only the
beam of a flashlight, Caden packed away the ammo. I holstered my unloaded
weapon and Caden nodded his approval.


"You keep that for a while. Get used to carrying it," he
said as we started back toward the cabin.


"Will you lock it up back home? I don't want it hanging
around."


"Of course."


"Good." I walked beside him through the remaining
patches of snow, only now noticing the dropping temperature. I shivered and
zipped my jacket. "How'd I do?"


"Well. You're focused and precise. Like any doctor would be."
He grinned at me.


"Or should be, anyway."


"Yeah." He cleared his throat. "How is it for you
with your mom back? I'm not sure that I ever asked you that."


"You have, in a way. It's been the greatest gift to have her
in my life. Sometimes I don't think I show it enough, though."


"You do show it, Nee. You just think you don't."


"Maybe."


"You've had a crazy year since we've moved here. A lot of
changes." Caden helped me across a thick patch of ice where the mud once
pooled. I slipped but he caught me.


"Thanks," I said as he helped me along. "And yes,
this year was full of changes. Mostly good ones though."


"Your mom back, two mates, a few kidnappings under your belt,
and a baby on the way. That's a trip for the record book." Caden chuckled
as we hiked down the sloping terrain toward the cabin.


"A trip on a runaway train." I sighed. "A baby… I
keep putting it out of my mind for some reason. Not forgetting but not dwelling
too much, you know?"


"Why not?"


"It's complicated."


"I've got time. The pack is quiet and your mates are still
too awkward to get into a spat yet."


"Weretiger kits are a handful. By spring, we'll have a
two-year-old. Well, not a two-year-old really but she'll look and act that age."


"You're worried about handling this? You're great with kids."


"I think we can handle it. Having a child around will change
things. Vanessa and I are still fragile at times. Mal and I are fine."
Talking to Caden so candidly seemed unusual and comfortable at the same time.
He never judged or criticized anything, just listened and offered reassurance.
 


"You're all fine. Vanessa will learn to trust you with
yourself eventually." He glanced at me.


"She trusts me generally, just not with myself. That's a
pretty interesting way to put it." I couldn't help but laugh a bit.


"Well, you have put her most dearest love in danger a
few billion times in the past decade or so. I can't say I blame her." He
chuckled and nudged me with his elbow.


"I wasn't too careful with her love, was I?" I
nudged him right back.


"Nope. By the way, you know Xany isn't going to stop hounding
you until you tell her everything, right?" He grinned a knowing grin.


"I know. Good thing she can't hear as well as you do. How do
you manage to be how you are, knowing everything that you know?"


"Being the sole center for the pack bonds keeps me informed,
discipline keeps me neutral."


"Doesn't Xany feel the bonds as the Alpha female?"


"Yes, but as you know, she prefers to keep her focus, well,
everywhere. The empathy gift is also a distraction." He led the way up the
front steps of the cabin and held the door open for me.


"Thanks. If she focused, could she sense what you do?"


"She could indeed."


Vanessa was the only one in the main room when we returned home. A
fresh pot of stew sat cooling on the stove. Caden helped himself to a bowl as I
joined Vanessa on the sofa where she dozed heavily. I rubbed her arm, gently
stirring her from sleep.


"Hi, baby," I whispered when she smiled at me.


"You were gone for a month," she said, stretching
groggily beneath the blanket.


"Only half a month." I smiled as soft purrs rose from
her, filling the space between us.


"Too long." She sat up, pulling me into an embrace only
to pause a second later when she caught sight of the gun at my hip. "Is
that loaded?"


"No. Caden said I should get used to carrying it." I
removed the gun and holster, setting it down on the coffee table.


"Did you kill a lot of things?" She unzipped my jacket
and helped me out of it.


"Only a few paper targets and a tree or two."


"Don't forget the rock. You killed that, too," Caden
called out from the kitchen.


"And a rock." I laughed. Vanessa snickered and tucked my
hair behind my ear. "How are you feeling?"


"Tired. Horny. Tired." She tugged at my shirt, meeting
my gaze with a sleepy smile.


"Hmm… sounds like it." I rubbed her arm then lifted her
hand to my lips, kissing her palm. "Have you eaten?"


"Xany fixed me salmon."


"Did you tell her?" My eyes widened.


"No but I think she thinks I told her something secretive,"
she said through a snicker.


"When she figures it out, she's going to cut off your seafood
supply for a month." I smiled and stroked her face, tugging her cheek down
to examine her eye. She lifted both brows when my fingers fell to her wrist,
checking her pulse.


"Are you examining me?" Laughter tangled her words as
she swatted my hand.


"A little." I smiled and released her. "Let's see
your belly."


"In your office?"


"If you want to, baby." She nodded and I stood, offering
her my hand. She took it and I led her to the clinic.


"Where's Mal?" She asked, yawning on the way.


"Hunting. What about Xany? Where'd she go?" I patted the
table for her to sit.


"With your mom somewhere. They took a shovel." She slid
up on the table and laid down. I washed my hands in the sink where Gavin
appeared not all that long ago and returned to her.


"Probably for burying all the dead bodies they're hoarding."
I laughed when she searched my expression. "I'm kidding. They're probably
burying enchantments or totems to ward off the leeches."


"Oh, yeah. And you were learning to shoot." Her eyes never
left me as I lifted her shirt, tucking it beneath her breasts, her skirt
remained below her rounded stomach. Larger than her last exam, she was now
obviously pregnant as the weretiger version of a second trimester had set in.


"Caden said I'm fair at it."


"You're probably good at it then." She watched my hands
as I examined her stomach, her purrs still lingering. "You don't have to
be so careful, Shawnee. You've seen my boobs before. And everything else."


"It's habit." I gave her breast a light squeeze for good
measure and she laughed, a grin spreading across her lips. "In about three
weeks you'll be twice as big. Is there anything I can say that will make you
stay here tomorrow while we raid the leech nest?"


"Only one."


"What's that?"


"That you'll stay here, too." She dropped her head back
on the table when I finished looking her over.


"They'll be without a healer if we both stay..."


"Then I'm going."


"What if the leeches are stronger than we expect?"


"My armor will protect the baby, Shawnee. It's a lot
different from humans. She won't be hurt by a fall or a blow, just as I won't."
She tugged my shirt when my gaze drifted.


"I know but I don't want either of you hurt."


"We don't want you hurt either. You've had enough of it for
three lifetimes at least."


"So have you."


"We're pathetic." She smirked and grabbed me by my
shirt, pulling me toward her. The rough gesture made me gasp at first but
laughter had me soon after.


"It must be why we get along so well."


"Must be," she said, closing the gap between us and
pressing her lips to mine. She led me through a delicate kiss until the odd
position on the table had us rising. "Let's go to bed."


"If you say so." I grinned then squealed when she lifted
me up, tossing me over her shoulder. "This is awkward you know!" I
swatted her rump.


"But I like it," she said and carried me down the hall.
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Caden had us all up early the next morning to prepare for the raid
on Ileana's nest. He provided me with two handguns; the Glock I'd practiced
with last night at my hip and a smaller one strapped to my ankle. I couldn't
quite figure out how I would get to an ankle gun quickly enough to be
effective. Caden insisted anyway. Xany stood by the table, prepped and ready
with her new super-powered crossbow.


The Sept began to arrive, first Hank with Imogene and their horde
of kids. Barron, June and her mate, Vincent, along with two others I didn't
know very well, joined soon after. Manny and his Beta, Jake, stood silently
next to June. 


Cote ran to me, catching me off guard as he hugged me around the
legs.


"Hey there, kiddo." I crouched down to embrace him. He
smiled and poked my cheeks.


"Henry is going, but I can't."


"Henry is a grown up wolf now, isn't he?" I nudged his
chin when he dropped his gaze.


"Will you magic him?" Cote whispered. Vanessa turned in
our direction when she heard the child speak to me. His worry for his brother
hidden behind the simple request.


"I promise, if he needs it, I'll magic him," I whispered
back as he hugged me around the neck.


"Okay." He let go of me and returned to his mother,
satisfied with the exchange. I smiled at Imogene as she settled on the sofa
beside my mother. The two of them looked like they belonged there, perfectly
tangled in the children.


"A'right," Hank's voice drew my attention back to the
others. Vanessa glanced away when I stood, a smirk playing on her lips. "We're
about to head off. But first a few reminders." He stepped aside and nodded
to Caden who broke rank to take position beside him to address us. Mal stood
beside Vanessa with Xany and me in the center. Clothing began to disappear from
some of the Changers, others disrobed manually. Mal donned a loincloth and
Caden a pair of jeans. June stood naked along with Foster.


"Vanessa will bend us to the room where Shawnee has guided
her. Whatever happens, do not break rank." His last phrase weighed heavily
on my shoulders as the command burned into us. The wolves shuddered but Vanessa
remained unfazed. "Breeders will remain centered." Caden glanced at
Xany, Vincent, and me. All three of us nodded together. "If we need to
split up, remain with your teams." Another pressure squeezed my shoulders.
"And remember, do not bite the vampires. Fights like this are for weapons
and claws. Their blood is poison. Treat it as such." 


Caden nodded to Hank and rejoined the group. Mal flanked his left
side, Barron to the right with Hank at the forefront. The rest of us formed a
sort of triangle behind them with the Breeders in the center.


She's your responsibility, Mal's voice poked into my mind.
I looked at him but his eyes weren't on me, instead, he stared at Vanessa. She
nodded as my brows furrowed. Had I just overheard telepathy? Or had Mal
intended to include me? I didn't get a chance to ask.


"Everyone make contact now," Hank said, draping his arm
around his son's shoulders.


Vanessa slipped her arm around my middle and linked arms with Mal.
The group followed suit, each holding on to another that connected them to the
source of the bending. 


Vanessa's fingers dug into my hip as the suction of the inbetween
grabbed me, snatching me viciously from the cabin. The magic required to bend
this many people must've been strong because every bit of me felt out of
control. Yanked and pulled in all directions, eventually swirling my
equilibrium to the point of dizziness. Blues and purples flashed around us. I
wanted so badly to close my eyes but I couldn't bring myself to look away. Adia
said the spirit world and inbetween were sisters. Humanoid shapes melded in
with the darkened hues, cloaked in shadow. Some of them reached out, others
retreated. In all the times I'd traveled through the inbetween, I hadn't
noticed these beings. Maybe the strong magics brought us deeper. The only thing
I could feel was the heat of Vanessa's body within my arms as I clung to her.
It hit me only then that we were heading into danger, bending into the room
that kept me hidden from my family for days. I held my breath and the moment my
shoes hit the stone floor, I knew we arrived on target.


Everyone still, Caden's internal command rounded through
the group. Not telepathy in its own right, Caden's demand bore something deeper
and more primal.


Bodies shifted around me, silently. Vanessa on my left, Xany on my
right, and Mal in front of me in the room. We were in the right place. It was
pitch black and damp, the smell of moisture and mold caught in my throat and my
heart began to race. Vanessa squeezed me and I realized she hadn't let go after
the bending.


Arm, Caden broadcast again. 


Xany's crossbow creaked as she loaded it followed by the sound of
the bows carried by the others. In my fear, I nearly forgot about the guns
until Vanessa patted my hip. She was the only one without a weapon. I drew the
gun, soothed only by the notion that the bullets within it were not silver and
couldn't harm the Changers that surrounded me. I worried more about Xany.
Although Caden had her wearing a sort of space-age looking bulletproof suit,
her head was still exposed.


Metal jingled up ahead as Caden, or who I assumed was Caden,
opened the door. In the reddish, dimly lit room in front of us, I recognized
the vampire lair. Caden led us down the hall between the rows of rooms where
the sex games had occurred. In its emptiness, the place seemed less
threatening. Vision returned to me as we made our way toward the muted hall.
Changers in various forms around me stalked like a silent army, my boots
clunked the loudest in comparison to Xany's sudden stealth. I wondered what
exactly Caden had been teaching her. Vanessa, now a few inches taller with a
soft coating of white fur covering her skin, glanced at me. She twitched her
nose and nudged her chin forward. It took me a second to translate, "Be
ready." I lifted the gun. My hands trembled slightly.


Shawnee, where? Feel. Caden transmitted the
question though I had no idea how to answer him. Alpha-speak was usually a one-way
deal. He reminded me of the voice I heard while held captive here. Be still.
Feel. Where was Ileana? Did she know we were here? Maybe blowing the roof
off was a good idea after all. Where were the rest of the leeches? When I
escaped that room originally, I ran all the way to the front door without
intervention. Maybe that was the path to follow. Ileana walked me past the
entrance after she released me from the bedroom. We should probably head in
that direction.


I wasn't sure how Caden knew which way I meant but the party began
moving along the familiar path. Down the corridor, past the entryway where I
found my escape, we moved into darkness again.


Stop. 


We froze at the command. I heard nothing, saw even less. I glanced
at Xany who seemed more focused and still than she had in her entire life. She
offered me a perky smile as if we were on a video game mission and not one that
could end our lives any second.


Room to the left has at least three. Room to the right, two.


We had to find the room with only one vampire. Ileana would never rest
with other vampires around her. Did I know that for sure? I had no idea why I
believed that but knowing Ileana, she had a throne somewhere. Alder would be nearby,
just not in the same room.


Our party moved down the hall and now I was keenly aware that we
were cradled in the middle of five leeches of unknown origin. What if there was
more than one ancient here?


Without warning, Vanessa reached across me, grabbed Xany's arm and
tilted her crossbow toward the ceiling. The spring released, sending the wooden
arrow into the shadows above. Vanessa grabbed me backward as something dropped
from the ceiling, hitting the floor with a bone-crunching clatter. Skeletal remains
scattered around our feet, Xany's arrow jutting from between two rib bones. She
ripped it out and reloaded her bow. Vanessa saved us from an aerial attack but
we were now exposed. I couldn't tell if the vampires awoke but I was sure the
Changers could.


Break, go, Caden commanded as he led Mal, Vanessa,
Xany and myself toward the room with two leeches. Hank took the others to the
left. As Caden opened the unlocked door, we were met with an onslaught of
high-pitched hissing. Xany fired and Mal lunged. Vanessa shoved me behind her
and swiped at something ahead. A scream and splatter told me she made contact.
Light flooded the room when Mal ripped the heavy curtains from the window. I
squinted and raised my gun now that I could see. A rotting corpse lay at Vanessa's
feet, its head still rolling across the floor. Mal stomped it into a flattened
blob. Caden had the second leech by the neck, both of its arms torn away. She
kicked and screamed as the sun burned her skin. I recognized her as Raven.
Caden held her out in front of him and Xany took the shot. Silence met the
vampire the instant the arrow pierced her heart. Xany's shot was perfect. The
leech crumbled to bones in Caden's hands.


"She's coming," Caden said, his voice deep in his
mid-shift form. He led us out of the room to where the others were trying
to gain control of the remaining leech in the hall. This vampire moved quickly,
and battled June in a hand-to-hand duel. Her mate and Hank fought for a clear
shot. Xany took a distant stance, aiming for the male leech as he tossed fast
blows in June's direction. She dodged, ducked, and made for a grapple around
his middle.


"I knew you'd return to me," Ileana's voice called to me
from down the hall. Her eyes flashed in my direction. No one else seemed to
hear her. "You've brought me what I've asked. A childe with skin as
copper as yours. She will make a fine vampire."


"Fuck you." I turned in the direction of the voice and
shot blindly. 


No one else seemed to follow me until I fired. Vanessa's blurred
white appeared beside me and growls filled the hall. June dropped the corpse of
the vampire she dueled to the floor. It shriveled into what looked like a giant
mummified rodent. I kept my gaze from Ileana but fired another round. I heard
her grunt but it didn't stop her. All four of the crossbows now aimed in her
direction. Somehow, Ileana appeared in front of us, her fluffy boots stopped
just beside the line of daylight that streamed in from the bedroom.


"You ruined my blouse, Doctor Twofeathers. That's going to
cost you," her voice seemed to sigh. The hole in her shirt hung just above
her heart. I had hit my target but it didn't seem to stop her. 


Arrows sliced the air around me, thwacking into her chest with a
velocity that sent her backward. She stumbled once and caught herself. "Now
this is just damn annoying. Do you know how many humans I'm going to
have to drain to fix these holes?" She yanked two of the arrows out and
dropped them on the floor. "At least five and a half."


My heart slammed in my ears as the bonds inside me raged. They had
been still all this time, calm with focus and determination. With danger so
close and our attack a failure, fear pulsed through them. Caden pulled Xany
backward as he and Hank took position in front of us. Ileana ignored them all,
addressing only me.


"Doctor Twofeathers, your mutts have soiled my carpet. Could
you kindly leave now? You won't find what you're looking for here." Ileana
pulled the final arrow from her chest. "You're a fine shot, though,
Doctor."


The Changers growled around me, Vanessa gripped my shoulder, her
claws digging in slightly. Barron lunged over the group and tore off toward
Ileana. Her image shuddered for a moment as it had done in the ambulance when
she got in my face. Barron landed where Ileana once stood. She was now a foot
to his right. In beast form, he punched and snapped at her but she moved too
quickly for him. Not far, however, only a foot or so in either direction.
Barron's attacks seemed in slow motion compared to Ileana.


Unload! Caden's command pulsed
through me and everyone fired at once. Ileana took the hits, jerking left and
right as the ammunition riddled her body. She laughed through it and snatched
one of the arrows out of the air. At that moment, all movement ceased. Ileana's
blood splattered on the floor. Crimson streaks trickled down her furry white
boots to pool around her feet. Barron eventually, and smartly, backed away. 


Ileana never once fought back.


Retreat. Now. This time Hank's voice rang through me
like nails on a chalkboard. Vanessa grabbed me around the middle.


"See you soon, Shawnee." My name slithered from
her lips and, even as Vanessa began bending us back home, I emptied my clip in
Ileana's direction.


















[bookmark: _Toc439541288]Chapter Twenty-Two


 


"That bitch!"


"What did she mean we wouldn't find what we were looking for?"


"How can a leech still be standing after all that?"


"Why did she only address Shawnee?"


"This whole fucking plan backfired."


"No it didn't. We killed five of her fledglings."


"She was our target!"


"We need to rethink this."


"We'll never get back in there now. It was our only chance!"


"Hey," Imogene's voice pierced the crazed werewolves. "Hey!"
She shouted over the noise. "There are cubs sleeping in this house. Get a
hold of yourselves."


"Sorry, sorry." Hank raised his hands and the group
quieted. 


Vanessa's hold on me remained tight and nearly desperate. I
stroked her arms. The soft short fur stayed for a while. In the light of the
kitchen, her white and black feline ears poked through her hair. She was the
only Changer that I had ever encountered who stuck around in mid-transformation
for extended periods. With her nose shortened and whiskers poking out around
it, her face appeared like a canvas of calligraphy. The swirls of her black
stripes over the snowy-white had me staring. She peered down at me, her eyes a
sharp yellow. In this form, she looked like a comic book drawing. Her dress
melded over her figure but her pregnant belly was nonexistent.


"I'm okay, baby," I whispered. "You can let me go."
She hadn't said a word since the fight but she loosened her grip only slightly.
Vanessa's body shrunk behind me until she returned to her normal human form,
her rounded belly pressed against my side.


Adia appeared by the front door at the same time my mother entered
from the hall. June was the first to address Adia.


"Now what are we supposed to do? We tore her up. Staking
obviously isn't her weakness," she spat.


"You are a rude purple-haired person." Adia frowned at
June and turned her attention to Hank. "What went right?"


"Er… well, we infiltrated her house on target, took out a
handful of fledglin's," Hank said. His brows lifted, smoothing out his
forehead as he stared at Adia.


"Yeah. Other than that ninja one, they were useless,"
Henry chimed in.


"Those arrows should've ripped her heart to shreds,"
Xany said, a pout lingering on her lips. Caden rubbed her shoulder, a smirk
tugging the corner of his mouth.


Mal stayed quiet along with Vanessa. They didn't seem to be mind-talking
but I couldn't help wondering what had their tongues.


"Maybe she's defected." Adia looked at my mother.


"It is possible. Her heart may be opposite," Mom said,
moving in beside me and carefully prying the gun from my hand.


"Sorry, I didn't realize…"


"I know, Dodi." She nodded and placed it in the holster
at my hip. I smiled at her and she kissed my cheek.


"Between all the arrows and bullets, no matter where her
heart was it should have been hit. A few more blows and she would have a hole
in her middle or something." Barron sounded peeved.


"None of this makes any sense," Mal finally spoke. "Barron's
right. That leech looked like an overused target. Something is off."


"What the hell do we do now?" June asked. "We're
all targets for her wrath now. Not just Shawnee."


"Shawnee's still the main target. You saw how she ignored all
of us." Henry's words had my stomach twisting.


"There's gotta be more to this. I agree with Mal." Xany's
nodded toward her brother.


"That's a first," Mal teased.


"Shut it, bub."


While I listened to the others, the bonds inside me began to cool.
Suspicion niggled at the back of my mind, settling beside the mate bond that
belonged to Vanessa. When I focused on our connection, her worry pulsed through
me like a familiar foe. Clarity followed the nervousness and I looked at her.
She met my gaze as if she'd been expecting me.


"Tell them what you're thinking, baby. I know you have
something to say." I slipped my hand into hers and she squeezed. Relief
pushed back through our bond.


"Yeah, go on, Ness." Xany hopped up sitting on the
kitchen table, the crossbow draped across her lap.


"It's the same as before," Vanessa said, which offered
us absolutely nothing. The wolves stared at her, awaiting more.


"What's the same?" I asked before anyone else could.
June was the last person I wanted questioning Vanessa, so I had to beat her to
it.


"As when you were taken last." Vanessa's emerald eyes
gleamed as she spoke directly to me, desperation flooded our connection. With
all eyes on her, discomfort fueled her poor speech. In all my years knowing
her, I hadn't realized how much emotions stunted her language. At least not
this deeply.


"The gathering is the same, the planning. I understand that.
What about Ileana is the same?" I stroked her arms as we talked. Mal stood
beside us. His eyes searched Vanessa's expression. He startled, his brows
flicking upward and a surge of excitement shot through him into me.


"Magic. You sensed magic, didn't you?" Mal asked. 


Vanessa responded immediately, her postured loosened and she
nodded to him.
"The leech had…" She looked between us. "Borrowed
magic. It was old and…" She glanced at Xany. "Gold."


"And fairy magic is pink and wolf magic is brown, I remember."
Xany giggled softly.


"Leech magic is gold?" I asked.


"No. Ileana's borrowed magic is gold." Vanessa grew
quiet as the Sept began talking amongst themselves.


"Vampires steal magic all the time. We should've considered
this," June's voice rumbled as she paced. Her mate watched her, his
silent, passive nature was unnerving at times.


"What kind of magic is gold?" Xany asked, tilting her
head, her gaze remained on Vanessa.


"Voodoo," answered Vanessa.


My mother offered an approving nod as Adia crouched beside the
sofa. She spoke under her breath to nothing in front of her. Whatever she could
see wasn't much taller than three feet high.


"Voodoo?" Xany's mouth hung open. "That really
exists?"


"Sitting in a room full of werecreatures, talking to a
teenage Shaman after fighting a nest of vampires, and you ask if voodoo
really exists?" June gawked at Xany. "Everything exists, Xany. Everything.
You're ignorant if you think otherwise."


"Hey," I said, frowning at June. "I've had just
about enough of your obnoxious mouth for one lifetime. Could you please
refrain from insulting people in my house?"


Vanessa snickered, Mal snorted, and Caden chuckled all at the same
time. Xany beamed at me, wide-eyed with a bright smile. Hank fought a grin
while June glared at me and resolved to ignore me for the next several minutes.


"We'll need a piece of her." Adia stood up and rejoined
the group.


"Of who?" Caden asked.


"The vampire called Ileana. Dia say we need a piece of her.
Like the ones I got." She patted one of the pouches at her hip.


"It's not like we can walk up to her and tear out her tongue
or something," Barron didn't sound amused by the Shaman.


"Nope. You'll have to be more clever than that," said
Adia.


"How are we supposed to do that? We've missed our chance. She'll
gather fifty leeches in her house before we could bend in safely again,"
Henry said. 


I liked the fact that the youngest wolf of the group had a lot to
say tonight. He had the makings of a leader just like his father.


"All of this will take some thinkin'." Hank stepped in
front of the group. "An' all of us are stressed and hungry. Let us rest
and eat, then meet at Caden's again in the morning."


"All of your homes are protected with repellents. Encourage
your families to remain at home during the dark hours," Mom spoke up and Barron's
shoulders relaxed.


"Thank you, Miss Ana." Hank nodded and escorted the
wolves who didn't leave via bending, to the door. "Check in every two
hours."


***


"Come eat, NeeNee." Xany waved me over to the table as I
walked down the hall.


"There's not much hot water left," I said, joining the
rest of the pack at the table.


"It's all right. TB and I can wait." Xany set a plate
full of fried shrimp and chips in front of me as I helped myself to Mal's lap.
Tension left him the moment his hands met my thighs.


"Vanessa's enjoying the fish-themed meal, in case anyone was
wondering," I said, giving Vanessa a cheeky smile. She flicked my knee and
grinned.


"That's no secret at all," said Mal as I offered him a
shrimp. He took it then nudged my cheek with his forehead. I stroked his damp
hair and his breath puffed softly against my neck. Our bond fluttered between
us, dragging me into his fatigue. "Tired, love?"


"Not yet. We need to have a talk," I said.


"Who?" Xany asked.


"Me and my mates."


"Now?" Mal leaned back to look at me again.


"Yeah, now." I looked between them. Vanessa looked a bit
green as her gaze flickered from me to Mal then back again. I stood from his
lap. "Let's go in the clinic."


"Can't you talk here?" Xany asked, a hint of whine in
her voice.


"Sorry, Xee."


Mal and Vanessa followed me into the clinic, neither one of them
spoke. I perched on the desk as the two of them took position in front of me,
images of a jury trial flashed through my mind.


"Is something wrong?" Vanessa asked, her bond stood out
strong in her worry.


"No, not wrong. But I wanted to let you both know that I
heard what Mal said to you." I turned my attention to Mal. "Before we
bended into Ileana's, I heard you tell Vanessa that I was her responsibility."
My mates glanced at each other before looking back at me. I spoke before they
could. "It's happened once before, or at least I think it was once. I
think our bonds can leak some of your telepathy, Mal."


"I didn't mean for you to hear that," he admitted.


"I know. That's why we're here."


"Are you mad?" Vanessa asked as she picked at her
fingernails.


"I'm not mad but I am concerned." I looked between them.
"The worry you two harbor for me is crippling at times. Not for me, but
for both of you. I can feel it. Mal…" He met my gaze. "Making Vanessa
responsible for me because you think you aren't going to be able to control
yourself isn't okay, and Vanessa, we've already been through this, and I know
you understand what I'm saying. You were so afraid to tell me that you were
pregnant, like it was the end of the world. End of us." I sighed,
struggling to find my point. I didn't want to hurt or upset them but there were
things I needed to say. "Ultimately, I am the only person who can be
responsible for me. I'm an adult and it's my job to take care of myself now,
Vanessa. You've done it for so long, and I know you struggle with trusting me
with myself. And Mal, you can't protect me from bad things happening in the
future, no matter how many of my enemies you hunt down. I love you both so much
and I know you're equally as scared to lose me as I am to lose either of you.
We can't move forward together if we're constantly living in fear. This is
something I learned a long time ago. All right?" I looked between them. 


Mal's eyes twinkled with the reflection from the window behind me.
A light smile played on his lips as if he was happy to hear my babbling. The
tip of Vanessa's nose reddened from the tears she fought back. Any mention of
this sort of thing usually overwhelmed her, her response didn't surprise me. "I
think I've proven that I'm not going to die that easily. Neither are you two."


"I think that's the most I've ever heard you say at one time,"
said Mal with an airy tone to his voice.


"Well… it needed saying."


"It's all true," he said. "We're the same way,
except you're not as consumed by it."


"You needn't be either." I offered him a soft smile,
which he returned. "I know saying it isn't going to change much but it
needed to be said. Neither of you is responsible for me. I am."


"We're still going to worry," Vanessa said, strained
from the effort.


"We're all going to worry."


***


"What are you listening to?" I asked Vanessa, my voice
cracked from the haze of the sleep I had left. With her arm around me, I caught
her staring heavily at the ceiling while she listened to something, her
expression hinted with distance.


"They're talking in the kitchen." She drew her gaze to
me, her lips pursed. 


"Who?"


"Everyone and the Shaman." She stroked my hair. "Gavin's
here, too."


"Your mom hasn't been by in a while." I yawned and
snuggled closer to her. Light snow fell past the window, canvassing the old
snow in a fresh white blanket.


"She's busy taking care of Erin and helping Jarleth rebuild
the Pride." The faraway gleam remained in her gaze. I couldn't help but
wonder what had her so distant.


"Are you sure you're not avoiding her?"


"No."


"No you're not or no you're not sure?"


"I'm not sure."


"Well maybe we should find out if you are." I stifled a
small laugh and Vanessa looked at me again, her brows flicked upward as if she'd
just noticed me. "What are they saying?"


"I don't like their plan."


"Who's plan?" I leaned up on my elbow, facing her. She
kept one arm around me and one hand on her curved belly.


"The others."


"What are they planning?"


"To lure out the leech."


"Will it work?"


"Yes."


"And you don't like it because it involves me."


"Yes."


"You're sure about the voodoo magic?" I ran my index
finger over her bottom lip. It drew her attention to me fully and she licked my
fingertip.


"Yes." She rolled over, knocking me backward until she
was on top of me, her knee nudged mine apart as she knelt between them.


"You're one-wording me again." I let her move me as she
wanted and dropped my hands back on the pillow, mimicking the submissive
posture she'd displayed in the past.


"Yes." She leaned down to kiss me but stopped midway to
look down between us. Her stomach pressed mine and she froze.


"What?"


"Something's wrong," she said, both words mingled with
heavy breaths. Her panic shot through me like searing pain, catching me around
the middle.


"What, baby? Look at me." I sat up on my elbows as she
remained above me, preventing further movement.


"Inside." She paused and looked at me, the panic faded. "Something
happened."


"Are you having pain?" It's way too early, she can't
be having the baby now.


"No, it was something else," she said as she moved off
me to sit on the bed.


"Like what?" I shot up to kneel beside her, placing my
hand on her stomach. "Where?"


"Everywhere. I don't know." Vanessa put her hand on top
of mine.


I used my left hand to scan the way my mother had taught me.
Nothing seemed out of place. I pressed gently on her belly and something pressed
right back, offering me a firm little kick. I smiled but Vanessa's panic
returned as sharp as before.


"That." She gasped and her nails dug into my hand. "Something
happened."


"The baby's moving, Ness." My words brought her no
solace. "It's normal. She's supposed to move at this point in your pregnancy.
She's getting bigger a lot faster than human babies do."


"Moving." She breathed out a sigh of relief. "I'm
an idiot."


"No you're not, Vanessa. Don't say that." I kissed her
cheek and she dropped her head on my shoulder. "You're the most anxious
person I've ever met, but certainly not an idiot."


"You're the most anxious."


"I'm the most avoidant these days."


"You used to be anxious."


"Maybe you've absorbed all my anxiety." I grabbed her
hand and moved it around her own stomach to where the baby kept kicking me. "Quiet
and feel."


Vanessa settled as she felt the baby kick outside and inside at
the same time. Her expression changed with each kick. Her brow wrinkled with
worry, smoothed in some sort of shock, and finally cooled to a satisfied
acceptance. I watched, and felt, her go through the emotions. Hadn't she
realized there was a live being inside her? I couldn't help but wonder what the
movement felt like from the inside.


"I think she likes you." A single tear streamed down her
cheek as she met my gaze again.


"I think she likes both of us together." I kissed her
tear and she smiled. "Did she kick your liver or something?" I joked.


"Kidney, I think." She sniffled and finally relaxed.


"The baby is real, Ness. A real live person in there that you
created. She's going to keep growing and surprising you." 


Was it the innocence that made this moment so endearing or that
Vanessa and I were finally starting to understand each other? I couldn't tell
which, but I imagined it was a little bit of both.


"We need to think of a name for her," she said, her eyes
lingering on mine.


"Yeah, baby, we do."
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"So you all have been making plans behind my back, I hear,"
I said as Vanessa and I joined the others in the kitchen. Mom stood beside the
sink with her arms crossed over her middle. Her gaze locked on the floor as if
deep in thought. She didn't look up when I entered.


"Dia think it's the only way." Adia nodded at me as if I
knew what she was talking about.


"We need to use me as bait, right?" I glanced between
them.


"Not exactly bait," Caden said. "Just to draw her
out."


"I don't like it. Vanessa doesn't either," said Mal.
Vanessa nodded.


"None of us like it, bro."


"Is anyone gonna admit it if they did? Gee, I really enjoy
the idea of sending Shawnee into the line of fire with nothin' but some fast
feet." Xany huffed. "But I have an idea."


"What's that, Xee?" I asked.


"I'm going with you." She grinned, bouncing in place.


"Was there ever any doubt?" I smirked. "Where are
we going?"


"The most natural place for a doctor," my mother finally
spoke.


"Back to the hospital." I nodded, taking a deep breath.


"It's where everything began. Where she first showed up to
confront you. She'll do it again. Leeches, even ancients, are predictable at
times," Caden said.


"How are we going to get Xany in there with her? We can
protect the perimeter, get the Sept on the security team, but how are we going
to get Xany in close proximity to Shawnee?" Mal didn't like the idea of
sending his sister in there anymore than he liked sending me, at least
according to the emotions he kept sending through our connection.


"A patient maybe?" Adia suggested.


"Patients get moved around too much," I said. "That
won't work."


"Custodian?" Caden suggested.


"Maintenance folks don't make a habit of hanging around
doctors."


"Well who does?"


"Nurses, duh. I'll be a nurse!" Xany bounced up
from her chair. "That's it."


No one objected and all eyes fell on me.


"It could work. I can call the administrator today and tell
them I'm ready to return but with a nurse of my own recommendation. I'm pretty
sure Brooke will understand after my ordeal." I smirked. "I
can play the damaged card."


"You're not damaged." Vanessa frowned at me.


"I'm definitely damaged, baby." I laughed a bit. "But
it's to our benefit these days."


"For now," my mother caught my gaze. The serious nature
of her demeanor had me a bit worried. She didn't like this plan, or any plan
that put me closer to danger. But like Caden said, none of us like it.


"We've got to do something," I said, to my mom and
everyone.


"The leech will return. And you two got to get a piece of
her. Hair, skin, blood, whatever you can. If the cat is right, it will help us
with the voodoo magics." Adia nodded in Vanessa's direction.


"She has a name, Adia." Xany frowned at the tiny
Shaman.


"Cat is easier." Adia looked in Vanessa's direction. "Vanessa."


"How are we supposed to get a piece of her? The last time I
got close enough she dragged me into an ambulance and willful-napped me,"
I said.


"Willful-napped?" Xany giggled. "What
the hell Nee?" I opened my mouth to remind her of my willingness to go
with the leech when she raised her hand to stop me. “Don’t even try it again.
Napped is napped.” She waved me off while continuing to laugh.


"You will have to be clever then," Adia said. "Hair
is easiest."


"Thanks, Adia. I'll think of you as I'm tearing out leech
hair," I said.


"Good." A wide smile spread across her mouth.


"You're awful cheerful for a conniving Shaman, you know that."


"It's part of my deception." Adia made a stern mocking
face.


"Careful, I've got two feral mates and a feral mother who
might have a go at you if you keep making me the central focus of your plans."


Adia glanced around the room and smiled.


"You can stick me in there as well, mates," Gavin chimed
in from his perch beside Xany. "A white boy like me shouldn't set off too
many alarms."


"That's not a bad idea," Caden said thoughtfully.


"Custodian." Mal nodded to Caden.


"That way we'd have all facets covered. Nurse, custodian,
security. All of these people could be in the emergency area at any given
notice and Gavin is a scent Ileana hasn't been around," I agreed.


"Do I have to wear those awful green scrubs? Can't I get one
of those cute little nurse dresses with white stockings and garters?" Xany
perked up at the latter.


"Blue scrubs," I said. "It's more your color."
I glanced over at my mates as they casually nodded to each other. Vanessa
shrugged once and took a seat at the table. Mind talkers.


"There is so much of it. I'll get over heated and pass out
from my skin being smothered," Xany whined.


"I think you were a cat in another life." Gavin blinked
at Xany then twitched his nose.


"You think so?" Xany giggled. "You gonna revive me
if I suffocate?"


"I think that's what the doctor's for." Gavin laughed. "I
got me an American job."


"Don't get too excited. Our minimum wage is a joke,"
Caden said as he stood up and began dialing his phone.


"I should go phone the hospital. This could take a few days
to set up," I said, taking a deep breath before heading off to the clinic.


 


***


Two days later, I found myself back at Stormhill, this time with
Xany at my side.


"Remember, Xee, you can't assist any other doctor no matter
what they say. And try not to touch people, we can't have your empathy gift getting
wild and evolving like mine did. This place is filled with humans. I haven't
spotted a Breeder or Changer here," I muttered to Xany as we settled in to
my office. Brooke bugged us with paperwork for nearly half an hour prior. "And
the assistant, Beth, is pretty nosey. So… yeah. I think that's all the warnings
I've got for now." I tossed on my lab coat and stethoscope. I'd be a fool
if I didn't admit I was nervous, scared even. I didn't want this to go awry
like our last plan and I certainly didn't like the idea of luring an ancient
vampire back into a hospital filled with humans.


"Don't be worried, NeeNee. Make sure you keep that gun
hidden." She poked around the shoulder holster Caden had fixed me up with.
He secured the smaller gun with a few clips of wooden bullets under my scrubs.


"Does the coat hide the extra bulk?" I turned in a
circle for Xany to get a better look.


"Yep. Too bad I couldn't fit a crossbow down my pants."


"That'd be a bit much. I can't believe I have a gun in a
hospital. This is insane, Xee. How did we agree to this?" I took a deep
breath as cold feet settled in my shoes.


"Because it's the right thing. We always do the right thing."
Xany patted the bottom of her leg where she had a wooden stake strapped to each
ankle. I had one strapped to my right leg. The odds of getting to it in time
were pretty slim.


"The right thing has been getting werewolves killed
for centuries."


"And soldiers."


"And healers."


"And innocent people, and animals, and plants." Xany
tapped her lip.


"Maybe someone should reconsider the definition of 'right
thing.'" I smirked.


"Hmm… Nah." Xany grabbed my arm, tugging me to the door.
"C'mon, you're back to being a doctor."


"And you're a nurse." I swatted her hand but stopped as
soon as we entered the hallway.


"This place stinks like clean and dead people," Xany
muttered as we walked to the emergency room.


"How can something smell like 'clean and dead people' at the
same time?" I tried not to laugh.


"I don't know but it does." Xany giggled but her
attention shot in the direction of Beth who hopped up at our arrival.


"Doctor T! You're back." Beth hugged me around the neck
and I returned it, patting her awkwardly on the back. "Who's this?"


"This is Xandrea," I said as the embrace ended. "She's
a new nurse. Tonight's her first round at Stormhill."


"Oh hey, I'm Beth." She extended her hand, a friendly
smile playing on her lips. Xany shook her hand though I cringed, awaiting the
words that would tumble from her lips, expecting the worst. 


"Oh you're the nosey one." Xany giggled as she let Beth's
hand go.


"Did Doctor T tell you that?" Beth shot me a glare but I
couldn't tell if it was playful or not. "She probably said so because I
asked her about the hot trio she's got going on."


"Oh dear god, here we go," I muttered.


"It is, isn't it? Well except for part of it being my
brother." Xany scowled.


"Wait… hot sexy man who brings me food is your brother?"
Beth's eyes lit up. "Do you have another brother by any chance?"


"This was the worst idea ever," I said, to no one in
particular but Beth laughed.


"Nope it's just me and him." Xany nudged me with her
elbow.


"Aw man. Do you guys live close?" Beth looked between
us.


"Some of us have work to do around here." I gave up and
sorted through the inbox on Beth's desk.


"All in the same house." Xany nodded.


"Wait… all of you in the same house?" Beth looked
between us, completely ignoring the fact that I tossed some work on her desk. Please
someone come in with a severed foot or something. 


"Well Nee, Nessa, and Mal have one room while TB and I have
our own right next to Ana's who really doesn't sleep in there much."


"Girl, why haven't we met sooner? It's like a soap opera.
Doctor T, you share a room with both your partners? That must be hot."
Beth eyes gleamed with mischief that matched, and maybe even topped, Xany and
Vanessa's combined.


"Xandrea should be more careful about gossiping at work. You
wouldn't want to contribute to her getting fired," I said with my
best possible poker face.


"It's not gossip, Doctor T." Xany giggled. "It's
a fact."


"Oh stop it with that stone face. There's not a single
patient in here." Beth waved me off. "So, does it get super hot in
that threesome room?" Beth wagged her brows. Images of… well, just that
flashed through my mind and my cheeks betrayed me as heat rose in my face.


"Just once." Xany shrugged her shoulders.


"Xee." I clenched my teeth. Who would I smack
first? I should have thought about this duo together.


"Yes?" Xany looked at me all innocently.


"Stop answering her questions about my sex life."


"Someone's gotta answer them." Beth dropped back in her
chair and propped her feet up on her desk. "Is it your fault this place is
crawling with security lately? It's not often doctors get kidnapped by their
stalkers."


"I didn't give details, geesh." Xany smiled over at
Beth. "She's just special that way."


"Super special." I smirked at the two of them. "I
think the two of you are related somehow."


"We're psychic sisters." Beth grinned. "So… about
those details."


"Maybe when she's busy and can't spank me." Xany
snickered.


"Wait…" Beth looked between us. "Have the two of
you hooked up, too?"


"No! For Pete's sake, Beth. What do you take me for?"
I spat under my breath. Her eyes widened but she didn't seem all that surprised
by my reaction.


"I've seen her naked."


"Xany, you are not helping. At all." 


Xany just grinned at me as she went over and plopped her bottom
down on Beth's desk.


"She's got two hot partners. I can't imagine. Not to mention
she's gorgeous herself." Beth spoke directly to Xany. The two of them didn't
seem to require me as part of the conversation about my life. "I can
imagine what Mal's like. I wonder what the sexy redhead is like…"


"She's worse than Mal at times."


"Worse how?" Beth asked as I signed off on some labs. I
put my pen down and listened to them. I didn't know whether or not to be
furious or entertained. In a way, it was like Xany was talking to herself in a
mirror. Except her reflection was light-skinned.


"When Nessa's in the mood she doesn't care who is in the room
with them."


"Really?" Beth gawked.


"Oh yeah." Xany nodded, gesturing as if saying, "Of
course."


"Hey, that's some awesome ink," Beth said, her eyes
lingering on the glyph on Xany's forearm. I held my breath. Xany could handle
this, not to mention that I was grateful the subject changed.


"It's a tribal thing." Xany held out her arm for Beth to
see.


"It looks more like a birthmark." Beth ran her finger
over it. "Like scratch marks."


"Like I said it's a tribal thing." 


"Looks good." Beth leaned back, seemingly satisfied with
the response. "You got any ink, Doctor T?"


"Oh, I'm back in the conversation now? Nope. Can't say I do."
I lifted a brow at Beth who offered me a sheepish smile. Out of the corner of
my eye, I saw Gavin enter the foyer with a mop and bucket. He began wiping down
the floors.


"The new maintenance guy is really cute. Have you heard his
accent?" Beth eyed Gavin with a dreamy smile.


"Oh, him. He's got two girlfriends over in Ireland all
knocked up. That's why he's over here."


"Two? That's awful. He won't knock me up, that's for sure."
Beth continued to stare at him.


"What are you doing?" I mouthed to Xany. She
looked from Beth to Gavin then to me drawing a line across her throat with her
finger. I had no idea what she meant. "Well since the ER is quiet, I think
I will show our new nurse the morgue. See you later, Beth." I
pushed away from the desk and walked off toward the stairwell.


"What's a nurse need to see in the morgue?" Beth called
after us but she was out of earshot just in time, saving me from having to
answer.


"Do dead guys really have boners?"


"Sometimes." I glanced over my shoulder at her then
pulled her into the stairwell. "Why'd you tell her all that stuff?"


"She asked. Besides it kept her from asking me all manner of
things that we can't explain right now."


"Fair point. Do you think she's a Breeder? Could you sense
anything from her when she saw your glyph?" 


"Possibly. She did touch it a little longer than normal. But
I don't think she knows anything even if she is one." Xany shrugged. "Unlike
you who lied about it for a hundred years."


"Mal's met her and Caden, too. He met her while I was with
Ileana. Do you think he'd know?"


"Of course he would know. Did you ask him?"


"I didn't think to." I leaned against the wall, taking a
deep breath. "I don't feel safe here and I think I'm grasping at straws."


"We're gonna be fine, NeeNee." Xany gave my forearm a
gentle squeeze.


"Who told you about what happened with my mates? Vanessa
wouldn't have cracked that easily," I said and led her back to my office.
The other doctors didn't hang around and socialize while there weren't any
patients, so I didn't have to either. Beth had said that I was kidnapped by a
stalker, is that the story they told the administrators?


"I never said what happened. Just that something did."
Xany giggled.


"Uh huh…"


"Loosen up, Nee. If you don't give them something, they will
make up shit on their own. This way you're a goddess to everyone." Xany
sat down in the desk chair before I had a chance to. I perched myself on the
desk and sighed.


"I guess at my last job I just let them make up whatever they
wanted. It didn't matter."


"Now it matters." Xany pushed the chair back and started
spinning it around.


"Yeah. It does." I watched her and tried to focus in on
my mate bonds. They remained steady as always. 


"You're welcome." Xany grinned.


"You're too much." I chuckled a bit. "How long do
you think it's going to take for Ileana to show up?"


"A day or two. I'm sure she has someone here spying for her."


"Really?" Worry washed over me, choking me like a tight
scarf around my throat.


"How do you think she was able to set up that kidnapping so
well? She had inside help of course." Xany picked her legs up as she
twirled around in the chair.


"Xee, this is a big deal. Did Caden tell you this? Why aren't
you trying to calm me down when I feel like my heart is going to puke itself
out my mouth?" I gripped the desk as images of nearly every hospital
employee I ever met ran through my mind. What if it was the charge nurse? Or
the new security guy? What if it was Beth? She seemed to be into kinky
stuff like Ileana had in her house.


"I heard..." Xany stopped spinning the chair. "Caden
and Hank discussing it."


"Why didn't they tell us that?"


"Because then you wouldn't have come back to work."


"Keeping me in the dark isn't helping us. What if we're in
greater danger? Maybe I shouldn't have agreed so readily to this plan."


"Then we wouldn't be here, silly." She got up and then
hugged me. "You stood up to her once, you can do it again. We all have
faith in you, NeeNee."


I sighed and leaned into her embrace, "It's harder to be
distracted and all-consumed by work when you're here because we talk about all
of this. I guess it's not a bad thing."


"I make it interesting." Xany grinned at me as she
tucked a stray hair behind my ear.


"You make it safer."


"I promise not to stake you." Her lips curved into a
soft smile.


"It was horrible in that room, Xee. Surrounded by vampires."
I held my breath as the words tumbled from me. "I could feel everyone
freaking out and you all sent me images. I don't want to be there again."


"But see, Nee, you weren't alone. So you'll never be there
again."


"It felt pretty alone."


"But next time, if it ever happens again, you won't be. You'll
know that someone is only a thought away."


Only a thought away. Xany's words echoed in my
head. I took a few deep breaths and glanced toward the darkened windows.


"I saw her there. Remember when Mom healed my broken wrist?
Ileana showed up outside the window and scared me. I tripped over that chair
there and fell."


"Why didn't you tell anyone?"


"I thought I was hallucinating again."


"You know better than that. You haven't had one of those
things in like forever."


"I know. But still." 


"Always trying to do things on your own." Xany shook her
head at me.


"Habit." I smirked.


"One you need to break."


"You're super serious tonight. Are you empathing the
hospital? If so, that's a bad idea."


"Sometimes you need serious Xany, like now. Funny Xany likes
picking on you when you're in a bad mindset and needs cheering up. Right now
you're just scared and need to see that things will be fine and not to panic."
Xany rubbed her hands over my arms. Maybe it was me she was empathing.


"Thanks, Xee. I'm also worried that you're not home with
Vanessa. She has no idea what being pregnant means. Like, not at all." I
checked my new pagers just to make sure they were working. It seemed way too
quiet at Stormhill.


"Your mom does. So she's just fine."


"Thankfully." I sighed. "We should go back out
there. Beth might get suspicious."


"I'll just give her a few juicy details to distract her."
Xany grinned.


"Don't you dare." I laughed and shoved her shoulder.


"You know I will." Xany giggled.
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"How was your first night on the job, Xee?" Gavin asked
the next morning as we gathered for breakfast. Vanessa was the last to join us and
she dropped down in the chair beside Mal. She appeared miserably tired with
mussed hair and reddened eyes. I kissed her cheek when I set a plate of bacon
and eggs on the table in front of her. Caden carried a dish of sausages to the
table and sat down beside Xany.


"Boring. No one came in covered in blood with their guts
hanging out." Xany grabbed a sausage and took a bite. 


"Thankfully." I flicked Xany's ear as I sat beside Mal.


"It was just sniffles and a few bumps and bruises."


"Yeah and no vomit on the floor. I was right giddy about
that." Gavin stacked eggs and sausages between two slices of toast.


"Did any of the nurses hit on you?" Xany snickered.


"A few. That pretty receptionist bought me coffee." A
grin spread across Gavin's mouth around a bite of toast.


"Sounds like you all had some fun." Caden chuckled.


"Yep. Nee's a goddess at the hospital."


"Am not." I poked around at the egg yolk, breaking it
and watching the yellow ooze all over the plate. 


"By tomorrow the whole place will be talking about Nee's orgy
house." Xany giggled.


"Wait this is an orgy house? And no one invited me? I'm a
cat!" Every word of Gavin's sentence got muffled within his mouthful of
food.


"That's 'cause you already live here, silly," teased
Xany.


"There's no orgies here. You all sleep like regular people.
Now, the Pride during heat time. That's an orgy." Gavin nodded as he
lifted his glass of orange juice.


"Go back to sleep, baby," I whispered to Vanessa as she
nearly nodded off after finishing half her plate. She rested her chin on my
shoulder and shook her head.


"Of course not but they don't know that," Xany said.


"What fun is that?" Gavin made himself another breakfast
sandwich while Caden seemed entertained by his antics.


Xany tossed a sausage at Gavin.


"Hey!"


Mal looked over at Vanessa and then caught my gaze. He smiled and
nodded in her direction.


"Out cold," he said.


"I know." I wrapped my arm around her shoulders. She
snuggled up against me and soft purrs escaped her. "I'd carry her off to
bed if I could."


"I got it." Mal stood up and lifted Vanessa from the
seat beside me. At first, she gasped and her eyes peeked open but as soon as
she saw Mal, she held on to him and drifted back to sleep. I followed as he
carried her to my bedroom. He set her down on the bed and I smiled at him. He
grinned and kissed my cheek as he walked past.


"Thank you."


"I do what I can." He patted my ass and left me with
Vanessa. 


I pulled a blanket over her and watched her for a moment. Peacefulness
smoothed her features and thinned her lips into soft lines. As she inhaled, our
mate bond followed, leaving me with a gentle fluttering sensation with each
exhale. I kissed her cheek and tucked the blanket around her shoulders.


Mal was in the hall when I closed the door behind me.


"I'm going to have a quick shower," I told him.


"All right, love."


Why did all my thoughts seem to flow together whenever I showered?
The events of the day, things I'd forgotten, worries, and to-do's always caught
me there. Did it really matter if Xany told Beth my private business? It
bothered me at the time but looking back at it, I'm not ashamed of who I am or
of my family. Maybe it was time I started showing it.


I turned the water off and grabbed the towel from the sink,
wrapping it around myself. When I pulled the curtain back, Mal had just closed
the door behind him.


"What are you doing, creepy wolfman?" I laughed at his
goofy grin as I turned around to brush my hair in the mirror, I watched him
from over my shoulder.


Mal stepped up behind me, wrapping his arms around my middle. His
eyes remained on mine in the mirror. He kissed my neck and our mate bond gave a
sharp jerk, exposing his motives. I set the brush down on the vanity.


Words weren't necessary as he placed his hand on my back and urged
me to bend over the counter. His legs moved in between mine while his fingers
caressed their way down my sides to my hips. The fullness of his desire pressed
against the heat of my core, setting alight my own unquenched craving. His grip
tightened and he plunged into me pausing with a groan as if being buried inside
of me was like being home. We stayed like that for only a few moments before he
began to slowly move, stoking the fire of our need. His length sliding from tip
to core filling me with an unbridled sense of passion. The rhythm building to frenzy
until we both exploded, clearing my mind of any worries and replacing it with
mindless bliss.  


Mal had me breathless, my chest heaved against the sink as he held
me. I dropped my head down on the countertop as a chuckle escaped him,
radiating downward to the place where we remained connected. He ran his fingers
up and down my back, his breathing matched mine. I glanced at him in the mirror
as he lifted me, holding me from behind. The two of us in the mirror, a mess of
bronzed skin and dark hair. We were almost a painting, or one of those dated
photographs my mother used to have in our den. He cupped my breasts, then
caressed my stomach as his eyes remained on mine in the mirror. When he opened
his mouth to speak, a rattling vibration coupled with the shrill ringtone of my
work phone tore apart our moment. I grumbled more than he did as I picked it
up.


"It's work."


"Better get it, they never call you." He let me go as I
flipped open the phone.


"This is Shawnee." I mouthed "thank you" to
Mal as he handed me a towel.


"Doctor Twofeathers, this is Doctor Fox. We're going to need
you here. We have half-a-dozen traumas of unknown origin on the way in."


"Unknown origin? Who called it in?" I asked and
scuttled around the bathroom gathering up clean clothes. I tossed them on as
Mal frowned at me. He nodded toward the door and stepped out.


"Multiple dispatches. ETA five minutes."


"I'm close by, I'll be right there." I hung up the
phone. 


Caden, Xany, and Gavin were still in the kitchen when I rushed in.
"Xee, you'll have to come with me."


"Got it." Xany hurried off down the hall.


"I'll bend you there. Hank has some others still on perimeter
watch," said Caden as he tied on his boots.


"I'll stay with Vanessa. We can bend in if the need arises."
Mal helped me clip the pagers to my jeans as Xany reemerged in a set of blue
scrubs.


"I'll head back myself. I'm not on duty but they'll think
less of me wandering around aimlessly then you blokes." Gavin nodded
toward Caden and Mal.


"Good point. Ready?" Caden held out his elbow. Xany and
I joined him at once. Mal offered me a firm nod as Caden bended us away.


Our feet slammed the ground somewhere in the woods behind the
hospital. Barron showed up beside us, his thick brow narrowed.


"Let's go, Xee. We can run up the path there, it will look
like we came off the street," I said.


"Shawnee," Caden's sharp tone had me frozen. "Put
this back on." He handed me the gun holster and hoodie. My stomach
lurched. I'd forgotten my only weapon. Caden helped me fasten it and I tossed
on the jacket. Sirens wailed in the distance. Xany zipped it up for me and we
ran together at once.


"We have no idea what we're running into," I briefed
Xany as we skidded to a halt beside the emergency room entrance. "This
could be bad."


"I know." Xany took a deep breath. "Let's go."


The emergency room was a scene out of a television drama. Twice as
many nurses, Dr. Fox, and the resident, Dr. Nylar, stood awaiting the arrival
of the ambulances. One of the nurses ran up to me with a gown and coveralls and
I dressed as quickly as possible over my plain clothes. Xany allowed them to
prepare her as well.


"Nylar, you take room one with Doctor Twofeathers. We're
going to have to double up," Doctor Fox said as screaming sirens halted
out front.


"What's the count?" I asked, leading Xany and the
resident toward the door.


"At last call, five. One pediatric."


"Shit."


EMTs and police officers flooded the ER. Two gurneys arrived
first. I took the first, and Fox raced behind me for the second.


"What've we got?"


"Nine-year-old female, attacked by mountain lion. Wounds to
the neck and leg. Heavy blood loss but she stabilized in the bus," an EMT
answered me as a horde of nurses lifted the girl on to the table. She remained
unconscious.


"Get some blood in here," I said and tended to the
patient. Blood matted her hair and saturated the towels over her neck and
thigh. "Vitals."


"BP is dropping."


"We need to stop the bleed. Check the leg," I
instructed. 


Xany stood beside me as I carefully lifted the covering on the girl's
neck. I expected claw marks, bite marks, something to indicate an animal
attack. Instead, her neck was torn out from a single point of entry. Xany
tensed beside me while I pushed the flesh back into place. Remnants of matching
puncture wounds about an inch apart met at the central position where the flesh
tore. This time, I knew what to do. I slipped two fingers into the wound and
immediately, my hand grew warm. Bloody towels hid my hand just as the slippery
worm-like artery slithered together beneath my fingertips. I pulled my hand
back, allowing the heal to radiate through the muscle and tissue. Just before
the superficial injury healed, I tugged my hand away. Xany and I exchanged a
glanced and, in that moment, I wished she could telepath like Mal.


"We got this one, Doc," James' voice burst over the
monitors and ruckus around us. "Bleeding stopped."


"She's stabilizing."


"Vitals good."


"She's still out."


"Send her up to the OR, she's going to need repair on that
leg," I said. 


Nylar nodded as I tugged Xany out of the room. I tore off the
bloodied gown and gloves and pulled on another set. "That was no mountain
lion. We need to let Caden know."


"I did," Xany said as she, too, redressed. "You
healed her, Nee," Xany's voice was barely a whisper.


"I know. Just keep following," I said as we raced into
Dr. Fox's room. Monitors screamed in flat line.


"Clear!" He shouted and everyone moved their hands away
from the blonde woman on the table. The woman's body lifted and dropped back
down as Fox shocked her with the defibrillator. Two beeps followed by another
wailing flat line. "Again, clear!"


"Is that woman wearing pink scrubs?" Xany asked.


"Yes," one of the nurses answered.


"Is she one of ours?" I asked.


"We got a rhythm."


"She's not ours," Fox said as he moved in to inspect the
wound on the woman's neck. One of the nurses removed the mask from her mouth
when the woman stirred.


"We're going to need surgery here." Fox nodded to her
neck.


"You're going to be okay, honey," James said. "You're
in the hospital."


"What hospital?" The woman asked, her voice scratchy. My
stomach churned as I took a step closer to the woman. Another neck wound that I
didn't doubt was a vampire bite. Doctor Fox stepped aside and the woman looked
at me. "Doctor?" She coughed. "Doctor Twofeathers? Your… your
hair is down."


Shit. Oh no. This can't be happening.


"Sam?" When I spoke her, it came out as barely a
whisper.


"Yeah. What are you doing here?"


"You know her?" Doctor Fox asked.


"Her name's Samantha Riley. I used to work with her." I
didn't need to look at Xany to sense her sudden tension. Sickness swirled in my
stomach. "How'd you get here, Sam?"


"Don't know." She breathed out slowly. "I'm tired."


"Samantha, we're going to take you to get fixed up. You're
going to be all right," Fox interrupted and the nurses prepped Sam for
transport. She closed her eyes and I was pretty sure she passed out. Xany
pulled me out of the room and into the hall. More monitors screamed from room
one. I ran back to the room just in time to see Doctor Nylar staring down at a
man on the table. His head was turned to the side and covered in bloody towels.


"How long has he been down?" I asked.


"He came in down," Nylar's voice trembled. "I… I
couldn't do anything. His… his chest. His chest…"


"What?" 


I stepped closer to the table and she pulled back the sheet. A hole
gaped at us, blood continuing to seep from it. It looked like a close-range
shotgun blast.


"He… I couldn't find his heart."


"You couldn't find it?" I frowned at the resident
then reached inside the cavity, fully expecting to find his heart or pieces of
it at least. Nothing. Even his ribs had been broken away. "Call it."


"But…"


"Call it now."


"Time of death, 9:34am," Nylar said as the nurse detached
him from the monitors. I removed the rags from his face and froze. "It's
Oliver. We operated on him a few weeks ago."


"I thought he looked familiar. Did you work on him?"
Nylar asked.


"No, I diagnosed him. Shit." What the hell is going
on here?


"We had another guy come in DOA. They have him downstairs."
Nylar took off the mask, her eyes sunken. "I've never called a death
before."


"I know. Where's the fifth?" I asked as Xany continued
to stare at Oliver. I couldn't tell if she was preoccupied by something inside
herself or by the dead body on the table. I put my hand on her shoulder.


"She's in triage. Her wound was superficial," Nylar
said.


"Let me guess, neck or thigh?"


"Neck. But her arm is broken as well."


"I'll take it," I said. "Will you set her up in
four with James? We can't move Oliver yet."


"Nee…"


"Hang on, Xee. We need to get the last patient in," I
said, leading Xany into the empty exam room.


"Yeah, sure." Nylar left to retrieve the patient.


"What did Caden say?" I took the moment alone to steal
Xany's attention.


"There's no sign of Ileana outside, no scent either. All of
these people came from different places in different ways. Nee… that guy had
his heart ripped out of his chest." Xany's face grayed.


"I know, Xee, but I can't think about that right now," I
said just as Dr. Nylar led the woman into the room. She took a seat on the
table then did a double take at Xany and me. Her eyes nearly bugged out of her
head.


"Erm…hi," she said.


"Laura," Xany spoke first. Her eyes were almost
as wide as the patient's. Laura stared as us with the same gaping expression
she wore in the hoarder's cave where we first met.


"Doctor Nylar, will you and James return to room one and
prepare Oliver for transport? Xany and I will take care of this together,"
I tried desperately to hold onto my poker face.


"All right," Nylar sounded suspicious but she left with
James anyway. I closed the door behind her and Laura burst out talking.


"It was a vampire. A female, she said that you would get the
message." Laura held out her arm. The same arm that I had healed over the
summer. Her break wasn't nearly as bad as the last but it was the same
glyph-wielding arm as before. I placed my hands over her wrist and the heal
happened effortlessly, as if my flesh recognized hers. Laura sighed, as relief
seemed to flood her. I lifted my hand and brushed my fingertips over the
puncture wounds in her neck.


"Shawnee, you're healing too much," Xany lectured.


"Laura, Xany's going to take you outside to Caden. You have
to tell him everything, okay?" I ignored Xany's warning.


"Yeah, okay. Gee, you really are a doctor," Laura said.
She looked a lot better than the last time I saw her. With a fuller face and a
clear complexion, I could tell she'd been taking care of herself. My heart
pounded in my ears. Don't lose it, Shawnee. Stay focused.


"How are you doing?" I asked, bandaging up her healed
neck. I wrapped up her wrist in a bandage with a splint. She didn't ask
questions. Laura was a Breeder and she knew that we would have to mask the
heals.


"I'm doing okay. Thinking of rejoining a pack now after this…"


"It might not be a bad idea for now."


"We can talk to Caden about it," Xany said, her eyebrows
lifting.


"Take her now, Xee, before people start asking questions."


Xany escorted Laura the short distance to the front door to hand
her off to Caden. I paced the floor of the empty room. Every victim, minus the
kid, I knew. How dare she feed on a child? I clenched my teeth and
fought the urge to punch something. And Oliver, dead. I saved his life once,
and she made sure I couldn't do it a second time.


Another guy came in DOA, Nylar's voice echoed in my
head.


Who was it? Who did she kill? Images of the Sept ran through my
mind, and all the people that I cared about. We would know already if it was
one of us. I had to find out who it was. Xany returned and swung open the door.


"We have to go to the morgue," I said straightaway.


"Cool. Not like we haven't seen enough dead bodies already."
Xany shook her head and looked a little green around the gills. 


"Xany, isn't it odd to you that every one of these people was
attacked by a vampire and is known to me? We have to see who the dead guy is.
She found Laura, god only knows how. What if Dylan is down there?"


"No he can't be." Xany ushered me out and I led her down
the hall toward the elevator.


"We'll take the elevator, it has cameras. The stairwells don't,
only the entry and exits."


One floor down and we found ourselves outside the morgue. The
medical examiner wasn't in when we arrived. I swiped my identification badge
and tugged Xany inside.


"There are a million dead people in here." Xany frowned
as she looked around the room, gripping her stomach as if suddenly nauseated.
Only two bodies lay out on the tables covered in sheets. The M.E. wouldn't be
gone for long.


"There are two. Stand by the door and keep watch for anyone,"
I said as I moved toward the first body.


"Happy to." Xany held the door open as she stepped out
into the hall.


The first body was that of an overweight middle-aged white man. He
had no visible wounds on his body and his toe tag read, "Steven Albertson."
I replaced the sheet and moved on to the next corpse. This one sat much smaller
on the slab. I tugged back the sheet and, at first, I didn't recognize the
skinny man beneath it. He seemed about my age, but unlike the other victims,
the puncture wounds on his neck were clean and even. A set of matching wounds
adorned both of his wrists. Pallor gray-washed his skin, and his cheeks
appeared sunken. His blood must've been completely drained. Save for a
single drop of blood on his bottom lip, he looked peaceful. A bag of belongings
sat beside him. I glanced over my shoulder at Xany, who stayed on lookout in
the hall, before searching the bag. His wallet fell to the floor, dropped by my
jittering fingers. I crouched to pick it up and shuffled through credit cards
to find an I.D.


"Robert Hawkins," I read aloud. The name sounded
familiar but he sure didn't look familiar. I stood up. Xany was no longer in
the doorway. I turned back to the body on the table and found the man sitting
up where he once lay. He rubbed his eyes while frowning.


"Shit," he said. "Where am I?"


I shrieked and stumbled backward, tripping over a tray of
equipment and landing on the floor. The man looked at me oddly, tilting his
head. He met my gaze, his deep brown eyes softened the moment he caught sight
of me.


"Shawnee?"


I gasped as the panic caught my throat. Turned, he's turned!


"Shawnee, hey. It's me, Robbie. Jeeze you look the same."
He stood up from the table. The sheet tumbled around his feet. "Your scar
is gone. Hey…" He crouched down in front of me.


"Robbie?" I choked, pushing myself away from him. "Oh
god, how? How did she find you?"


"Who? What are we doing here?" He looked around then
suddenly froze. He glanced down at himself, then at me. "Did we sleep
together? Man, I need to lay off the X…"


"No… Robbie, you're dead." I struggled to stand,
he followed me.


"I'm not dead. Naked, yes, dead… no." He shook his head.
"And really fucking hungry." At the last word, his voice
dropped an octave and his soft doe eyes were no more. He stared at me, his
tongue flicking out over his bottom lip, licking away the droplet of blood. "You
smell good."


"Robbie, stop. Just… just think about this." I dropped
my eyes and focused on his chin. "Xee!" I shouted but Xany didn't
come.


"Shawnee, what have you done to me? I'm so hungry."
He stalked toward me.


"Please, Robbie. We… we can get you something to eat." I
backed away until I hit the doors of the cooler. Robbie's arms shot out and hit
the wall on either side of my head. I shrieked and dropped to the floor,
scuttling away from him. My elbow clipped the gun at my side and I reached
beneath my jacket.


"No, I need to eat now. Feed me, please," he
hissed.


"I'm so sorry," I cried and drew the gun. He paused,
only a foot away and let out a painful shout. Robbie's top lip curled back and
two razor-sharp fangs slid down, pushing out his human teeth. They clattered to
the floor by my feet surrounded in tiny bloody pools. Robbie grabbed for me, I
ducked and kicked his knee as hard as I could. He flailed and I took my chance.
I pulled the trigger and a small hole burst open in his bloodless chest. The
blast knocked both of us backward and I dropped the gun. Robbie fell to his
knees as his shriek echoed off the walls like the mournful cry of a falcon. 


I shot up and raced for the door, shoving them open.


"Xany!" I shouted, but she was nowhere. I ran down the
hall toward the elevator nearly killing myself on something round that rolled
beneath my foot. Xany's stake. "Xee!"


"Over here, NeeNee," Xany's dreamy voice echoed from the
open door of the stairwell.


"It was Robbie," I sobbed. "She turned—"


"Hello again, Doctor Twofeathers," Ileana said as she
held Xany from behind. Xany wasn't fighting her. Instead, a dazed expression
had her wide-eyed and smiling. I'd seen her like that once before.


"You thralled her," I spat.


"Of course I did." She smiled a honeysuckle-sweet smile
that I wanted to smack off her ancient face.


"You're a monster."


"Haven't you ever considered that maybe, just maybe, you're
the abomination, Doctor Twofeathers? That Gaia intended to make vampires and
dark ones? That you and yours are the mess up? That maybe you came from
something else? You've been worshiping the wrong god, Doctor. It's time
you figured that out," she said, her tone soft and romantic as she bent
forward and sank her fangs into Xany's neck. Xany gasped only slightly.


"No!" I rushed at her and Ileana dropped Xany to the
floor, a trickle of blood dripped from her fang. Ileana caught me as if in a
warm hug. I punched at her over and over and all she did was laugh at me.
Something heavy fell into the palm of my hand mid-punch and warmth enveloped my
fingers when I connected with her stomach. Ileana stopped laughing and shoved
me to the floor. When I fell, the bloodied dagger clanged against the tile.


Vanessa's sharp presence appeared behind Ileana, towering over her
at least a foot. Ileana either paid her no mind or didn't notice. Caden
appeared a second later.


"My army is much stronger than yours, Doctor Twofeathers. I
will see you at the fall," Ileana said, taking a step sideways in the same
creepy stop-motion shimmer that she did last time. Vanessa took a swipe at her
and a splash of blood ribboned in four lines along the wall. A piercing scream
shrilled through the hall and, in the wake of blood spatter, Ileana was gone.
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Caden picked Xany up off the floor and Vanessa licked her neck
before he could turn her away. The wound faded in an instant. Trembling, I
pushed myself to stand while gripping tightly to the dagger. Ileana's blood
lingered on the blade for a moment before the metal seemed to absorb it like a
sponge. Vanessa looked from me to the dagger then back again. I tucked the
spotless blade into the back of my jeans.


"Whoa, that was fun." Xany giggled as she hugged Caden.
He didn't say a word but his grip on her trembled.


"She's thralled," I said.


"It will fade in a minute. Where's the gun? I heard it."
Vanessa's husky voice shocked me back to the dire nature of the situation and
reminded me of Robbie.


"In the morgue. She turned Robbie. I shot him." A sob
caught in my throat.


"Go get the bullet out of him. Hurry," Vanessa
instructed and ushered me down the hall. Caden bended away with Xany. I raced
ahead with Vanessa and used my badge to get back in the morgue.


"Get him back on the table," I said as I picked up the
gun off the floor and replaced it in the holster. Vanessa lifted Robbie's
corpse and reset him on the slab. I pulled the sheet back over him. "Will
removing the bullet make him rise again?"


"No. It doesn't work like that. Hurry," she said,
glancing over her shoulder.


"Where's Mal?" I asked as I used whatever tools I could
find to dig the bullet out of Robbie's chest. With no blood to cloud my vision,
it was relatively easy to extract from his heart. The bullet remained largely
intact. "Got it." I pocketed it.


"Being the diversion."


"I'm sorry, Robbie." I pulled the sheet back up over him
and glanced at Vanessa. "He knew me."


"They always do." She glanced over her shoulder again.
"We need to go." Vanessa rushed me from the room and back to the
elevator, scooping Xany's stake off the floor on the way.


"Take me home," I said as she pressed the button for the
second floor. My walls began to crumble in her presence and again I grew
acutely aware of our mate bond.


"Hold it together a little longer, baby. You need to walk out
the front door. I will meet you right outside. Mal's in the emergency
room," Vanessa was steadier and more focused than I'd ever seen her.


"You called me baby."


"Because you're mine." The doors opened slowly.
"Go." She disappeared before I even stepped out. I took a deep breath
and walked back into the emergency room.


"There's a patient asking for you," Doctor Nylar said as
soon as I returned to the nurses' station.


"Who?"


"His name's Michael, in room one."


Sure enough, Mal was sitting on the exam table in the first room.
He looked ready to explode and I felt ready to explode. We were the
perfect pair.


"I'm feeling better now. I think I'll go home," he said
to no one in particular.


"Hey, me too," I said, offering him a light smile. Dr.
Nylar looked at us as if we were a pair of nutters and walked off.


Vanessa waited for us outside the front door just like she
promised. She led the way to the woods where Caden and the others waited.


"Xany," I said, relief flooding me when I saw her.
"I'm sorry, are you okay?" All semblance of control left me at that
moment and I pulled her into a hug. Tears streamed down my cheeks and she gave
me a squeeze.


"I'm okay, NeeNee." Xany returned my hug at the same
time that Caden had a grip on both of us. By the time our embrace ceased, we
were back in the kitchen surrounded by several members of the Sept.


"I'm sorry, Xee. It's my fault. Robbie turned and I didn't
see her go for you," I said, through a handful of sobs.


"Me either." Xany sounded a lot more chipper than she
should. I looked her over, letting my hands move along her torso. She was
healthy and unharmed, knowing this didn't soothe me any. I looked over at my
mother who entered the cabin in a rush. Adia followed a step behind. She came
to a halt at my side and her eyes scanned Xany. "Quit lookin' at me funny,
peeps. It was just a little nibble."


"Check her," Caden said, his eyes on Vanessa.


"I did. She's fine. The thrall was the worst of it."
Vanessa placed her hand on my shoulder and squeezed. Up until that moment, I
hadn't noticed my pounding heart and trembling hands. Caden nodded as he
wrapped his arm around Xany's shoulders. Mal watched us, his breathing even.
Our mate bond told me more about his worry than his demeanor. Not just for me
but for his sister as well.


"You have blood all over you," Baron's rich baritone
boomed as his nostrils flared. He looked me up and down then glanced at Xany.
She must've smelled like blood as well.


"Caden said you knew all those people, Miss Shawnee. Is that
right?" Hank's question sobered my thoughts and I nodded.


"Except the kid. I didn't know her. I killed Robbie." I
glanced between my mates. Both appeared somber and cooled as if my tragedy
belonged to them. In a way, it did.


Caden gestured for everyone to sit at the kitchen table. Adia and
my mother remained standing as they listened. I broke away from Mal and Vanessa
to hug Xany again. She patted my back until I released her.


"I'm really okay, NeeNee," Xany whispered. The
plea didn't stop me from examining her. Nothing met my healing hands and no
amount of doctoring was going to find anything wrong. Xany was truly
fine. I hadn't noticed my silent tears until she brushed her hand over my cheek.
My fear for her was the only thing that remained. The others stayed silent,
allowing us our time.


"She is all right, Dodi." My mother placed her
hand on my shoulder.


"I know," I whispered and swiped at my tears. Redness
flushed Vanessa's cheeks with her upsurge of emotion and Mal's furrowed brow
hinted at concern and anger. I returned to my mates and hugged them both. Their
arms found their way around me and I sobbed. Vanessa kissed my neck while Mal
rubbed my back. In time, their embrace and affections calmed me and I turned to
address the waiting Sept.


Adia and my mother joined Hank, Barron, and Caden at the table.
Hank's eldest son appeared beside him a moment later.


"Hospital's safe. Manny said to report," Henry said.


"Thank ya, son." Hank clapped him on the shoulder.


"No problem." Henry turned his gaze to me and everyone
else seemed to follow suit.


"Miss Shawnee, I know this is difficult but we've got to ask
ya about the victims." Hank's gaze met mine. Mal laced his fingers with
mine and Vanessa guided us back to the table.


"I know." I took a deep breath. "I worked with
Samantha at Mercy General, the Andrus-infested hospital."


"Oliver was a patient of hers at the hospital here,"
Xany jumped in. "That newbie doctor said so."


"Yeah. He came in with a bowel obstruction and I diagnosed
it. The surgery saved his life—"


"Slow down." Adia lifted her hands. "How did each
die?"


"Samantha didn't," Xany answered, shooting a glare in
Adia's direction.


"She was bit on the neck and the femoral artery. She'll be
fine," I said, swiping at another stray tear. "Ileana tore out
Oliver's heart."


"Clear out of his chest. You shoulda seen the look on the
newbie's face." Xany opened her eyes wide, mimicking a
deer-in-the-headlights expression. Adia smirked.


"And Laura. She was one of the people we rescued from the
hoarders this summer," Caden added. "She didn't die. She was given a
message to deliver."


"What was it?" Hank asked.


"That I would understand the reason behind the attack."
I glanced over his shoulder at the darkened window. "That all of this is
about me. All the patients, the deaths. She's doing this so that I give in to
her and name someone for her to turn." I returned my gaze to Hank.
"Laura, who was one of the first more public people that I healed. Ileana
found out how I healed her and broke the same arm. Where is Laura now?"


"With my mate," answered Barron.


"Who were the others?" Adia pressed.


"One was a kid. I didn't know her but leeches don't usually
attack children. This one was just to piss me off I think."


"Children don't survive the embrace and don't have enough
blood to satisfy," Vanessa's sharp voice beside me startled me a little.


"I'm the other one." Xany jabbed herself in the chest
with her thumb.


"And Robbie." A lump rose in my throat as I said his name.
Images of him rising from the table sent a shudder through me, rattling my
bones.


"He was the most personal," Caden's tone deepened which
drew my attention to him.


"Everyone else was public information. It's no secret where I
work now or in the past. Patient records and employees can be found with a
little hacking. Laura was in the newspaper. The kid was random. But not Robbie.
How could she have known about him?" I sunk down into a chair, dropping my
head down in my hands.


"Did you know this Robbie person?" Xany asked Caden.


"No. Shawnee's reaction to him is different," Caden
returned his attention to me.


I shook my head. All I could think about was Robbie and the bullet
I shot into his heart. I thought nothing about removing it in front of Vanessa.
My heart pounded in my ears louder than it had in a while, I gripped my hair
and breathed through the panic.


A teacher stands up from behind her desk to address us. Her
platinum blonde hair, pencil skirt, and white blouse make her look pompous and
proper.


"My name is Ms. Stevenson. Welcome to fifth grade." The
teacher offers a soft smile. I think it's fake. So I'm in fifth grade. For now.
Until they find out I've never gone to school. "Let's begin with the
roster. Please raise your hand when I call out your name."


I watch as each kid raises their hand. There are two Jessica's and
three Joseph's in the room. Finally, she calls out Robbie's name who turns out
to be Robert Hawkins.


"Shawnee… Shawnee, how do you pronounce your last name?"
Ms. Stevenson's scowling gaze falls upon me when I raise my hand.


"Twofeathers… like, two and feathers?" I don't intend
for it to come out sounding sarcastic but it does. Some of the kids laugh.


"Well then, Miss Twofeathers. I won't forget next time."
Ms. Stevenson tilts her self-important nose toward the ceiling. I sit back in
my desk and pick at a leftover strip of tape stuck to the top.


"All right, today we'll begin with an essay." Some of
the students groan and the teacher writes the topic on the blackboard,
"What I Did This Summer."


Fresh sheets of paper and sharpened pencils appear on the desks of
all the kids. I stare blankly at the chalkboard. Ms. Stevenson sits back down
behind her desk while the kids scribble away.


An unexpended rumble of thunder rattles the windows on the far
side of the classroom. I gaze outside and imagine what some of the kids would
write. Stories about going to the beach, or water parks. Maybe even flying to faraway
places like Alaska or Ireland. My essay wouldn't have any of that. What would
the teacher think if I wrote the truth? Just the thought of it makes my insides
twist. My stomach squeezes and the gurgling sound seems to echo throughout the
room. Robbie glances over his shoulder at me, as does the girl next to me.
Maybe I'm hungry. It had been awhile since my father gave me something to eat
anyway.


I resign to putting my head down on my arms as residual fatigue
presses on my shoulders. Why am I here? Why did I bother to listen to my stupid
father anyway?


Robbie turns in his seat, and a pencil and paper appear on my
desk. He meets my gaze for an uncomfortable few seconds. His gentle brown eyes
remind me of a baby deer, soft and innocent. I offer him a half-smile of
thanks.


"Robert, eyes forward," the teacher snaps.


"Sorry," he mutters.


"Shawnee?" Vanessa's voice drags me back to the present.


"What? Sorry?" I clear my throat and brush off the
memory of Robbie's kindness.


"Caden asked you how you knew Robbie." Xany nudged my
foot under the table.


"Oh, sorry. I went to school with him. We lived in the same
trailer park after my father took me from the rez."


"Were you friends?" Mal asked.


"Yeah, I guess so. He helped me out in school. I followed him
around and he taught me how to go to school and how to act. Peter looked after
us mostly. He was older by a year or two. A lot of the kids in the park stuck
together," the words tumbled from my lips even though I didn't want to
keep talking. "It doesn't matter. I knew him, that's what counts."


"That's six people," Adia said.


"Well, five point five. If a kid is only half as good for a
leech." Xany's giggle was only slight. Her dark humor made Caden smirk
faintly.


"Five point five…" Where had I heard that before? Voices
echoed in my head, catching my breath in my throat. Ileana's voice pressed
forward as clear as ever.


Now this is just damn annoying. Do you know how many humans I'm
going to have to drain to fix these holes? At least five and a half.


"Five and a half!" I slammed my hands down on the table.
Everyone except Vanessa started. "She said it. She warned us."


"Who did?" My mother's voice pressed through my internal
chaos. The reminder of her presence stopped me from shouting.


"Ileana. She said it after we shot her up. Remember? How many
humans is she going to have to drain? Five and a half?" I looked between
them, desperately seeking validation.


"Shit," Mal was the first to respond.


"Yeah she was all prissy about it like we ruined her Pradas
or something,” Xany said, her lip curled in disgust.


Caden stood from his seat to pace the floor. He remembered, too. Hank
clapped Caden on the shoulder and they stood beside each other as if
contemplating me at the same time.


"This ancient plays games," Adia said. "Did you get
a piece of her?"


"No. I was too busy killing my undead friends while she was
eating another." I scowled at Adia.


"Was there any blood left on the dagger?" Vanessa asked
me.


"What dagger?" My mother, Mal, and Hank all asked at the
same time.


"Jinx!" Xany giggled. "The silver one that follows
her around, duh."


"Um… I don't know." I patted the back of my scrubs where
I tucked it after the fight. "It's gone again."


"What do you mean a following dagger?" Adia asked, her
brow narrowing. "Go get it."


"I can't. It's a silver dagger that shows up whenever it
feels like it. The same one that nearly killed…" I glanced at Vanessa.
"Today it decided to drop into my hand as I was punching Ileana. It
stabbed her in the gut," I said, fighting the urge to shove the little
wolf off the chair.


"She made Dugan go all blistery when she put it near
him," Xany said. Gavin appeared by the refrigerator and joined the
conversation as if he hadn't missed a beat. "Hi Gavy." Xany perked
up.


"Talking about the magic dagger?" he asked.


"Yep," Xany said.


"Dodi," my mother pressed through the questions.
"Where is this dagger?"


"I don't know, Mom. It just shows up when it wants."


"A dagger can't want." Henry looked between us
oddly.


"Son, there are some magics we jus' don' get. It could want
for all we know." Hank gave his son's shoulder a squeeze. Henry nodded and
returned to listening.


Adia turned to my mother and said something in a language that I
couldn't understand. It was Mal who replied.


"Don't be presumptuous, Adia," he said. "And be
careful what language you choose."


"Tla." Adia waved him off.


"Dodi, listen to me," Mom urged.


"I am, Mom." I returned my gaze to her as fatigue
dragged me downward. I wanted nothing more than to sleep forever and get the
image of Robbie's doubly-dead body out of my head.


"You must call this dagger to you," she said.


"I don't have its number," I muttered. Xany giggled and
Mal gave her a light shove.


"Watch it, bub." She shoved him back.


"You are unpleasant when you are upset, Shawnee
Twofeathers." My mother grabbed me by the elbow and tugged me to stand.


"Mom…" I nearly whined. "I'm not unpleasant."


"She's usually pretty rude," Xany chimed in.


"You are and I do not like the way you are feeling right
now." She let me go once I stood facing her. "Look at me."


"I am."


"In my eyes." She nudged my chin.


It took me a few seconds to muck up the courage to look at her,
fearing the emotions I'd have to experience by doing so. My stomach swirled and
I tried to block thoughts of Robbie, of the trailer park, and everything else
from my mind. She stroked my cheek, her amber eyes shimmered in the dim light
of the kitchen. I wondered if mine did the same as I leaned into her touch.


"This is important, Dodi."


"Everything is always important. I'm tired of important
things."


"I know this but you cannot leave your mates and family
because you are tired."


"How do I call the dagger then?" My lips pursed with the
final word. She was right and I was trying to pull away as I usually did when
overwhelmed. Constant attention in my direction, I hated it.


"If it belongs to you, ask it to return."


Ask a dagger to return? How on earth? Here dagger dagger. Show up
in my hand while I'm punching a leech. Everyone needs to see you for some
messed up reason. Here dagger dagg—


"Shit." The weight of the dagger dropped against my
ankle sheath the same way it had in the past. I crouched down and rolled up the
leg of my jeans, then pulled the dagger free. "I was kidding," I told
it.


Vanessa and Mal leaned away as a cringe rolled over my mother's
shoulders. Silver.


"Show me the handle," Mom requested. 


Adia hopped up beside her to look on. I gripped the dagger by the
blade and turned it around to show them the etching on the hilt.


"Hot damn, open it up!" Adia bounced on the balls of her
feet.


"Open it up? It's a piece of metal."


"No, it's a vessel." Adia frowned at me.


"Adia—"


"Dodi, this dagger belongs to our bloodline," Mom
interrupted my verbal attack on the Shaman. "It has been missing for some
time. Its return to you is with reason."


"The Andrus had it. My old boss used it to torture me and
nearly gutted Vanessa," I hadn't considered the harsh nature of my words
until my mother's brow narrowed with the anger she kept hidden deep behind her
steady demeanor.


"I am not surprised. Did it begin following you after
that?" she asked.


"Yeah, it did."


"It tasted your blood," Adia jumped in. "When a
vessel finds the bloodline, it follows it again. Now open it."


"It's a Breeder's weapon, forged for protection. Our history
recounts it presenting itself to powerful healers.” Mom cupped my hand in hers.
"Twist the silver plate of the hilt."


I glanced at my mates. Vanessa offered an encouraging nod. Mal
looked on with a furrowed brow. A firm twist on the hilt loosened the silver
piece at the end. It unscrewed and after several rotations, it broke free.


"Pull it out," Adia instructed.


I listened to her and tugged it apart. Attached to the silver
plate in the center, a skinny glass-like vial the length of the handle held red
liquid.


"Tada! You got it." Adia nearly leapt for joy. She
nudged her way past my mother and pried the silver plate from my hand, tilting
the liquid back and forth.


"Is that blood in there?" Xany scrunched up her nose.


"The vessel holds the blood of its last victim." Mom
nodded her answer to Xany.


"Why?" I turned the dagger over to inspect it further.
In all the time it followed me, I never gave it much thought. "Does that
mean it held mine and Vanessa's at one point?"


"And Dugan’s," Xany reminded me, her tone sour.


"Yes, Dodi. When it tasted your blood, it recognized it as
the blood of a pure one and bound itself to you."


Adia returned with the cap from the dagger hilt and screwed it
back on. The vial held only one drop of blood.


"What've you done with the rest of it?" I gripped the
dagger when it was once again intact.


"Dia collected it."


"In what?" I glanced at the pouches settled against her
leather-clad hip. Adia lifted a tiny canteen-like container. It reminded me of
a small animal's bladder.


"Well… that will do it." I turned from Adia to my
mother, her gaze remained on the dagger in my grip. "Do you want it?"


"Tla, Dodi. It is not for me." She paused, or
hesitated, I couldn't tell which. "That vessel holds great tales."


"Does it have ghosts attached to it?" Something tickled
the back of my neck and I glanced around.


"Some."


"Can you see them?" A lurch tugged at one of my mate
bonds. Vanessa caught my eye when I glanced at her.


"Some," Mom repeated. "But not the ones you are
worried about."


"What are you gonna do with that blood, Adia?" Xany's
perky voice drew my attention back to the others.


"Examine it. Dia think the magic will reveal itself."
Adia eyed Vanessa and held up the canteen. "Magic?"


"Voodoo," Vanessa answered, accompanied by a faint nod.


"Good."


"Katherine will visit soon. She has the most experience with
ancients." My mother placed her hand on my shoulder. "Replace that
dagger securely, Dodi."


"My mom's coming?" Vanessa asked.


"Yes. But not until it is morning there," Mom answered.


"You asked her?"


"I did."


"Why?"


"She knows much more."


I listened as my mother and mate went back and forth. Vanessa's
anxiety about seeing her mother settled heavily in our bonds. I glanced at
Gavin and lifted a brow at him.


"Don't look at me. Vinnie's been ignoring me for ages."
Gavin waved his hand in Vanessa's direction. She didn't respond to him.


"I think we all need some rest," Hank spoke up. I'd nearly
forgotten he was there. "An' we'll gather again tomorrow."


"And showers. There's way too much blood in this room,"
Mal said.
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Nightmares of Robbie's embrace and death kept me up most of the
night. A dawn-lit kitchen met my presence while the rest of the pack slept. I
settled myself at the table and watched the morning snow float past the window.
The rising sun melted any flake that fell on the eastward window. I pulled my
damp hair into a ponytail as I thought about Robbie. How did Ileana find him?
High school was the last time I saw him. He was as quiet then as he was when we
were kids. He wasn't quiet in the morgue last night, though. Something about
him changed. He said something about laying off the drugs. It didn't surprise me.
Our upbringing offered the perfect breeding ground for addiction. I was no
exception. I worried for Peter and wondered what had happened to him. Would
Ileana find him next? Maybe she would continue to pick off everyone I cared
about just to get to me. Just to get me to bend to her will.


Feather-soft fingers brushed against the back of my neck. I hadn't
noticed Vanessa's entry until her caress announced it. She perched herself on
the table, crossing her ankles. Her black skirt clung to her legs, emphasizing
the muscles in her thighs each time she swung her legs. Neither of us spoke for
a while, letting the emotions settle between us. I wanted to talk to her about
Robbie but feared finding out about the others I'd left behind. Instead, I
placed my head in her lap and she stroked my hair. Her ever-growing belly
pressed against my cheek, hints of movement evident beneath her skin. A soft
smile curled my lips, breaking me from my grief.


"We don't have anything for her." I sat up and Vanessa
stroked my cheek.


"Hmm?"


"For the baby. No crib or bottles, or even a bedroom." Why
was I thinking about this now?


"We have what we need," her voice was steady and sure in
a way I hadn't expected.


"But… we don't have anything at all, baby. We're not
ready."


"Nappies and bedding aren't going to make us any readier."


"Are you sure?"


"She'll grow too quickly for most things." A gentle
smile met her ruby lips as she squeezed my hands.


"You sound like our mothers. Are you thralled?" Even
though I was teasing, it made me a tad nervous at the possibility.


"No." She laughed. "I don't get thralled. I do the
thralling."


"That's true. You thralled me with your sexy girl body,"
I said, chuckling at the swat she aimed at me after. "So are you going to
tell me why you're avoiding the Pride and ignoring Gavin?"


"Maybe later."


"Kat's going to be here in an hour," I said. "Are
you angry with them?"


"Not really."


"Which means yes."


"Does not."


"What then, baby?"


"I don't know. I feel…" She glanced over my shoulder as
she searched for the right words.


"Let down?" I offered.


"Sort of."


"Betrayed?" That seemed to ring a bell because she
looked back at me.


"It shouldn't have come to battle like that. I didn't want it
to. I told them about Dugan years ago. They didn't listen or didn't believe me.
Only after I left, and when he started on other people did it matter." She
pursed her lips. "Why didn't I matter?" Vanessa's gaze met mine. Sincerity
touched the corners of her eyes, deepening my desire to soothe her.


"I don't know, baby." I stood up in front of her so that
we were equal. "It mattered to me, when you told me."


"I know. And it mattered to the pack, too." She looked
away again for a moment.


"Of course it did." I caressed her cheek, guiding her
chin back to me.


"You mattered to me the first time you told me about the
things that happened to you. You mattered before that."


"So did you."


"I'll kill anyone who touches our baby." Her eyes
flashed yellow at the same time her brow narrowed. "If someone even dares
to make her frown, I'll tear their head off."


"I'll help you." I leaned forward and bumped my forehead
with hers. "You matter to me," I whispered.


"I know." She nuzzled her nose against mine then hugged
me. "Mal will kill them, too."


"Yes he will." I laughed softly against her shoulder as
we embraced. "There's something you should know, Ness."


"Hmm?" She leaned back to look at me.


"Your hurt mattered to Gavin. He was little when Dugan
started bullying you but I think he noticed. The day Dugan attacked Maeve,
Gavin went after him even before we got there. For a submissive, he's rather
brazen. When he found out that Xany and I were planning to take Dugan out
ourselves, he helped."


"Gavin," she said, her eyes searched my face, for what,
I couldn't be sure.


"Yes. And he's been here in Utah every day since. Not because
he likes us weird wolves or American food, he's checking on you. You're his sister."
I stroked her hair with both hands, holding onto the ends that nearly fell to
her waist.


"He likes playing with Xany," she said, doubt lingering
in her tone.


"He likes Xany because she's loud and spills everyone's
secrets. He's here for you, trust me. I can tell. He looks at you the way Mal
looks at Xany. Always checking, always making sure. Even though they argue a
ton, they worry for each other regardless."


Finally, she nodded, growing quiet as she pondered my thoughts.
"He'll protect the baby, too."


"Gavin and Mal will, yes." I nodded.


"What will I do?" Mal's voice entered the kitchen before
he did. He appeared from the dark hallway, his black hair twisted in braids
that rested on his bare shoulders. A yawn caught him as he pulled a white
T-shirt over his head.


"Kill anyone who makes the baby frown," I said. Vanessa
snickered and a grin spread across Mal's lips. He kissed my cheek when he
joined us at the table.


"Damn straight I will," he said as he wrapped an arm
around me. His hand fell to Vanessa's knee, offering her an affectionate
squeeze. Her purrs returned a moment later as if his affirmation soothed her
enough to relax.


"Are either of you hungry? I can burn some food for
breakfast," I said, leaning into Mal's embrace with a smile.


"Don't even think about messing up my kitchen, Nee,"
Xany's voice boomed as she emerged from the clinic. Caden laughed as he
followed her. "And besides, I'm making pancakes for when Kat gets
here."


"Chocolate chip," Vanessa said, her gaze followed Xany
toward the refrigerator.


"Spoiled." Xany sighed dramatically. 


Vanessa grinned and settled herself into a chair. I joined Xany by
the stove and helped her cook while the guys theorized about the speed of
crossbows vs. composite bows.


"You know when to flip it by watching the bubbles
popping," Xany told me. I watched as she flipped a perfectly round
pancake.


"That's talent right there. Mine would probably come out as
squares or something."


"Nah, probably just blobs." Xany giggled and I gave her
a light shove.


Mom and Adia returned to the cabin together. Adia wore civilian clothes,
which had her looking even younger than usual. Blue jeans and a purple
sweatshirt complimented her boot moccasins. The feather in her braided hair was
the second reminder of the traditional clothing she left behind. I wondered
what prompted the change. Maybe the thought of a meeting with multiple
weretigers had her concerned. Or maybe Mom nudged her into blending in with
mixed company.


Vanessa stirred when I return to sit beside her after setting down
two giant plates of pancakes on the table. She glanced toward the hallway.


"Company's here," I announced for her.


Before she joined us, Kat's voice rang out in the strong rolling
sounds of her traditional language. Vanessa turned in her seat, leaning her
elbows on her knees as if expecting something. Mal grinned as if he understood.
Kat exited my bedroom holding Erin's hand in hers. The strawberry-blonde kit,
clad in a sweet long-sleeve white dress, seemed to struggle with the
disciplined pace of Kat's stride. Erin stumbled over her feet, huffed and
puffed, then tried to yank Kat forward. Kat said something to her and Erin
calmed, though her little lips curled into a frown. Xany giggled under her
breath and I tried not to join her.


"Say hello to everyone, Erin," Kat said, her heeled
boots clicking on the wood floor. As Vanessa's maternal aunt-turned-mother, they
shared similar lithe bodies and general features. Kat’s naturally blonde hair
set her apart from Vanessa.


"Vinnie." Erin reached for Vanessa with her free hand.


"Say hello first," Kat instructed.


"'lo firs." Erin squealed when Kat finally let go of her
hand and she raced for Vanessa. I scooted out of the way as Vanessa scooped up
the rambunctious kit. Erin squeezed her around the neck and after a brief round
of fidgeting, settled comfortably in Vanessa's arms.


"Well, that was quite the entrance. Hi Kat," I greeted
her as did the others. "This is Adia. She's a Shaman." I gestured
toward her.


"O'siyo," Adia said and Mom nudged her.
"Hello."


"Well met." Kat offered Adia a polite smile before
turning her attention to Vanessa.


"We got lots of breakfast foods if you're hungry," Xany
said, setting a small dish down in front of Erin. Vanessa's hand slammed down
on the plate a fraction of a second before Erin's little hand made a swipe for
it. "Whoa." Xany jumped. "Did it break?"


Vanessa shook her head and handed the plate back to Xany.
"Paper plate."


"Good idea." Xany bounced off to fetch a paper plate
from the pantry.


I watched Vanessa with Erin. The reflexes needed to care for such
a feral kit had me nearly gawking. I glanced at Mal only to see that his mouth
hung open slightly. He looked at me and grinned as if he knew exactly what I
was thinking.


"She's feral-born," Adia said, dangling between a
statement and a question.


"She is," Kat answered.


Xany returned and set a paper plate with a chocolate chip pancake
in front of Erin. The kit made to reach for it with both hands, her fingers
bent like little talons. Vanessa gripped Erin's hands, placing one hand in the
kit's lap, and allowed her to eat the pancake with her free hand. Kat settled
herself in the empty seat beside Vanessa. Mal slipped his arm around my middle
and tugged me to lean against him, both of us watching. Vanessa never uttered a
word to Erin, though their eye contact remained at times. Anytime Erin seemed
puzzled, she would look at Vanessa. They'd exchange a twitch or facial tic, and
Erin would follow through. The kit tore off bites of the pancake and settled
back against Vanessa, eating contently.


"Erin say 'thank you' to Xany," Kat said. Erin's gaze
fell on Xany and she twitched her nose. "English say."


"I think I understood that," said Caden around a mouthful
of breakfast. "We're turning into cats."


Mal's chuckle pressed his hot breath against my ear. 


"Thanks you," Erin's raspy voice reminded me of
Vanessa's when she was in a particularly tiger-ish mood.


"Welcome, cute kit," Xany said, grinning widely.


"How many ancients have you killed?" Adia jumped right
into it and she sat down across from Kat.


"Killed two, managed five," Kat didn't hesitate to
answer.


"We have her blood and Vanessa sensed voodoo magic,"
Caden added. "What do we need to know?"


Our attention fell on Kat. She crossed her legs, leaning back in
her chair as she pondered the question. Xany set a plate down in front of her
and Caden passed her a glass of milk. Kat nodded her gratitude.


"First, what time is the ancient?" Kat glanced between
us. The pack remained silent. My mother's eyebrows flicked upward as her gaze
fell on me.


"She's Byzantine," I said.


"She told you this?" Kat asked.


"Yeah. In the ambulance on the way to her house after I went
with her." I glanced at Xany and smirked.


"Kidnapped," Xany coughed and I laughed a bit.


"The thing to know is every word she speaks to you has
meaning. As…" Kat drifted off, as if searching for the appropriate word.
"As a riddle."


"She did that with the hospital assault," Mal spoke up.
"After we attacked her, she said it would take five and a half people to
heal from it. That's how many appeared at Shawnee's hospital."


"Right. Just like that." Kat nodded. "The same is
to be said of her actions."


"Everything she says and does is a riddle. Is this normal for
an ancient?" I asked.


"One of her advanced age, yes. Ancients are not undead. They
haven't risen from death as modern vampires have. Ancients are born just as we
are. Their bloodlust is the same as ours. Our lore and creed has forbidden us
from feasting on humans. Our honor code requires it. Vampires and ancients
don't have these codes or rules. They're lawless save for their own masteries
and fledglings. Their worship is to each other, not to a deity," Kat's
prophetic language settled heavily in my heart. I hadn't looked at vampires in
such a way before. Ancients, born just as we were, shouldn't that mean they're
susceptible to the same things?


"Evolution changed the ancients for resiliency and
survivorship. Thick skin, shadow walking, illusion of rapid movement. They're
difficult to strike. And as you've described, standard weapons don't work as
well. Many of them also have magic, usually stolen." Kat glanced to Ana
who nodded her agreement.


"Military weapons can decimate them, but those weapons are often
slow and a stealth attack is unlikely," my mother said.


"Vanessa was able to take a slice out of her when she
attacked Xany," I said.


"She is unusually quick-moving." My mother nodded in
Vanessa's direction. She seemed to be listening though continued to tend to
Erin instead of responding.


"Our kind has an easier time for that reason," Kat
agreed. 


"How did you kill the two?" Adia asked.


"Fire. Fast moving fire slowed them down enough for us to
behead them. Same tactic on both ancients, a decade apart," Kat answered.
Her readiness to share information reinforced our allegiance.


"And the others that you managed?" Adia pressed.


"Totems and magical bindings worked to keep them away, or
keep them chaste. With one, we entered into a contract that, twenty years
later, is still honored by both parties. Not all ancients are as evil as their
undead spawn. Some choose not to feed on blood and sustain a partnership with
our world." Kat's gaze flickered toward my mother.


"I have met one of the latter. There was no taint, and he
chose to remain recluse and feed off animals as we do," Ana said.


"Anadaya is correct. This has happened. Many of the ancients
still alive choose this path. It's clear your ancient has not," said Kat.


"So everything she says and does is a hint toward what
exactly?" I asked.


"Ancients, like cats, grow bored with the mundane. Her
secrets are her games. They give her power. She knows that you are trying to
defeat her. I assume her test is that she's offering you all the information
you need in order to do so." Kat offered Erin a sip of her milk. The kit
drank from the cup more delicately than she had eaten the pancake.


"Dia left you some blood," said Adia, drawing my
attention to her.


"Who? Me?"


"Yes. You can test it like you know how, okay? Okay."
Adia nodded and stood up. "I'm going to make talismans."


"Um… okay. I guess I could do that." I laughed a bit at
her abruptness.


"Adia," my mom said, frowning in her direction. She spat
out a few reprimanding Cherokee phrases, calling her rude and that she should
properly thank our guests.


"Oh. Thank you for your help." Adia giggled childishly,
smiling in Kat's direction. Kat offered her a pleasant nod as Adia disappeared
beside the window.


"She's quite unique," said Kat.


"That's putting it lightly." Xany snickered.


"Is there anything else we should know, Kat? What have we
really got on our hands here?" Caden asked, leaning forward in his seat to
rest his elbows on the table.


"She has magic and you were unable to stake her. If all
tactics fail, you may need to look into terms of a truce. Of course, the Pride
will assist if her demise and a truce are unobtainable," said Kat.


"I miss Evelyn," Vanessa said, her chin resting on
Erin's head.


"Yes, kitten. She would've been the best help." Kat
stroked Vanessa's cheek.


"Were you friends?" Xany asked Vanessa.


"I liked her magic," Vanessa said, sounding a bit
dreamy.


"We should just get a necromancer and be done with all of
this crap," Xany said.


"Ancient's aren't undead, otherwise that would've been a good
suggestion for once." Mal smirked at his sister.


My mother patted Kat's hand as her attention drifted toward the
living room. A soft smile pressed her lips as she watched something unseen by
the rest of us. Xany settled in Caden's lap. His brow furrowed in thought. I
wondered if he was considering our options against Ileana.


"Are you all coming to dinner tonight, kitten?" Kat
asked, a soft purr returning to her torso.


"No," Vanessa's curt answer had me worried.


"We were invited to dinner? Why aren't we going?" Xany perked
up at the mention of Ireland.


"Of course. It's Christmas eve." Kat gawked at us as if
we were from a foreign planet let alone another first-world, country.


"Wait… tonight is?" Xany stumbled into full-on freak out
mode. "How did we forget? Who's supposed to keep track of days? Being a
nurse is too hard, it messed up everything!"


Caden laughed at her. "Easy, precious, we'll survive."


"Ness?" I had never celebrated holidays except the years
that Vanessa coerced me to visit her family while we were in college. Her mate
bond gave a grand lurch when I called her name. She didn't answer me but I knew
she didn't want to talk about it right now.


"If you change your mind, let me know." Kat stroked
Vanessa's hair as she stood. "I best get the kit home before she dozes
off."


Vanessa gave the sleepy Erin a gentle nuzzle before handing her
off to Kat. Erin sat on her hip, chewing her finger as her eyes blinked slowly.


"Thank you for your help," my mother spoke for all of
us.


"We'll be in touch, Kat," Caden said.


With one last caress of her daughter's cheek, Kat offered me a sad
smile as she disappeared down the hall.


"I will take my leave as well. My concern for the reckless
Shaman is growing." Mom smiled and leaned across Mal to kiss my cheek.


"Mom?"


"Yes, Dodi?"


"Did we ever celebrate Christmas?"


"Tla, Dodi. Such things were as far away as the
moon."


"Will you come to Kat's if we go?"


"Would you like me to?"


"Yeah, I would."


"Then I will." The smile that played on her lips told me
of her delight in my request. It filled me with comforting warmth as she
vanished in the doorway.


***


Xany continued running around like a wild woman well into the
afternoon. By lunchtime, she had batches of cookies cooling, a strawberry
cheesecake settling on the counter, and trays of chocolate truffles spread out
on the table. She put Caden to work icing some gingerbread people. He took a
few liberties with their attire, however. Since the onslaught of tension
brought on by Ileana, paying mind to the pack bonds became as integral to me as
my mate bonds. Caden and Xany seemed soothed by the sudden distraction, and
somehow I could tell that Caden found comfort in our present safety.


My mates and I took up residence by the fire. Mal leaned himself
against the hearth, cradling me in his arms as I sat between his legs. Vanessa
rested on me in the same manner. Mal placed soft kisses up and down my neck
every so often as I bathed in the contentment that flooded me whenever I found
myself this way. Vanessa's purrs rocked me like a lullaby.


Looks like Xany and Caden are going to Kat's,
Mal's voice popped into my mind. Think she'll change her mind?


I'm not sure. I can tell she's thinking about it though. We
haven't spoken like this in a while, have we?


Not on purpose. His smile pressed against my
cheek. I reached back and cupped his face in my palm, turning my head slightly
to kiss him.


I like it on purpose.


Me too.


As the setting sun hung low in the winter sky, Caden emerged from
the hall dressed in his wolven best. Jeans, hiking boots, and a button-down
shirt. His hair remained as it ever was, in a ponytail.


"Looking rather dapper there, Caden," I commented. He
tugged on his collar and pretended to brush something off his shoulder.


"I try." He chuckled and drew his gaze from me to Mal.
"Are you guys planning to leave the house at all?"


"Erm, nope. No plans to leave the house. That's an odd
question," I said.


"We may or may not join you later in Ireland but we won't be
going anywhere else," Mal added.


"Good, the repellents are in place a few miles around. Are
you sure you don't want to come?" Caden glanced between Vanessa and me.


"We won't go anywhere, Caden. Besides, Adia and my mom aren't
far."


"And the rest of the Sept." Mal punched Caden in the
foot. "We're fine."


"Jerk." Caden laughed and aimed a kick at Mal.


"Boys, boys, knock it off. There are delicate women in the
room." I swatted at both of them and they laughed. Vanessa snickered under
her breath. "We'll be along if we change our minds."


"All right. All right. Don't destroy the house." Caden
looked at Mal. "Don't get kidnapped." He looked at me. "Don't
give birth." He grinned at Vanessa.


"Yes, Daddy," Vanessa's words rolled along a purr. Our
laughter filled the room.


"Okay! I'm ready let's go!" Xany bounced into the
kitchen. "Are you sure you don't want to come, NeeNee?" she asked as
she balanced trays of desserts on her arm.


"We're sure. See you later." I waved at Xany as Caden
carefully bended her away beside the window.


"You two want to watch a movie?" Mal asked.


"Sounds good." I sat up as Mal did, allowing him to move
out from under me. "How about you, Ness?"


"I want to watch you," she said, leaning up with a yawn.



Mal laughed as he turned off the kitchen lights and grabbed the TV
remote. The fire light illuminated Vanessa, casting a gentle glow that turned
her ginger hair a blazing yellow.


"Aren't you sick of watching me yet?" I smiled and
kissed her cheek as we stood together.


"No." She smiled and joined Mal on the sofa.


"Looks like you two need a high quality action film to set
the right mood," Mal said as he flipped through the movie queue.


"Yeah." I laughed. "Just what every girl needs.
I'll make some popcorn." I searched the pantry for a few packages of the
microwave kind of popcorn. It was the safest, in my hands anyway. I set the
pouch in the microwave and pressed the popcorn setting. While Mal and Vanessa
went back and forth about what movie to watch, I observed their interaction.
They were a lot closer than they had been a few months ago, thankfully. I
couldn't bear it if they were always at odds. When Caden and Xany returned in
the morning, I would ask them if I could visit Sam at the hospital. I knew Hank
had some of the Sept watching her, but it bothered me nonetheless. My thoughts
continued to wander and I ran some of Ileana's words through my mind. 


The sound of the beeping microwave returned my focus. I poured the
hot buttery kernels into a bowl and toted it back to my mates with a few
bottles of water. "What'd you decide?"


"He picked Transformers. How lame is that?"
Vanessa pouted at me as I set everything down on the coffee table.


"Really, Mal?" I laughed. "There wasn't anything
better than that?"


"What's better than robot cars? C'mon." He grinned and
grabbed a handful of popcorn.


"A lot, trust me." I made to join them on the sofa but
Vanessa caught me. "Hey. Are you saving this spot for someone
better?"


"No," she said through a snicker. "I wasn't ready
yet."


"For what?" Mal asked, laughing at both of us. "You
two are complicated."


"Hush up, you." I swatted Mal as Vanessa scooted on the
sofa and pulled the blanket off the back. "Can I sit now?"


"Uh huh." She pulled the blanket over herself and smiled
cheekily at me.


"About time." I settled between them and Vanessa tossed
the blanket over me, too. Mal plopped the popcorn bowl in his lap and we shared
it from there.


"Love, let me ask you something," said Mal.


"All right, what?"


"How come you can brew up crazy chemical concoctions in a lab
but burn a frying pan full of eggs and bacon?" A grin spread around the
popcorn headed into his mouth. Vanessa snickered as she rested her head on my
shoulder.


"You've been dying to ask me that, haven't you?"


"Oh yes."


"I think I get nervous. People are going to have to eat it
and they'll tell me if it sucks or not. Chemistry and science don't judge you in
the same way."


"Fair point," said Mal.


"We won't judge you if you want to try making an experimental
pizza," Vanessa said against my neck. I laughed and nudged her forehead
with my chin.


"Lies, all lies."


"A meaty pizza at that," Mal added while chuckling, his
eyes glued to the yellow car-turned-robot on the TV screen.


"Hmm, something tells me you two are hungry. I can order
pizza you know. Delivery isn't beyond my skills."


"I'm hungry," Vanessa said in a whisper against my neck,
her breath sent a shiver through me. Mal seemed lost in the movie and popcorn.


"Grab the phone from the table, baby. I'll order
something."


"We have plenty," she said, kissing along my clavicle. I
bit my lip as the definition of Vanessa's hungry hit me full force. Her
fingertips traced along the waistband of my jeans, hidden beneath the blanket
that covered us. With my mates so close, both bonds fluttered eagerly. Mal kept
his gaze fixed on the television, but his link between us told me he knew
exactly what emotions I gave off. My breathing picked up as Vanessa's fingers
moved lower, unbuttoning my jeans and pausing a fraction above my heat. Visions
of our last triple encounter ran through my mind, as did the awkwardness that
followed. Should I stop her and save us from the inevitable aftermath? Or
should I let her, because, god, I wanted her to.


Too much thinking on my part allowed her ample time to take
control. Her lips met mine at the same moment she cupped me, fingers stroking
me thereafter. 


"Like that?" Vanessa whispered. She'd never spoken to me
like this before, especially not with Mal right beside us.


"Yeah," I told her, mumbling as I gripped the sofa
cushion.


"Good," she said, a single finger drawing circles around
my sensitive nub. I bit my lip to keep quiet. Her actions were no secret, nor
were my feelings. I fought the urge to glance at Mal, knowing he would already
be experiencing what I had. I noticed he was no longer crunching on popcorn.
This close, I couldn't distinguish between their bonds. The only thing I could tell
for certain was that they were both aware and enjoying it. "A little
more?" Vanessa asked, and I did all I could not to whimper. 


She waited, continuing her circular movement until I nodded. She
nibbled my bottom lip and slipped two fingers inside me, not holding back her
intentions in the least. I gripped her thigh, squeezing her firm muscled leg
and bit my tongue to remain silent. She stroked me, deeply and eagerly. Her
lips never stopped moving along my neck and shoulder, occasionally returning to
kiss me. Eventually, she slipped from the sofa beneath the blanket. A moment
later, my jeans and panties were tugged from me and strewn across the carpet.
Vanessa wasted no time in devouring me, her head moving beneath the blanket. I
cried out, finally giving in to the sound I'd been holding on to. Her tongue
raced across my saturated heat, diving inside of me and sending waves of sharp
pleasure through me. She pressed my legs apart and moved with a starved
determination. Our connection seared with succulence, demanding more from both
of us. 


Without much thought, I grabbed Mal by the shirt and pulled him
toward me. He allowed it and I kissed him hard, hungry for both of them. The
moment our skin touched, when the flesh of both my mates met mine, raucous broke
out inside me. Mal gripped my breasts, massaging them as his tongue demanded
entry between my lips. I lifted my hips, rolling them against Vanessa's hand
and mouth. Mal tore away the buttons of my shirt, and he broke our kiss turn
his attention to my breasts. I had both of them, the way I wanted them always.
His teeth raked over my tender flesh as Vanessa's tongue lashed my clit. I
cried out, gripping Mal's hair as the raging orgasm tore through me like a
breaking dam. Vanessa worked me through it and Mal's deep growl told me he rode
the sensations with me. He ripped away the blanket, revealing Vanessa's
continued movements between my legs as another wave of pleasure rippled through
me. I gasped for breath as Mal grabbed me into a demanding kiss. Out of the
corner of my eye, I saw him grip Vanessa's hair, and felt him push her to me
harder. Her response was immediate, and she continued her escapade, though this
time her fingers did most of the work, thrusting in and out of me with a
fevered urgency that mirrored Mal's. This time, my cries met Mal's mouth and my
climax lasted twice as long. Moaning and writhing beneath them, Mal pulled away
and sucked on my neck, licking and nibbling. 


When I was about to die from lack of air, Vanessa released me,
slipping from me to stroke me softly. My chest heaved as I fought for breath. I
closed my eyes as Vanessa's soft fingers continued to caress my folds and inner
thighs. Mal's touch met hers and both of them stroked and pet me together, as
if they had practiced for this moment. I melted beneath them, as sparks seemed
to burst from their fingertips when they touched me, sending little snaps of
pleasure here and there. I didn't stop them. Instead, I basked beneath them,
wrapped in their warm glow.


Minutes passed and I remained in this position. Vanessa broke away
to kiss my hip, moving her way up to rest her chin on my stomach. Mal dropped
back on the sofa, panting heavily. Vanessa nudged me toward him, her nose
twitching along with a single eyebrow, "Touch," she told me. Her gaze
rested on Mal as she tugged me from the sofa, kneeling me in front of Mal. She
moved behind me in the way that Mal normally would, she cupped me from behind
and tugged on Mal's pants. He understood and a second later, his pants
disappeared, leaving him towering in front of me. His eyes, flashing from hazel
to red, locked on mine. His fingers gripped the sofa, as if he were holding
tightly in fear of falling off. Vanessa urged me forward and I grabbed hold of
Mal, as I had last time, and began stroking him from base to tip. He grunted
under my touch, fingers clasped tighter into the sofa. Vanessa's naked body
pressed against mine, she brushed my hair from my shoulder and whispered,
"Mouth," in my ear.


I glanced over my shoulder at her. I'd never, we hadn't… he…
Vanessa ran her hand from my shoulder, over my arm to my wrist until she rested
on top my hand that held Mal. She kissed my shoulder, then flicked her tongue
across my flesh. Mal's gaze darted from me to Vanessa then back again. Yeah,
that's what he wanted. Nerves threatened to kill my mood, setting off a
swirling sensation in my stomach. Vanessa leaned around me, as if she sensed my
anxiety. She nudged my forehead with hers, "Together," she whispered,
her ruby lips a shade deeper than usual. I nodded and she urged me forward, our
mouths an inch from Mal. 


Together, we flicked our tongues over the tip of him. He groaned
and his hand found its way to my hair, gripping but not pushing. His desire,
his want soothed me some, he wanted this and I was happy with that. Again,
Vanessa led me through the movements, she wrapped her lips around him and then
I followed, one after the other as if we were taking turns in a game meant
purely for Mal's enjoyment. And he savored it, our throbbing mate bond told me
so. Vanessa cupped my heat again, toying with my nub in a way that mimicked our
tongues over Mal. After several rounds of play, Mal tugged my hair in a light
warning of what was to follow. As if Vanessa sensed his pending climax, she
slipped two fingers inside me at the same time that Mal burst forth between us.
I gasped at the synchronous movement, the strength of Mal's orgasm raced
through our bond, sending a burst of shuddering pleasure through my core. 


We stroked him together, letting him down gently as our tongues
mingled along his tip. Mal's grip on me loosened and he leaned back on the
sofa, his head tossed back as his chest heaved. Vanessa withdrew from me and
returned to her position behind me. Heavy pants escape my lips as I dropped my
head down on Mal's stomach. His hands massaged my hair, digging firmly in my
scalp and raking downward over my shoulders. Vanessa's harsh purrs brought deep
pulses of relaxation that washed over my shoulders. I kissed along Mal's
abdomen, tracing the lines of his muscles. He flexed beneath me and a growly
sigh escaped him. Our bonds thrummed inside me, both green and red, cooled and
calm as if they too enjoyed the connection.


Mal slipped his hands under my arms and lifted me to him, I
wrapped myself around him as he embraced me. Vanessa followed my movement and
knelt on the sofa beside us. He drew his gaze from me and eyed her. Without
warning, he reached out and grabbed her by the hair, pulling her into our
embrace. I hugged both of my mates, flesh on flesh upon flesh. My skin seared
and my body threatened climax just from the triple connection. I quivered and
Vanessa bit lightly down on my shoulder at the same time Mal gripped my rear.
That was all it took to send me over the edge and I gasped, tossing my head
back and exploded between them, with barely so much as a caress against most
sensitive parts. I collapsed again between my mates, hugging, breathlessly, on
to both of them. Vanessa's purrs rattled the sofa and we melted into a
blissful, wordless afterglow that required no explanation.
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I woke up on the carpet beside the hearth nestled between my naked
mates under the weight of furs and blankets. The early morning sun burned
through the kitchen windows. I squinted as I rolled onto my back. Mal didn't
stir but Vanessa moved with me. She tucked her head under my chin, draping her
arm across my middle with fingertips grazing my thigh. Xany and Caden weren't
in the house, the pack bonds allowed me that much. Images of the previous night
flashed through my mind and I covered my face with my hands as the intensity
set alight the burning embers of my core. It really happened, and not by
accident either. What had I started? What if this caused imbalance of our
bonds? What if—


"Shh," Vanessa's hush brushed against my neck.


"Hmm?"


"Stop thinking, I'm comfortable," she whispered, giving
me a squeeze as her hand slid across my middle, settling above my heat.


"I'm sorry, baby," I muttered, brushing my lips across
her forehead.


"Mhmm." She sighed deeply and slipped her hand between
my thighs, cupping me as she had the night prior. I warmed to her touch and a
quiver ran through me.


"Are you starting something again?" I asked under my
breath.


"Mmm… fun."


It was fun, is fun. But I couldn't admit that to her yet. She
closed her eyes and let her hand rest where it was. Our mate bond stilled as
she drifted back to sleep.


I watched the sunrise beyond the windows, shadowing the kitchen
once again. Sometimes it seemed like all I ever did was watch the sun rise and
set. For a few solid hours, my mates distracted me away from the horrors of the
hospital. Robbie's memory returned to me and flashes of Oliver's eviscerated
torso met my mind's eye. I cringed and attempted to push it from my mind. I
wondered how Sam was healing, and the little girl. Had she returned to her
family? What about Laura? Would she join the Sept? I hoped Barron kept her
safe. Maybe Alice would invite her to join them and they would find solace in
each other’s company. How much more destruction would Ileana cause before she
finally got to me?


"The thing to know is every word she speaks to you has
meaning."


Kat's voice echoed through my head.


"The same is to be said of her actions."


Yeah, but which ones were the most important? Everything she
says and does is a riddle. Five and a half humans must die in order for her
to heal. Vanessa sensed voodoo magic around her. 


Haven't you ever considered that maybe, just maybe, you're the
abomination, Doctor Twofeathers? That Gaia intended to make vampires and dark ones?
That you and yours are the mess up? That maybe you came from something else?
You've been worshiping the wrong god, Doctor. It's time you figured that out,
Ileana's voice raked through my consciousness.


Actions, her actions mean something. We
shot her up in the chest with no resolve. Voodoo magic. Robbie was
turned, Laura's once healed arm was broken again. She knows I'm a healer,
knows how I healed Laura exactly. Maybe I leave a magical residue as well.
The little girl was simply to make me angry. Xany was a victim of opportunity.
The only other female Breeder with us and one who shared some of my heritage.
Her attack was symbolic of my own. I was a victim of opportunity.
Another just to piss me off and threaten. Oliver, his death was different. She
tore his heart clear out of his chest, leaving a gaping hole. Where was his
heart? We looked for it, no remnants remained in his body. No heart. No
heart.


"No heart." I shot up sitting. "No heart!"


My mates jolted awake. Vanessa groaned at me but Mal shot to
attention, his brow narrowed.


"Jus' a bad dream," he muttered, patting my shoulder
awkwardly.


"No, Mal. I'm awake. She has no heart!"


"I do so." Vanessa frowned at me.


"No, no. Not you. Ileana, she has no heart. That's what she
was telling me when she killed Oliver. She tore out his heart, cleanly, with
nothing left behind. Ness, can voodoo magic remove a heart?" My own heart
thundered in my ears. This was right, it had to be. Her words and actions meant
everything. Worshipping the wrong god. Voodoo practices work with
spirits and sometimes dark magic.


"Probably." She rubbed her eyes, dropping her head in
her hands. "What are you talking about?"


"Ileana." I looked between them. "She used some
sort of voodoo magic to remove her own heart. We can't stake her because she
has no heart to be staked. It makes perfect sense!"


"You sound like Xany, love," Mal said, his voice deep
and raspy. "Slow down."


"Xany! We should call her. And Caden to let them know we
figured it out."


"Shawnee," Vanessa whined and dropped back on the
pillows.


"We haven't figured anything out yet." Mal gripped my
elbow and tugged me to sit beside him. "Start over, since the first time
you began while we were unconscious."


"Okay." I took a deep breath. "Ileana doesn't have
a heart. She used voodoo magic to remove it somehow. That's why she tore out
Oliver's heart. That was the message."


"How can you be sure?" asked Vanessa.


"I can't be but it's safe to assume." I glanced between
them. "It makes sense."


Mal leaned his elbow on his knee, mulling things over. He glanced
to Vanessa than back to me.


"I know very little about voodoo or dark magics. Is it
possible?" he asked.


"Yeah, anything is. She would need a heart to live
regardless. She's not undead." Vanessa yawned during the latter.


"How can you keep a heart alive outside a body?" Mal
asked. I couldn't tell if he was being sarcastic or serious.


"Magic," Vanessa answered simply.


"So she could have used some sort of dark magic to remove her
heart and shove it in some sort of vault fifty leagues under the sea or
something?" I gawked.


"Sure. Why not." Vanessa flopped back on the pillows. The
blankets remained draped across her middle as she sprawled out in all her naked
glory. Her image had me staring for a moment.


"That's some fairytale bullshit right there," Mal said,
pulling his hair back into a ponytail. I swatted his arm.


"Leave it down," I said.


"Why? You like me looking like an old school Indian?" He
wagged his brows at me.


"Yes, I do, in fact." I smirked and he pulled me into a
hug. "Might as well make our own fairytale if vampires can create
theirs."


"If what you're saying is true, Shawnee, we'll have to find
her heart in order to kill her," said Vanessa as she twirled a strand of
hair around her finger.


"If it is true, it's probably why she hasn't been killed
already," I added. "If she's treating me this way, and she's
centuries old, she's treated others the same way."


"Agreed." Mal nodded. "Today is Christmas," he
said, a hint of surprise in his voice. "Merry Christmas."


"Merry Christmas." I kissed his cheek. "And to you,
too, ginger brat cat." I nudged Vanessa with my foot. She laughed and
swatted my leg.


"Happy Christmas," she said.


"Are you sure you don't want to go to your mother's house,
baby? We need to tell the others what we suspect anyway."


"I'm sure."


"Are you really sure? Because you don't sound sure,"
said Mal, a smirk tugging the corner of his mouth.


"I'm really sure."


"Are you really really sure?" He egged her on.


"No." She pouted at him.


"Then we can go, Red. C'mon." Mal bopped her with a
pillow. Why wasn't today as awkward as last time? Don't get me wrong, I was
very grateful for it. "We can talk to your mom about what Shawnee thinks
of the heartless fairytale leech."


"Fine." Vanessa rolled to her feet and sauntered off
down the hall. The bathroom door clicked shut behind her.


"Oh boy," I said. "We're in for a hormonal few
months ahead."


"Sounds like a ride." Mal simpered and tugged me into a
possessive hug.


"Are you um…okay with everything?" I asked as he moved
me to straddle his lap.


"Are you?" He lifted a brow at me.


"Yeah," I said on the tails of a nervous laugh.
"But you…wolf, I mean…"


"It's different. Unexpected." He paused. "But still
you, it's all you." His hands fell to my hips.


"That's comforting…I think."


"Seems she's the only one who knows what she's doing."


"Tell me about it."


***


An hour later, we were showered and ready to head to Ireland. Mal
joined me in the kitchen as I tied on my trainers. A white button down shirt
had his skin almost glowing.


"Well, aren't you fancy," I said, grinning at him.


"Thank you, thank you, I try." He tugged on his collar
like it was a tuxedo and I laughed. Vanessa emerged from my bedroom in a pair
of black jeans that she fastened below her small rounded belly, and a gray
sweater that was clearly too big to belong to her.


"Hey, that's mine. My mother knitted that." Mal pointed
at her.


"I like it."


"Where'd you find it?"


"In Xany's room."


"Do you ladies own any of your own clothing?" Mal looked
between us.


"I do, she doesn't." I laughed at the dumbfounded look
on Mal's face.


"Is Ana coming?" Vanessa asked as she slipped her arm
around my middle.


"She said she'll meet us there later on," I said.


"Let's get going before it's midnight there." Mal linked
his arm with mine.


Vanessa tore us through the inbetween. Again, I kept my eyes open,
watching the spinning shadows as they passed. As we got closer to Ireland, the
indigo and blues cooled, leveling out as if I gazed over the land of Middle
America. Shadows shot by, some glided, one figure paused to look at me, or what
I perceived as looking at me. It was a complete blob of blackness.


"Stop looking," Vanessa said as our feet hit the marble
floor of Kat's entryway.


"They look like people. Why can't I look?" We let go of
each other and Mal blinked a few times, allowing his eyes to adjust to the
bright light.


"It draws them closer." Vanessa adjusted her sweater
over her hips and I got the distinct impression she was trying to conceal her
belly.


"What happens if they get closer?"


"They can cross to the inbetween and latch on," said
Vanessa, glancing to Mal.


"You never told me that before."


"You never tried luring them before," she said.


"I'm not luring them, I'm just looking." I huffed
then reminded myself that Xany was here somewhere. "Let's go find the
others."


"Don't look at the shadows on the way, love." Mal
chuckled and I offered him a sharp elbow to the side.


Pride members packed Kat's house to the breaking point. Buffet
tables replaced the dining room furniture and chairs lined the walls of the
living room. Doorstops propped open the parlor doors and the cellar door sat
ajar. Cheers and frivolity echoed up the basement stairs where I imagined a
bunch of people sat around drinking. Someone played the fiddle and others
clapped, or danced, along. 


I found Xany, Caden, and Gavin in the living room surrounded by a
group of guys crowded around a giant television. They cheered someone on, then
a hush fell over the room.


"On the right, look out!" Gavin shouted and simulated
gunshots followed. Video games, of course.


I walked up behind Xany and gave her hair a playful tug. Mal
followed me in but Vanessa hadn't.


"Nee!" She spun around and hugged me. "I knew you'd
show up."


"Merry Christmas." I laughed at her enthusiasm and
returned her hug. "I think I figured out Ileana's riddle. One of them at
least."


"Let's get out of here so you can tell me. Caden and Gavin
haven't looked at me for an hour. Stupid games." Xany grabbed my arm and
tugged me back toward the kitchen. Mal faded past me and joined the guys, his
gazed fixed on the big TV. "Zombies, I swear."


"Tell me about it. Did this huge party split between guys and
girls, too?" I asked once we moved into the quieter kitchen. Vanessa
pushed herself up sitting on the island counter. Her discomfort evident in her
silence and through the tendrils she sent me along our connection. I patted her
knee and Xany glanced over at her.


"Between guys, girls, drinkers, and kids. Kat brought the
younger ones upstairs about an hour ago. There's a billion people here."
Xany gestured wildly.


"And you love it. Does it mess up your empathy gift?" I
asked.


"Nah. It makes it a little easier, everything is all blurred
up so I don't get pukeish over it. Everyone is really happy here now, not
like…" She glanced at Vanessa again. "Not like before. And really naked.
More than me." Xany giggled, glancing down at her mini-skirt and halter.


"That's good at least."


"Yeah. So what did you figure out?"


"Oliver's death is the key," I said, and explained to
her the meaning of the other deaths or attacks. "The removal of his heart.
There wasn't a single piece left behind. It was precise."


"Voodoo can do that? Remove a leech heart and keep them
living?"


"Vanessa thinks so."


Kat entered the kitchen with my mother beside her, followed by Maeve
and a few other unfamiliar faces that continued toward the food. On their way
by, they tucked their heads lower when they crossed Vanessa's field of vision.
Maeve bounced over to us, pausing in front of Vanessa.


"Caroline's looking for you," she said, caressing
Vanessa's cheek affectionately. Vanessa remained steadfast though offered a
slight nod. Maeve offered me a sweet smile before joining the others in the
dining room.


"If Vanessa is correct, we will need supplies. Adia is
crafting protective totems and repellents specifically for Ileana and those who
carry her blood," my mother said. "And a way to locate this missing
heart."


"She has probably given you clues to where it is or even told
you directly," added Kat.


"Boy you two don't miss a trick." Xany huffed at our
elders.


"More clues…" I leaned against Vanessa's legs and she
ran her fingers through my hair.


"Shawnee, you know her best. My assumption is she spoke these
words directly to you." Kat moved closer to Vanessa, pressing the palm of her
hand to her cheek. It seemed everyone was continually trying to reach my mate
with the face touching. She didn't respond to Kat either, not externally
anyway. Our mate bond gave a sharp tug at the emotions she held back.


"That's not saying much about me as someone who knows a leech
best." I smirked and Vanessa flicked my elbow.


"It is a good thing you know her best, Dodi. You will
remember all she has said," my mother said, her thin lips curling into a
knowing smile.


"How do you know that?" I playfully narrowed my eyes at
her.


"You remember all. When I would bring you to a Clash, you
would recite back all that was said. You were three." A proud grin
replaced her smile.


"Funny. She forgets everything now," Xany said
rather dramatically. Vanessa and I laughed.


"Forgetting is an option," said Mom.


"Kat, can I use Coaghan’s library? I think I might know where
to start," I said.


"Of course," she said, gesturing toward the hall in a
welcoming manner.


"Thanks."


"A library on Christmas? We're supposed to be partying."
Xany huffed and grumbled.


"Vanessa will help me. You can go party," I said,
laughing at her reaction.


"Okay but if you find anything tell me before anyone
else." Xany narrowed her eyes at me. "And don't eat any poison
candy."


"Oh stop it now." I nearly cracked up. "Caden warns
me not to get kidnapped and you with the candy, c'mon now."


"Suit yourself." Xany giggled and skipped off.


My mother and Kat continued to chatter on. Eventually Eliseth,
Coaghan, and some of the other elders joined them in the kitchen. Jarleth
entered just as Vanessa and I planned our exit. He offered us a warm smile,
clapping me on the shoulder followed by a respectful nod to Vanessa. Her return
was similar.


We weaved our way through the crowd as I held Vanessa's hand
tightly in mine. Most of the pride members either looked on with interest,
offered a barely-noticeable gesture of submission, or greeted us warmly. Once
safely inside of Coaghan’s empty office, Vanessa relaxed a bit.


"You're really bothered by being here," I said as she
leaned against her father's desk.


"Everything's changed."


"I know, baby. Isn't that what everyone wanted? Their freedom
back? Didn't you want that?" I stepped in front of her and she placed her
hands on my hips. "We can leave right now if you want to."


"They treat me differently."


"Of course they do. You killed Dugan and turned down
leadership. You're also mated now and I imagine that stops some of the guys
from, well, you know." I ran my hands up and down her arms. She seemed to
calm at both the touch and explanation.


"And pregnant."


"That too. They treat you differently because things are
different, baby. You're different. And that's okay. You've gained so much this
year."


"Like you." A smile finally broke the stony expression
she had held since our arrival.


"Mhmm. Just what you always wanted, right?" I teased,
but she continued to smile.


"You're everything I've always wanted," she said as pink
tinged her cheeks. I cupped her face in my hands and kissed her softly. She
relaxed into the kiss and embraced me after. Her posture relaxed as if she
could breathe again.


"You're everything I never knew I wanted. Does that sound
bad?"


"Do you feel the same about Mal?"


"Yes I do."


"Then it's not bad," she said, her brows flicking
upward.


"Good." I laughed softly. "Now, help me find some
history books in here about the Byzantine Empire or the Eastern Roman
Empire."


"That sounds boring," she said as we broke away to
search the shelves.


"I love your enthusiasm, baby." I grinned and started my
search in the back of the library.


A few months ago, Xany, Gavin, and I sifted through Coaghan’s
collection of medical books in search of something that could help cure Jarleth
from his Dugan-induced ailment. Our newest struggle had us searching yet again.


"Why don't we just look it up on the internet? It's
faster." Vanessa handed me down a dusty book from the top shelf.


"We'll do that too but we need information to be as old as
possible. Thanks." I took it and placed it with the one I found.


After about half an hour of scanning bookshelves, I emerged from
the stacks holding three fat books only to find Vanessa lounging on the large
windowsill. The stained-glass window appeared odd and monotonous without light
streaming in from the outside.


"All helped out, are you?" I laughed at her and she
offered me a sleepy smile. "Uh huh, I see how it is."


"Mhmm. Hungry."


"Hungry, sleepy, horny. Any other dwarves living in
you?" I set the books on the desk and poked her. "Go get something,
baby. It's your house."


"Mopey and angry," she said.


"So you have five dwarves, huh."


"Mhmm."


"Go get food." I gave her leg a shove.


I sat down at Coaghan’s desk and slipped on a pair of the required
white gloves in order to begin reading. I chose the oldest book first,
published in 1878, which chronicled European history up until that time. It had
a whole section on the rise and fall of the Byzantine Empire. As the images
formed in my mind, I imagined what Ileana would've been like back in 330 A.D.
when Constantine chose the new location for the Roman capital. Constantinople,
so aptly named, and its lengthy survival as the Eastern Roman Empire. Ileana
didn't give me an exact year of her birth or origin, but I had to admit, the
Byzantine Empire stretched for what seemed like a million years. Or a thousand,
realistically. How was I going to find anything significant about one person
and one heart buried in all of this information? Changing leaders, the
Crusades, the religions, languages. I might as well be searching for a single
neon plankton in the entirety of the world's oceans.


"Oh, hello there," Coaghan’s cheerful voice broke me
from my thoughts. "Katherine told me of your search. Have you found
much?"


"Hi, um... yes. I think so. Maybe too much." I gestured
toward the books. Coaghan glanced them over and nodded.


"Those are the best choices for what you're looking for. Can
I be of help, lass?"


"Maybe." For some reason, I had a difficult time making
eye contact with Vanessa's father. Was it that he was still a stranger to me
for the most part? Or the fact that I hadn't experienced a father figure
in my life that was actually helpful and caring? "What are some of the
high and low points of the Byzantine Empire that comes to mind?"


"Ah." He paused, taking a seat on the edge of the desk.
His thin frame and tuft of ginger on his chin spoke heavily of his slight
nature. Coaghan was a scholar in language, medicine, and history. As a Breeder
in a giant pride, I wondered how else he filled his time. Did he work? How long
had he and Kat been mates? "A thousand years is a story in itself. I
suppose the best answer is just that, its length of survival. The Crusades and
the Christian influence, languages, art. Most notably, the seemingly vibrant
invincible Byzantine Empire fell to the Ottoman Empire in 1453. The Ottomans
stormed Constantinople, killed the emperor, and that was the fall. It all ended
there. The art and literature lived on in other ways but the Empire as they
knew it was gone."


"Are you a teacher?"


"Pardon?"


"Do you teach? School or something."


"Oh, yes, lass. At university. Though not as much as I used
to. Ah, hello, princess." Coaghan smiled at Vanessa when she returned with
a plate of food. She nuzzled his cheek in greeting and sat in my lap at the
desk, setting the dish in front of us.


"Your father knows way too much about history," I told
her.


"Where would you keep a still-alive heart?" Vanessa
looked up at her father.


"Does this heart belong to me?" he asked.


"Yes."


"And I'm removing it so that no one else will find it?"
he continued.


"Yes."


"If I were to take out my own still-alive heart, I would hide
it in a place that had meaning for me." He paused, stroking his thin
beard. "I would keep mine in a hollowed out book buried at the site of the
First Fires."


"Why would you keep it there?" I asked. From what I
understood of the First Fires, some unknown force warred with the Pride and set
fire to their territory, killing dozens. It wasn't all that long ago either.
Some orphans remained from the battles. Like Gavin.


"Well, my life changed there. I met Katherine during the battles.
Lost my parents. Our Pride was formed from the ruins. It has meaning to me. And
some others I'm sure," Coaghan said, a soft smile met his pale lips.
"Where would you keep yours, princess?"


"At the beach." Vanessa glanced at me. I knew why she'd
keep it there, the place of our mate bond. Where we finally connected.


"And you?" Coaghan turned his gaze to me.


"In a mason jar under the Willow tree at home," I said.
The first place I ever felt truly safe in Mal's arms. Where our mate bond
formed which would eventually lead to the formation of my bond with Vanessa.
That moment with him paved the way for everything that followed. Including
reconnecting with my mother. Coaghan was right. We would all leave our hearts
in a place with meaning.


"I'm guess ancestry websites don't date back to 400
A.D.," I said.


"No, but alas, it may not be necessary if the ancestor
is still living." Coaghan stood from the desk, a thoughtful expression
remained on his features, wrinkling his brow as he exited the library.
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Our visit to Ireland was brief and by the next morning, I stood in
my own clinic removing ancient vampire blood from a stalking mystical vessel
dagger. In the early hours of daylight, while my mates and pack slept, I
conjured. It seemed less safe, to be handling chemicals and taboo blood
so close to where my loved ones slept. At least in the hospital or the
makeshift lab in Ireland, I was able to distance myself from the dangerous
nature of the work. Money wasn't something I cared about for anything beyond
basic survival, but now, eternal gratitude gripped me as I worked on my own
equipment. State of the art and filling the corners of my own clinic, I could
perform nearly all the functions of a larger lab. Of course, Caden and the
others hadn't a clue what I'd purchased or the thousands of dollars I'd spent
on it. All they knew was that when a large delivery arrived, I oversaw its
setup. At first, Caden questioned my request for false-bottomed cabinets and
slide-away panels in the walls. But he came through and created a relatively
secure way for me to conceal stuff. Along with the portable incinerator, I had
almost everything I needed.


Ileana's DNA wasn't all that different from Changer DNA. The
variations in the genetic code remained in similar positioning. A
predisposition to rely on blood as a source of nutrition wouldn't show up
directly, but the mutation of the chromosomes persisted. What remained
unexplained, at least to me, was the means of filtering and pumping her blood.
If she had no heart, how had she changed physically? Magic or not, blood needs
to move. If we managed to exterminate her, maybe I would consider examining her
corpse before they burned it.


From what I could tell, no serum or chemical cocktail was going to
curtail Ileana the same way it could a Changer. For leeches, there's no
chemical reaction caused by a fever, no physical changes besides the extended
canines. And the evolved healing tongue. Maybe I could examine her tongue or
saliva glands if it came to it.


"What the heck are you thinking about? Didn't you hear me
call you?" Xany shook me from my stupor by waving her hand in front of my
face.


"What? Sorry, Xee." I leaned away from the computer.


"I was asking if you wanted breakfast." Xany huffed as
she looked over my shoulder. "What's that?"


"DNA stuff. What are you making?"


"Don't distract me. Whose DNA? And pancakes." Xany gave
my shoulder a shove.


"Ileana's. Let's go eat." I closed down the program and
turned to face her, leaning against the countertop.


"When do we get to go back to work?" Xany's eyes
brightened at the potential for more mischief.


"We don't, Xee. At least you don't. We got what we
needed," I said.


"Well that's not fair and no one's gonna let you go back by
yourself. Especially not Vanessa. Why didn't she want to come to Ireland on
Christmas Eve? It was a blast."


"She has her reasons."


"What'd you three do instead?" She lifted an eyebrow at
me.


"We watched a terrible movie that Mal picked out about robots
that turn into cars."


"Uh huh…"


"And ate popcorn."


"Uh huh…"


"And that's it. What'd you do at Kat's?"


"Ate tons of food, danced, sang, played games. All sorts of
stuff like that, only with a whole lot of people. Everyone's a lot happier than
they were last time. No one's scared anymore. They all talk about Vanessa like
she's some sort of mythical creature." Hearing Xany speak so highly of the
Pride ignited anger in me that I hadn't considered since Vanessa told me how
she felt. She mattered.


"She is a mythical creature. She's stronger than any
one of us, and not just physically either. They didn't even consider her
complaints about Dugan until he was out of control. She left there and came all
the way here, to the middle of nowhere America, just to get away from him.
Didn't they think that was a big deal? Didn't they see how badly he hurt
her?" Words spilled out of me like a hell-bound spirit.


"Whoa, NeeNee. Easy, I'm sure they did."


"But they didn't do anything about it, Xee. Until it
was too late and she had to do it. She got the sleep sickness, Xee. Do
you know how dangerous that is for a Changer? How that puts her at risk for it
happening again? She doesn't think she mattered to them. And frankly, I can't
help but wonder about it myself." 


"Are you sure you're not having your own feelings about this,
too?"


"Of course I am."


"Well, calm down already, sheesh. Worse than Mal, I
swear." Xany shook her head and I shoved her gently.


"Am not."


"Are so." She giggled which of course calmed me down
slightly.


"Not."


"So."


"Incorrigible."


"Thank you," Xany's voice sounded perky. "So back
to more serious things, like the threesomes you keep having."


"Xany!"


"What?" She bat her eyelashes at me in her worst sweet
and innocent act ever.


"Stop that."


"C'mon, Nee. We tell each other everything," she
whined.


"We do?" I laughed softly. "Since when?" That
earned me a smack in the arm. "Ouch, you brat."


"We always do!" Xany huffed and puffed through
her laughing.


"Always what?" Vanessa said as she wandered sleepily
into the clinic. Her hair fell heavily down her back after she ran her fingers
through it.


"Always tell each other everything. Shawnee won't tell me
about your threesomes," Xany said and I cringed. Vanessa's unpredictable
responses had me worried.


"Why not?" Vanessa asked as she approached, nuzzling me
with her cooler than usual cheek.


"Yeah, Nee, why not?" Xany grinned.


"You're so cold, baby. Do you feel sick?" I ignored both
of them, placing both of my hands on Vanessa's face.


"No, just tired. We're going to Imogene's shop." She
kissed my wrist then lowered my hand to her belly. The baby kicked and moved
about. I smiled and waved Xany over.


"What?" she asked as I placed her hand beside mine.
"Oh, wow, that's so creepy. And awesome."


"Creepy and awesome," Vanessa repeated.


"We're going to the shop now?" I asked as the baby's
movements slowed.


"Yeah. Mal got a call and Caden said we all have to go
together," answered Vanessa.


"Are those jerky men making you deliver their messages?"
Xany asked.


"No, they're still eating your pancakes," Vanessa said.


"Hey!" Xany rushed from the clinic.


"That sounds fun." I laughed at Xany and laced my
fingers with Vanessa's. "C'mon, baby. Let's go so we can get back
fast."


"Why won't you tell her things?" Vanessa asked.


"She's nosey."


"Xany's always been nosey."


"Can I ask you something?" I leaned against the
doorframe with Vanessa in front of me.


"Yes."


"The other night, you and me with Mal. Have we… done that
before?"


"Not with Mal." She shook her head.


"I know that, baby. Have we done that before with
anyone?"


"Just once. We were—"


"Drunk, yeah. I figured as much." I dropped my head
against the wall, sighing. My poor choices in life robbed me of many healthy
first experiences. I didn't want this to be another one.


"You like being with both of us together." A smirk
tugged the corner of her mouth.


"Yeah, I do. I like our alone time, too. Do you like
it?"


"Mhmm, of course. You know I do." She placed her hand on
my chest where we both felt our mate bonds. Under her touch, our connection
lurched happily.


"Sometimes it's nice to hear you say it."


"You, too." She nudged my forehead with hers.


We joined the others in the kitchen as Xany hoped to salvage at
least a few pancakes from the ever-starving guys. She yanked a dish out from
under Mal's fork and they shared a glare as she dropped his dish in the sink
with a clatter.


"Why are we going to Gene's?" I asked him, interjecting
before he and Xany exchanged words. Caden received the same dish-yanking
treatment but he laughed it off.


"Morning, love. Gene has a guy down at the shop looking for a
large quantity of hides and riding blankets. I've got the prepared hides, she's
got the blankets," he explained as he picked up a fat bundle of hides from
the floor.


"It must be a big sale or she wouldn't have called you,"
I said.


"Yes, exactly." He laughed a bit and held his free arm
out to me. I linked my elbow with his and kept hold of Vanessa's hand.
"We're all going to go. I think your mom and Adia are already down
there." 


"Is it protected like here?" Xany asked.


"Yes, though the perimeter is slightly smaller because it's
in town." Caden stood and held his hand out to Xany.


"Fine but you two aren't getting lunch since you ate up all
the pancakes," she said and grabbed hold of her mate. Caden placed his
free hand on Vanessa's shoulder and a great yank drew us through the inbetween.


We touched down in the backroom of Imogene's shop. One of the kids
squealed and Isabelle clapped. They greeted us warmly and Cote ran to embrace
me straightaway. Two of the children ran around in wolf form and immediately
attacked Caden's shoes. He dropped down on the floor and joined them in a romp.
Xany giggled and watched gleefully as Caden shifted to his chocolatey colored
wolf. As the only two Breeders in the family, Cote and Isabelle watched
together.


I followed Mal to the storefront and Vanessa trailed behind us.
Adia sat in the corner on the floor beside an abalone shell filled with
smoldering sage. Imogene emerged from the storeroom with a stack of riding
blankets.


"Morning, everyone," she said.


"Need help there, Gene?" I asked, but Mal beat me to it.


"Thanks." She brushed her hands on her skirt.
"Anadaya is bringing back some hides as well."


"How many did he want?" Mal asked as he set the hides
down on the counter. "I brought the usual plus the buffalo I've been
holding on to."


"He said whatever we've got. He's a veterinarian and horse
breeder who's picking up those abandoned horses from the old Hickory Farm. No
one else could, or would, take them. Did you read the article in the
paper?"


"No." All three of us responded together.


"Well that's the story. Steve got a call a few weeks ago
about sickly horses on the overgrown farm. He's been looking after them until
he could find someone to take them on. They'll be happy in Montana." Gene
dusted off the blankets and set them out on the counter.


"What does he need the hides for?" I asked.


"I didn't ask. Maybe for the trip back." Imogene
shrugged.


Vanessa wandered around the store, looking over some of the items.
She picked up one of my mother's leather dolls and held it up to me. I nodded
and joined her while Mal and Gene fussed over price tags.


"Just like yours," she said.


"Yeah, it's Mom's signature craft." I stroked the soft
leather of the doll's dress.


"I remember." Vanessa smiled and made to pick up one of
the silver and turquoise bracelets but yanked her hand back before she made
contact.


"It's not silver. They're steel or other metals." I
picked one up to show her. She hesitated before touching it. The bell on the
shop door jingled and Gene greeted a customer in her usual cheerful manner.


"Did Mal make it?" Vanessa lowered her voice.


"Some of them."


"What's Adia doing? She hasn't moved since we got here."
Vanessa glanced over my shoulder to where Adia set out beads on long strands of
leather.


"No idea but whatever she's doing, she's very focused,"
I said.


"Maybe she's doing the thing you did in the woods,"
Vanessa suggested.


"Baby, I've done a lot of things in the woods." I
laughed and nodded toward one of the green broom skirts on the rack beside us.
"That would look nice on you."


"I'll wear it if you do."


"I don't think I've ever worn a skirt in my life," I
said.


"First time for everything," she teased as we moved
toward the clothing racks at the front of the store.


"You're a generous woman, Imogene. It's a blessing on this
old man's heart," the familiar voice had me frozen in place.


"The horses will need them as they grow," Gene said.


"And what have you? A buffalo skin?" The man said. My
stomach began to swirl as my father's voice invaded my mind, blurring my
vision.


I'll always be with you. You'll never forget me, you stupid little—


"Shawnee," Vanessa's voice and the tug she gave my arm
pulled me back to present.


"Sorry, I—"


"Taken from the sacred animal only after his time was
met," Mal said.


"Good man," my father said. "I'm grateful for all
you've done. The horses will appreciate it."


"Steven is bringing by the remainder of the feed,"
Imogene said.


You useless piece of—


"Bless his soul for taking care of them. They wouldn't have
survived without him," my father spoke inside my head and outside, making
my heart slam in my ears. The panic shot through me like searing acid,
strangling my throat. Vanessa gripped my arm but I shook her off and shot
through the display of wool overcoats. I had to get out, get away.


Mal stood beside the counter, his lips pursed firmly as he reacted
to my fear. Imogene kept her focus on the customer whose back was to me.
Everyone was calm except me. I had finally lost it. Adia remained in the corner,
mumbling under her breath. Imogene glanced away from her customer shooting me a
"what are you doing?" look. Vanessa stood beside me, just as still
and calm as the others. The echoes seemed to quiet when I could see both of my
mates, settling the panic that threatened to overtake me.


"You'll…" Gene drew her gaze back to the customer beside
Mal. The brim of the man's cowboy hat jutted out nearly as much as his rounded
belly. "You'll be able to fix the wound on the male's hip then?"


"Not to worry, Imogene. They'll both be all right. A wildcat
might've taken a bite out of him. But better that part of the flank then the
lower leg," the man spoke in my father's voice.


You're losing it, Shawnee, get a grip. I grabbed
my shirt, attempting to control my breathing. Mal moved away from the counter
and over to me. His response drew everyone's attention to me. The man turned,
the heel of his boot clicking on the wood floor.


"Shawnee?" Imogene's voice raised an octave and over her
shoulder, I saw Xany appear in the doorway.


The man stared at me, his soft brown eyes held nothing but
concern. Images of my father’s face flashed before my eyes, replacing the man's
brown eyes with my father's black. The man's teeth cracked and yellowed as he
laughed at me. My vision swirled as Mal and Vanessa held on to me.


I'll kill you and I'll kill your—


"Anadaya?" My father's breathless voice said my mother’s
name as he stared at me. The man's soft, plump features returned, blurring out
my father's.


"Shawnee, what's the matter?" Mal's panic-stricken voice
pierced my haze as my mate bonds thrashed inside my chest, demanding calmness
or explanation.


"My father… that's him, he's my…" I gasped for breath.


The man's brows lifted immediately and he took a step away. The
response in the room was immediate. Mal snarled. Caden leapt over the counter,
grabbing the man by the back of the shirt. Xany ducked under the guys and
grabbed me around the middle. Imogene bowed away from the counter and closed
the door to the back room where the children played.


"Anadaya?" My father's voice sounded desperate
even while in Caden's death grip.


"No!" I heard Vanessa shout, releasing her hold on me.


"Easy, NeeNee." Xany backed me away from the scene. The
moment her skin touched mine, warmth poured over me like soothing honey down an
irritated throat. My hazy vision cleared almost immediately but sobs still choked
me.


"That's not her father! That's not him," Vanessa
shouted above the growling wolves. The man's gaze remained locked on me.


"NeeNee..." Xany cupped my face, drawing my gaze away
from the others. "You're okay. Can you see me?"


"It's him," I whispered, holding on to Xany's
arms with trembling hands.


"You're safe, NeeNee. No one's going to hurt you here,"
Xany words continued to pour comforting waves over my shoulders.


"Let him go, Caden," said Vanessa. "It's not
him."


"I can smell him," Caden's words mingled heavily with a
guttural, murderous growl.


"You're smelling wrong. Let go," Vanessa's words were
much more forceful the second time. Feet shuffled behind Xany and I glanced
over her shoulder to see Caden releasing the man. Mal stood beside Vanessa, his
rage settled quicker than Caden's. The man picked his hat up off the floor,
seemingly unfazed by the violence and growling as he looked over at me again.
Caden's shoulders remained broad and threatening.


"Her eyes. I'm sorry, she looks just like my..." My
father's voice said and I nearly screamed. Xany cupped her hands over my ears
when she realized it was the sound of him that freaked me out.


"Don't listen, NeeNee," she said as I held on to her as
if my life depended on it.


The door beside us flung open, slamming into the wall behind it. My
mother pushed her way between Xany and me. Her eyes searching my face. Only
sobs met my lips when I tried to speak.


"Take her outside," she said to Xany. "Right
now."


Xany nodded as my mother shoved me into her arms. The entry bell
crashed to the floor when my mother closed the door behind us. Xany and I stood
alone on the sidewalk as I tried to get a hold of myself.


"It's all right, NeeNee. You're okay." Xany rubbed my
back.


"That's him." I sobbed against her shoulder.


"No, Nee, it's not. Vanessa said so. She would know best,
right?" Xany pressed her cheek against my forehead.


"No. No one knows anything." I shot up so suddenly that
Xany gripped my arms to steady herself. "My mother's in here! He'll kill
her, he'll call them again, Xee!" I cried out and Xany grabbed me,
pressing me firmly back against the building.


"Shawnee! Listen to me right now." She jostled me,
shaking me by my arms. "Your father is dead. You know it, Vanessa knows
it, and so does your mother and every other spirit talker we know. That
man…" She pointed toward the door. "Is not your father."


"He's…"


"No, Shawnee."


"But I…"


"No. If he was, don't you think your mother would've killed
him herself by now? If he was, wouldn't Vanessa be the first one to kill
him?" Xany's words made sense and it helped to clear my focus. I nodded
and again tried to control my breathing.


"He's not…"


"Not your father. Your father is dead."


"I heard him, Xee."


"Echoes. You told me that a hundred years ago." She was
right. I leaned my head against the cool bricks and closed my eyes for a
moment. After a few deep breaths, Xany let up her grip on me. I looked back at
her and she nodded. "Are you back now?"


"Yeah, I'm—" From over her shoulder, I watched a woman
in a white hooded parka cross the street. She leaned her shoulder against the
wall connecting the alleyway between the ice cream shop and restaurant, and
looked in our direction. The midday sun reflected off her black sunglasses. A
wicked grin curled her bright red lips, pulling them back enough to reveal a fang-filled
smile. "Ileana." I choked.


"What?"


"There, behind you." I grabbed Xany's arms and began
moving her back toward the door.


"She can't get us. The perimeter is protected." Xany
turned around, frowning at the leech.


"She did this. She brought my father back from the
dead."


"No, Nee. She's not a necromancer, she's a vampire,"
Xany said, moving with my urging. She gripped the door and pulled it open.


"You bitch!" I shouted in Ileana's direction.


She tossed her head back, giggling hysterically. Her laughter
echoed through the street as she skipped into the shadows of the alley.


"The leech is outside!" Xany announced once we were back
inside Imogene's shop. She had a death grip on my arm, preventing me from
bolting across the street.


Mal and Vanessa raced past us and I screamed for them when they
disappeared behind the door.


"Let me go!" I shouted but Xany continued to restrain
me.


"Caden," Xany called for him when she'd nearly lost hold
of me. Caden grabbed me around the middle and pulled me away from the door. My
screams filled Imogene's shop, flooded my own mind, and deafened the voices
around me. I thrashed against Caden, fighting him with strength I didn't know I
had. Flashes of my father's face flooded my field of vision. Memories of
Ileana's pitch black leech-surrounded basement, the lash of the whip on my
back, Dugan hurting Vanessa, Robbie, and silver chainmail burning my mother's
flesh overcame me. I cried and kicked, scratched and lashed out at him. Caden
dropped us both to the floor as he restrained me. A second set of hands touched
me. I thought I heard my mother's voice but I couldn't tell if it came from
inside me or out.


Run, Shawnee! my mother says.


You stupid little bitch, my father says.


She's mine, Dugan says.


I will see you at the fall, Ileana says.


Still, Caden's voice commanded. 


My muscles weakened and no longer responded to my will. 


Sleep. 


A deep wave of drowsiness pressed on my eyelids. I called for my
mates. A door snapped shut in the distance as the heavy hand of sleep dragged
me downward into a wistful pool.
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"Wake her up, Caden," Mal sounded like he was under
water, or maybe I was under water.


"She'll wake up fighting," said Vanessa, sounding
equally submerged.


"How do you know that?" asked Mal.


"I've seen her like that before, Mal. Have you?" Vanessa
spoke.


"No," his restraint evident in the single word.
"What should we do then?"


"Release the command and let her wake up on her own,"
said Vanessa.


Icy lake water rushed over my skin as I swam. Reeds and fish tickled
my feet as I approached the rock at the center. Smooth stones met my fingertips
when I grazed the lakebed. The need for air drew me upward where waves of
sunlight cascaded along the surface. I gasped and breached the surface, opening
my eyes. My body dropped down on the sofa beneath me as someone gave me a
gentle squeeze. Vanessa pressed her cheek against mine as the memory of my mate’s
conversation met my conscious. Don't fight.


"Are we in your apartment?" The unfamiliar ceiling fan
and shelves lined with toys and office supplies confused me. I sat up a little,
gripping her arms tightly.


"We're at Imogene's shop. I don't have an apartment."
Vanessa moved with me until I sat with my back against her. "Do you
remember—"


"I remember," I cut her off as half-a-dozen sets of eyes
fell on us. Before I could say anymore, Cote raced over and climbed into my
lap.


"What happened?" he asked, placing both of his hands on
my cheeks. "Need magic?"


"I'm okay, Cote." I laughed softly, my voice sounding
raspy. I placed my hands on top of his and he smiled.


"That's better," he said, and we moved our hands
together, his palms pressed against mine. I could've sworn I felt a bit of heat
radiating from his. The caring smile warmed me more than his pretend healing.
Something tugged at my pant leg and I looked down to see Isabelle trying to
climb up on the sofa with us. Cote gave her a boost with his foot and the
one-year-old tumbled into my lap. Vanessa snickered and helped her up.


"Turn," she squealed, and put her hands on my face. Cote
giggled and Isabelle joined in. The rest of the kids starting laughing and the
sheer volume of it reminded me just how many of Hank's offspring were in the
room with us. Cote and his littlest sister took turns putting their hands all
over my face and head.


"Hey now, I think I'm all healed up." I laughed and blew
on Isabelle's hand when she put it over my mouth. She giggled and repeated it
over and over, enjoying the funny sound.


Arielle broke away from her siblings and took a seat beside
Vanessa, staring at her stomach. Vanessa looked at the young wolf, and tilted
her head.


"You've got two heartbeats. One for you and one for the
baby," Arielle said, shoving her long brown hair off her shoulder. She had
her Firsting not all that long ago and it hadn't changed her much. She still
appeared as a slight, pre-pubescent girl of eleven or twelve.


"I know," Vanessa replied.


"Is it a boy or a girl?" Arielle asked.


"Girl." Vanessa stared at the Arielle as if she'd never
seen anyone like her.


"What's her name? Will she be a cat like you?" Arielle
continued.


"She'll be a cat. We haven't named her yet," Vanessa
answered.


"Why not? You should. It's easier than saying baby a
million times," Arielle pressed. "I like the name Stella. Will you
name her that?"


"No." Vanessa shook her head. Isabelle continued to
giggle and play with me while Cote resorted to placing his hands on my arm,
mimicking the way I healed his wrist almost a year ago. I messed up his
pin-straight black hair and he grinned.


"What names have you thought about then?" Arielle
scooted a little closer to Vanessa. "I like your hair."


"Um… Shawnee, or Taryn, maybe Shiloh," Vanessa stumbled
over her words as if she hadn't intended to speak them.


"Shawnee? That's her name." Arielle nodded toward
me. "You want your baby to have the same name? Why? Won't it be confusing?
Shawnee's a nice name though, I like it. It's a whole tribe in one name. Like
Cheyenne or Sioux." Arielle sat on her knees facing Vanessa. I chuckled at
the sudden discomfort that flooded Vanessa's expression. She had no idea how to
deal with this overly verbal wolf cub.


"Yes. It won't be confusing." Vanessa's eyes widened
slightly. "Because I love her and her name."


"You love her? Well that's a good reason. Is she the
baby's mom, too? I have a friend with two moms. Do you have two moms?"
Arielle tilted her head. "I've never been this close to a cat. What kind
of cat are you?"


"Yes, she's the baby's mom, too. Tiger." Vanessa fumbled
through the questions as Isabelle pushed her brother out of the way and sat in
my lap instead.


"The baby will be a tiger then, too. My dad said it follows
the mother's heritage. I like Taryn, that's a good name. Do you like
Taryn?" Arielle turned her attention to me.


"Yes I do," I told her and Vanessa.


"See? There you go." Arielle shrugged heavily. "You
can name her Taryn. What kind of name is it?"


"Irish. You ask a lot of questions." Vanessa stared at
the young wolf, occasionally twitching or blinking to which Arielle paid no
mind.


"For Gaia's sake, Arielle. Mom told you to sit quietly and
not bother them while Shawnee slept," Matt, Arielle's older brother
finally stepped in. He, like his brothers, resembled Hank in every way. Except
for his eyes, those belonged to Imogene.


"Shawnee isn't sleeping anymore, Matt," Arielle spat.
Embarrassed, she rejoined her siblings but not before punching Matt in the
shoulder.


"Okay now, all of you calm yourselves down." I plucked
Isabelle off my head and set her back on the floor. She crawled over to Matt
and made him do the funny hand noise thing. Cote returned to his seat in my lap
while I stroked his hair. He didn't seem to mind. "Where's everyone?"
I turned to Vanessa.


"In the store." Vanessa bit her lip and glanced over my
shoulder at the door.


"What are they saying?" I kissed Cote's cheek then set
him on the floor as I stood. He rejoined his siblings as well, though he
watched me cautiously as I moved toward the exit. Vanessa shot up beside me,
blocking me with her arm.


"Are you sure you remember?" her words sounded
breathless.


"Yes, baby." I looked up at her. Worry smoothed her
features, pulsing through our bonds. Mal's bond sat heavy beside hers, informing
me that he was torn between whatever was happening in the shop and tending to
me.


"Oooh, baby." Arielle giggled along with her sister
then Matt bopped her with a pillow.


"Stop that," he said.


I smiled at the teasing but Vanessa's worry didn't subside. "I want you to stay here," she said.


"I know. But I can't do that. I need to see my mom," I
told her.


"I'll get her for you," she offered.


"Ness…"


"If you get upset again, I'm taking you from here
straightaway," she warned.


In the storefront stood Hank, Imogene, their eldest son Henry, the
rest of the pack, my mother, Adia, Hank's brother, and the strange man who
sounded like my father. He and my mother were off to the side facing away from
us while talking heatedly in Cherokee. I'd never seen my mother act so
ungraceful, so irrational, or so human. She gestured wildly, tossing her
hands in the air, wagging a finger at him and rotated between tears and anger.


"We had a deal, Dakota. We feel, and we stay away," she spat,
my mind translating with ease.


"This was different, Anadaya. Lives were at stake," the
man said, his tone gentler than my mother's. When he spoke Cherokee, he did not
sound like my father.


"More lives are at stake now!" She froze and glanced in
my direction.


"Twenty-five years, Ana, without even the slightest movement—"
he began, but she held her hand up to him.


Xany moved to my side and touched my cheek. Her complexion gray
and sunken. Caden and Mal surrounded me in a gesture of support. Mal hugged me
from behind, burying his face against my shoulder, his voice popping into my
head a moment later.


I love you, he said.


I love you, too. Ileana did this, whatever it is, she did it.


I know. Are you okay?


Yeah, I think so.


"All right there, Miss Shawnee?" Hank stepped forward.


"Everyone is always asking me that. I'm okay, thanks,
Hank," I said.


"Shawnee?" The man turned around to face us. His eyes,
soft and brown, set deeply in his rounded face. A face that resembled my father’s
except with added health and weight. His smile crinkled the corner of his eyes,
deepening the gentility of him. I stared at him, holding tightly onto Mal's
arms. "No wonder I mistook her for you, Ana."


I stumbled against Mal when he spoke. He sounded like him, just
like him, just like the echoes in my head. My breathing picked up as the panic
threatened havoc again. Mal cupped his hands over my ears.


"Xany's right," he said, muffled. "His voice."


"She heard him a moment ago," Gene said as Mal let up on
me.


"He was speaking Cherokee then," Caden added.


"Mom," I said, ignoring the others chattering around me.
"Who is he?"


"Dakota is my mate," her answer was simple. "E-he-na,
Dodi." She waved me to her. I looked up at Mal, his reluctance to
release me written all over his face. Eventually, he let go of me and I walked
to my mother, making a wide circle around the man named Dakota. I scuttled into
her arms like the terrified child that I was in that moment. She hugged me,
pressing my head to her shoulder.


"The leech did this. Just like she found the others and made
me kill Robbie," I whispered.


"I know, Dodi. I am sorry for your pain." She squeezed
me, and I returned the gesture. My mates soothed me, and my pack saved me, but
my mother comforted me differently. It satisfied something deep in my heart,
the same way she had when she rescued me from the desert.


"I'm sorry for yours," I whispered.


"He knows nothing. Nothing," her whisper was a
warning that I understood.


"Ana, I'll take my leave if you—" Dakota began but my
internal reaction to his words had my mate and pack bonds shuddering. My mother
gripped me tightly, pressing my head to her shoulder again.


"Cherokee, damn it," she spat. I'd never heard her so
much as utter a curse word in my life.


"I'm sorry. I don't understand any of this," he said,
this time in our native tongue. I looked at him again. In the dim lighting of
the shop, he seemed less offensive only because I couldn't make out the
features that resembled my father.


"Is he related to him?" I asked my mother, continuing to
stare at Dakota.


"Yes, Dodi. He's your father's brother."


"And your mate?"


"Yes. We were mated before I was to marry Viktor." I
listened to my mother’s careful choice of words.


"That's why he sounds like him," I said.


"Yes, Dodi. That's why. You're safe with me," she
whispered the latter in my ear.


"Are they alike?" I continued to stare at Dakota who
remained still, stoic even as he listened to the two of us.


"Viktor is a foul creature," Dakota said, in Cherokee.


"He's dead," I told him. Dakota looked from me to my
mother who nodded in affirmation. He sat down on the stool beside the counter
and dropped his head in his hands. "Don't you dare mourn for him. Not
after a statement like that." I broke away from my mother. She held my
hand while I rounded on him.


"Relief is not mourning, Shawnee a-ge-yu-tsa," he
spoke in mixed tongue, lifting his gaze to me.


"Don't call me that, don't call me anything." I let go
of my mother to run my hands roughly through my hair. "None of this
matters." I turned toward my mates. "We have to go to Ireland.
There's something in Coaghan's office that I need to see."


"Right now?" Xany asked, her mouth hanging open a bit.


"Yes. Right now."


"Shawnee, we've got a lot going on here—" Caden began
but I cut him off.


"I know where her heart is."


"What? How?" Adia spoke up. I forgot she was even here.


"I have to be sure first. But I think I'm right." I
hurried over to my mates, taking both their hands. "Meet us at the
cabin."


"Dodi." My mother stepped toward us.


"Stopping Ileana is our main concern. Clearly, she knows more
about me than she should. And about you, Mom. It's only a matter of time
before this gets worse," I said. She seemed to understand my warning.


"I'm going with you," Xany said.


"It'll just be a few minutes, Xee—"


"I'm going." Xany gripped her brother's arm. Of course,
Caden wrapped his arm around her waist.


"We'll meet at the cabin," Caden said as Vanessa stepped
through the doorframe, dragging us back through the inbetween.


Nighttime darkened Katherine's normally bright house. Vanessa led
us to the kitchen but I hurried on toward Coaghan's office in the back of the
house.


"We should probably let your mom know we're here, Ness,"
said Caden.


"What's going on?" Gavin's voice sounded from behind me.
I let the others answer him.


"She coming down," Vanessa said, continuing after me
along with Mal.


The books I left on his desk were still there. I grabbed the one
that reported on the siege of Constantinople and read through it, flipping
pages quickly.


"Are you reading that? You're not really reading that
fast." Mal stared at me.


"I am."


"Talk to us, Shawnee. Tell us what you're thinking. Maybe we
can help." Mal's concern pressed through in his posture as well as his
voice.


"She's upset," Vanessa said.


"I know. But she's right. We need to focus on Ileana for
now." Mal looked over my shoulder as I paused on one of the drawings.


"Kat was right about Ileana already telling, or showing, us
everything we needed to know. If she removed her heart the way she had Oliver's
using voodoo magic, she would keep it in a place of meaning. Coaghan agreed
with that as well," I said, as I continued thumbing through the pages.
"Here, listen to this. ‘The Sultan, Mehmed the Second, ordered a final
siege on the city of Constantinople. On May 29th, 1453 an Ottoman army stormed
the city and the Sultan entered the Hagia Sophia where the Emperor, Constantine
the Eleventh, died in battle.' But that's only part of it." I closed the
book and picked up a smaller one. "This one has a myths and legends thing
about the Byzantine Empire. It says that on the day of the siege, Constantine
the Eleventh, his son, and daughter were taken into the Hagia Sophia. The
invading army violated his daughter while the Emperor and his son were forced
to watch. After that, the Sultan ordered the family dismembered and the
Byzantine Empire fell. History books contradict that he had kids but the
importance of the Hagia Sophia remains."


"What does it mean?" Vanessa asked, her voice rather
timid.


"Ileana said it on the day that she sent all those cases to
the emergency room. After she thralled Xany, Ileana said to me 'Haven't you
ever considered that maybe, just maybe, you're the abomination, Doctor
Twofeathers? That Gaia intended to make vampires and dark ones? That you and
yours are the mess up? That maybe you came from something else? You've been
worshiping the wrong god, Doctor. It's time you figured that out,'" I
recalled every word that Ileana spoke that day. "Do you remember what she
said as you showed up, Ness?"


"Not really." Vanessa shook her head. "Something
about an army."


"'My army is much stronger than yours, Doctor Twofeathers. I
will see you at the fall.' At the fall, that's what she said. Don't you
see? That day she, somewhat, brought a siege to the hospital. Her last words
have meaning. She invaded my territory. My Hagia Sophia. The same
way the Ottomans took the Emperor and his family." This had to be it. This
theory fell together like a perfectly carved jigsaw puzzle.


"What the hell is a Hagia Sophia?" Mal asked.


"Like a gathering hall, cathedral. It became a mosque, or a
church of some sort. It was in ruins for a long time until it was turned into a
museum in 1935."


"Where is it?" Vanessa asked.


"In Istanbul, Turkey. That's where Constantinople used to be.
Ileana must have some sort of connection to the fall of the Byzantine Empire.
The direct fall. Maybe she's a descendant of Constantine the Eleventh or
something. It doesn't matter. Her heart, it has to be there somewhere. I'm sure
of it." I closed the book and looked between my mates.


"You remembered all of that?" Mal gawked at me.


"Well, yeah. It's important. We should get back to the
others," I pressed.


"Shawnee, it's not like we can all bend to Istanbul and begin
digging up a museum. A thousand years have passed. She could've buried it
centuries ago," Vanessa said, she appeared more distressed with the new
information than she had without it.


"I know, but it's the best we've got."
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"Istanbul?" Caden looked between us, his eyes a fraction
wider than usual. In the middle of Kat's kitchen, with both Kat and Gavin in
their pajamas, I tried feverishly to explain my position.


"It's right. All the riddles Ileana gave point there," I
said.


"Nee—" Xany began but I cut her off.


"The siege, the fall, telling me she's Byzantinian. It works.
We have to go there now," I pressed.


"Nee," Xany said, stepping in front of me. I ignored
her.


"Shawnee, none of us can bend to Istanbul. It's not on my
frequent bending list," Caden joked, though his flattened expression
hinted at his seriousness. "We need to go back home and talk with the Sept
first."


"It can't wait that long, Caden. You've seen what she's
capable of," I said, my voice cracked once as I tried to keep a hold of
myself. Vanessa paced beside Mal which only amped me up more. Mal placed his
hand on the small of my back. "We'll book a damn flight then."


"Shawnee!" Xany shouted in my face, grabbing my
shoulders at the same time.


"What?" I spat, snapping my attention to Xany.


"Slow down and—"


"I don't need to slow down, Xany." I gripped her arms,
fingertips digging into her skin.


"Stop it." She shook me a little.


"No, Xee, we've got to…" The words caught in my throat.
"We've got…" Looking at Xany had my world crumbling around me. Her
eyes, greenish and mirroring Mal's, reminded me that I couldn't hide behind
facts and logic. Hot tears pressed against my eyes, threatening to fall.


"Come with me," she said, dragging me by the shirt into
the parlor beside the kitchen. She closed the door behind us, blocking everyone
else out. By the time we made it in there, tears streaked down my face. Xany
continued to hold on to me, keeping me in front of her. "Slow down."


"I can't. I can't." I sobbed as my knees began to
weaken.


"Yes you can," Xany's gentle words brought me to the
floor. She melted with me as I crumbled in her arms. "It's okay,
NeeNee," she said and I cried. What else could I do? This wasn't how I
wanted things to be. Solving riddles from vampires, watching my friends die,
hearing my dead father's voice from another man's mouth. This isn't how it's
supposed to be. Comforting me this way was usually reserved for my mates,
and mother. With Xany, it was different. She had no expectations of me.


"We have to stop her." I sniffled, wiping my eyes with
my sleeve. "She can do a lot worse."


"I know." Xany pet my hair, cradling me to her chest.
"But you need to be okay before we can do anything."


"I really…" Sobs choked me up, squelching my words. I
gripped my hair and tugged but Xany pried my hands away.


"Really what, Nee?"


"Really want a drink. I really do." Shame flooded
me, tightening my throat even worse than my sobs.


"A drink?”


"Beer or something, anything." 


“No beer. You know better than that. Maybe a glass of water or
some of Kat’s Irish coffee?” Xany's soft voice cooed in a parental way. She
would do anything to comfort me, even offer something I shouldn't have.


"Irish coffee has alcohol." I sniffled again as my sobs
subsided. 


“Not enough to get you drunk but maybe enough to take the edge
off.”


"I can't. Even a taste. I won't be able to stop. It's been a
year, I think. I can't. Vanessa…" I started crying again with even the
thought of putting Vanessa through that again. 


“Okay, warm milk?” Xany stroked my hair as she began to rock.


"We should kill him. We should kill him, too." I gripped
on to Xany as all the awful thoughts continued to pour from my mouth.


“Kill who? Your mom’s mate?”


"Yes, I hate him. I hate…" Everything, I hate
everything.


“You don’t even know him, Nee. He can't be so bad if he’s mated to
meanie, she wouldn’t put up with that," Xany reassured me.


"I'm going crazy. I've lost it." My breathing picked up
but as soon as it did, Xany stroked my cheek and a rush of soothing heat
brushed over my skin. It radiated down my body, over my shoulders, settling in
the pit of my chest as if she sent a defense missile to kill the anxiety.


“No you haven't. If you can say you've lost it, you have it. But
even if you did, we'll find it.”


"Wait…" I paused as a sudden wave of clarity struck me.
"This is what she wanted." I sat up, looking at Xany. "That's
why she attacked Robbie, sent my mother's mate. She knew it would derail me
when nothing else would. Like… another siege."


“You make her sound like some warrior captain in an army.”


"That's it!" I slammed my hand down on my knee.
"Maybe you're right. The whole end of the Byzantine Empire ended because
of the Ottoman army invasion. What if Ileana was a descendant of warrior or saw
the whole thing? What if she was some sort of strategist? She's treating this
like war. 'My army is much stronger than yours.'"


“Women didn’t fight back then did they? Weren’t they mainly whores
that followed the armies around? Besides, she’s too girly for that. Maybe a soldier’s
wife?"


"That's mainly stereotypes. It was a patriarchal society as a
whole but there was an Empress Irene who ruled as Emperor, not empress, for
five years. Eventually she got tossed out but she did lead and some stories say
she was a military commander. Women's roles in ancient times were squashed down
or their advice was hidden under the guise of male leadership. Even if she were
a soldier's wife, she would see the things that went on. Irene allegedly died
in Lesbos in 803. But what if, just what if, Irene was an ancient vampire. Or,
what if, her offspring were ancients." I found myself relaxing against
Xany, the rigidity left my body as she rubbed my arm. "I feel less
crazy."


“Good. Sometimes just sitting down and taking a deep breath helps
clear out the cobwebs.”


"I think it had more to do with you than cobwebs or
breathing. Can't you feel it?" I looked up at her. "When you
heal?"


“Heal.” Xany tilted her head as if she never thought of it in that
way. “I feel you. I’m not sure how to explain it. With you, it comes naturally.
When you're upset, I want to make you feel better and it happens. You know what
I mean? With others I have to work on it so I don't get caught up”


"Yeah. I understand." I turned and hugged her fully.


“So anyways, you're thinking that maybe fang-face is Irene or
maybe some relative of hers?”


"Yeah, I think so. The fall of the Byzantine Empire seems to
mean a lot to her. I bet it would've meant even more if she was there for the
entirety of it." I sat up now, cross-legged facing Xany. The craziness and
the cravings escaped me for now. Gratitude for Xany's existence had me humbled
and happy that she was my best friend.


“Damn she’s old.”


"That's what I'm thinking. Some of the stuff I read in
Coaghan's office was in history books, others were myths and legends. Either
way, all point to the fall of the Empire after the siege. And I really think it
has meaning to Ileana. We have to get to Istanbul somehow."


“How we gonna do that?”


"I have no idea."


***


Adia joined us when we returned to Utah. I told her my theory
about Ileana and she didn't seem opposed to it. One after the other, she placed
strands of leather with a single wooden bead, over our heads. Vanessa hissed at
the necklace and frowned.


"I don't like it," she said.


"It's a totem. Ileana's blood soaks these beads with other
things Dia did. It'll repel her and her kin so don't be a fuss about it."
Adia waved Vanessa off.


"Her magic is on it," Vanessa said, continuing to look
down on it.


"You can sense the voodoo magic on that thing?" Mal
asked.


"Yes. And Adia's magic." Vanessa looked at the young
wolf. "I don't like it."


"Don't fuss," Adia repeated.


"Brown magic?" Xany asked Vanessa who nodded.


"How are we getting to Istanbul?" I looked between them
though I couldn't help wondering why my mother wasn't here. Was she with her
mate? At Imogene's? Angry about this whole situation?


"We're not going right away, Nee. We've got to plan,"
Caden said, adjusting the leather bead. After he grunted, it disappeared from
his chest.


"What…did that just?" I stared at him.


"Yeah yeah, like you haven't seen us do that before,"
Caden scoffed.


"I haven't, I swear." I turned to watch Mal and the same
thing happened to his necklace. He grinned proudly.


"Show off." I elbowed him lightly.


"Well, Dia better hurry. You coming?" She looked at
Vanessa.


"Where?" Vanessa narrowed her eyes at Adia.


"Istanbul! Let's go already." Adia huffed.


"Hang on a minute here. You can bend to Istanbul?" Caden
cocked a brow at Adia.


"Sure. It's not hard. I'll fit in." She shrugged.
"Smart one over there said it's in a museum. It'll be in there and the cat
can sense the voodoo magic."


"Are you kidding? Vanessa will not blend in. She's the
least blendy of any of us." Xany eyed Adia with suspicion.


"I'm blendy." Vanessa frowned.


"You're so not blendy, baby." I laughed softly and she
smacked my arm.


"I have to agree." Mal chuckled and dodged the blow
aimed at him.


"Adia, you go first. Find a safe place in the museum to
memorize then come back for Vanessa," Caden suggested, though I knew it
wasn't really a suggestion.


"Oh. That's a better plan," said Adia, and she
disappeared beside the window.


"That was almost a Xany plan," Mal said.


"Hey, bub, watch it. My plans work out just fine thank
you." Xany glowered at her brother.


"What do we do in the meantime?" I asked. Honestly, my
level of fatigue mounted and all I wanted to do was sleep.


“Have lots of hot sex.” Xany squirmed around in her seat.


"All right with me." Caden picked her up and tossed her
over his shoulder, toting her off down the hall. "G'night people."


"Well, there goes that," I said, glancing between my
mates.


"Are you really all right? Our mate bond nearly strangled
me." Mal placed his hands on my shoulder and kissed my forehead.


"I'm okay. I almost wasn't." I leaned into his touch.
"But Xany helped and then I realized that Ileana wanted me to lose it.
She's waging war on my psyche. Even though my mind is fractured at times, I'm
stronger for it. I've been through way worse than an echo of my father's voice
and a man who looks like him. I'm more concerned for my mom."


Vanessa seemed to breathe at my words, as if she'd been holding on
to something terrible in her torso. Her shoulders relaxed and so did our mate
bond. I looked over at her and she offered me a subtle nod of understanding.
She still didn't trust my reactions to things, but her faith grew daily. That's
what our connection told me. I smiled and held my hand to her. She took it and
my bonds gave a hefty flutter when my skin met both of my mates.


"She feels fine in the pack bonds. A little more vibrant than
usual. What do you sense?" Mal asked.


"The same. I'm curious about the story of her and Dakota.
He's my father's brother and she's mated to him yet her marriage was still
arranged to my father. I couldn't imagine if I had bonds with each of you and
was forced to be with someone else." I shook my head. My mother and I
shared more than just our looks. Secrets haunted us it seemed. "She told
me that Dakota doesn't know anything. At all. Like not even about her being
with the Andrus. Or my father."


"How is that possible?" Mal asked.


"She sent him away or he left the old pack before everything
went down, I think," I said.


"She said something about a deal to stay away from each
other," Mal added.


"I didn't understand what they were saying," Vanessa
commented.


"I think that was the point, at least for the most part. To
keep as many of us in the dark as possible," said Mal.


"I really don't want Vanessa disappearing off to
Istanbul," I told Mal as I tugged Vanessa closer to me. She wrapped her
arms around my middle and I hugged her.


"It's generally safe. There's lots of Changers all over that
area. Many of them are different breeds of cats," Mal said, which was both
comforting and not.


"Are you okay with going, baby?" I asked, placing my
hand on her belly. An image flashed in my mind. The baby, a girl, swirling in a
sea of reds and yellows. Finally, the sharp image of a tiny kicking leg
startled me as I felt the kick against the palm of my hand. A smile met my lips
and I looked up at her. "The baby is doing well."


"I'm okay with it. You can tell?" Her eyes widened and
Mal stared at me, open-mouthed.


"I think you just sent me a picture," his voice raised a
pitch. "Of a leg? How?"


"Mom taught me how. I wasn't thinking of it just now. It was
spontaneous but yeah. I'll get an image sometimes. It's diagnostic Mom said.
Though I've only had it a few times, twice on purpose."


"Are all wolf cubs like Ariel? I could barely keep up,"
Vanessa asked suddenly.


"Some are, yeah. Not all. She's a spitfire and probably a lot
more dominant than most because of her parentage." I laughed softly at how
quickly our conversation turned from murderous vampires to kids.


A thundering bang and shout echoed from down the hall. A grin
slipped across Vanessa's lips and Mal shook his head.


"Do we sound like that?" he asked me.


"Probably." I chuckled which made him smile.


"You do. Only with the noise, not with shouting. Xany's
ridiculously loud," Vanessa said.


"You would know, wouldn't you, baby?" I grinned and she
nodded.


"Do we sound like that?" I asked Mal, gesturing
between Vanessa and myself.


"Not at all. The two of you are nearly silent, like you're
stealing pleasure instead of indulging in it," Mal said, rather
eloquently.


"Hmm. We're pleasure thieves, Ness." I smiled up at her
and she ran her finger over my bottom lip.


"You're worth stealing." A soft purr erupted from her
chest and I rested my forehead against hers.


Adia appeared by the kitchen table a moment later. In addition to
casual outfit, she now wore a headscarf. She waved Vanessa over to her.


"C'mon, we have to hurry," she said.


"I'll be back." Vanessa pressed a soft kiss to my lips.


"Be careful. I love you," I said as she stepped away to
grab Adia's hand.


"I love you," she said and they disappeared.


"Was this a bad idea, Mal?" I wrapped my arms around
him, lacing my fingers behind his neck.


"Your instincts are usually right, love. Vanessa and Adia, as
dominant and magic as they are, make a great team to head off for a quest in
another country. They can escape pretty much undetected if they need to. Us
bumbling regular wolves aren't nearly as elegant as a cat and a Shaman."
His hands fell to my waist, pulling me closer. "No one's around now. Just
you and me. Are you truly okay?"


"I have you. How could I not be okay?" I pressed
up on my tiptoes and kissed him firmly. He held me in it as he squeezed my
rear. In his presence, my father's echoing voice rarely snuck up on me. After
meeting my mother's mate, I expected his haunting to return. It didn't.


"You feel okay to me and I know you're telling the truth. Is
there anything you're worried about?" His words ended the kiss.


"I'm worried about having another freak out over Dakota's
voice. And about why my mom hasn't reappeared. And about Ileana killing
everyone I love just to spite me. But other than that, not much." I smiled
when he swatted my hip.


"So nothing at all then." He chuckled and led me toward
the sofa.


"Nope. Nothing." I joined him in laughter as we settled
down together. He pulled me into his arms, draping a blanket over both of us as
we lay together on the sofa awaiting Vanessa's return. "Why do you think
Ileana didn't just thrall me to get me to name a childe for her?"


"Good question. Maybe she's just enjoying this game. Did you
ever happen to look in her eyes?" he asked.


"Just once, briefly when she first showed up at the hospital.
Her eyes were purplish gray but almost translucent, like sea glass. That's how
I knew she was a leech. I was able to look away quick enough," I said,
drawing circles with my nail along his chest.


"She could've thralled you right there. I'm glad she
didn't." He kissed my forehead.


"Xany gets thralled really easily. It worries me."


"Me too. Vampires are drawn to her in a way. I think she's
drawn to them too but won't admit it," he said.


"Vanessa is too at times. I think it's her attraction to
magic. Xany had no chance against Ileana. I turned my back for a few seconds
and the leech had her." A wave of guilt churned my stomach. Mal caressed
me in the exact spot.


"It isn't your fault, love. None of this is." He kissed
my cheek as I melted into him.


"Sometimes it seems like everything is my fault. Except for
getting kidnapped by the hoarders. That was all Xany." I laughed softly,
nipping his chin.


"We all share responsibility for different events that
happen. Except the time where you went off on your own to take on that
disgusting Andrus doctor. That was all you." He grinned and tickled
me, which brought on a bout of Xany-style squealing.


"Mal!" I gasped for breath as I cracked up and squirmed.
My feeble attempts to get him back ended in ungraceful flailing. Eventually his
laughter grew louder than mine did and he abandoned tickling for hugging.


"Gv-ge-yu-hi," he breathed against my neck.


"I love you, too." I smiled and snuggled up against him.
He knew how to play, how to brighten every day. Gratitude flooded me and I
settled into the warmth of his overheated body.


We must've dozed off after a while because Vanessa's gentle caress
on my cheek was the next thing I remembered. Crouched in front of me, she held
what looked like a large flask with a gorged belly, long neck, and curved
stopper. The bumpy exterior and tiny handle made it seem like nothing more than
an item meant to hold a drink. In the other hand, she gripped a circular piece
of bread that looked like a large bagel. She'd taken a few bites out of it
already. She held out the flask to me.


"This is it?" I sat up. Mal stirred behind me and I
heard him yawn.


"Mhmm," she said, and offered me a bite of the bread. I
shook my head but accepted the flask, setting it in my lap. The metal, although
cool to the touch, purred with the vibrations of a living being. Mal leaned
over my shoulder and tore a bite from the bread right out of Vanessa's hand.
She didn't bat a lash.


"Whap amf I eaping?" his words garbled around the food.


"Simit," Vanessa answered simply. She handed him the
rest of it and watched me with the flask.


"So I was right?" I looked up at Vanessa. The fact that
I held Ileana's heart in my hand hadn't quite hit me yet. The power to destroy
this ancient leech only an inch away.


"You were right," she said.


"Where was it?" Mal asked.


"In the museum. Down in a storage basement with some other
magic things," Vanessa answered.


"You're now an international smuggler, Red," Mal joked
but I sensed his relief.


"Let's go examine it," I said, breaking away from them
to stand. My mates followed me into the clinic. "Where's Adia?"


"She's gone to get your mother," Vanessa answered.


"What's the magic look like to you?" Mal asked her as I
set the flask down on the counter.


"Yellow," she said.


"Yes, but how can you tell?" he pressed.


"It's around it. Like a halo or an aura." She moved her
hands in the air as if tracing an hourglass.


"Can you sense it in other ways too like smell or hear?"
Mal asked.


I listened as they spoke while I poked around the flask. It seemed
like an ordinary object to me. I set the flask down on the counter with a towel
beneath it to prevent damage. My mates stood on either side of me, looking over
my shoulder.


"Yeah, I can smell it or see it. I've heard it before but
that's a bad sign. If you hear magic, it's usually demonic or satanic. It
whispers to you." A shudder pulsed through my bond with Vanessa as she
divulged some facts about her ability to sense magic.


"That's awful," Mal commented.


With as much caution as I could muster, I examined the flask.
Poking at the stopper with the tip of a tweezer. Some of the sealant fell away.
I slipped on a pair of exam gloves in effort to avoid touching the ancient
materials.


"What are you doing?" Mal asked, nodding at the gloves.


"It's old and I'm not sure if it's corrosive," I said
before setting the flask down. From the drawer of the table, I grabbed pliers
and fastened them around the stopper, bracing the flask on the table.


"Shawnee!" Vanessa shouted, slapping my hand a bit
harder than I think she intended. The flask shot out of my hand and Mal caught
it in a haphazard fumble just before it hit the floor.


"Vanessa, what the hell?" I rounded on her but she kept
a tight hold of my wrist, clutching her chest at the same time.


"You can't just open that. It could be cursed or
worse. What were you thinking?" Her eyes spent a brief moment as yellow
slits before shifting back to normal.


"Scared the shit out of me, you did," Mal said, setting
the flask back down on the towel.


"I... I didn't think about that." I glanced between
them, returning my gaze to Vanessa. "I'm going to need that wrist intact
if you ever want me to grab both of your boobs at the same time again."


Mal chuckled but Vanessa's worry continued. "Sorry," she said, releasing me. "Don't open
it."


"We need to open it if we're going to get to her heart."
I shook out my wrist a bit.


"You two stand back and I'll open it," offered Mal.


"None of us can afford a curse right now," Vanessa said.
"Maybe we should wait for Ana."


"A curse is magic just like any other. I'll open it slowly
and if you sense the magic changing, I'll stop." Mal picked up the flash
and nodded to Vanessa.


"All right but stop if I say so," she said.


"Mal, I think Vanessa's right. Maybe we should wait," I
said, worry for him mounting.


"You said it yourself, love. We need to open it, waiting or
not. A giant unbeatable monster isn't going to spill from this thing." He
kissed my cheek. "Step back."


Vanessa moved me backward away from Mal as she slipped her arms
around my middle. I couldn't tell if the gesture belonged to worry or
restraint.


"Okay, go," she said, her eyes on Mal.


He gripped the stopper and slowly began to twist. The sealant
crumbled on the towel beneath the flask. I gnawed my lip and squeezed Vanessa's
arms.


"Any change?" I asked.


"It's the same."


"It's coming off now, get ready," Mal warned and a soft
pop echoed in the room. Instinctively I winced and Vanessa gripped my middle.
Nothing happened.


"No change," Vanessa said.


"Well, that was anticlimactic." Mal scrunched his nose a
bit, then shook his head. "It stinks a bit."


"That's the magic you smell, and decay." Vanessa
released me and I joined Mal at the counter. He handed me the flask and I
picked up an exam flashlight to peer inside. I couldn't see much save for a few
wrinkles that looked like it belonged to a prune.


"There's definitely something in there," I said. "I
have an idea." I nudged my way past Mal to the small refrigerator and
removed the false bottom, hopefully, without alerting my mates. I removed one
of the smallest vials of Ileana's blood and hid the rest again.


"We should just stake it and get it over with," said
Mal.


"Go whittle a pencil stake," Vanessa teased Mal. He
lifted his lip at her then chuckled.


"Blood." Vanessa's attention shot to me as I opened the
vial. 


"Just a little," I said. With an eyedropper, I removed a
single drop of blood.


"Shawnee, what are you doing?" Mal's sudden fear flicked
through me like a sharp intake of breath.


"Experimenting." I let the droplet fall into the flask,
reuniting the leech blood with its maker. At first, nothing happened. I shined
the flashlight down the flask again and instead of a dried black wrinkle,
something slithered across the beam of light. Mal cringed as he looked over my
shoulder.


"What'd you do?" Vanessa frowned, once again grabbing my
wrist. "The magic changed."


"How?" I asked. "You with your grabby hands today,
Ness. Let me go."


"It dimmed," she said, though continued holding on to
me. She froze and so did Mal. "What?"


"Can you hear it?" Mal asked, his eyes fixed on the
flask.


"No," I said as Vanessa said, "Yes."


"I don't hear anything," I said, snatching my
stethoscope from the countertop and tossing it on. I set the chest piece
against the flask. A heartbeat thrummed steadily in my ears. It sounded healthy
and strong. I looked between my mates with widened eyes. "Shit."


"What'd you do?" Vanessa's breathless voice added to my
worry.


"I don't know. I didn't think anything would happen," I
admitted.


"Is the magic still there?" Mal asked.


"Yes, just less," she answered. "Do you think she
knows we have it?"


"I'm not sure. But I think it's time to find out. She can't
come to us, so we have to go to her," I said, removing the stethoscope and
replacing the stopper on the flask.


"We're not going to that house again. She's probably got
every room rigged with silver at this point," Mal said and Vanessa nodded
her agreement.


"I think I know another place to find her."
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"Will you two stop having eye sex for like two minutes
so we can focus please? Thank you." Xany huffed and puffed as we sat
around the kitchen table filling in the rest of the pack. Caden laughed and my
mother shook her head. Adia sat cross-legged by the fire while we awaited the
arrival of Hank.


"We're not having eye sex." Vanessa frowned at
Xany as I took a seat in her lap. She draped her arms around my middle.


"I think we were having a little bit of eye sex, baby."
I kissed her cheek and set the flask down on the table. I hadn't let it out of
my sight since its arrival.


"Where's Mal anyway? We need to get a move on here."
Xany dropped her elbows down on the table and sulked.


"Whittling tiny stakes." Vanessa snickered.


"A job for a fine wolf, if I do say so myself," Mal said
as he joined us in the kitchen with what looked like a handful of pencils
without erasers.


"Is that for jabbing in the heart jar?" Xany asked,
pointing at the flask.


"Yep," Mal said.


My mother's eyes lingered on the flask, a frown curving her lips.
The way she looked at it, with such ill-disposed anger, had me shuddering a
bit.


"Mom?" I called out to her. She tore her gaze away, her
expression softening when she looked at me.


"Yes, Dodi?"


"Does it have a spirit attached to it?" I asked.


"Tla, it has nothing but darkness," she said, her
voice trembling with something else. Her hands tensed in her lap in a way I'd
never seen before.


"Is Dakota still here?" I asked.


"He is tending to the horses which have been taken to
Imogene's," she said rather flatly.


"So he's protected, too," Xany chimed in.


"Yes," Mom said.


Just then, Hank appeared by the doorway with Henry, June and her
mate, Vincent. June's hair was a crisp turquoise today. Vincent's multiple
facial piercings matched the color.


"Evenin' everyone," Hank said.


"What's rude mouth doing here?" Xany pointed at June who
growled.


"Xany." Mal frowned at her.


"Ah, it's best to have a good backup plan, in times like
these." Hank clapped Caden on the shoulder. "So, Miss Shawnee, I hear
you've got another plan."


"And a leech heart." Henry pointed at the flask, his
mouth hanging open a bit. "A beating leech heart."


"Let me see." June stepped closer, examining the flask
as I held it up to her. She crouched in front of me, sniffing around the
stopper. Her hand fell to my knee and immediately I felt Vanessa bristle behind
me. Mal's bond tightened and, over June's shoulder, I saw Caden sit forward.
"It smells like her, that leech."


"Anything else you can pick up from it?" I asked, hoping
to hell that keeping the focus on the task at hand would de-escalate Vanessa.
June's hand remained on my knee as she drew her gaze from the flask to me. She
should know better than to touch me. Her gesture was a clear challenge to
Vanessa's dominance. Vanessa's grip on my hip tightened and our bond gave a
great yank.


"Nothing other than that. And it's old." Something
flashed in June's eyes. "I bet the heart is soft in there." She drew
a circle around my kneecap.


"She'll kill you in a heartbeat," I whispered to June,
jerking my head in Vanessa's direction. My words sounded even direr than I
intended. Immediately, I sensed Mal relax and Caden's shoulders dropped.


"I'd like to see her try," June murmured, drawing her
eyes dangerously over my shoulder to Vanessa. Wrong move, really really
wrong move. Vanessa's breathing quickened and her rage boiled through our
bond. Don't rise to her, Ness, please. Mal appeared beside us, his hand
on Vanessa's shoulder. He understood June's dominance games. It had nothing to
do with him or me, and everything to do with goading the only cat in the room.
I imagined she'd been planning it for a while.


"No. You don't. Trust me." I grabbed June's hand and
shoved her off my leg.


"Stand down, June," Hank's angry voice tore through the
cabin like a shot of ice water.


June rose from her spot on the floor. Vanessa's legs twitched as
if she were about to rise with her, but with me in her lap and Mal gripping her
shoulder, she remained.


"Better listen to him," Caden said, his warning,
although softer, scared me more than Hank's.


"Hmm, everyone seems to protect this one," June said,
her eyes on Vanessa still. Vincent moved beside her, running his fingers over
his mate's arm in what looked like an attempt to get her to back down.


"That's where you're wrong, crazy. They're trying to protect you.
What's she doing here anyway, Hank?" Xany grumbled. "Other than
starting trouble."


"Miss Shawnee's idea will take us ter where June an' her mate
know best," Hank answered though his eyes never left the scene. Adia
ignored all of us and my mother looked distracted or bored, I couldn't tell
which.


Vanessa nearly vibrated beneath me. Mal took my hand in his,
guiding me cautiously out of Vanessa's lap. I went with him reluctantly,
knowing Vanessa wouldn't attack if I was the only barrier between her and war.
Caden stood up now and Hank moved behind June and Vincent.


"Challenging another Sept member for what reason, June?"
Hank said, his voice a bit rumbly.


"It's fun," she said, leaning back slightly when
Vanessa stood from her chair. They met, eye to eye, with Vanessa only slightly
taller than June. Her lips pursed into thin lines. Caden grabbed Vincent and
yanked him away from June in a not very gentle way. He shot a warning glare at Xany
who lifted her hands in a "don't look at me, I'm not getting
involved" gesture. Mal backed me away with his arm around my middle.


"Don't interfere," he warned.


"I don't like this, Mal." I hugged on to his arm with
one hand and gripped the flask in the other.


"Is something bothering you?" June taunted Vanessa, her
voice an awful singsong. "Your mate's so soft. No wonder you chose
her."


That did it. Vanessa's brows narrowed, her eyes flashing yellow
and red as the wild fight took over. Our bond thrashed inside me, choking me up
and holding me in place. 


"You're an asshole, June," Caden said. "You want
this fight. It's yours." I'd never heard him sound so angry and permissive
at the same time. He and Hank both stepped back. Vincent frowned but he too,
let it go on.


Vanessa took a step toward June, their noses an inch apart. Energy
rose in the room like the tremors of an earthquake. Vincent hit the ground,
bent on one knee as the first to fall under Vanessa's dominance. The floor
trembled and my mom looked on, her hands folded neatly in her lap. Adia leaned
back on her elbows, watching. June's legs began to shudder as Vanessa bore down
on her. The stony expression on the turquoise wolf waivered only slightly at
first. One by one, people started dropping. Xany next, then Henry. Mal
shuddered behind me until he, too, slid downward, resting his cheek against my
hip. Adia, already on the floor, didn't move.


Not a sound escaped from Vanessa as she raised one hand, palm up,
and in a graceful gesture, turned it over and moved it down toward the floor.
June's reaction was immediate. Her body jerked, cracked, and collapsed. She
slammed into the floor so hard that the boards splintered around her knees and
she cried out. Vanessa's dominance pressed down on her like an asteroid
destroying the Earth's surface. Caden and Hank lowered themselves at the same
time. Only my mother remained unfazed. And me.


Everyone else knelt down on one knee, in a rather casual or humbled
manner, with one arm bent across their leg. Vincent's head bowed but the others
remained watching. Vanessa forced June down further as June fought the
pressure. On all fours, she struggled in what looked like a painful pushup.
Vanessa cracked her shoulders and with one final downward gesture, June's faced
slammed into the floor. Blood seeped from her nose as her bones continued to
crack and pop.


Unaffected by Vanessa's dominance, I broke away from Mal and took
a step toward her. She reached back, holding her hand out to me. I took it and
the moment our skin touched, the energy lifted and everyone, except June, rose
from the floor.


"Well, for shits sake," Xany said, dusting off her knee.
Henry stuck somewhat close to her as the others returned to their seats.


Mal moved beside me and Vanessa, looking down at the bloodied woman
at our feet. 


“You were warned," disgust laced his gruff words.


"I think this one needs to be neutered. Oh wait…" Xany
knelt down next to June. "She just was." She stood up then turned her
back on June. "Hank this one has been nothing but trouble since our pack
joined with the Sept. Making a challenge for rank is one thing but just to get
her rocks off while in the middle of a crisis is another. I recommend she be
demoted to janitor."


Everyone, except June and Vincent, laughed.


"I second that," Caden said, yanking Xany into his lap
as he sat.


"Get up, ya out of control brute." Hank frowned as he
stood over June.


I turned Vanessa to face me, stroking her cheek as her hands fell
to my waist. Distress furrowed her brow until I ran my thumb over her lip.


"So that's how you feel about me, hmm?" I offered her a
soft smile and her whole body seemed to soften. Out of
the corner of my eye, I saw Hank grab June by the back of the neck and shove her
into a chair.


"She broke my damn knees," she coughed out her words as
she wiped the blood off her already healed nose.


“Lucky that's all she did.” Xany huffed.


"Damn right about that. And you broke my floor." Mal
kicked around the splintered wood.


"They'll heal in a minute. Serves ya right," Hank said,
continuing to frown. "Challenging our alleys is no way to run a pack.
Janitor it is." He thwapped June upside the head.


I kept Vanessa's attention on me, cupping her face and leaning her
forehead against mine.


"Good kitty," I whispered and a smile melted over her
lips. "All right now?"


"Yeah," she said, though her hands began moving all over
me, reclaiming me as hers in the only way she could right now. 


"Why are they here anyway?" Xany asked again.


"Shawnee knows," Caden said, and the attention in the
room shifted to me.


I glanced at them but continued to focus on Vanessa. She closed
her eyes, breathing me in and eventually our bond settled to a gentler thrum.
She wouldn't settle completely until we were truly able to be together, that
much I knew for sure.


"C'mon." I took her hand and guided her to a chair
furthest away from June, who continued to nurse her knees. My mother looked on
with a spirited smirk. Adia went back to her fumbling by the fire. Vanessa sat
and tugged me into her lap, her arms around me possessively as she tucked one
hand between my legs, gripping my inner thigh. Yeah, this was going to take
some time, but time that we didn't have right now.


“Can someone please get to what's goin' on here?" Xany
pressed.


"We have to end this with Ileana before something worse
happens. There's only one way to do that. I want her to know that we solved her
riddles and that we have her heart." I lifted the flask that I refused to
let out of my sight. Mal took a seat beside us, his hand on my knee where June
had touched previously. Vanessa seemed oddly comforted by the gesture. "We
have to get a message to her and I have to deliver it."


"What? Why you?" Xany said.


Hank leaned on his elbows, a thoughtful expression smoothing his
normally wrinkled forehead. Vincent knelt beside June rubbing her knees as she
extended her legs. Ten minutes and her Changer kneecaps returned to pristine
condition.


"This started with me, Xee. And it has to end with me. You
saw how she's treating this. Only addressing me, attacking people I care about.
We'll go to where this all started. At that club downtown where Izzy played.
The other leeches go there, too. One of them will know how to get a message to
her," I said, glancing over the Sept.


“That still doesn’t explain why pissy pants is here.” Xany points
at June.


"Yeah it does. She and her mate were the ones scoping the
place out when we were hunting for Izzy. They have a presence there and know
the layout the best," I explained. "We can't all go rushing in there
together. I'll go in with June, find someone to give her the message and we get
out."


“I don't trust her with you... hell I don't trust her period.”
Xany glared over at June.


"We don't have much of a choice, Xee," I said, Vanessa
tensed beneath me and I stroked her arm. She didn't like this either,
considering the events of the last few minutes, it wasn't unexpected.


June remained quiet as if she already knew this plan ahead of
time. I was pretty sure Hank filled her in somehow. My only question was how
Hank predicted my next move. That was a question for later.


"I'll go in with them," Henry offered. "My scent is
the weakest."


"He's right about that." Mal nodded.


"Why is it the weakest?" I asked.


"Everyone else carries your scent. June and I don't." He
looked to his father who nodded.


“You make sure you keep her safe from the princess and that metal
headed wanna be. You promise me, Henry.” Xany looked up at the young wolf,
determination narrowed her brow.


"Scouts honor." He saluted her.


Caden and Hank nodded to each other as they mind talked. They were
still so awful at it. Mom remained silent. I turned my attention to Mal and
Vanessa, awaiting their opinions. Vanessa's nails digging into my thigh told me
hers. I caressed her arm and looked to Mal. 


"You know I never like you being away from us," he said.
“I trust Henry, if anything happens run to him and he’ll keep you safe.”


I nodded him and squeezed his hand.


"Ness?" I said. At first, she didn't look at me.


"We need words from you, too," Mal encouraged her.


"I don't want her to go anywhere ever again." She
pressed her lips to my cheek. "Don't."


"I have to…"


"Don't," she implored. Her bond gave a sharp jolt and
the sensation of something wrapping around me gripped my torso. I hugged her
and she gripped my shirt, tugging me harder than I think she ever had.
"Don't do any of this."


"I have to. It has to end," my words trickled to
whispers as her desperation ate at me. I'd caused her so much pain, gave her so
many reasons to distrust me.


"I know," she conceded. "But no more."


I nodded, ending our embrace and taking a deep breath. I glanced
at Mal. His knowing gaze tore into me the same way his mate bond did. He knew
just as well.


"Here." I yanked the stopper off the flask and handed the
base to him. "Don't let it out of your site. You've got the stakes."


"You mean the pencils," he jested, taking it from me.


I kissed both of them then pried myself from Vanessa's grasp. She
let me go, tucking one leg up on the chair with her. Worry flooded our mate bond
like sickening sludge. I swallowed the lump in my throat and moved toward
Henry, gripping the stopper tightly in my hand.


"All right. Let's go," I said.


June and Vincent rose and joined us. Henry wrapped his arm around
my waist as my pack looked on. Caden stood. I knew he wouldn't let me go far on
my own. He'd keep watch, as he always did. My mother, with pursed lips, offered
me the faintest nod. She wouldn't be far behind either.


“Don’t you dare do anything stupid without me, Nee," Xany lectured,
her own way of showing concern.


"I won't." This time.


Sad, scared eyes watched me as June bended us out of the cabin.


***


Our feet hit the ground and it took several seconds for my eyes to
adjust to the purplish light in whatever room we were in. Screaming music
pulsed the floor beneath us as my heart began to race. The dark room reminded
me too much of Ileana's chamber. I found myself holding tighter on to Henry
than I'd intended.


"We're upstairs in the private rooms," June said.
"We can't walk out together. I'll find a leech that carries her scent. You
two need to act less suspicious. And way more cool."


"Are you saying we're lame?" Henry frowned at June.


"Yeah, I am. Now if you're going to stick on her hip, stick
on it with reason. Be a fake couple or something clever." June fixed her
hair in one of the filmy mirrors. Vincent stood silently by her side.


"Something clever. You're probably the least helpful person
I've ever met." I glared at her. "And you," I rounded on
Vincent. "Don't you talk, like, at all?"


"When it's necessary," he answered flatly. "I have
nothing to say to you."


"Nice. Really nice." I looked up at Henry. "Remind
me that this was my idea, would you?"


"This was your idea but no one said it was a good one."
He laughed and sounded more like Hank than ever.


"Right. True. Shawnee has bad ideas. This is becoming a habit
worse than getting kidnapped," I mumbled but he laughed.


"We're going first. Wait in here awhile, then come out. Look
like you just enjoyed yourselves, would you? This isn't a karaoke bar,"
June said as she tugged Vincent from the room.


Henry and I stood there, two natives in the most unnatural place
in the world. His blue jeans and red T-shirt stood out as awkwardly as my worn
out trainers.


"So this is awkward," he said, releasing his grip on me.
"When they find a leech that has access to the Ileana, what message are
you going to give?"


"This." I held up the stopper.


"Clever." He nodded, shifting his weight uncomfortably.


"So…" I couldn't help but laugh a little at the situation.
"Have you graduated high school yet?"


"Yeah." He laughed. "This past summer. I'm putting
college off for a year. Dad's got too many dominant cubs running around. I
don't want to leave them alone."


"Can you bend?" I asked.


"Sure, yeah." He shrugged.


"Enroll in school as a commuter. No one will question your
disappearances as no one really pays attention to commuters," I suggested.


"That's not a bad idea," he said, rubbing his hand
through his hair as if he never thought of it. "Dad wants me to take over
the business though."


"So study business administration part-time." I grinned
at him. "I've got an answer for all your excuses, kid. Keep trying."


"You're worse than mom."


"Now you're comparing me to your mother. How are we supposed
to act together, like June said?" I laughed and so did he.


"Well, that's pretty easy. You're pretty hot as it is."
He let out an exaggerated yawn, stretched, and put his arm around my shoulders.


"That was terrible. Try again." I shoved him off, trying
not to laugh too loudly.


"If I grab your butt, Mal will rip off my arm." He
stumbled back playfully as if my shove actually did something to him.


"I think Vanessa's a bigger concern these days."


"Shit, dude. Did you see that? She nailed June to the
floor." Henry punched downward in celebration.


"First I'm mom, now I'm dude. This is going great." His
antics cracked me up. In a way, he reminded me of Jaxon when we were in
college. For the first time, pretty much ever, I wondered where he was and
worried that Ileana would find him, too.


"Sorry! You're hot, I swear. And not a dude." He dropped
back sitting on one of the sofas that lined the walls of the room.


"Is hot a good thing in your teenage language or am I just
overheating this room with my poor planning?" I leaned against the wall as
I watched him.


"It's definitely a good thing. If I ask you something, will
you promise not to kill me? It's a typical guy question. We all think it but
I'm gonna ask anyway." He put his arms behind his head as if he were
sunbathing or something. Henry, no doubt, was going to be as dominant as his
father. His confidence, demeanor, and all around personality told me just that.


"Yeah, I suppose you can ask me inappropriate teenage guy
questions." I gestured in front of me. "Go ahead."


"So…" A wicked grin spread across his face. "You
and Vanessa."


"Oh here it comes."


"Hell yeah. C'mon. The two of you! It's out of control. You
must drive Mal insane. I can't even think about it without nearly dying."


"Why are you even thinking about it!? Henry!" I laughed
as my face caught fire. "I'm not talking to you about this."


"How can I not think about it? Damn…"


"You're thinking about it right now, stop that!"


"What else am I supposed to do." He laughed, his brown
eyes big and bold even in the dim light. "It's about the sexiest thing I
ever heard about. She's hot, you're hot. It's the perfect recipe."


"Okay, conversation over or I'm telling your mother you
called me hot like three times."


"Shit." He shot up out of his seat. "Don't do that,
she'll kill me and make me change diapers for a month."


"Behave yourself. I'm an old lady." I laughed at his
pleading.


"You're hardly old. What are you? Twenty-five?" He
rolled his eyes.


"Yep. I'm twenty-five. That would make Xany about your age.
Do you ask her these questions? She'll answer anything you ask, trust me,"
I jested. Henry made this whole ordeal a lot easier.


"Nah, she's always with Caden." He paused. "June's
calling. We better go out."


"I don't hear her," I said.


"Of course not. C'mon." He held his hand out to me.
"Remember, look couple-y."


"Couple-y, right." I took his hand as he mussed up his
hair before opening the door.


Bass boomed and guitars screamed in the same way they had when I
wandered in here on the night of, well, that night. The crowd below us shouted
and danced in front of the stage. Henry led me downstairs as couples rushed
past us toward the room we just left.


"Imagine how many people get drunk, sexed, or fed on in those
rooms," he said, loudly against my ear.


"Don't remind me. Besides, you were the one who sat on the
sofa." I laughed at the look on his face. 


He tugged me through the crowd as I held tightly to his hand and
to the stopper in mine. Hardly anyone paid us any mind save for a server or two
that offered us something to drink. The topless girls in the cages grabbed
Henry's attention and I punched his arm.


"Keep focus here, bucko. Quit ogling the goodies," I
said.


"Aw c'mon." He laughed and wrapped his arm around my
shoulders. At first, I thought it was out of context until I realized he
steered me away from the leering eyes of a fanged man.


"Why are people so comfortable with vampires? I don't get
it," I commented.


"It's a fetish thing I think," he said, still speaking
close to my ear.


Up head, June danced with Vincent. The two of them swirling and gyrating
along with the rest of the crowd. She glanced at us, her eyes lingering for a
moment before flicking them toward the back staircase beside the bar.


"This way," Henry said, tugging me in the direction June
indicated.


Around the side of the bar, the lights went from strobing purple
to steadier darkness. The hall snaked downward as the music began to fade. At
the very end of the hall in a rounded room with ornately carved red walls and
purple sofas, a man sat at a desk. He twirled a pen inhumanly fast between his
viciously tattooed fingers. His blanched skin made his pin straight black hair
stand out even more. Half of his head was shaved while the rest of his hair
hung to one side. Henry walked behind me. The man didn't look up from the desk
when I entered.


"Excuse me?" I asked.


"Not hungry." The man waved me off.


"Not what I'm here for," I shot right back. That caught
his attention and he looked up, flicking his tongue over the piercing in his
bottom lip. I averted my eyes quickly to his forehead. His lack of eyebrows
would've caught me off guard if I hadn’t expected his bizarreness to carry on.


"What do you want?" He glanced at Henry who hung back a
few steps.


"I have a message for your boss," I said, taking one
step closer into the makeshift office. Unlike the rooms upstairs, this one had
a cleaner appeal to it. On the desk, a nameplate that read "Fino"
faced the entrance.


The leech set the pen down, folding his hands on top of it. His
long black fingernails had me fighting a smirk. At least Ileana looked like a
regular person. This guy looked like Goth overkill.


"And who do you think my boss is, might I ask?" He
tilted his head to the side in the same jerky stop-motion manner that Ileana
did. Henry tensed behind me but I remained steadfast.


"Ileana," I said. He rose from his seat at the sound of
her name. "I need you to take something to her along with a message."


"Now, why would I do that?" Fino stepped out from behind
the desk.


"You know who I am? Play the game, Shawnee.  Fino
nodded. “Then you know if you don't, she'll rip your head off." I kept my
eyes trained on his forehead.


Fino hesitated. Even behind his contacts, I saw his eyes flash
red.


"What is it?" He conceded, licking his lips as his
nostrils flared.


“Give this to her." I held out the stopper. "And tell
her to meet me at the place where her ashes lie. At sundown tomorrow."


Fino stepped forward, extending his languid fingers to grasp the
stopper. His clammy skin grazed mine and I fought a shudder. He dropped his
gaze, focusing on the beaded necklace that sat on top of my shirt.


"Message received," he said, rolling the stopper between
his index and middle finger. At a glance, it almost looked like he rolled an
eyeball.


I nodded, backing my way out of the room. Henry grabbed me by the
waist of my jeans and tugged me out of there like the place was on fire.
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We returned to the cabin without June or Vincent. Henry let me go
beside the table. I nearly walked into Caden as he and Hank appeared beside us
a second later. 


"Well it's about time." Xany huffed from her spot beside
the oven. The entire cabin smelled of cookies.


Mal hopped up, poised with the flask in one hand, a tiny stake in
the other. "I'm ready," he joked. I laughed and made my way over to
him. He kissed my cheek as Vanessa rushed in from the hallway. She bombarded me
immediately before I could return Mal's kiss.


"I'm okay, baby." I hugged her as she tore at my
clothes, both pushing me and pulling me away. "I know, I stink like the
club. I'll change."


"First fill us in already," Xany pressed as she slid a
plate of cookies on the table.


"A'right," Henry exclaimed, snatching up a hot cookie
and juggling it in the air.


"We found someone to give her the message. Tomorrow night, at
sundown, we return to where we killed Izzy. We'll need to draw a protective
barrier there at that spot so that Ileana can't cross." I looked over at
Mom and Adia.


"I'll take them there," Caden said.


"We best start now," Adia said, hopping up from the
floor and swooping over to Caden.


"Why are we going there?" Vanessa asked, her fingers
continuing to tear at my clothes.


"Easy, baby." I gripped her wrists, tugging her hands
away from me before I ended up naked in front of everyone. "Listen, listen
to me," I said, lifting her hands to my face. When our gazes met, she
calmed. "Go in our room and I'll meet you there, okay? Let me shower first
and I'll be right there." Vanessa's frenzy continued, our mate bond raged
until she heard me. Her desperation cooled and she nodded. "Go on." I
kissed her cheek, offering her a cheeky smile.


Reluctantly, she let me go. I watched her walk off down the hall,
glancing back at me as she disappeared into the bedroom. I turned my attention
to Mal while Henry filled everyone in about the happenings at the club, minus
his teenage shenanigans.


"I'll see you in the morning," Mal said, kissing me
softly.


"Maybe sooner." I returned his kiss, slipping the flask
from his hand. "I'll hold onto this."


"You do that." Mal lifted a brow at me, offering me one
of the skinny stakes. "Just in case."


I nodded, hugging him tightly before escaping the packed kitchen. 


The fastest shower of my life followed soon after and I snuck
across the hall in nothing but a towel. Flask and stake in hand. I closed the
bedroom door behind me and set the vampire heart down on the nightstand.
Vanessa sat on the bed, staring at her bare feet.


"You okay?" I said, stepping in front of her.


"I am now." She yanked my towel away, leaning her head
against my stomach. I ran my fingers through her hair. It felt softer than
usual, if that were even possible. Thicker and longer.


"Thank you for not locking me in place before. I hate
that."


"I know." She kissed above my navel, then looked up at
me.


"C'mon," I said, guiding her into bed with me. I lifted
the blanket and she slid in beside me, her clothes disappearing a moment later.
As soon as we were skin to skin, our mate bond relaxed and so did she. I tucked
a bit of hair behind her ear. "Can I tell you something?"


"Mhmm." She gazed at me as if looking away would be the
most painful thing in the world.


"It might sound bad but, I kind of like when you get all
crazy possessive over me," I said, biting my lip as I smiled.


"When Mal does it?"


"Oh yeah, I like that too. It makes me feel… wanted? Maybe
that's not the right word. Claimed? Valued even." I struggled to find my
footing but hoped she understood what I meant.


"You are wanted, valued, and claimed, Shawnee. You
always have been," she said, tracing her index finger along my bottom lip.


"I know, and now I can feel it too." I kissed her
fingertip. "Feel better?"


"Mhmm. Yeah," she said, dropping her hand to caress my
side, resting it on my hip.


"Good. Tomorrow night, we can end this and go back to our
lives again," I said, caressing her ever-rounding belly. "We've got
some big changes coming."


"Are you going back to work at the hospital?" The words
dripped from her lips, rich with worry. She'd asked this of me many times
before. After everything with Ileana and the baby on the way, how could I?


"Not for a while I don't think. Maybe if there's an emergency
that they need me for but not regularly, at least not right now," I said,
answering her honestly for once about my feelings over work. "Ness, we
don't even have diapers yet." Relief flooded our link and she
laughed softly.


"We'll get them. How long do I have left?" She said, her
voice finally relaxing into complete sentences.


"About six weeks if Kat's timeline is accurate. You can't
hide your belly anymore, have you noticed?" I traced a finger around her
bellybutton and she squirmed a bit.


"Only when you sit in my lap. And I can't pull my knees up
anymore," she said, placing her hand beside mine on her stomach. "Can
you see her?"


"Maybe." I closed my eyes, focusing on the scanning
procedure my mother taught me. A few kicks met my hand, but no image came to
mind. "Not this time. It seems more spontaneous than anything. But I can
feel her moving."


"Me too. It's weird, not being alone in my own body. When we
had a preliminary bond, it was like a warning system. Then it was gone and I
was alone again. Then it came back and now it's complete. So I had you in me,
but this is different." She glanced over my shoulder then back to me.
"I can hear her heartbeat when I lay down to sleep. It beats faster than
mine."


"That sounds pretty amazing," I whispered, her delicate
words brought tears to my eyes as I thought about it. I wouldn't get to truly
know what she meant, but the emotions she pressed through our connection were
almost as strong as experiencing it myself.


"Yeah, I think so, too."


"I thought about Jaxon today. I’m worried that Ileana would
hurt him. Do you know where he is?" I asked, the question blurting out of
my mouth.


"He moved back to England after college. I haven't heard from
him in a while. I think he writes stuff, books maybe. He sent me one a long
time ago," she said, kissing my forehead. "You're so worried about
everyone else when we're all here worried about you."


"I know. It's the kind of messes that I get us into." I
leaned into her touch, she rolled onto her back and I placed my head on her
shoulder. Vanessa pulled me close to her and I draped my leg over hers.


"Messes have a way of finding us on their own," she
said.


"True." I yawned heavily, closing my eyes as my thoughts
of the day continued to spiral. "How's the magic on that flask?"


"Holding up just the same. I think it's scared of the
stake," she said as I felt her chin nuzzle my cheek.


"Good." My mind began to quiet.


"Tomorrow, it'll get a taste of it and Ileana will be
gone," she said, the latter part tangled on a yawn.


"But first, we have to end the game," I mumbled.
"Checkmate."


"Mhmm," she said, as soft purrs rose from her center,
lulling me deeper into sleep.


 


Checkmate.


 


***


 


The next morning, our kitchen again looked like a battlefield of
Changers readying weapons. Crossbows, composite bows, spears, clips of wooden
bullets, and a spread of guns littered the table. Hank, Barron, Caden, Mal and
Henry huddled around the table, talking strategy and possible assaults Ileana
might plan. Adia listened to them as she gripped her walking stick, her eyes
narrowed on something beside Barron that I couldn't see. Xany fussed making
sandwiches in the kitchen. Mom stood beside the open front door with her arms
crossed over her chest, talking to someone outside. Vanessa stood with me as I
looked out at the others. They were all going to battle for me. Again.


In the shoulder harness Caden gave me, I had my unloaded gun
tucked on the left, and Ileana's flask secured in the right holster. Vanessa
helped me adjust it some as I fixed the clips on my belt.


"Who's my mother talking to?" I asked her.


"Dakota. She won't let him in the house," she said as
she rubbed my back in a circular motion. The gesture soothed me slightly.


"Why not?"


"That's a question you know the answer to, Shawnee."


"I know but he's her mate for heaven's sake." I
looked up at Vanessa and she caressed my cheek, a soft, protective gesture that
had me leaning into her touch. She's trying so hard to trust me. If I let
her down again, how can I even trust myself anymore?


"She's protecting you."


"I know." I took a deep breath. "I'm going to go
over there."


"Are you sure?"


"Yeah." I nodded. "Don't go far, okay?"


"I'll be right here. Mal's there." She nodded toward the
kitchen. Mal glanced over at the two of us. My mate bonds fluttered softly in
my chest, serene and synchronized in a way that told me we were all together in
the moment. I took solace in that as I broke away from Vanessa to approach my
mother.


I walked up behind her, noting the slight motion that tensed her
shoulders. She turned to me, extending her arm.


"Hi," I said, moving into her embrace.


"O'siyo, Dodi," she said, kissing my forehead
before drawing her eyes back to Dakota. He stood there, one step down from the
landing, wearing a cowboy hat and boots. His thick wool coat pulled tightly
around him. Beneath the hat sat the cheekbones of my father, but the rounded
face, brown eyes, and healthy teeth belonged to a different man. Dakota didn't
speak but he smiled, lifting his hand to wave at me. I returned the gesture as
images flashed through my mind. I'd seen him before, a few times. Not in my
recent memory but something older, primal even.


"Hi, Dakota," I said, though instinctively leaning
closer to my mother. "I don't think it's nice to freeze your mate, Mom. He's
a Breeder after all."


"He can handle it," she said through a light chuckle.


"I'm a tough old man," he said, though I caught his
wince at the very end. My father's voice erupted from his mouth, but while
looking at him, it wasn't nearly as disturbing. I gripped my mother's arm,
staring heavily at Dakota. He quieted immediately under my mother's glare.


"It's all right, Mom. It's not so bad when I can see
him," I reassured them.


"Tla, Dodi. Upsetting you is not all right." Mom
turned, leaning against the doorframe to face me.


"I'm not upset at the moment." I drew my gaze back to
Dakota. "Say something again."


"Like what?" He tipped his hat to me, a gentle smile on
his lips. A familiar smile that I found myself warming too, oddly enough.
Memory flooded me as the image of a young fawn flashed through my mind. It's
ankle, bloody and scraped, caught in some chicken wire.


"Did you teach me something about a baby deer?" I asked,
tilting my head as I looked at him.


"Ah, yes. You were very little then when you found it caught
in the garden fence. You tried to help it, but couldn't. You fetched me and
together we freed her, and fixed up her leg. She followed you around for weeks
after that," Dakota's delicate, deliberate words sounded nothing at all
like my father's. There wasn't an ounce of harshness or hatred. I could almost
feel the neurons in my brain firing and restructuring to reprogram the sound of
his voice to something safer.


"I remember that," I said. "You told me she's—"


"'Lost her mother and wanted to eat the alfalfa,'" we
said at the same time.


"Yeah," I said as he spoke the exact words together.


"She healed up well after that." Dakota nodded, his eyes
twinkled a bit in the morning sunlight.


"She left me in the summer when she grew up but visited
often. We could tell by the scar on her leg," I continued. The good
memory, unusual as it seemed, had me more relaxed.


"Dakota is a veterinarian," Mom told me. "Shawnee's
a doctor." She drew her gaze back to Dakota, her brows flicked upward
once.


"That doesn't surprise me. At all. " Dakota's chest
broadened, his smile steadfast. Was that pride in his expression? I couldn't
quite tell.


"She is very special," Mom said, taking my hands in
hers. "And brave."


"Just like you. Thanks, Mom." I squeezed her hands.
"Bring your mate in the house. You live here, too."


"I will consider it, Dodi. Thank you for your
strength." She brushed her thumbs over the back of my hands.


"It runs in the family." I smiled and hugged her. She
patted my hip when I released her, leaving her with her mate.


Back inside, Vanessa leaned against the arm of the sofa as she
watched and listened to us in the doorway. The urge to rush to her hit me in
the gut. She caught me in hug and lifted me off my feet. I sensed Mal's eyes on
us, knowing that he was smiling.


"You did good," Vanessa said, kissing me softly as she
set me down.


"It wasn't too bad," I said after the kiss ended.
"It's easier when I look at him and hear him at the same time."


"I think," she said, glancing over my shoulder as Mal
approached. "I think it's easier because you've chosen to face it more
than anything else."


"I've got a lot more facing to do then." I invited Mal
into the embrace and he pulled both of us into his muscle-y hug.


"She's brave," Vanessa told him.


"In ways we can only imagine," he said. "Caden
wants us to head to the site early just in case. We're leaving in a few
minutes."


"Just in case of what?" I asked.


"He's worried Ileana might try something like a stealth
attack. Adia kept watch on the spot all night. June is there now. We'll all go
and wait until sundown," he explained.


"Xany's going to freak out about having to wait that
long." I laughed softly just thinking about it.


"Don't remind me," Mal grumbled.


"Let's go then." I took a deep breath. "Into the
battlefield."


Xany and the wolves huddled around the table, gathering up weapons
and ammo. Mal nodded toward my shoulder holster.


"Load your gun," he said.


"I hate doing it," I said, slipping the gun front the
holster. The cool metal pressed against the palm of my hand hinted with a power
that felt more like fear. I checked the safety before loading the clip and
setting it back in its place. My mother disappeared for a few minutes. When she
returned, Dakota wasn't with her.


"All right, everyone." Hank waved us over. "We're headin'
out all together."


"Finally," Xany said, packing up the bags of food and
water along with her trusty crossbow.


"We have a long wait until sundown, Xee," I reminded
her.


"At least we'll be there already," she said, taking
Caden's arm when he offered it.


In time, we bended out in small groups to the site where Izzy met
her final demise. A bonfire burned strong as June piled it high with the help
of her mate. Leftover snow littered the ground at our feet, mingling with dead
leaves. Mom and Adia appeared beside us. Their eyes bolted in my direction as
the expression on their faces changed at the same time. My mother's eyes
widened, flashing red. Adia made to reach for me as she gasped but it was too
late.


As soon as Vanessa released me, a force caught me around the
torso. My feet tore from the ground and I shrieked. Mal grabbed for me,
latching onto my arm. Shouts of chaos erupted as panic washed over the faces of
the people around me. I took Mal with me as my body spiraled out of control a
foot off the ground. A sharp gust of something thrust us twenty feet away from
the Sept to land in a heap on the ground beneath the fat trunk of a tree. Mal
hit the ground first and I found myself in a sprawl on top of him.


"Don't!" My mother shouted and everyone froze in their
place except Vanessa. Caden and Xany appeared in an awkward half-run pose.
Barron stumbled and Henry landed on his rear. Vanessa raced over to us, lifting
us from the ground.


"We're good," Mal called out as he lifted me off of him.
"What the hell was that?" He asked, resetting me on my feet as I
caught my breath. "You all right, love?"


"I'm fine." I coughed, brushing the pine needles from my
jeans. 


Vanessa's eyes, yellow with black slits, bore down on me until she
saw that I was fine. She gripped my arm, glancing about the wooded area around
us. Save for the caw of a crow and the crackle of the fire, everything seemed
fine.


"None of you leave this spot," my mother said, pointing
around us. She released her command and the Sept moved on their own accord as
she walked forward, her moccasin-covered feet paused about a meter in front of
me and my mates. "Step toward me together."


"What happened?" I asked as my mates guided me forward.
They crossed to where my mother stood but when they tried to take me with them,
my legs locked. I stumbled as Mal and Vanessa each had hold of one of my arms.
"Stop, don't pull." I winced.


"What's going on?" Caden came up behind my mother with
Xany in tow.


"The protective barrier ends here." Mom tapped her foot
on the ground. "She has been removed from it."


"Well get her back in! Hurry up," Xany shrieked,
grabbing me by the waist of my jeans.


Caden's deep chocolate eyes darted all over me from head to toe,
his fear shooting through me like a bomb. Mal's grip on me trembled and Vanessa
began to growl. She stepped outside the barrier to stand behind me, her back
against mine in a protective, ready gesture.


"Give that to me, Shawnee. Right now." Caden reached his
hand out, nodding toward the gun holster. "The heart."


"What?" My own heart thundered in response to the fear
of my pack. "Oh." I removed the flask and handed it Caden. Mal yanked
me inside the barrier so hard that my feet left the ground again. I held onto
him as Caden's body went soaring past. He landed in a crouch, gripping the
flask. Vanessa remained outside the barrier instinctively grabbing Caden by the
shirt.


"It's the heart," Xany said. "It can't come
inside."


"At least we know the enchantments work," Adia said as
she approached. "Give it here."


"Good thing we showed up early. Last thing we needed was for
Shawnee to tossed right into Ileana's arms like a bouquet of wedding
flowers." Xany huffed and released her grip on me.


Caden handed Adia the flask as she stepped out beside him.


"Don't take it away. I want her to see it," I said,
releasing Mal to stand beside my mother as we watched Adia.


"Dia will remove the heart for safe keeping," she said,
opening a leather pouch at her hip. Adia pulled out what looked like a long
string of cotton balls soaked in something red. She tipped the flask and held
the cotton at the mouth.


Vanessa cringed and Mal squinted. I didn't understand why. My
mother's lips pursed and Caden shook his head as if he heard something
disturbing.


"What's going on?" Xany asked.


"Just watch," Adia said.


We continued to look on. After a few minutes, something slimy and
black rose from the opening of the flask. It made a slight suctioning sound and
moved as if it were a prune with caterpillar legs. The shriveled heart, with
tiny ventricles and muscles preserved for centuries, pressed one of its small
openings to the red cotton. The softest, grossest little slurping sound
followed. Adia wrapped the pruney heart in the bindings. It pulsed like a human
heart, slowly, rhythmically, as if comforted by the warm bedding.


"That's human blood," I said, nodding toward the cotton.


"Yep. Leech heart can't resist it." Adia handed me the
flask and tucked the bloody little heart into a separate leather pouch.


"That…" Xany gulped. "Was the most disgusting thing
I've ever seen." I had to admit, her face appeared slightly green.


"Where are you taking it?" I asked. Without the heart,
what control did we have over Ileana? If things got bad, how could we end her?


"Dia take it to the cabin and remain there with it. When
you're ready, Anadaya will fetch me, okay? Okay," she said, answering
herself.


"Don't go anywhere with it. It's… it's mine." I gripped
the flask tightly in my fist.


"You can stake it when its time," Adia reassured me.
After a glance to my mother, she was gone.


Mom ushered us all back inside the circle toward the bonfire. The
Sept gathered, murmuring amongst themselves about vampire lore and voodoo. Mal drew
me to sit beside him on a fallen log while Caden and Xany spoke with my mother.


"Thanks for making that a soft landing." I patted his
knee as he placed his arm around me. I tucked the now empty flask back into the
holster. Vanessa joined us, sitting cross-legged in the snow in front of us.
Her body heat melted a circle around her. She watched me, wide-eyed, her fingers
digging into her ankles as if she held on to the very fringes of control.


"You're like a bird in flight, love." Mal smirked,
kissing my cheek.


Caden and Xany approached with Hank by their side. I took a deep
breath, knowing that now was my chance to talk to them about our plan.


"I have something to ask of you all," I said.


"What is it, Miss Shawnee?" Hank said, crouching beside
us.


"When Ileana gets here, I'm want to do the talking. She's
made this about me, for whatever reason, and I want to be the one to end
it." I looked between them. Nervous expressions met my gaze. "I'm not
going to step outside the protection or anything, I just want to do the
talking. She's not going to address any of you anyway, remember?"


"Like at her house," Xany said.


"Yeah. I want her to know that we figured this out on our
own, solved her riddles. And that we have answers of our own." Or at least
I thought I did. If my hunch is right, this could end favorably.


"Miss Shawnee, leeches like this ancient mightn't be the best
fer listening," Hank spoke up. "But I understand your wishes. What do
you think?" He looked to Caden.


"Shawnee has an agenda of her own. Always. She—"


"Knows more than I let on. I know," I finished Caden's
sentence for him. A light chuckle escaped him as he nodded.


"What do you know this time?" Xany asked, crossing her
arms over her stomach. "And why haven't you told us?"


"I don't know anything for sure. It'll all depends on how she
reacts when she gets here. You will all just have to trust me, okay?" I
gazed at my Sept, and pack family. My mother's expression mirrored Vanessa's,
full of fear, but beneath it, a hint of determination. Determination to trust
me or the situation, I couldn't be sure. Mal, firm beside me, took a deep
breath as he nodded, his grip on me tightening. Caden and I shared a long stare
as something inside me gave a great lurch. Our pack bond turned over inside me.
He knew more than he let on, too. With a final sharp tug, he nodded.
"Xee?" I looked up at her.


"Of course I trust you. As long as I get to see what goes
down. I'm going for a headshot this time." She patted her crossbow.
"That should slow her down some. Right in the eye." She pretended to
jab her own eye.


"Ileana's been around for over a thousand years. I'm sure
she's given these riddles to other people before, other foes. We were the first
to figure it out. That's got to mean something," I said. "She
underestimated us." My army is greater than hers.


"How do we know we're the first?" Xany asked.


"We've got her heart. Her voodoo magicked heart. And we've
got it. It responded to her blood, got rejected by our protections. It's
hers." I nodded, sure of that much at least.


"Do you think other ancient's learned the same magic?"
Xany looked between us.


"There aren't many ancients left from my understanding,"
Mal said, glancing at my mother for support.


"Mal is correct. There are very few and those that remain,
remain in silence. Hidden away from threats or exposure. The ones who do not
kill, do not feed in the same way, are cautious to stay away. Their very nature
is their destruction," Mom said, in her usual all-knowing sort of way. I
smiled at her and it softened her expression. Dakota's presence changed her in
a manner of speaking. For the first time, I saw deeper emotions in her eyes, and
sensed something I couldn't identify. When this was all over, I'd sit down and
talk with her. Why, why, would anyone send their mate away? I hugged
Mal's arm to me and reached for Vanessa. She held my hand and I squeezed hers
firmly. Sending away Gaia's greatest gift must have some deeper meaning.


"What do you think Ileana meant by worshipping the wrong
god?" I asked.


"That is a mystery to me, Dodi," mom said.


"Me too." I nodded.


"Here here," said Xany.


We sat together, bundles of nerves on edge. The Sept snacked on
Xany's food preparations while we waited. Xany paced, my mother meditated, and
the sun sank low in the sky, casting long spindly shadows in the snow. Light
flurries settled around us in the dim light of dusk. Would Ileana show up? Part
of me hoped that we'd scared her away. Another part rooted for the endgame.
Where good intentions triumphed over supernatural bullshit and I could return
to a regular life. Not that life has ever really been regular, but more regular
than this.


"Shawnee." Vanessa gave my hand a squeeze. "Don't
kill things yet."


"I'm not." My brow crinkled as I pondered her statement.
"Why would I kill things?"


"You're angry," she said.


"I'm very angry," I agreed, nodding to her. "A
vampire decides to waltz into our lives because she couldn't control her own
fledgling and systematically tries to destroy my psyche, hurt my family, and
kill my old friends. I think I should be mad."


"Damn right, Nee," Xany said, lifting her crossbow above
her head, sending an arrow into the air. The sound of the recoil drew the
attention of the Sept. "Whoops."


"Xany," Mal growled out her name as the arrow
clattered through the branches. Just before it hit the ground, my mother's hand
shot out and caught it. She handed it back to Xany as if returning a toy to a
child.


Vanessa shot up suddenly, her eyes trained on the sky. Mal leapt
to his feet as did Caden. The Sept's response followed. Men and women moved
into formation, back to back with the bonfire in the center.


"What's going on?" Xany asked, aiming her crossbow to
the night sky though this time with purpose.


"There's movement in the treetops," Caden said. "Do
not break rank."


If she wants our attention up, she's definitely not there. I
turned and trained my eyes on the tree line around the edge of the magical
barrier. My mother stood beside me, looking in the same direction though she
kept glancing away as if trying to look through her periphery only. 


"I know you're there, Ileana. Whatever scent masks you've got
going or distractions in the sky aren't going to matter," I called out,
drawing the attention of some of the Sept.


"You're too smart for your own good, Doctor
Twofeathers," Ileana's sweet voice rang out from the nothingness, echoing
eerily in the trees.


"I have something for you. As well as an answer, a
name." I wove my way through the wolves, ducking under arms and around
bodies as I tried to find the source of Ileana's voice. Vanessa tried to stop
my movement twice but I kept on. Caden watched me with caution and I sensed my
mate bonds seize. My movement broke rank which was against Caden's orders. He
allowed me because I asked to lead the talk. Anything else would push my luck.


"Shawnee, what are you doing?" Xany's whisper pressed in
on me as I passed her.


"Trust me," I told her.


"Keep your eyes down." Mal snarled in Xany's
direction.


"Doctor Twofeathers, what makes you believe I need or even
want something from you, hmm? How do you know my army hasn't surrounded yours?
An army immune to your silly magics," Ileana said.


"We'll risk it," I said, pausing to gaze out over the
trees again.


Silence fell around us and a soft breeze blew, wafting the flames
to the east. Vanessa growled first, followed by several others. Barron's shadow
grew four times its size as he shifted beside us, Henry's followed. A screech
rang out from above sending images of dying birds flashing across my mind.
 Human shaped bodies dropped from the sky like bombs, flailing as they
landed in the circle around us. Xany jumped out of the way and my mother
grabbed her as one of the body's hit the fire. It erupted in a flash as flames
swallowed it, blackening its flesh as it screamed and whipped about. Reduced to
ashes in seconds.


"Vampires, she's throwing vampires!" June roared,
bringing her hand down across the throat of a leech that tried to rise from the
ground.


"They're jumping." Hank snatched a vampire off Henry's
back and tore it in two, it's innards splashing on the snow at his feet.


Another one landed in the bonfire, though as his skin burned, it
spit volcanic particles into the air. It hit June's mate on the arm and caught
his jacket on fire.


They can handle it. Focus, Shawnee.


"You're a coward. How long has it been, Ileana? A thousand
years?" I stepped to the very edge of the barrier. "I have something
for you. Don't you want it?" At the same time that I drew the gun, I
pulled the empty flask from the holster. "Recognize this?" I held it
up in front of me, dangling it like a lure to a fish. Vanessa broke away from
the chaos to stand beside me, her eyes scanning the space in front of us. She
grabbed my arm and aimed my gun to the left, firing one shot. In the flash-bang
of the gun, I saw Ileana's outline emerging.


"Don't look," Vanessa demanded and I dropped my gaze.


"What do you think, Ileana? I solved your damn riddle."
I waved the flask about until her tiny form, clad in her usual white ski jacket
and fluffy boots, appeared a few feet in front of us. Her head tilted to the
side. "The fall of the Byzantine Empire and your connection to it. The
voodoo magic you used to remove your own heart. You told me all about it when
you killed Oliver, didn't you?"


"Clever, Doctor, very clever," she said, ignoring
Vanessa entirely. Her body jerked and quaked in her usual creepy stop-motion
way as her feet came to a pause on the same spot my mother's had earlier that
evening.


"It wasn't all that hard. You gave me enough riddles to
solve." I shrugged, ducking as something that resembled an arm went flying
over my head. Blood splashed, bones crunched, and growls sounded from behind
me. How many vampires dove to their deaths? They couldn't enter the circle if
they carried her blood, how had she managed to convince so many others to
sacrifice themselves for her cause? Maybe that's what it takes to lead an army,
convince them of your purpose. 


Convince them.


"How's Daddy doing? Did you enjoy seeing him? Dakota is a
lovely addition to your family, don't you think?" She tilted her head as I
stared at her chin, a spiteful smile spreading across her thin lips. "He's
quite a looker. Tastes a tad like you as well." My mother's profound
energy pressed in on me as her attention fell to Ileana at the mention of her
mate's name. "Oh and there's Mommy. How lovely. Such a-look-alike."
Ileana giggled. "She was much harder to find, you know. Dead people
are much more difficult to resurrect than the living."


Thoughts of Robbie rising from the dead flashed across my mind.
Had she tried to do the same to Dakota? Is that why my mother treated him so
differently?


Focus, Shawnee.


"She isn't dead." I clenched my teeth, wavering on my
stance when she mentioned my mother.


"No, she isn't. Neither is Daddy now is he?" Ileana
tilted her head from side to side. I cringed at the skipping motion. "You
were so easy to find. Did you know you're famous, Doctor Twofeathers? Court
cases, school registries, jobs. Right down to Mercy General. And all those
medical papers you contributed to, hmm? You might as well have left your front
door open for me to walk in. The newspaper article from the summer, now that
one was the lovely."


"Shut up."


"Don't like that, no? Finding your friends was the easiest
ever." She nearly giggled. "Hardly any of them left the park. Too bad
your house is gone. Trapping you there would've been the perfect plan."


She was getting the upper hand as my rage boiled, seething my skin
as if threatening to erupt. I dug my nails into my palms and forced myself to
focus. Make this about her.


"What happened to you, Ileana, at the Hagia Sophia that you
decided to preserve your black heart there? It was in the museum, you know, in
the basement. Tossed aside like a piece of useless trash." I turned the
flask upside down. "Too bad, though. It was eager to break free." I
tossed the flask and it hit the ground with a thud, rolling to a stop at her
feet. Ileana's attention dropped from me to the flask. She bent to pick it up
and, as soon as the container touched her hand, her eyes flashed red in the
darkness. "Didn't like that, did you? Your heart is mine."


"What are you doing?" Vanessa spat when I lowered the
gun, nudging my arm back up.


"It won't matter if I shoot her," I said. "She's
got a hollow chest."


"They're coming in droves," she said, and I felt a
quiver along our mate bond. I hadn't been paying attention to the battle behind
me until that moment. I had to hurry.


"My heart belongs to no one, Doctor Twofeathers," Ileana
finally spoke, slipping the flask into the pocket of her jacket.


"Wrong. It's mine, and very well protected. But that's not
why we're here, is it? I know who you are, Ileana. I know what you've done.
You're written in history after all. Leading the great Empire until your little
boy grew up and kicked you out. But that wasn't enough for you. You came back,
didn't you? Blinded your own son so you could rule as Emperor for five whole
years. Not Empress. No, don't confuse those terms. You and your armies,
your siege. And then you died. So sad." I shook my head as I
watched Ileana stand stone-still like a corpse planted in the ground instead of
a gravestone. "Died centuries before the fall. Became a saint even.
But you stayed and watched until the very end. Your great Empire fell and what
did you have left? Nothing but stories. Stories of the great Emperor Irene."
I shrugged, lowering my gun as Vanessa took a swipe at something beside me. My
mother's body turned and a scream rang out soon after. By the time she returned
to my side, she tossed an arm at Ileana's feet as if giving a dog a bone.


"You are clever, Doctor Twofeathers," Ileana
finally spoke. She wasn't moving in rapid succession anymore and something
about her face changed. Her cheekbones sharpened as her fangs nicked her lips.
Her eyes now steadfast red and glowing like an otherworldly beast. "Very
clever."


"Thanks. But this doesn't solve anything yet does it? You
still need your answer or the war doesn't stop, right?" I said, stepping
out of the way of an arrow that implanted itself in the ground by my feet.
Thank Gaia I couldn't see what was going on behind me. I couldn't tell if my
family was safe, save for my mother and Vanessa. I lost Mal to his beast long ago
as he raged inside me, slaughtering and slashing at anything in his way.


"Right again." Ileana abandoned her quips, her sharp
tongue, her game-playing for simple words. I was going to win this game.
"Now, if you would please pay my price." She gestured in front of
herself, as if laying a blanket down on the ground.


"If I offer you a satisfactory childe, this
ends," I posed.


"It ends," she repeated.


"All right." I took a deep breath, lifting my gaze from
the ground at her feet to look her directly in the eye. "I name myself as
your childe."
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"Shawnee!" Vanessa shouted my name and grabbed me by the
arm, yanking me backward.


"Let me go." I struggled to get away. My declaration
drew a furor in the pack. Caden roared and Xany shouted. Mal's tirade slowed.
My mother, with her hands balled into tight fists, stood beside me. Her face
contorted into the deadly mask of betrayal she had in her heart. "Listen,
just listen a minute."


"That's your choice, Doctor Twofeathers. You name yourself as
my childe, and it is done," Ileana said, taking a step forward.


"No!" Vanessa's grip tightened on me as our mate bond
thrashed, igniting Mal's and alerting everyone else. War raged inside me now as
I had spoken the one thing they never thought I would.


"Just trust me, dammit," I said through clenched teeth.
"All of you."


"Come now, Doctor, as to not waste time," Ileana, or
Irene as she should be called, sounded rushed as if she knew what was to
follow.


"Shawnee," Vanessa pleaded, looking to Caden for something,
anything.


"What have you done?" Caden asked, his voice deep and
gruff in a way I'd never heard before.


"Trust me," I repeated.


"You're gonna get yourself turned into a leech!" Xany
revolted as she slammed the butt of her crossbow into the head of a vampire
that rushed past.


"No, I'm not." I turned away from them to look back at
Ileana. "Isn't that right, Irene?" With narrowed eyes, I held her
gaze. Her red eyes bore into me like laser light, searing my corneas with a
deep sensation that pressed but never penetrated.


"Don't look at her!" Hank shouted from behind me.


"Come here now," Ileana spat, her composure now
fading as her true nature began to show. Her skin whitened, hardening to that
of a waxy corpse and accentuating her sharp cheekbones. She extended a hand to
me, her once pretty pink fingernails now razor-like talons.


"Nope. Sorry. I can't do that." It worked! "And
I won't do it. You can't thrall me, can you?" I tilted my head, watching
her in all her fallen glory as pieces finally began to fall into place. The
first time I saw her at the hospital, as Mal pointed out, she had her chance
there when I met her gaze. "You tried, though. When we first met and I saw
your translucent eyes. And then again in your dungeon. You were in that room
with me, weren't you? Trying desperately to gain control. But all you could do
was get me to sleep. Steal my mother's voice and words, then put me to sleep.
And you didn't like when I staked your baby leech, did you? Too busy having a
tantrum to catch me running off."


"Come here!" she shouted, stomping her foot once which
sent a shockwave to my knees.


"No. I won't." I shook my head. "You've made
this mistake before with Izzy, didn't you? You couldn't thrall her but you
turned her anyway. Look at the mess she made." I gestured around us.
"That girl was sick. She was sick and you took advantage of it. She
had leech sickness because you turned her, because you turned a mind that was fractured."


Ileana's shoulders broadened, her chest heaved with breaths I knew
she had to take.


"Her mind was fractured just like mine. You can't thrall us.
You won't turn me because you can't control me. I'd make a pretty sick
leech, too. But I am your childe, Irene, and I've named myself. Our deal
is done." I took a deep breath and continued to stare at Ileana, holding
her gaze as strongly as before. No matter what she did, no matter how she
moved, I didn't waiver under her glare. There wasn't any dominance, no signs of
power over me. As long as the barrier held, as long as Adia guarded her heart,
we were safe.


"You little bitch," Ileana heaved with each word. She
tossed her head back and screamed a deadly birdlike cry. Vampires stopped
attacking, and some of the wolves shielded their ears.


"I have one question for you, Irene," I said.


"What?" she spat so fiercely that a mouthful of blood
left her lips.


"Do you want to live? Do you want to continue walking this
earth as an ancient? As one of the firsts?" I tilted my head, awaiting her
response as I stared down the very demon-beast that she was. My pack glared in
her direction, but I knew no one could see what I could.


It took Ileana several seconds to answer as the remaining vampires
gathered around her, some of them bled from holes in their bodies or from
amputated areas where limbs once hung. She seemed to consider my question with
seriousness, though I couldn't be sure if she pretended to act that way.


"Yes," she said, finally.


"Then you'll take your herd, close your disgusting club
immediately, and vacate our territory. You won't kill or turn anyone else. I'll
keep your heart and we end in a truce," I offered. Vanessa had finally
released me and Caden's hand on the back of my neck told me I had pushed my
luck but not enough for him to supersede me. "And you'll address my
wolves, my army, with respect. There will be no retaliation in the
future. Those are the terms."


"A truce?" She hissed out the final word, her blazon
eyes searched my expression for a lie.


"A truce. You agree and we walk away. You don't agree, and I
shove a tiny little stake into your slimy thousand-year-old heart like it was
nothing more than a hors d’oeuvre," I said, holstering my gun and crossing
my arms over my chest.


The vampires by her side protested but she lifted her hand to
silence them. Her eyes bore into me again with the same ceaseless pressure as
before as if she tried one last time to take me. I fought back, pressing my own
will back on her. In time, the sensation faded and her shoulders evened. She
gripped the flask in her hand again, rubbing her thumb over the mouth of it in
an affectionate caress.


"Truce," she said.


A satisfied smile melted over my mouth. "Checkmate," I
said, glancing to Vanessa. Understanding washed over her expression followed by
an angrily furrowed brow.


Ileana turned her back on us and I watched as she led what was
left of her vampires back through the woods.


I turned around to face the Sept. Most of the wolves back in their
human form with blood dripping from everywhere. June, with her lips pressed
tightly together, tugged Vincent toward the bonfire and began throwing body
parts into the flames.


"That was a damn gamble," Henry said, sounding mildly
amused.


"What were you thinking, Shawnee?" Vanessa rounded on me
before Caden could even open his mouth. "Do you know how badly that
could've turned out? Naming yourself to a leech!" She grabbed my
shoulders, tugging me to stand in front of her. "You can't do this
anymore. Risking yourself for whatever greater good you think is out there.
What if she could thrall you? What if you were wrong? When you risk
yourself, you risk all of us. Everyone." She gestured around us. I
didn't answer her. She was right, everything she said was right.


"How did you know she couldn't thrall you?" Caden asked
as a whoosh of flames rose from behind him when June tossed in another vampire
corpse. Barron joined her in cleaning up.


"I didn't at first. Things started to make sense while I
talked to her. I've felt it before when she had me at her house. She tried to
press her will on me and it didn't work. I told Mal she was an ancient by the
way her eyes looked. He knew I looked at her without getting thralled." I
looked between the angry, worried faces as they bore down on me. My mother and
Xany's silence unnerved me the most. Mal, my steady, even Mal, stood at my
side. He, like the others, wasn't angry. Something radiated through our bond.
Was he proud? Relieved? I couldn't quite tell.


"Is that true?" Hank asked Mal, his brows lifted,
smoothing out his former glare.


"Yes," Mal's simple response relaxed the shoulders of
almost everyone. Xany didn't look pleased at being left out again. "I
suspected that she couldn't thrall Shawnee just as I suspected that was the
reason for Izzy's uncontrolled nature."


"But you weren't going to tell me that." I nodded to
him. "The images I send you through our bond. You get them stronger than
Vanessa and you have seen into me."


"Yeah, love. I have." He moved beside me, slipping his
arm around my middle. "And I knew what you were planning."


"What?" Vanessa rounded on him, her anger and hurt raked
through my center. "Why didn't you stop her?"


"Because." He gestured around us, glancing over the
faces of that stared at us. "It ended as it should."


"Ileana walks," Vanessa's deep guttural voice had
me shivering. My mates hadn't argued in months and feeling their power inside
me had me frozen in place. "How is that how it should be?"


Caden seemed content to allow Vanessa and Mal to duke it out. He
had released his grip on me when Mal placed his arm around me. The anger washed
from him, leaving him stoic and pensive as usual. Hank, his eyebrows still held
high, looked on in what appeared to be amused surprise.


"It's clear she has greater resources than we do. She
attacked a hospital, kidnapped Shawnee, and convinced dozens of leeches that
weren't her own to attack us. Whatever power she has, whatever influence, is
far greater than we can imagine. Killing her could have meant war. A war we're
not equipped to handle," Mal said as he gave me a squeeze. Vanessa seemed
to soften slightly. "Lives aren't gained in wars, only lost. Don't you
agree?" Mal watched Vanessa as she pondered his words. She drew her gaze
from him to me and our bond relaxed. She ran her fingers through her hair and
sighed.


"Like Adia said, sometimes with ancients it's about control
and not winning. We have her heart. Adia will make it a totem like the ones she
has," I spoke up. "It's better this way."


"But Nee, why didn't you tell me about your plan? You're
always supposed to tell me." Xany huffed and puffed.


"I didn't know I had a plan until the end." I took a
deep breath. "We can't afford a war. I know you'll agree with that,
Vanessa. We don't need our children growing up in orphanages or our Breeders
scared to live."


"So we have a truce on our hands," Caden spoke before
Vanessa could.


"Let's just hope the bitch listens to it," Xany
grumbled.


"What would you have done differently?" Hank turned to
Caden, his thoughtful expression lingering with the twinkle in his eyes.


"Differently from Shawnee?" Caden glanced between us,
his heavy gaze landing on me. "Nothing."


"Ana?" Hank turned to my mother. Her amber eyes bore
into him at first until he reached out to pat her shoulder. "And you? As
an Alpha, what would you have done differently?"


I watched as contemplation rolled across the features of my mother.
She watched me, considered me as she tilted her head. In time, she caressed my
cheek, letting out a soft sigh.


"Maybe I have taught you too much, Dodi," she
said.


"There's no such thing as teaching me too much." I
leaned into her touch, though my focus remained on Vanessa.


"Vanessa? What would you have done differently?" Hank
gave Vanessa's shoulder a squeeze. To my surprise, she seemed to accept his
touch.


"Killed her from the beginning," Vanessa said, glancing
between me and Hank. 


"Me too," Xany chimed in, offering Vanessa a firm nod.


"I'm not a Leader for a reason," Vanessa conceded,
reaching out to stroke my cheek.


"What about you, Hank?" Caden asked as everyone seemed
to settle that my decision was the right one to make. "You're our
Leader."


"Me?" He chuckled. "This is what I've done,
isn't it?"


"I suppose it is." Caden smirked and Hank clapped him on
the back.


 


***


 


"Thank you both for trusting me," I told my mates as we
watched the bonfire burn away the rest of the leeches. Ashes littered the area
around it as snow continued to fall.


"I still don't like the risks you take, Shawnee,"
Vanessa said. "I don't like it at all. I can understand them better
though."


"And you." I nudged Mal. "Knowing my
everything."


"Of course." He reached up and stroked my hair, tucking
it behind my ear. "My privilege will wear off soon as the bond between the
two of you grows."


"I thought Caden was going to kill me for a minute," I
admitted.


"He almost did." Xany dropped down beside Mal on the
fallen log. "And me too."


"I know," I said, leaning closer to Mal as he rubbed my
shoulder.


"Well then figure it out already." Xany slapped her
hands down on her knees. "We all gotta 'trust you' to keep us safe, but
what about trusting us to keep ourselves safe without you having to throw
yourself in the flames all the time? It's not your job to keep us safe."


"Yeah, it is, Xee."


"Oh then why don't you go and put on Caden's pants then. You
can be Alpha and save him the trouble." She waved her hand in my
direction.


"Stop it, Xee. You know that's not how it is," I said.


"She's right, Shawnee," Vanessa said.


"See? I'm right. We should be a team, not a
Shawnee-saves-everyone-all-the-time." Xany nodded to Vanessa as the two of
them ganged up on me. "And don't give me the 'I didn't know until the end'
talk either because you asked Caden if you could do the talking so you knew something
was up."


"I didn't know anything for sure," I said.


"That's the problem right there," Xany shrugged as if
saying 'point proven.' "What are you gonna do when you've got a kid to
worry about?" She nodded toward Vanessa.


"I don't know…" I admitted.


"We're all bound together. That's what it means to be a pack
so start acting like it already. It's not you against the world anymore. It's
all of us together against it." Xany huffed. "At least you didn't get
kidnapped again."


"I'm working on breaking that habit," I said, dropping
my head down on Mal's shoulder as I watched my family. Even though I didn't
want to admit it, Xany was right. I'm not sure why I had an insane desire to
protect them from everything but I was beginning to see it wasn't doing us any
good. "Let's go home."
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"She's nearly doubled in size and it's been five
minutes," Xany said as I entered the kitchen with a basket of laundry. I set
it beside the sofa and watched as she fussed over several pots on the stove.
Vanessa sat at the kitchen table, rubbing her very round belly now nearing
full-term.


"It's been longer than five minutes." Mal laughed as he
patted Vanessa on the shoulder. "She called you fat, Red. What are you
gonna do about it?"


"Eat her," Vanessa hissed and took a swipe at Xany as
she walked by.


“Then who would pamper you with all your stinky fish stuff.” Xany
giggled as she nearly missed the cat’s claws.


"Now Vanessa, you know eating people is against the
rules." Caden chuckled as he set a stack of plates on the table. Mal
poured glasses of iced tea and set them by the dishes.


"Shawnee will." Vanessa stuck her tongue out at Xany.


"Oh no I won't." I laughed. "Don't you remember
when I tried to make breakfast? I burned everything. Including Xany's best
frying pan which she has yet to yell at me about."


“Me yell? Why would I do that?” Xany snickered. I had a feeling
there was more to that snicker then just playfulness.


The front door opened and Mom entered with Dakota following behind
her. He removed his hat and nodded a greeting to us as he pounded the snow from
his boots.


"O'siyo," Mom said.


"Hi Mom," I said as she kissed my cheek. I waved to
Dakota over her shoulder.


"Evening Shawnee-girl," he said.


"Ah, a nice family dinner to ring in the new year,"
Caden jested.


"The new year past already, TB." Xany gave him a light
shove as she swept her way back toward the stove.


"We're reliving the moment." Caden helped Xany carry the
food to the table. First the roast from the oven, followed by veggies, mashed
potatoes, and Vanessa's salmon. Xany set Vanessa's plate in front of her.


"Careful, it might be poisoned by my awesomeness." Xany
giggled.


"Thanks," Vanessa said, grinning up at her as she
continued to rub her stomach.


"Xany made a feast," I said, ushering my mother and
Dakota to the table.


"She always does," Mom said as they took their seats.


Mal brushed his hand over my stomach when I sat. I caught his hand
and held it tightly. Talking to Dakota outside was one thing, sitting at the
table was a little different. The more I looked at him, the less he resembled
my father. For that much I was grateful.


"Thank you all for having me. This old man hasn't eaten at a
table with family in many years," Dakota said, his voice offering nothing
less than the greatest sincerity. His deep level of emotion, comfort beside my
mother, and eagerness to be a part of us had me watching the interaction
between him and my mother. Since his arrival, she'd grown quiet and more
reserved in ways I'd never expected.


"Of course, Dakota," Caden said as he began serving the
food. Dakota watched him with surprise in his expression, smoothing out the
light wrinkle in his forehead.


"Things are different here than in other places," he
commented.


"Alpha doesn't eat first here. We eat together." Caden
nodded and only sat once everyone had a plate.


"Thank you," Dakota said.


"Do you belong to a pack?" Xany asked him.


"No, my dear. My time in packs ended with our last one. I
live in Montana working with farm animals. Horses mainly, they're my favorite.
Great beasts with the emotions of man," he said, lifting his fork to eat
while everyone else did the same.


"All right, Dodi?" Mom asked me as I continued to
stare at them.


"I'm fine," I said, scooping some potatoes onto my fork.


"You have things to ask and yet you are silent," Mom
said.


"I'm just waiting for the right time…"


"There is no right or wrong time. Go on." Mom gestured
toward me, setting her fork down gingerly. All eyes turned to me and I fought
the urge to slouch in my chair.


"Why did you send your mate away? I look at the two of you
sitting beside each other and... " I shook my head, unable to finish my
thought. Just the idea of sending Mal or Vanessa away had my insides twisting.


"It was complicated times back then," Dakota answered
for her, a gesture I thought out of pure protection.


"He is right," Mom said. "Though times are less
complicated now."


"We want to hear the whole story already. Sheesh," Xany
exclaimed, leaning her elbows on the table with her chin resting on her hands.
"Go ahead." She giggled.


"You are too much to manage, Loud One." Mom chuckled at
Xany before looking to her mate.


"I'm all right with you telling the story. You're the best at
it." A wry grin spread across Dakota's mouth and Mom offered him a sharp
elbow to the side. I laughed softly at their harmony as Mal squeezed my knee.


"You just want to keep eating," Mom said, nodding toward
his plate.


"Right you are." Dakota lifted his fork and laughed.


"All right, I will tell it. It is what I do, yes?" She
looked to each of us and everyone, including Vanessa, nodded. "Well then,
you know our original pack ended in a wave of taint and destruction. That is no
secret. Our story began before that time. The matings in our pack were arranged
by dominance and suitable Breeder. It was the way for centuries. Many times the
practice was successful. As time passed and values changed, our old ways no
longer fit in."


"Around the turn of the century after the Europeans moved
Westward, our practices changed," Dakota added and my mother nodded.


"Yes. We held out for many years until more modern times made
their way on to pack land." Mom folded her hands in her lap, her eyes
falling on me. "When I was fourteen, I was promised to Viktor. We did not
care for one another but Dakota and I knew each other well. We studied medicine
together in the fields."


"Viktor was an entitled kid. Thought he was something
special. Turns out he wasn't much good at anything except causing trouble,"
said Dakota, nodding in Ana's direction.


The mention of my father's name sent anger up my middle rather
than fear. Vanessa's link inside me responded first followed by Mal's. She
reached for me and I laced my fingers with hers beneath the table.


"That's not surprising considering what he turned into,"
said Xany.


"This is true." Mom nodded. "In the time I spent
with Dakota, I knew he was to be my mate. He knew it, too. We tried to keep it
secret and, for some time, we did. I was to wed Viktor when I turned sixteen. I
would not let him hold my bond if I could help it. So, on the night before the
wedding, Dakota and I became mates. The wedding happened though Viktor and I
never bonded. He resented me for it, knew of my mating with Dakota and
threatened to disgrace us both. We played along with his demands for some time
until I became with child." My mother's cautious retelling of the story
had me slightly worried about what she would divulge next. I squeezed Vanessa's
hand and she stroked her thumb over the back of it. Mal nuzzled my cheek with
his nose while we listened.


"That's a game-changer right there," Xany added.


"Yes, it is. Viktor threatened to tell the Alpha about us if
we chose to continue in secret. We would be disgraced and our families made to
suffer. Dakota and I decided it was best for us to separate. He remained with
the pack for some time. When our Alpha was killed, we saw our chance when I
took leadership. But the taint grew strong, infesting our numbers faster than
we could control. Viktor threatened him and the other Breeders. 


One night, Viktor lured his brother and another to the fields
where a tainted Changer cub hid. Distorted by darkness and feral-born, there
was no saving him. They were attacked and the taint spread to the Breeders.
Dakota escaped to tell me the tale. I knew then I could not protect everyone,
and I hadn't the time to worry about a mate when I had a cub to care for. 


Dakota remained until Shawnee was about seven or eight. I asked
him to leave, to save himself from the taint that tore through our Breeders. To
save our families, I demanded that if he ever sensed my nearness, he would move
further away." Ana glanced at Dakota. "And he did."


"Well until this past month that is. I got stubborn," he
said. "I hadn't sensed anything but your life for nearly twenty
years."


"That is another story we will not discuss tonight," Mom
warned, her eyes falling on Xany in particular.


"Okay, sheesh. Go on," said Xany.


"It was all for naught, however," Mom said, her gaze
falling on me again. "Soon after Dakota left, Viktor enacted his plan to
remove me from leadership. He did and my cub suffered for it."


Again, the deep desire to melt into the chair hit me hard. I
swallowed my emotions and tried to stay calm. Why hadn't she told him how my
father removed her from the pack?


"The pack fled after, scattered across the country to save
whatever was left of themselves. Viktor took the one thing I valued most in the
world and tried to destroy her as a way of getting back at me." Mom's
half-truths might as well contain flashing red lights. Dakota looked at her,
tilting his head. He could tell.


"Just tell him," I blurted out.


"Tla, Dodi. The time is not—"


"You said there's no right or wrong time," I tossed back
her own words.


"I did, didn't I?" Mom sat back in her chair, glancing
to her mate.


"Out with it, woman? I knew there was something you weren't
telling me." Dakota lifted a brow at her, turning in his seat to face her.


"After you left, Viktor summoned the Andrus to our pack. He
gave away our secrets and turned us in. I was ripped from the night in an
ambush of silver while Shawnee watched," the words flew out of her mouth
as if she tore a bandage off a painful wound. "Galilahi and Tiva were also
taken. Tiva did not survive."


"What?" Dakota's expression fell from lighthearted
gentleman to devastation in a split second. "Why didn't you tell me?"


"It is not important anymore," Mom said, her lips
pressing into a thin line. My heart quavered in my chest as I watched my mother
battle emotions that she didn't want to fight.


"Of course it's important, Ana. Of course it is,"
Dakota's voice softened, he made to touch her face but she pulled away, turning
back to us.


"Tla." She cleared her throat. "The story is
this. Viktor called the Andrus and we were taken. Shawnee remained with him at
the peak of his taint. Her mate here." She nodded toward Vanessa.
"Killed him. I found Shawnee by tracking this cat. And the leech guided
you here to further torment Shawnee. Which did not work."


"No, it didn't," I said, firm in my conviction of at
least that much.


"All our sacrifice, all our giving in, was for nothing?"
Dakota sat back in his chair, his mouth slightly ajar.


"Not for nothing. We are here now." Mom turned her
attention back to him. "Reunited "


"But wait a minute," Xany said, waving her hand in front
of her. "You were sleeping with Dakota and Viktor at the same
time?"


"Xee, that isn't really important right now," I scolded
her, narrowing my eyes a bit.


Both my mother and Dakota grew quiet and still.


"Of course it's important," Xany drew her gaze to Caden.
"Right, Caden?" she asked. It surprised me that she didn't
call him by her usual nickname for him.


"All of our stories are important," Caden said rather
flatly.


Vanessa, who sat by rather quietly until now, leaned forward in
her seat. Her eyes darted over the faces of everyone in the room as if reading
something deeper.


"Yeah yeah, don't give me that. You already know, don't
you?" Xany waved him off. Caden said nothing, though he turned his
attention to my mother.


"Xany, don't instigate. It's hard enough for Mom to tell her
mate that the Andrus took her. That's enough for one night," I said as the
heated desire to protect my mother overcame me. Mal gave my knee a squeeze and
I glanced at him. He looked rather green around the gills himself. Vanessa's
eyebrows flicked upward and she twitched her nose. They were telepathing.


"That is the story of why I sent Dakota away," My mom
said, as if trying to regain control of the story. "He remains my mate for
all time." 


"Don't send him away again, Mom. You deserve happiness,
too," I said.


"As do you, Dodi. All the happiness in the
world." A soft smile loosened the tension in her cheeks.


"I've already got it."


 


***


 


Vanessa stood at the edge of the lake, gazing over the mountains
in the distance. Stars littered the night sky along the belt of the Milky Way.
I slipped my arms around her middle, resting my chin on her shoulder and hands
on her belly. Her fingers danced along mine as she leaned into me.


"See any shooting stars yet?" I asked.


"Just you," she said as the pack bustled behind us in
preparation for the meteor shower to come.


"I'm no star." I laughed as she did and kissed her
cheek. Mal's boots crunched in the snow as he approached.


"Moon's rising," he said, nodding toward the mountain.


"It was waiting for you." Vanessa snickered which earned
her a nudge from him.


"The moon waits for no man," he said. "It waits for
women though so you figure that one out."


I laughed at my silly mates and reached out for Mal's hand. He took
it as we watched the first meteor streak through the sky. My mates, thoughtful
and fluttering inside me, stayed quiet for several minutes. In time, their
little bits of concern flickered through our bonds.


"You two don't have to worry about telling me. I figured it
out myself," I said, patting Vanessa's stomach when she turned toward me.
I squeezed their hands as we stood facing each other.


"You did?" Vanessa asked, tilting her head and sending a
ringlet of hair tumbling over her shoulder. Mal's brow smoothed as she watched
me, a light smile on his hearty lips.


"Yeah."


"How do you feel about it?" Mal asked.


"I'm not sure yet. Mixed, I guess," I said.


"How'd you know?" Vanessa stroked the back of my hand
with her thumb.


"By the way my mother treats him, how careful she is with her
words. The first hint was Caden nearly killing him in Imogene's shop. Caden can
scent blood lines. To him, Dakota was my father. Mom's story at dinner
confirmed it for me." I glanced between them, watching as their shoulders
relaxed along with their dual links.


"Why didn't you say something sooner?" Vanessa asked.


"I'm not sure. I'm wrestling more with the fact that, for the
first time in my life, I have an intact family. Parents, mates, friends. I
worry that this is all a dream that I've cooked up while locked in a mental
hospital somewhere," I admitted. "It's all I've ever
wanted."


"What's so wrong with having all you ever wanted, in reality
or a dream?" Mal asked, his smile melting to a grin.


"Nothing, I guess. Though if it were a dream, I'd leave out
the vampires. And the hoarders." I laughed, reaching up to stroke their
cheeks at the same time.


"And the heartaches," Vanessa added as she leaned into
my caress.


"Maybe you could leave out the kidnappings and deaths,
too." Mal nodded against my touch as a chuckle rose from his gut.


"All evidence points to reality, doesn't it?" I laughed
as I gazed at them, my shooting stars in the darkness.


"Mhmm. It's real," Vanessa said, tangled on a heavy wave
of purrs.


"I agree with the cat." Mal nodded at her.


I continued to laugh as I embraced them, tossing myself between
them and forcing them to sandwich me in a hug. 


Meteors tumbled from the sky behind them, reflections flashing on
the glassy surface of the frozen lake. I am the night sky. My family and
friends are my shooting stars. Somehow shining brighter than any light that
dares to pollute their presence. They're my galaxy.












images/00001.jpeg
LEGACY SERIES
BOOK FOUR

MAX ELLENDALE





